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          Tooting Bec, South London, Present Day

        

      

    

    
      Sweating, and close to panic, Susie finally extricated herself from the tangled bedclothes and sat bolt upright.

      The knight had come again.

      It was already daylight. She grasped her ankles, assumed the lotus position and tried to steady her breathing.

      After a minute or two, she swung her legs over the side of the mattress and gripped the edge, smirking at her reflection in the wardrobe mirror. There’d be no need for gel today. Pink tufts stuck out like mini volcanoes from the jet black. No wonder her nightly visitor had beaten a hasty retreat.

      She was a firm believer in the power of dreams—probably something to do with her Celtic ancestors—but this was getting ridiculous. The knight with the red cross emblazoned across his chest had disturbed her sleep every night for three weeks.

      What did he want?

      Yawning, she retrieved her robe from the hook behind the bathroom door, folded up the hide-a-bed, and walked across to the kitchenette. The microwave clock indicated only an hour until she had to catch the bus to the supermarket. She pressed fingertips to her forehead, hoping to ward off the first twinges of a headache. Spending her days manning a cash register at Tesco and her nights waiting tables at a busy pub was turning her into a physical wreck, but it was the only way to make ends meet since she’d dropped out of university.

      She’d never really regretted not completing her degree. The profs were mostly pompous, stuffy old men who looked down their noses at anyone who voiced opinions different from their own. What business they had teaching in the anthropology department was beyond her understanding.

      However, at the abysmal rate her savings weren’t accumulating she’d be a senior citizen before she had enough money to fulfill her dream of volunteering on a world-class archaeological dig.

      She opened the door of the mini-fridge, winced at the best-before date on the milk carton and poured some for herself anyway, pleasantly surprised there was at least one clean glass in the dish-rack. She’d meant to bring home another box of cereal; hopefully there’d be an opportunity to grab a snack from the store shelves at break time.

      Having downed the milk in a few gulps, she brushed off the white mustache with finger and thumb, added the glass to the pile in the sink and headed for the bathroom. With any luck she wouldn’t have to feed the gas meter to get enough hot water for a shower.

      The pipes beat their usual tattoo when she turned on the squeaky taps. It took a while for the water to turn hot and fill the narrow shower stall with steam. She soaped her body and shampooed her hair.

      She closed her eyes, tilted back her head and was suddenly in the dream once more. The knight emerged from the mist, steam rising from his armor, rainwater dripping from his helm. She clutched the washcloth to her breast as he beckoned and whispered, “I am the key to the treasure.”

      Gooseflesh marched across her skin.

      The water abruptly turned cold and the Templar disappeared. Teeth chattering, she rinsed off, fought her way past the clingy plastic curtain and grabbed a towel.

      No amount of vigorous rubbing could rid her of the eerie feeling the knight had been in the tiny bathroom with her—an impossibility. She really was working too many hours. Speaking of which, if she didn’t get a move on…

      She dressed quickly, spiked up her hair with gel and fastened the diamond stud (aka cubic zirconia) back in her nose.

      Walking to the bus stop, she wondered if she’d have time to drop by the library after clocking off at the store. She’d forgotten most of the stuff mentioned about Templars in first year uni, and didn’t have internet in her bedsit. The persistent knight had piqued her curiosity. Especially when he’d spoken of treasure. Uncovering buried treasure would enable her to say bye bye to the second job at the pub, and hello to the long-dreamed-of archaeological dig.

      Her chuckle drew a disdainful look from the bus driver as she boarded and dropped the fare in the box. Probably not a fan of pink hair. Or maybe it was the nose jewelry. She blew an enormous bubble with her green gum, just to confirm his opinion of her as a loser. He shook his head as he put his foot to the pedal. Her amusement was short-lived when she realized the bus was full—standing room only.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Nerd

          

          Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese, Fleet Street, London

        

      

    

    
      Peter Bateson cringed as the waitress with spiky pink hair set down three pints of Sam Smiths on the tiny round table in front of him and his friends. “I shouldn’t be doing this,” he complained, loosening his tie.

      “Come on, old chap,” Hugh Farnham retorted, reaching for his beer. “Knowing you and the fanatical way you prepare for things, you’ll breeze through the whole process tomorrow.”

      “Anal retentive, one might say,” Edgar Rotherstein added.

      Peter wiped his sweaty hands on a napkin. Perspiring was something he never did, but the popular pub was crowded, hot and noisy. Nervousness about tomorrow’s doctoral defense certainly had nothing to do with it. “I admit I pay attention to detail, but anal retentive’s a bit much.”

      “Drink up,” Hugh insisted. “It’s doubtful anyone will show up for your defense. If your thesis proved conclusively that the Templar treasure does exist, the room would be packed.”

      Edgar licked foam off his top lip. “Whereas proving the treasure doesn’t exist will simply burst a few pipe dreams, and the Da Vinci Code fanatics won’t believe a word of what you claim anyway.”

      Peter sipped his beer. The sooner he downed it, the sooner he could make his excuses and go home to practice his dissertation again.

      “Many scholars are positive the treasure does exist.”

      The beer went down the wrong way, making Peter cough as he turned to look at the waitress who’d made a statement his years of painstaking research had proven to be unfounded. He decided the best course of action was to ignore her, but his chums evidently thought differently.

      “Know a lot about Templars do you, miss?” Hugh asked, winking slyly at Peter.

      The waitress—Susie according to her name tag—wasn’t a bad looking girl, apart from the geeky hair and the nose stud.

      She chewed her bottom lip then carried on. “There are viable theories about Templar knights escaping to Scotland after the Order was persecuted in the fourteenth century. Even Nova Scotia’s Oak Island is considered a possibility as a place they fled to.”

      Peter had expected a waitress in a pub in the heart of London to speak with a broad cockney accent, but she actually sounded more Welsh.

      Edgar snorted. “Nova Scotia? As in Canada?”

      “We should forewarn you, Susie,” Hugh said after a glance at the name tag. “Peter here is an expert on the treasure of the Templars. He’s defending his PhD on the subject tomorrow.”

      Her eyes widened as she clutched the empty tray to her breast. “Really? I’d be interested in hearing that. Is it open to the public?”

      Peter had spent weeks preparing slides and graphs. He’d practiced and practiced the coherent argument he’d written and revised a hundred times until he was confident every t had been crossed, every i dotted. He anticipated achieving a tour de force. Yet, for some strange reason he hoped this wide-eyed woman wouldn’t attend the formal panel. She threw him off balance. Maybe it was the hair.

      “Certainly,” Hugh exclaimed with a grin. “Two in the afternoon. Queen’s College. Just down the road.”

      Peter squirmed and started to sweat again under her curious gaze. “I’m sure she’d find it boring,” he tried.

      “Not at all,” she replied. “It might prove fascinating. That’s £9.60, please.”
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        * * *

      

      Susie secured the deadbolts, threw the keys on the kitchen counter and collapsed on the hide-a-bed, not certain she could stay awake long enough to open it up.

      She’d fallen asleep on the tube and almost missed her station. The five minute walk to her flat had blown away some of the cobwebs; a woman walking alone in the middle of the night needed to pay attention to her surroundings.

      The streets of Tooting Bec were a far cry from the family farm in South Wales where she’d grown up. She’d no intention of ever returning to the grinding lifestyle that had turned her parents into bitter alcoholics.

      She looked forward to having the next day off from the supermarket. No snotty-nosed, smart-mouthed kids trying to shoplift gum; no overweight women with their hair in curlers complaining about the price of cigarettes; no balding, middle-aged lotharios trying to pick her up.

      She could spend all day in bed if she wanted. Rest up for her shift at the pub. Except…the studious looking nerd was giving his defense tomorrow.

      He’d eyed her with disdain when she’d expressed an interest. Toffee-nosed. Serve him right if she did show up to poke holes in his theories. Not that her brief visit to the library had provided her with enough information about the Templars to be able to do that, and she likely didn’t have the courage anyway.

      There was just something too smug about him. He needed taking down a peg or two. Hadn’t even finished his beer before rushing off.

      “Who wears a tie in the Olde Cheshire Cheese for goodness sake?” she mumbled, yawning as she prepared for bed.

      She fell into a deep sleep as soon as her head hit the pillow.

      Sometime during the night, the Templar went down on one knee. “Monseigneur de Norrels,” he said, lifting something heavy in both hands, like an offering.

      Susie tossed restlessly, trying unsuccessfully to make out what he held.

      “Many have given their lives to protect what I give into your safekeeping. The survival of the Order depends on its preservation.”

      “Who is de Norrels?” she rasped in her sleep.

      “He has the logs.”

      The knight melted away when she blinked open her eyes. “Logs?”

      It was still dark, so she turned over, punched the pillow and went back to sleep, trying to fathom what logs had to do with buried treasure.
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      Peter was already awake when the alarm went off. He hadn’t slept well. His PhD defense had dominated his dreams for weeks, but last night the waitress with the pink hair kept reappearing like an annoying little gremlin.

      He switched on the bedside lamp, got out of bed and went to the bathroom, snarling at his reflection in the mirror. Talk about spiky hair! Still, he’d have lots of time for a shower after breakfast.

      He opened his iPad and checked his email on the off-chance there’d be a reply from his father and step-mother to his invitation; there wasn’t, but then he hadn’t really expected them to come. They probably didn’t have access to WiFi on their African safari, or was it India this time? He’d lost track and learned long ago not to worry about them. They were spending his paternal grandparents’ money and there was no point expecting them to take an interest in his work—or in him. He was fortunate his late grandfather had the foresight to set up a trust account for him. It funded his research and paid for his comfortable lifestyle .

      He sent off a quick email to the university asking for confirmation the arrangements were proceeding as agreed. They hadn’t replied to his last five requests, but he copied his prof, just in case.

      “Anal retentive might not be far off the mark,” he muttered, closing the iPad.

      He made himself two slices of buttered whole wheat toast with a liberal spread of Golden Shred marmalade, brewed a cup of Nespresso dark roast coffee, then opened up his iPad again, intending to run through the slides once more while he ate.

      Satisfied every slide was visually impactful and to the point, he eyed the microwave clock. The “courtroom” wouldn’t be available until one in the afternoon, so that left 45 minutes for a shit, shower, shave, an hour to go over his speech one last time, and fifteen minutes to check his projector in case the university’s failed to function. He’d take fifteen minutes for lunch, five to walk to the tube station, twenty on the train, another five minute walk along the Strand. Allowing for delays, he’d still arrive in plenty of time.
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        * * *

      

      Susie might have blamed the traffic for her tardy arrival at Queen’s College, but the truth was she hadn’t allowed enough time to get from her flat to the university.

      Out of breath and wishing she hadn’t worn her leather jacket, she asked directions at the main entrance. It didn’t help that she only knew Peter’s first name.

      “More than one defense going on today, miss,” the porter scolded.

      She tried to follow the directions he eventually provided, but got hopelessly lost in the maze of ancient corridors that seemed to lead nowhere. Sweating and annoyed with herself, she finally arrived at 2:15.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled to the stern-faced docent manning the door, “punctuality isn’t my strong suit.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry. Hasn’t started yet.”

      She hesitated on the threshold, thinking for a moment she’d entered a chapel. The dozen or so pew-like benches were packed, but she managed to slide into a spot near the back. She wasn’t completely sure why she’d come, and if the whole thing turned out to be monumentally boring, she could slip out unnoticed.

      The person next to her leaned closer. “They’re having trouble with the AV,” he explained.

      She nodded politely and looked to the front, just as a slide flashed up on a large screen: Debunking the Myth of the Treasures of the Templars, by Peter H. Bateson.

      An audible murmur of expectation rippled through the audience. Several gowned university types who’d evidently been helping resolve the projection issue took their places, leaving a pale-faced Peter H. Bateson standing alone at the podium.

      A graphic had been inserted as background for the slide. Susie stared at the red cross emblazoned on the chest of a knight. Suddenly, the Templar of her dream was in the room.

      Her eyes darted from the image to Peter and back several times. The handsome man at the podium seemed a different person from the studious nerd she’d met briefly at the pub. The delay had clearly flustered him. He scanned the audience as if facing a firing squad.

      “Apologies for the late start,” he finally announced into the microphone after clearing his throat several times. “Best laid plans, and all that.”

      There was no reaction, except for one or two people who glanced impatiently at their watches.

      He attempted a smile. “So, let’s begin. Welcome everyone. I’m Peter Bateson and today I’ll be defending my doctoral thesis. I’d like to introduce Doctor Gloria Addis who will act as my defense leader.”

      He gestured to another small podium off to one side. A tall, thin woman gripped the wooden structure like a shipwreck survivor clings to flotsam. She embodied the quintessential cartoon image of an elderly history professor. Susie wondered if anyone else in the audience shared the unkind thought that the woman had likely witnessed the Crusades first hand. She bit into her knuckles to stifle a giggle.

      Gloria Addis spoke as if her mouth was full of marbles, a skill several of Susie’s former professors had also perfected. She tuned out the diatribe and studied Peter. He seemed to have regained his composure, though he still shuffled papers. In the dim lighting of the cramped pub she hadn’t really got a good look at him. He was tall and athletic-looking. Maybe he played on one of the intramural sports teams. Squash perhaps.

      He was actually a good looking man, though he’d used a little too much gel to tame his brown hair. If he grew it longer and let it fly free like…

      She squirmed on the uncomfortable bench. Her neighbor folded his arms across his chest and edged away.
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        * * *

      

      While Dr. Addis rambled on about her own credentials, Peter’s gaze roved over the audience. They may have thought he was looking at them, but actually he was mulling over his supervisor’s last words of advice.

      You are the expert in the room. Trust your brain. No one in the world has recently spent as much time as you on this specific topic. I’ve deemed your thesis worthy to be defended. So has the committee. You will pass. Everyone knows that. The only one still doubting it is you.

      He’d rehearsed the entire presentation ten times, once in this very room. Everything would be fine. His frustration over the projector issue was beginning to melt away and his heart rate had returned to normal when he suddenly noticed a person in the back row. He narrowed his eyes. Surely it couldn’t be…but it was. The chick with the pink hair, drowning in a leather jacket two sizes too big for her.

      He rarely swore, but what the fuck was she doing here, chewing gum for god’s sake?

      The knot in his stomach tightened. She was a loose cannon, trouble with a capital T. The fear churning in the bellies of the Templars arrested by King Philip the Fair over seven hundred years ago was suddenly all too real. What torture did Susie Pink-Hair have in mind for him?

      He gritted his teeth, wondering what had happened to his usual sang-froid. His nervousness was making him paranoid. Then, he realized Addis had stopped speaking and his audience was waiting for him to begin.
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      Susie fiddled with the fringe on the front of the jacket, inexplicably nervous for Peter as he stared at the audience.

      “Looks like a Templar preparing to face the hordes attacking Jerusalem,” her neighbor quipped, making no attempt to speak softly.

      A retort was on the tip of her tongue, but she thought better of it when Peter seemed to collect himself and began his dissertation. He flipped through the introductory slides and his nervousness disappeared. It was evident he knew his topic inside out. She liked the sound of his voice. Deep, but not too deep. Confident.

      She thought he’d noticed her before and been none too pleased to see her, but as his presentation went on she began to think she’d been mistaken. Why would he even remember her?

      He gave a succinct account of the founding of the Order of the Templars after the establishment of the first Crusader states in the Holy Land. “From humble beginnings as a small group tasked with protecting pilgrims, within twenty years they’d become the most powerful bankers in Christendom. Thousands of wealthy pilgrims entrusted their money, lands and titles to them for safekeeping. New recruits donated all their possessions.”

      She yawned, enjoying listening to him but thinking perhaps she’d be better off finding a quiet park bench somewhere. A nap would do her good before the shift at the pub. Even she knew the Templars had amassed their enormous treasure acting as bankers—most Crusaders never returned home to reclaim their valuables.

      Startled when Peter unexpectedly removed his suit jacket and undid his tie, she sat up straight. He seemed self-conscious about it, but, holy smokes, fit didn’t begin to describe him. He was built. The conservative suit hadn’t done justice to the powerful shoulders and broad chest that tapered to a lean waist. He patiently rolled up his shirtsleeves to reveal corded forearms dusted with light brown hair. Susie tried to swallow, but without saliva it was almost impossible. The nerd had transformed into a jock who’d set her heart pounding. Which was strange. Muscle-bound men didn’t turn her on, but Peter Bateson had made her panties alarmingly damp.

      In her agitated state, she was completely unprepared for what happened next. He shrugged a tunic over his head, thrust his arms through the armholes, and explained, “I thought a visual aid might help us better identify with the thousands of knights faced with the annihilation of the Templar Order by King Philip of France in the fourteenth century.”

      Susie gaped at the knight who’d haunted her dreams for weeks, incapable of coherent thought, until Peter said, “The big question is, what happened to the Templars’ account books when the surviving knights supposedly fled La Rochelle by sea? The logs have never been found and my thesis proves neither they nor the so-called treasure still exist.”

      Of course. The logs! Now she was awake, it was so stupidly obvious what the knight had meant. She vaulted to her feet and gripped the pew in front of her. “No,” she shouted, “De Norrels has the logs.”
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        * * *

      

      A few people gasped at the outburst.

      Gloria Addis peered over the top of her podium and pointedly reminded everyone there would be an opportunity for cross-examination at the end of the speech.

      A stern-faced docent leaned over to speak to a blushing Susie as she regained her seat.

      Peter’s emotions were mixed. He was livid she’d flouted the time-honored protocol, but how on earth did she know about Roger De Norrels? The man was an insignificant figure in the history of the Order, Preceptor of one of many Templar holdings in southern England. Admittedly, Cressing Temple had been a hugely lucrative agricultural endeavor, but still. The notion he’d been entrusted with the accounts containing information about the Order’s vast empire bordered on the ludicrous. Peter hadn’t even mentioned him in his thesis.

      However, she’d belted out the pronouncement with great conviction and looked at him now with doe eyes wide. He hadn’t noticed how big her eyes were. What was she trying to tell him?

      He coughed politely, marshaled his thoughts, and continued. He successfully laid to rest the myth that the treasure lay hidden in Scotland’s Rosslyn Chapel, and ruthlessly trashed the theory that Templars had aided Robert the Bruce in his victory at Bannockburn.

      He effectively disproved the possibility the treasure lay buried on Oak Island in Nova Scotia, and dealt deftly with the notion the Templars had taken their enormous wealth to Spain, Portugal and a myriad of other unlikely places.

      He deliberately left England to the last. No one blinked an eye when he mentioned Royston Cave. Either he’d bored them all to silence, or they were preparing their ammunition for the cross-examination. He hoped the latter was the case. The Templar knights might be ancient history, but the story of their astonishing success and equally dramatic demise was anything but boring.

      Cressing Temple was the one site reputed to be a possible hiding place that he hadn’t spoken about. He paused after announcing the name and watched Susie for any sign of reaction. There was none.  He’d lay odds she didn’t even know who De Norrels was.

      He pushed the projector’s remote to bring up the last slide, elated when exuberant applause greeted the end of his speech.

      Susie was the only person in the room not smiling, apart from Addis who was probably physically incapable of cracking a smile. His irrefutable thesis hadn’t convinced the spiky-haired waitress. The moment of triumph was marred by a twinge of disappointment.
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        * * *

      

      During the cross-examination, Susie gripped the bench and studied Peter. He fielded every question expertly and gracefully.  “A good point, I’m aware of that debate…”; “Yes, on one hand …but on the other hand…”; “I see what you’re saying, but I respectfully disagree, because…”; “I’m not an expert in that area, but here’s how I view that…”; “I understand that question as follows…”

      It was masterful, but she got the feeling he was avoiding her eye. Was he afraid she’d bring up the logs again? She was normally much too inhibited to make a spectacle of herself, which is exactly what she’d done. She didn’t even know if she wanted to mention De Norrels again. Peter had oodles of research to prove the Templars’ wealth had gone into private hands centuries ago; all she had was a dream knight with the red cross emblazoned on his chest.

      It was evident the committee members were going to grant Peter his degree. As the proceedings wound down, she slipped out, anxious to avoid the disdainful glances of others who would surely crowd around the successful candidate in order to offer congratulations.

      He’d triumphed despite the troll who’d rudely interrupted him.
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      Hugh shook Peter’s hand. “Well done, old chap.”

      Edgar slapped him on the back. “A walk in the park.”

      Peter appreciated their sentiments, but he craned his neck to look beyond the lineup of people waiting to offer congratulations, inexplicably disappointed when he didn’t see Susie.

      He wanted to reassure her she hadn’t offended him. On reflection, her outburst indicated he’d captured her interest. He didn’t stop to consider why such a thing might matter to him. Plus, he had to admit her mention of de Norrels had him intrigued.

      However, he could hardly rush off to look for her.

      Hugh bent close to his ear. “We’ll have a pint or two waiting at the Cheese once you escape your admiring fans.”

      It was likely the members of the committee would want to bend his ear for a while. The long and stressful doctoral process was finally over, and he recognised the toll it had taken on his energy. He’d been thinking of turning in early.

      However, Susie might be working at the pub later. He wanted to see her, but the always popular historic watering hole wasn’t the place for a meaningful conversation. He checked his watch. “It’ll be crowded with tourists at this time of day,” he said. “All wanting to meet the famous Dr. Samuel Johnson,” he added sarcastically.

      Edgar rolled his eyes. “We’ll find a quiet spot.”

      “No such thing at the Cheese,” he replied.

      Gloria Addis inserted a bony shoulder into the conversation and offered a skeletal hand.

      He nodded to his departing friends as he accepted the cold, limp congratulatory handshake.

      “Dr. Bateson,” she wheezed.

      “Thank you for all your help, Dr. Addis,” he replied.

      “You didn’t really need it,” she conceded. “But what does de Norrels have to do with your theories?”

      He might have known the wily old crow wouldn’t miss the crumb of doubt Susie had tossed into the debate. “I’m not sure,” he replied. “But I intend to find out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Susie balanced the tray and put two glasses of Sam Smiths down on the table one by one, then the two gin and tonics. Serving in the small crowded bar was always a challenge. Customers often bumped into servers and sent trays flying, the main reason for the sawdust sprinkled liberally on the floor.

      However, she preferred to be waiting tables here tonight instead of in the Chop Room where Peter and his friends were celebrating with a meal. She doubted he wanted a reminder of the silly girl who’d interrupted his presentation.

      Her customer took a swig of his beer and grimaced. “It’s warm,” he complained.

      His accent suggested he was from somewhere in the American midwest. It wasn’t the first time she’d dealt with this problem and likely wouldn’t be the last. “Yes, I know you folks like your beer cold, but here we serve our draft at room temperature.”

      He took another sip and shoved the glass away. “You must have Budweiser.”

      “We do,” she confirmed, keeping the smile plastered on her face, “would you prefer that instead, sir?”

      His wife pushed the sweating glass back in front of him. “You drink Bud at home all the time,” she scolded. “Can’t you at least try the English beer?”

      Sulking, he eyed the brew like Socrates contemplating the cup of hemlock. “I guess,” he grudgingly agreed.

      The other American mopped his brow. “So, miss, is this Doctor Johnson fella here tonight?” he asked.

      She prattled off the standard response. “No, I’m sorry, sir. The famous poet and essayist did once frequent this pub, but he died in 1784.”

      The four tourists stared at her for a moment or two, then the second wife laughed out loud and cackled, “I guess we’ve missed him, then.”

      Susie tucked the empty tray under her arm and smiled indulgently as the Budweiser man held out his open wallet for her to take the correct payment.

      “Can’t figure out these pounds, shillings and pence,” he lamented.

      She refrained from pointing out that Britain changed to a decimal coinage system more than forty years ago. Shillings had been obsolete since before she was born.

      She realized she was being overly critical. American history was a blur to her, but the conversation had been a far cry from Peter’s thought-provoking dissertation. If it wasn’t for the tips…

      Turning to clear a recently vacated table for waiting customers, she risked a glance into the Chop Room, not sure whether to feel relieved or disappointed Peter and his friends had left.

      She wondered if the knight would appear in her dreams tonight, or if the well-researched doctoral thesis had laid him to rest. His haunting had prompted her to attend the presentation. Perhaps the treasure wasn’t a myth and she was meant to pursue the matter further.

      If he did come, she’d ask him about de Norrels. If she got no answer, she’d be off to the library again.

      “What can I get you?” she asked the newcomers as they squeezed themselves into their seats. Reeling off a list of the pub’s draft beers, she fretted that she had begun to think the knight was real.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as he arrived home, Peter fired up his laptop and typed Roger de Norrels into his search engine. He loosened his tie, undid the laces of his Oxfords and shrugged off his jacket as he peered at the links that came up.

      Perplexed, he sat in the ergonomic chair at his desk and scratched his head. There was nothing remotely connected to the man he sought. He tried various spellings of the name, then just Norrels without the Roger.

      Still nothing.

      A half hour’s search through an indexed box of handwritten notes eventually turned up the source where he’d found the man’s name in a list of Cressing Temple preceptors. A little more hopeful, he typed in the url and discovered why he’d not included de Norrels in his dissertation. There was no information about him, except his name and the dates he held office. The man was unremarkable, yet Susie believed he’d been entrusted with the all-important accounting records.

      What did she know that he didn’t? Perhaps she too was a doctoral student armed with information that could blow his theories out of the water. He’d get to keep his degree, but it wouldn’t mean anything—least of all to him. He believed with all his heart that the treasures of the Templars had been dispersed into private hands centuries ago. But if he was wrong, he could say goodbye to a teaching position at any one of the prestigious universities that had expressed an interest in his work.

      He could hear the pundits now. Good old Dr. Bateson. His conclusions were all up the creek of course.

      Susie appeared to be nothing more than a waitress, but the majority of graduate students worked while earning their degree. He was just lucky he didn’t have to, thanks to his grandparents’ trust fund.

      He stared at his notes. There was something intriguing about the dates. De Norrels was the head of a wealthy Templar holding in 1309, a time when thousands of knights were fleeing persecution all across Europe. Could one or more of the fugitives have brought the accounting records to Cressing for safekeeping? Edward II was delaying the persecution of the Order in England, despite the Pope’s insistence. There was no safe place for the records in Europe, thanks to the relentlessly cruel King Philip of France.

      A visit to the historic site was definitely in order. He verified the opening times on Cressing’s website, where he also discovered they were holding a Family Medieval Weekend starting the day after tomorrow. He deserved a bit of fun after living like a hermit for months while putting the final touches on his dissertation. The Templar costume didn’t have to be returned for another week.

      The odd notion flitted into his brain that Susie would enjoy attending the event, though she was probably working on the weekend. Or perhaps she’d already been there, researching de Norrels. Just as well he didn’t have any means of contacting her. She wasn’t his type anyway.
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      Susie went through the motions of her Friday shift at the supermarket, but something about Peter Bateson’s presentation kept bothering her. Around mid-morning she recalled that her outburst had rattled him for a minute—no surprise, it had shocked her too—but he’d recovered quickly and carried on with confidence.  However, he’d hesitated and looked for her reaction at one point. Something to do with one of the Templar sites in England, but which?

      Last night, in her dreams, she asked the knight for more information, but he just stared back, arms folded across his chest, and said nothing. Infuriating man!

      In the break room, she borrowed Sammy’s mobile and googled Templar sites. One name rang a bell. Cressing. That was it. “Do you know where Cressing is?” she asked her friend.

      Sammy shrugged and held out her hand for the mobile. “Somewhere in Essex, I think.”

      “Do you mind if I click on the link?” Susie said, though she’d already done so.

      Sammy pouted. “Data ain’t free, you know.”

      Susie only half listened, her interest spiked by the information on the web. Cressing Temple was indeed in Essex. Not that far away. And they were holding a Medieval Day this coming weekend. She didn’t look up. “Would you like my Saturday shift?”

      As usual, she’d rushed into something without thinking and almost hoped her friend would decline, though that was unlikely. Sammy needed money as much as she did, which was why giving up her shift was a silly idea.

      “Sure,” Sammy replied, tucking the mobile into her pocket then rinsing her cup in the sink before returning to her till.

      Too late to renege now. Dressing up in medieval costume and spending a day trying out ancient crafts would be fun. She hadn’t done anything fun in a very long time.

      Her mind raced through her meagre wardrobe, trying to think what she could use to fashion a costume. It might be worth stopping by the Oxfam second hand clothing store on her way to the pub.
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        * * *

      

      It was around one-thirty in the afternoon when Peter’s mobile rang.

      “Blast,” he said, wishing he hadn’t when his voice echoed inside the templar’s helm on his head—the reason he hadn’t worn it during his presentation.

      He eased the replica off carefully and answered. “Hello, Bateson here.”

      “Peter,” Hugh replied. “I’m going on holidays tomorrow. Two frightful weeks with Mummy and Daddy. Thought we might have a farewell meal at the Cheese tonight and you can commiserate with me.”

      Peter caught a glimpse of his reflection in the bedroom mirror and straightened his shoulders. The tunic looked great with the leather belt and was long enough to hide the upper part of his motorcycle boots—not exactly period. With the helm tucked under his arm he looked very medieval. But a trip into the city was out of the question. “Sorry,” he said. “I’ve planned an outing to the wilds of Essex tomorrow.”

      “Essex? Never mind that. Goodness knows when we’ll have a chance to get together again,” Hugh wheedled. “You’ll be off to some fancy university, and Edgar will be swotting for his finals.”

      Peter blew out a long breath. They’d been friends for years, before university. Three musketeers with parents who didn’t give a damn. He should make the effort. “What time?” he asked.

      “Around seven.”

      “How about six-thirty?”

      “Excellent, old chap. I’ll make the reservation. Edgar’s coming too.”

      Peter hung up and studied his reflection again. Too bad he hadn’t been able to borrow a sword. He sat on the bed and took off his boots.

      Susie would probably laugh her socks off if she saw him dressed up like this. The studious nerd turned Knight Templar.
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        * * *

      

      “You look down in the mouth,” John Studler remarked when Susie reported for her shift at the Cheese.

      She liked John. He was easy to work for. “I’ve just spent a frustrating hour trying to find a costume at the Oxfam store.”

      He carried on wiping down the bar in the Chop Room. “Nothing suitable?”

      “No, and everything has a peculiar odor to it. I’ll just have to go without a costume.”

      “It’s for a party?”

      She hesitated. He probably thought she was going to some goth orgy. “No, I’m planning to take part in the Medieval Days at a place in Essex.”

      He paused. “Medieval? Why didn’t you say so, darlin’? We’ve got tons of costumes in storage for our annual Samuel Johnson days and other special events. We’ll find one that can pass for medieval.”

      “But I’d need it for the weekend.”

      “Tell you what. You wear it tonight to wait tables in here and you can keep the outfit for the weekend. My treat. Sound all right?”

      Serving food wasn’t her favorite thing, but the offer was too tempting. “You’re very generous, John.”

      He shrugged and threw the dishrag into the sink. “Come on, then. Let’s see what there is.”

      She followed him down the precarious stone steps that led to the underground vault bars and storage rooms.

      “How are you getting to this shindig?” he asked, turning the key in an ancient lock.

      “Good question. I picked up a London Transport schedule. It’s near Braintree. A place called Cressing. Looks like about three tube connections, a train, then a bit of a walk. I’ll have to change into my costume there. If we find one.”

      He shoved open the heavy wooden door and pulled a cord dangling from the ceiling to turn on the light. “Don’t worry. There’ll be something suitable.”

      Susie had never been in this particular storeroom before. She gaped at rack after rack of quality garment bags. “These are all costumes?”

      “We’ve a big staff here,” he replied with a wink. “Every shape and size. We don’t use them enough.”
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      “They’re running behind,” Hugh explained over the noisy chatter in the Cheese. “The maitre d’ suggested we grab a drink at the bar while we wait.”

      “Fair enough,” Edgar replied. “I’m parched.”

      Peter followed, though he didn’t want to start consuming alcohol before he ate, and had hoped to be home in time to get a good night’s sleep. Riding a motorcycle through London traffic took concentration and he intended to set off early in the morning.

      “I’ll get the first round,” Hugh offered, disappearing into the crowd clustered at the bar.

      The tables were still all taken when Hugh returned, hands splayed around three glasses. It was impossible to carry on a conversation in the crowded bar. Peter wished he hadn’t agreed to come.

      “Farnham, party of three,” a voice declared after what seemed an eternity.

      They downed the last of their drinks as they shouldered their way to the Chop Room. A waitress took their glasses. The maitre d’ led them to a table and handed out menus. The dining room was quieter, but the low beams tended to magnify the sound. Their host told them the name of their server, but just then Edgar said something Hugh found hilarious and Peter didn’t catch it.

      The first thing he noticed about the waitress when she arrived were her eyes. They were wide and blue like Susie’s. But the spiky hair was hidden by a coif, part of a serving wench’s costume. He paid scant attention to the ankle length skirt as his gaze travelled to the black corset affair laced tightly around her ribcage. It seemed to have been designed for one purpose—to push a pair of very tempting breasts up as far as they would go without pouring over the top of the low-cut shift beneath it.

      Lust fueled an erection the like of which he hadn’t felt in a long time—if ever.

      Was it the fire in his face that caused her to blush? For all his confusion at his cock’s reaction, he got the feeling she wasn’t comfortable in the outfit.

      “Susie?” he asked.

      She forced the briefest smile of acknowledgement. “Can I get you gentlemen anything from the bar?” she replied in her lilting Welsh accent.

      Silence.

      He glanced at his friends. Both were salivating over Susie’s breasts. He clenched his jaw, feeling very possessive of lovely globes that he was sure would more than fill his hands. “Er—I’ll have a pint of the bitter, please,” he managed to stammer.

      “Same here,” his chums chimed in together.

      She was gone before Peter could get his thoughts organized.

      “Holy cow,” Hugh exclaimed. “Can you believe that’s the same weirdo who served us before?”

      “And rudely interrupted Peter’s dissertation,” Edgar added.

      “She’s not a weirdo,” Peter retorted, “and she was just enthusiastic, not rude. At least she was paying attention.”

      Hugh elbowed him. “I think our friend here is cunt struck.”

      Peter brooded. His pal’s remark was too close to the truth, and he was mortified he’d allowed his emotions to show.

      He contemplated denying the jibe. Knowing he was lying would lead them to make a bigger deal of his reaction than it merited, though her get-up had knocked him for six, so to speak. He concentrated on calming his raging hormones, trying to recall how to do abdominal breathing while pretending to be amused by the suggestive comments wielded by his friends.

      His body scorned his efforts when Susie returned with their beers.

      “Dressed up in medieval finery tonight, I see,” Edgar teased as she put the glasses down.

      The blush spread to her breasts. “Yes. Have you decided what you’d like?”

      “I’m wondering why you’re the only waitress in costume,” Hugh asked suavely, apparently intent on playing the gigolo.

      The lecherous gleam in his friend’s eyes annoyed Peter; however, Hugh had raised a good point. “You look fantastic,” he told her, “but why are you the only one?”

      He lost his train of thought when she looked into his eyes and said, “Look, I apologise for my outburst at your panel. Can we just forget it?”

      She thought he was angry. “No need to apologise. It’s not often a doctoral thesis gets someone so enthused.”

      She continued to stare into his eyes, weighing him up, testing his sincerity.

      Hugh coughed. “When you lovebirds are done,” he interjected, “I’ll have the steak and kidney pie. With chips.”

      She turned her attention to her order pad and blushed again. “Steak and kidney. Any appetizer?”

      Predictably, Edgar had what Hugh was having. Peter ordered something, but his attention was more on devising a way to coax Susie’s nipples into putting in an appearance.

      “You embarrassed her,” Hugh scolded as she stalked off to the computer to punch in their order.

      “Me?” Peter snarled. “You might want to wipe the drool off your chin. And she and I are not lovebirds.”

      Edgar laughed. “Come on, chaps. No arguing on our last night. Nice tits though, I must admit.”
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        * * *

      

      Susie clenched her fists and took a deep breath when she realized she’d made an error entering the order in the computer. She pressed Cancel and started over.

      Having worn only oversized T-shirts for years, she wasn’t used to displaying so much cleavage, but John had insisted the outfit was perfect for her. Peter and his cronies weren’t the only men salivating over her boobies. For some reason, she’d expected him to be different. She might have known the males of the species were only interested in one thing. Maybe her mother had been right for once after all.

      Peter hadn’t even asked her to explain what she knew of de Norrels. Perhaps just as well. She’d bumped up against studious types like him in her anthropology classes. The arrogant trio would fall off the bench laughing if she told them about the knight.

      The next ten minutes passed in a blur of activity until she received the signal the three musketeers’ order was up. She stared at the plate of liver and onions, hoping that’s what Peter had actually ordered.

      He frowned when she set the tray down and passed the first steak and kidney to his friend.

      “Liver and onions for you. Right?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “I suppose so.”

      Some of the tension eased from her spine. If she’d got the order wrong he was being nice enough not to point it out. She decided to take a chance. “In answer to your question, my boss lent me one of the pub’s costumes so I can go to a medieval fair tomorrow. On condition I wear it tonight.”

      Peter’s reaction wasn’t what she expected. He frowned and looked angry.

      “She’s a medievalist like you, Peter,” his friend quipped, spreading HP Sauce over his pie.

      Peter clenched his jaw. “I’m not a medievalist. I’m an expert on the Templars.”

      An urge to tell him about her dream bubbled in her throat, but this didn’t seem like the right moment. Something she’d said had angered him, and a patron at another table was calling for her attention.

      “Bon appétit,” she murmured and fled.
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        * * *

      

      Peter sliced into the meat, summoning a defence against the questions his friends were bound to ask. He hadn’t eaten liver and onions since he was a kid. His mother had cooked it often, and he hated it almost as much as he resented her for abandoning her family.

      “You don’t suppose Susie’s going to the same medieval thing as you?” Edgar asked, jolting him out of his memories.

      “Doubtful,” he replied as nonchalantly as he could, though he was quite certain she intended to go to Cressing.

      “You could give her a lift,” Hugh suggested, brandishing a ketchup-laden chip on the end of his fork.

      “Imagine riding a motorbike in that outfit,” he retorted, then wished he hadn’t conjured an image of swelling breasts pressed against his back.

      “You might at least ask her,” Hugh insisted. “Cressing’s a long way by bus. In fact, she’ll probably have to take several buses, or maybe the train. How far is it?”

      He swallowed the lump of liver stuck in his throat. “I’m sure she isn’t going to Cressing.”

      They ate the rest of their meals in uncharacteristic silence. Peter began to get the unwelcome feeling they’d outgrown their boyhood camaraderie.

      His thoughts drifted back to Susie. If she was going to Cressing, it might be better to keep an eye on her. Besides, it was much too far to go by public transport. She’d no sooner get there than have to start back. He doubted she owned a car. Few people who lived in London wanted the hassle when you could get around easily without one.

      The deciding factor was his annoyance at the harassment she’d have to put up with if she rode the bus in the saucy get-up. That and the nod of encouragement from Dr. Johnson’s portrait hanging over the bar.

      “I’m off to the Gents,” he lied, sliding out of the bench.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Spark

          

        

      

    

    
      Susie stared at the screen but her attention was on the man who’d come up behind her. She recognised Peter’s aftershave—something woodsy and natural smelling, not like the cloying stuff popular with a lot of the regulars.

      She glanced down to make sure her tingling nipples hadn’t peeked over the top of the blouse. They were still covered—just—but two round pebbles poked at the tight fabric. Her body had never reacted this way with anyone before. Perhaps it was just his resemblance to her knight that had her on edge.

      He probably wanted to complain about the liver.

      “Sorry to bother you,” he began.

      She turned her head. “Was the food not to your liking, sir?”

      He frowned, evidently puzzled by her question. “No. I mean yes, it was fine. Well, actually I’m not fond of liver and…” He raked a hand through his hair and handed her a credit card. “I’ll get this if you can do up the bill.”

      “No sweet?” she asked, hoping her nervousness wasn’t obvious.

      “No, not tonight,” he replied.

      She printed the bill and put the transaction through, a little surprised when it wasn’t declined. Few students qualified for credit cards.

      He hesitated when she held out the receipt with his card. “Look, I was wondering. If it’s the Medieval Weekend at Cressing you’re planning to attend, I could give you a lift. On my motorbike.”

      Forgetting her resolve not to turn around, she swiveled to face him. “You’re going there as well?”

      “Er, yes,” he replied, taking the card and receipt. He glanced up, evidently as startled as she by the spark of static electricity that passed between them when their fingers touched. “I have the Templar costume for a few more days and I thought…” He rambled on about needing some relaxation and fun, all the while doing his best not to look at her cleavage. But his eyes kept wandering back. Though her face was on fire, she resisted the temptation to look down, quite sure the embarrassing nipples were now more than obvious.

      She should be cautious. He was a relative stranger, someone she hardly knew. But perhaps this was part of the knight’s plan. The choice was simple; a two and a half hour journey on public transport, or riding pillion behind an attractive man. “That’s generous of you. I live in Tooting Bec. Where do you want to meet?”
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        * * *

      

      “Is it a date?” Hugh asked when Peter returned to the table.

      “No. I just offered a lift if she was going to Cressing, which she is, so I’m picking her up at Moorgate Station.”

      “Aha,” Edgar exclaimed. “The knight and his fair maiden will traverse the kingdom of Essex on his trusty steed.”

      Peter enjoyed the good natured ribbing, until Edgar wiggled his eyebrows and said, “But will she still be a maiden on the return journey?”

      The urge to punch both his lifelong friends intensified when Hugh giggled and exclaimed too loudly, “I doubt that one’s a virgin anyway. Did you see the tits?”

      Peter got to his feet. “I think we’ve all had a bit too much to drink. Come on.”

      “Aren’t we having a sweet?” Edgar whined.

      “No, I’ve already settled the bill,” Peter replied over his shoulder.

      His friends followed him into the warm air of a summer’s evening. Faint traces of pink lingering in the sky promised fair weather for the ride. “I’m going to pass on a nightcap,” he declared, forestalling Hugh. “Have a good holiday. See you when you get back.”

      His pal pouted. “Yes. Okay. Goodnight.”

      They shook hands and parted. He walked to his tube station, pondering the strange quirks life could take. He’d thought that earning his PhD would be a life-changing event, yet something indefinable had happened tonight which he sensed would have far greater consequences. If only he knew what it was.

      He didn’t have long to wait for a train. It was full when it arrived and packed by the time it pulled away. He looped his hand into one of the overhead straps, swaying with the movement of the train. He closed his eyes as the rhythm of his thoughts played over and over in his subconsciousness.

      Pink streaks in the sky

      Pink hair

      Pink nipples

      He’d travelled this line so often he knew instinctively when his station was coming up. As the train pulled to a stop he roused from his trance and stepped onto the platform. Without warning, in the midst of a crush of people hurrying out of the station, an image of Susie’s pink clit popped into his head.

      He paused and leaned back against the tiled wall, hoping the rock-hard erection would subside before he embarked on the five minute walk to his flat.

      The notion a waitress had bewitched him was too laughably medieval to contemplate, yet somehow he’d fallen under her spell.
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        * * *

      

      It was the strangest thing. Whenever Susie got off the tube late at night, she dreaded the short walk home. Tonight she didn’t feel alone and afraid, even though she was carrying a garment bag that might prove tempting to a street thug.

      The knight walked beside her.

      She knew it was ridiculous. The Templar was a figment of her overactive dreams. Yet, she felt the urge to let him know how things were progressing.

      “I’m going to Cressing tomorrow,” she told him. “To the Medieval Weekend.”

      A dog barked somewhere in the distance.

      “That’s where de Norrels was Preceptor, right?”

      A neighborhood cat darted across the street.

      She lifted the bag. “This is my medieval costume. It’s a bit too revealing, but the man who’s giving me a lift is okay. He won’t take advantage.”

      The Rose and Crown sign hanging on the wall of the pub squeaked when the wind caught it.

      “I’m not sure why I’m going really, but it’s interesting Peter is going too, don’t you agree?”

      The street light outside her building still made its weird buzzing sound as it flickered on and off.

      “The Council’s never going to fix that, you know,” she told him. “Good thing my flat’s not on the street side.”

      Safely inside, she hung up the garment bag and slipped off her shoes. “It’s funny,” she confided. “I hear those sounds every night and they always give me the willies. Tonight they didn’t bother me.”

      She hummed as she made a cup of cocoa, set the alarm and got ready for bed. “Will you be at Cressing?” she asked, sipping the last of the cocoa before settling down for the night.

      He didn’t need to reply. She knew he’d be there.
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      Peter shrugged off his disappointment when Susie waved. It was lame-brained to expect her to be wearing the medieval costume, though why girls favored jeans slashed at the knees was beyond him. At least she’d had the common sense to wear the leather jacket.

      He pulled over in the loading zone outside the station as she hurried towards him.

      He set the kickstand and unbuckled the spare helmet.

      She seemed bothered when he handed it to her and she passed him a garment bag. For a moment, he was afraid she was going to back out of the excursion and he realized to his surprise he’d looked forward to giving her a lift. Perhaps she just didn’t want to flatten her spiky hair. “Rules of the road,” he said.

      She accepted the helmet and put it on. “It’s silly,” she replied, tilting her chin so he could help fasten the strap. “I thought you’d be wearing the Templar tunic.”

      It felt good that she seemed comfortable enough to admit it. He rolled up the garment bag and stuffed it into one of the lockable hard-bags. “Funny. I was thinking the same thing about your outfit.”

      Her blue eyes widened and she grinned. “I suppose we would look kinda silly.”

      Her first genuine smile sent his hormones into overdrive again. She was beautiful when she stopped frowning. He regained his seat, not looking forward to an hour of riding with a rigid erection. “Hop on,” he said, then wished he’d used a different turn of phrase.

      She straddled the seat behind him without hesitation.

      “You’ve ridden a motorcycle before,” he said, though it confirmed his earlier opinion she was a biker chick.

      “Yes,” she replied. “My brother had one. This is his jacket.”

      He lifted the kickstand with the heel of his boot feeling slightly off-balance. That wasn’t the answer he expected. “Does he not ride anymore?”

      “No,” she replied, shifting her weight. “He totalled it in a crash on the M6.”

      “And never got another?”

      “He died at the scene.”

      A wave of protectiveness rolled over him. He wanted to switch off the engine and rock her in his arms, but a commissionaire was striding in their direction, parking ticket dispenser at the ready. “I’m sorry,” he said lamely. “Hold on.”

      She put her arms round his waist and leaned into him as they pulled away from the kerb. The press of her body against his did nothing to alleviate the thickening at his groin, but suddenly he was a knight errant carrying a damsel in distress to safety.

      Such fanciful notions weren’t his style. “I’ve definitely spent too much time with the Templars,” he muttered under his breath.
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        * * *

      

      Susie never spoke of Keith’s accident. The loss was too painful, even after four years. Her brother was the only thing that made living at home in Wales tolerable. He was her friend, her ally, her twin. It was the two of them against the world—Keith and Susie keeping each other sane amid the alcohol-fueled depression of their parents. She still resented him for abandoning her.

      If she hadn’t secured a place at Uni she’d have left Penmaenpool anyway. Life on a remote hill farm tending Welsh Black cattle held no appeal.

      It felt strange being back on a motorcycle, something she’d avoided since the accident, but there wasn’t much traffic this early on a Saturday morning and Peter navigated the relatively quiet streets with careful confidence.

      They soon reached the Motorway and her eyes drifted shut as they picked up speed. A late night and the crack-of-dawn alarm began to take their toll. She rested her cheek against Peter’s back. The sun had warmed the leather jacket. As the purr of the powerful engine vibrated through her, she snuggled into him, tightening her grip around his waist, feeling freer and more relaxed than she had for a long time. Memories of riding pillion behind her tearaway brother resurfaced—except Peter was broader, more solid, more reliable.

      She and her knight were off on an adventure. The gnawing worry about saving up for her dream seemed to have melted away—for today at least. Perhaps it was an omen that they would discover the treasure.
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        * * *

      

      Peter worried Susie might have fallen asleep. It was unexpectedly exhilarating having her cling to him, but he was afraid she might tumble off the bike. He slowed down and took the exit ramp for the Welcome Break rest stop at Birchanger Green. “I thought we’d grab a coffee,” he shouted over his shoulder when she stirred.

      He had an ulterior motive. Maybe a bit of probing might reveal what she knew about de Norrels. There’d be a big crowd at Cressing—not much chance to talk once they arrived. She’d probably wander off and he could hardly follow her around everywhere.

      Not wanting to leave the bike, he opted for the Starbucks drive-thru.

      “Nothing for me, thanks,” she said over his shoulder while they waited in line.

      “Sure you don’t want anything? I’m having a lo-fat latte.”

      She hesitated only a moment, but it dawned on him she was perhaps careful with her funds. He tended to forget how fortunate he was. “My treat,” he said as they pulled up to the microphone, ordering before she had a chance to refuse.

      He picked up the drinks at the window and passed them to her. “I’ll find a spot near an empty bench,” he said.

      That promise turned out to be easier said than done in the crowded parking lot, but eventually he found a space. She hopped off the bike when he killed the engine and held both coffees while he took off his helmet and secured it to the bike. Then they traded and she removed her headgear.

      “Good teamwork,” he joked.

      She ran her hands through flattened hair. “I probably look a fright.”

      “I like you better without the spikes,” he admitted, wishing he hadn’t mentioned it when she scowled at him. He gave her the latte and gestured to the bench. “After you.”

      As she sat down, she undid the studs of her jacket to reveal a small change purse on a strap around her body. “You didn’t have to buy me coffee,” she began. “I can pay my own way.”

      The pride in her voice hinted at resentment and he recalled the way she’d stared at his credit card. He began to get the feeling money was tight, and the last thing he wanted to do was offend her. “You can get the next ones, then,” he replied before sitting down to take a sip of his latte.

      “Do you like working at the pub?” he asked after a few minutes of awkward silence.

      “Sometimes.”

      “I suppose people can be hard to deal with when they’ve had a few drinks.”

      She nodded.

      He worried she might have overheard Hugh’s indelicate remarks about her breasts. “I’m sorry about my friends last night. They were rude. They’re actually nice guys.”

      She shrugged and took another sip. “After my outburst during your panel they probably think I’m a loser anyway.”

      Here was the opening he’d hoped for. He decided not to beat about the bush. “Speaking of which, your mention of de Norrels has me intrigued. What do you know about him?”

      She blushed then swung her legs straight out and stared at her sandals. “Nothing—except he was given the logs.”

      “How did you find this out?”

      She sipped, glanced at him quickly, then sipped again. “The knight told me,” she whispered so softly he barely heard.

      “Knight?”

      “He told me in a dream.”

      He clenched his jaw and stared at her knees peeking out of the torn jeans, tempted to tell her he didn’t appreciate being monkeyed about. She could bloody well walk the rest of the way to Cressing if that was the game she was going to play. “In a dream,” he repeated sarcastically, tossing his empty cup into a nearby waste bin.
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      Susie should have kept her mouth shut. Peter Bateson wasn’t the sort of person who believed in dreams and visions and premonitions. She stood and threw the half-full cup into the trash. “Forget it,” she hissed, trying to refasten the studs of Keith’s jacket with trembling hands.

      He stalked after her. They came face to face across the bike. She averted her eyes from his angry gaze, not sure why she cared that he was upset.

      He put on his helmet and fiddled with the strap. “If you don’t want to reveal the source of your information,” he said, “I get that. But don’t insult my intelligence with talk of dreams.”

      She’d learned from years of bitter arguments with her parents that she couldn’t win a confrontation. She wasn’t good at it. Emotion tied her tongue in knots, so she said nothing as anger boiled inside her. He’d misunderstood her reasons for going to Cressing and jumped to the wrong conclusions.

      When he thrust the helmet into her hands, she lost control. “I thought you offered me a lift out of the goodness of your heart,” she hissed, “but you were only interested in picking my brain. You’re not the chivalrous knight I mistook you for.”

      She immediately regretted the stupid remark. They weren’t living in the Middle Ages. He must think her an idiot.

      Jaw clenched, he glared, then straddled the bike and started the engine. “Hurry up,” he shouted, “this parking lot is notorious for the time it takes to re-enter the motorway.”

      She sat behind him, grimly gripping the rail of her seat as he revved the bike out of the parking lot and into the slow-moving exiting traffic. She closed her eyes as he jockeyed for position and moved ahead in the line, earning obscene suggestions and gestures from several drivers. Her back soon ached with the effort of remaining rigidly upright as he sped onto the motorway and the journey resumed.

      She’d been silly to hope he might like her once they got to know each other. The first man she’d been attracted to had proven to be mercenary—except he wasn’t interested in her body. He coveted what she knew, which ironically was nothing. It was time to accept she would always be a loner, a foolish misfit who believed in dreams and buried treasure.
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        * * *

      

      Peter prided himself on his careful handling of motorbikes. He’d taken a course on motorcycle safety and soaked up as many tips as he could on the subject from the internet.

      Now he was streaking up the M11 as if the hounds of hell were after him. Susie was probably holding on for dear life, scared out of her wits. Thoughtful of him after she’d shared the circumstances of her brother’s death.

      He eased up on the throttle and relaxed his tense shoulders, wishing she would lean into him again. He missed the feel of her body against his back.

      He blamed himself for the sudden collapse of their easy camaraderie. He’d crafted a careful strategy to elicit information from her, then she’d blown his mind with talk of knights appearing in dreams. He didn’t believe in such poppycock, but perhaps she genuinely did. He tended to jump to the wrong conclusions—not a desirable trait for a good researcher.

      Her accusation that he wasn’t chivalrous rankled. He considered himself a gentleman. He’d offered her a ride after all.

      So you could assess the threat level to your thesis.

      A non-existent threat if she’d merely dreamt about de Norrels.

      That didn’t make sense either. Why would an obscure fourteenth century templar knight pop into the dreams of a sleeping waitress in the twenty-first century?

      The throb of the engine roared in his beleaguered brain, but by the time he found a spot in the crowded parking lot at Cressing Temple he’d calmed, especially when he discovered there was no charge for motorcycles.

      Susie got off the bike, removed her helmet and looked around uncertainly.

      “Give me your jacket,” he said, shrugging his own off his shoulders.

      She glanced at him sharply. “I’ll carry it with me.”

      Dismayed by the suspicion in her big blue eyes, he took off his helmet. “Look, I appreciate it means a lot to you, but it will be quite safe here. I lock my stuff to the bike all the time. You won’t enjoy yourself if you’re lumbered with the jacket all day.”

      She hesitated, then undid the studs, slipped it off and handed it to him.

      “I brought two lengths of cable just to be sure,” he said, handing her the garment bag she’d brought.

      Teeth clamped on her bottom lip, she watched him thread the cables through the sleeves and the helmet buckles. “Good idea,” she conceded as the U-lock clicked into place.

      He cast about for somewhere to change. “Meet you back here in five minutes,” he told her, pointing to the row of green Porta-loos set up at the edge of the lot.

      Pouting, she studied her feet, garment bag clutched to her chest. “Don’t feel you have to babysit me all day,” she muttered.

      He took a chance and ran his fingers through her hair, resurrecting pink tips flattened by the helmet and rekindling a pleasant tingling at his groin. “Listen. We got off on the wrong foot. I apologise for losing my temper. I propose we change, come back here and put our clothing in the hard bags, then we’ll explore. How does that sound?”

      He was relieved when she nodded. “Sounds good.”

      He just wished she’d said it with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Susie waited a minute or two for a vacant Porta-loo. It wasn’t the ideal place to change into a costume. There was hardly any room and nowhere to hang stuff. Wrinkling her nose against uncertain odors, she undressed and stuffed her jeans and T-shirt into the bottom of the plastic garment bag. The floor was wet; getting into the costume with the bag tucked under her arm proved to be a challenge, particularly when it came to lacing up the corset. Without the benefit of a mirror she had to rely on a quick glance down to make sure her boobs weren’t flowing over the top of the white blouse.

      She’d looked forward to spending the day with an intelligent and good-looking man, but that was all ruined now. He’d probably make some excuse to get away from her quickly.

      She fastened the ties of the medieval bonnet, did a quick sniff-check of her underarms—not that there was anything she could do to remedy sweaty pits—and hurried out of the torture chamber, the bag clutched to her chest.

      Lifting the long skirt’s hem out of the gravel, she noticed her toes were already dusty. Perhaps sandals weren’t a good idea, but trainers and medieval garb…no!

      She looked up to make sure she was heading in the right direction…and faltered. Her knight stood tall next to the bike. White tunic, red cross, leather belt…and motorcycle boots. The sight of him blew away her misgivings. “You look fantastic, Sir Knight,” she said with a smile as she handed him her bag.

      He took it, but when she tried to withdraw her hand, he held on and brushed a kiss on her knuckles. “My honor,” he replied. “Sir Peter de Bateson at your service, fair maiden.”

      For a brief second she recalled his friends’ sarcastic jibes, but the warmth of his lips and the huskiness of his voice dispelled any notion he was mocking her. His smile and the admiration in his eyes were real. She knew she wasn’t pretty. The possibility an attractive man found her appealing brought on a momentary dizziness.

      Still smiling, he locked their belongings in the hard-bags, then took her hand. “I think we should see the barns first. They’re hundreds of years old, you know.”

      “Yes,” she agreed, surprisingly comfortable with letting him take charge.

      “Then the Tudor Gardens, after which I think we’ll need to try out the goodies in the Tea Room.”

      The day might turn out all right after all. She bobbed a curtsey. “I’m in your hands, Sir Peter.”
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      Peter and Susie tagged along with the line of visitors trooping through the historic barns. When she stared up in awe into the timber roofing of the late sixteenth century Granary, he was glad the tour had begun there. She’d be gobsmacked when they got to the much older Barley Barn.

      Thanks to his research, he knew everything there was to know about the barns, but he held back, content to listen to the guided tour. He could have answered the questions she asked of the guide, but bit his tongue, impressed with the calibre of her probing. Susie was no ordinary waitress.

      A warm contentment flowed through him when she took his hand as they exited the structure. “It’s the largest granary in Essex,” he managed.

      “Yes, the guide mentioned that,” she replied with a cheeky smile.

      “Just wanted to see if you were listening,” he teased. “You’re obviously interested in history.”

      She hesitated, but then confessed, “I was enroled in the anthropology degree program at St. George College, but my first love is archaeology. My dream is to get hired on to a world class dig.”

      It was the most he’d heard her say at one time and revealed so much of herself, he was humbled she trusted him with her dream, especially after his earlier boorish behavior. “You say was; are you not pursuing your degree?”

      “No,” she replied shyly, “I’m pursuing the dig. Idalion, possibly.”

      He wanted to know more, but they were about to enter the Wheat Barn built around 1280. “It was originally romanesque,” he told her, suddenly anxious to show off his knowledge. “It’s been altered and repaired several times since it was built. The initials carved into some of the timbers actually belong to workers who added braces during Victoria’s reign.”

      “Wow,” she murmured, turning in a circle as she craned her neck to look up into the complex geometric patterns of the timbered roof. “Incredible.”

      “It reveals how important these buildings were to the Templars,” he explained. “Such intricate construction was normally reserved for cathedrals.”

      “You know,” she whispered, “I’m passionate about digging up lost civilizations, but it’s awesome that this is all still standing for anyone to come and see, despite the fact the Templars were wiped out long ago.”

      “Again, a testament to the skill of the builders.”

      “You must find this boring,” she remarked as they entered the Barley Barn, but evidently lost her train of thought, overawed as he’d expected by the sheer size and grandeur of the enormous structure.

      He’d saved his most brilliant bits of historical trivia until now, but he was suddenly struck dumb. As he stood watching Susie take in the exhibits and absorb the sights and smells of the building, a heart-stopping certainty swept over him—he and the ancient barn were somehow intimately connected. He’d visited briefly at the outset of his research, but it was far beyond that.

      “I’ve been here before,” he said hoarsely.

      “I’m sure you have,” she replied.

      “No, I mean…” He stopped abruptly, not sure what he meant. There were forces at work he didn’t understand. “Tell me again about the knight in your dream,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Susie thought Peter had gotten over his tantrum about the dream and didn’t appreciate his resurrecting the matter. She was having a good time and resented his attempt to spoil the experience. “It’s not important,” she muttered.

      He took her hand and pulled her towards him. They came face to face. His nearness was overwhelming, the intensity in his eyes alarming.

      “Yes, it is,” he rasped. “Tell me. You said your knight met de Norrels. Where?”

      She balked, still not sure if he was leading her into some elaborate trap. “How should I know?”

      Tears welled when he cupped her face in his warm hands. “Close your eyes and try to see him again.”

      She shook her head. “He only comes at night.”

      “Please.”

      She swallowed the lump in her throat when he brushed away an errant tear with his thumb and gently drew her away to a bench in a quiet corner.

      He sat with feet apart, head bowed, hands on his knees, seemingly deep in  thought. Goosebumps marched up her spine when he turned to look at her. The color had drained from his face.

      “Are you sick?” she asked, her concern increasing when she put her hands atop his. “You’re feverish.”

      He shook his head and smiled a crooked smile that set her heart racing and caused a recurrence of the damp pantie problem. “I think perhaps I’ve gone a little mad,” he confessed. “I don’t believe in dreams and visions, but I know without a shadow of a doubt de Norrels stood in this very place.”

      She struggled to understand. “He was preceptor here. He must have entered the barn.”

      He gripped her hands and pierced her with his brown eyes. “It’s what he was carrying that’s important.”

      The intense gaze, the firm grip, the hint of awe in his voice, all spoke of sincerity, yet it was impossible a pragmatist would start having visions and change his point of view so suddenly. “I don’t appreciate being made fun of,” she said, trying to pull her hands from his.

      “De Norrels hid the accounting logs in this building,” he declared, refusing to let go.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Peter doubted what he’d seen with his own eyes and ardently wished he hadn’t. The fleeting apparition was there, then gone when he’d blinked. At first, he’d assumed the grey-haired Templar bearing a weighty codex was one of the re-enactors employed by the park, but the man had evaporated in a swirl of mist.

      He blamed his confusion on his feelings for Susie. She had him in knots. It was impossible he was attracted to a girl with pink hair and slashed jeans who believed in dreams.

      It went against the grain of everything he’d put his trust in. Emotions were something he’d learned to control years ago. Cold, hard facts were more reliable and less hurtful.

      Yet, he couldn’t rein in his physical need for Susie and he desperately wanted the mistrust in her eyes to disappear. She was an enigma he had to solve. That prospect gave him courage. “I’m not making fun of you, Susie,” he assured her. “Let’s wander round the Tudor Gardens and talk.”
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      The heady perfume of roses in the Tudor Garden bolstered Susie’s courage. She loved flowers, a phenomenon she’d discovered after leaving the bleak Welsh hills. She was floundering in uncharted waters, grateful Peter’s warm hand at least provided an anchor of sorts. She wanted him, of that she was becoming more and more certain, but a relationship based on mistrust would never flourish. If she bared her soul and he thought she was cuckoo, then so be it.

      “We need to get one thing straight,” she finally managed. “I am not a threat to you. I didn’t come here to follow up on research. I came because of the knight who haunts my dreams. He told me about de Norrels. I looked the name up on line and discovered he was Preceptor at Cressing, so I was curious. That’s the extent of what I know about it.”

      He led her to an empty bench in the shade. “I believe that now,” he admitted, “but your outburst forced me to investigate de Norrels and I jumped to the conclusion you knew something I didn’t.” He chuckled. “That’s disconcerting for a man who thinks he knows everything.”

      “Your presentation was incredible,” she whispered. “You convinced me the treasure no longer exists.”

      He tucked a wisp of hair back under her bonnet. “But the knight…”

      Expressing feelings had always been hard. Keith had been her only confidant, her hero. Since his death, she’d worn his leather jacket constantly, depending on it to conceal developing female realities. It had morphed into a suit of armor, donned so she could live the life stolen from him. The pub’s revealing medieval costume had forced her to face an inescapable fact—she was no longer a teenager. She’d grown into a woman, with a woman’s desires. Hiding the truth would be a betrayal of the knight. She fixed her eyes on the red cross on Peter’s tunic. “I assume you’ve figured out that I am originally from Wales,” she began.

      The sweet kiss he brushed on her knuckles made her nipples tingle and strengthened her resolve.

      “The Welsh are a strange lot,” she continued when he laced his fingers with hers.

      Staring at the unspoken bond, she hoped the alchemy that had set her heart and body alight had worked its magic on him. “We believe in the power of our dreams, but we tend to be stubborn, and we don’t like being told what to do, so we interpret them in our own unique way.”
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        * * *

      

      By rights, Peter should be feeling very uncomfortable. Boots designed for riding motorcycles definitely weren’t suitable for tramping around ancient monuments in summer heat. Good thing he hadn’t brought the helmet.

      He’d hesitated to mention the Tudor Gardens when they first arrived, given that certain flowers always triggered his allergies and the antihistamines were in his flat. But visiting Cressing without touring the Tudor Gardens would be like going to the Tower of London and not seeing the Crown Jewels. Susie’s wide-eyed delight at the profusion of roses, delphiniums and dahlias reassured him he’d made the right decision.

      She was an enigma, this girl he’d at first dismissed as a trouble-maker. She lit his body on fire without even trying. In fact she was downright uncomfortable displaying her wares. He suspected she may have been abused. A protective instinct worthy of any Templar knight surged in his chest.

      Or perhaps she was still a virgin. That possibility prompted another powerful instinct that had nothing to do with chivalry and everything to do with an inexorable need to be the first to possess her.

      She’d jolted him out of his pompous self-righteousness about his research and forced him to consider things from a different point of view.

      Now, they sat on a bench in a flower garden and he found himself actually inhaling the scented air, and enjoying it. She was on the verge of telling him about interpreting dreams—a subject that  would normally send him running a mile in the opposite direction. Yet, he wanted to hear her thoughts about her nightly knight, and he certainly needed to understand the vision, apparition, intuition…whatever it was that he’d experienced in the Barley Barn.

      But a snake lay curled in his belly. No matter what she told him about her knight and de Norrels, he was still convinced the logs no longer existed. He knew something about Cressing she didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Susie smoothed the folds of the heavy skirt and lifted her feet. “Sandals weren’t a good idea,” she admitted.

      Peter shrugged. “Your feet might be dusty, mine are killing me in these boots.”

      They laughed together.

      He put his arm around her shoulder. “Tell me about Keith,” he said softly.

      To passers-by they probably looked like an average young couple sharing the beauty of a lovely garden, but Susie’s life changed in that moment.

      She inhaled the intoxicating maleness of a man perceptive enough to cut through the talk of dreams and visions and discern the treacherous rock on which her life had foundered. “He was my twin,” she whispered, fidgeting with the fraying sleeve of her blouse, astounded she had actually been able to speak the words.

      Peter made no reply, offered no trite words of condolence, for which she was grateful. He simply pulled her closer and tilted her head onto his shoulder.

      The floodgates opened. “We were friends, allies in the ongoing war against our parents. They’re alcoholics by the way.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “My father and step-mother aren’t alcoholics,” he said, “but they don’t give a shit. I live off a trust fund my grandparents set up for me.”

      His admission floored her. She’d thought he came from a supportive family background. “What happened to your mother?”

      “She took off with some guy when I was ten,” he replied.

      She snuggled into this kindred soul and snaked an arm around his waist. “I was seventeen when Keith was killed. Looking back, I suppose I half expected it. He took stupid risks, dabbled in drugs, drove like a maniac.”

      “He was unhappy.”

      She choked back the tears. “We both were, but he left me to deal with our parents alone.”

      “He must have trusted you were strong enough to handle it.”

      Something that had been tightly wound inside her since Keith’s death snapped. “I never thought of it that way,” she admitted. “It’s the same with dreams. I originally thought the knight was pushing me to prove the treasure exists.”

      “And now,” he asked softly.

      “He was pushing me to you.”
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      For years Peter had focussed on one goal—the successful completion of his PhD.

      This would lead to a comfortable position at a prestigious university. His standing would eventually attract a suitable mate. They’d marry, buy a obscenely ostentatious house and have children etc., etc.

      He held the state of matrimony in low regard and hadn’t expected to be knocked off his feet by a university drop-out with more emotional baggage than he carried—which was saying something.

      Suddenly, a whole new world opened up. “Did you say earlier you’d like to join the dig at Idalion?”

      “Yes. They’ve uncovered relics from a 6th century civilization there.”

      “In Cyprus. Right?”

      “Yes.”

      “You probably know the Templars owned the entire island of Cyprus at one time? It was the center of their empire for years. They deposed the king so they could control it.”

      She tried a sheepish smile. “I remember reading about that briefly during my one quick trip to the library.”

      Her confession rocked him. “You turned my life upside down based on one visit to the library?”

      “No, the knight did that.”

      He smiled with her, but his words rattled around in his brain. He put his hands on her shoulders. “My life isn’t going to be the same after this,” he admitted, “but not because of knights or buried treasure.”

      She looked up at him, her eyes filled with hope, doubt tugging at the corners of her lips. The solution to both was easy. He gathered her in his arms and kissed her.

      She held herself rigid for a brief moment, taken by surprise, he supposed, by his invasion. He nibbled her bottom lip and coaxed with his tongue, elated when she opened her mouth and relaxed against him with a whimper.

      The perfume of roses, the creamy taste of latte, her willingness to surrender and welcome his tongue filled him with an urge to suckle her tempting breasts. The Gardens were too public, so he pulled off her bonnet and ran his fingers through pink tufts.

      The need to breathe and a judgmental ahem from a passer-by broke them apart, but he held her tight in his embrace.

      “I think I’ve found my treasure,” he whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Misgivings nagged at Susie. Men weren’t to be trusted. Screw that—life wasn’t to be trusted. However, she wanted Peter and it seemed she’d captured his interest. He said he treasured her. Did that mean love as well as lust?

      Faced with a choice of withdrawing to the safety of being a geek cocooned in her dead brother’s clothing, or risking a broken heart, she chose to surrender to female needs. She wanted to be reborn, to fly free.

      She suckled Peter’s tongue like a greedy baby, inhaled the woodsy smell of his aftershave, ran her fingers through thick hair, and let him breathe for her. The red cross pressed against her breasts branded her. She belonged to him.

      “Susie,” he murmured, leaning his forehead against hers.

      She realized he had a full-on view of her breasts and was certain her tingling nipples betrayed her excitement, but she didn’t care. She arched her back, naughtily hoping her nipples might peek over the elastic top of her blouse. “Sir Peter,” she whispered in reply.

      “I am no chivalrous knight,” he said hoarsely. “I promised a fancy feast in the Tea Room, but all I can think of is taking you home, unlacing this provocative corset, and having my way with you.”

      Nothing sounded more appealing as desire spiralled its way into her womb, but he’d mentioned de Norrels and the logs. “What about the Templar treasure?”

      To her surprise he pulled her onto his lap. “If the accounting books were once at Cressing, and I believe they might well have been, they’re not here now.”
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        * * *

      

      Peter had to trust his instincts. She had opened up to him, something he sensed she rarely did with anyone, but it wouldn’t take much to make her retreat back into her protective shell.

      “Don’t be angry, or disappointed,” he began. “I have to tell you about the later history of Cressing.”

      She traced over the cross embroidered on his tunic. He resisted the urge to suck on the elegant finger, certain she must feel the hard arousal beneath her bottom.

      “You mean about the Hospitallers?” she asked, wriggling a little too much for his comfort.

      “Yes,” he replied, marveling at how much she’d gleaned from cursory research. He inhaled and launched into the explanation. “About the time de Norrels was Preceptor, the Templar holdings in England were handed over to the Hospitaller knights by order of the king.”

      “Right, but even if de Norrels hid the records, it’s unlikely they would have survived the Peasants’ Revolt in 1381.”

      “Minx,” he exclaimed. “You know.”

      She smiled, her wide eyes twinkling. “They ransacked Cressing Temple and destroyed or stole whatever they could lay their hands on. There’s even speculation the Barley Barn was moved after that, although it’s hard to imagine how they accomplished such a feat.”

      Impressed, he shook his head. “You should definitely have continued with your degree studies.”

      She pecked a playful kiss on his lips. “Thank you, but it’s Idalion for me, though it might take years to save up the £2000 fee for the season I’d like to spend there.”

      They sat for a while, enjoying each other’s company in the warm sunshine. It was on the tip of Peter’s tongue to offer to pay for her to go to the dig. He’d love to spend time together in Cyprus, but didn’t want to plant the suspicion he was trying to bribe her into a relationship. On the other hand, maybe the discovery he was financially secure had prompted her interest in him. He quickly dispelled that notion. Susie wasn’t a gold digger, but he wished he’d kept the information about his trust fund to himself.

      He felt at ease with Susie now they’d cleared the air. He wanted her, but recognised his ineptitude in matters concerning women. He’d devoted too much time to his research, convinced all females were like his mother and step-mother. He was glad Susie had jolted him out of his comfort zone, but he needed time to rethink the future he’d mapped out for himself. Perhaps it was too soon to take her home to his flat.

      “How about high tea?” he said. “I’m starved.”
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      Susie insisted Peter drop her off at Moorgate Station. She was ashamed of her dingy flat in a less than salubrious building. He didn’t argue too much, probably sensing her reluctance for him to accompany her home. He’d thankfully sensed they weren’t ready yet for an intimate relationship.

      As the train wound its way south, she relived the exciting day that had changed her life. She touched her fingertips to her lips, remembering the kiss, and Peter’s lecherous smile when he fed her strawberries and cream in the Tea Room. She was suddenly a woman who could engage an intelligent and attractive man in meaningful conversation, and arouse him sexually. She felt more alive than at any time since Keith’s death. The knight had indeed unearthed buried treasure.

      She was tired by the time she let herself into the bedsit, but it was a good tired. She got ready for bed, then rummaged about in her storage cupboard until she found a framed photo of Keith. She dusted it off, kissed her brother’s beloved face and whispered, “I miss you.”

      The bedside table seemed a good spot to put it. She got into bed and gave in to the first tears she’d ever shed over her loss.

      She drifted into sleep and dreamt of knights, of barns, of motorcycles, of strawberries and kisses. And of Peter.

      She woke refreshed the next morning, hummed her favorite song in the shower, made toast for breakfast, decided to let the pink dye grow out of her hair and set off for work at the supermarket.

      It came to her as she boarded the bus that she’d forgotten to put the nose stud back in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Peter slept in on Sunday morning, but he was still tired when he got up with a raging hard-on. Hardly surprising since he’d spent the night spreading Devonshire cream all over Susie’s breasts then licking it off before making love to her.

      He’d half-expected to see Saturday’s events differently in the light of day. Instead, he remained convinced the future he’d plotted out for himself wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted Susie.

      His parents wouldn’t approve, but who gave a toss? He’d a feeling his grandfather would have loved her.

      That brought him up short. Did he love her? Given their backgrounds, it would be prudent to take it slowly, get to know each other. That was the reasonable path to take.

      Why, then, did he itch to be unreasonable?

      He discovered there was no bread for toast, so he poured a glass of milk, wrinkling his nose at the slightly sour odor.

      He sat at the breakfast nook and stared out the window, trying to decide what to do with himself. He’d suggested they spend the afternoon together, but she had begged off, citing a second job at Tesco. The urge to rescue her from what must be a mind-numbing environment for a bright spark like Susie was powerful. Her determination to achieve her goal was admirable. He’d worked hard to obtain his doctorate, but it was work he loved.

      She’d probably not be pleased if he turned up at her store, but he opened up his iPad and googled Tesco stores in the Tooting area anyway. There was more than one, and she didn’t necessarily work in the same area where she lived. He couldn’t recall ever going to Tooting Bec, or venturing south of the Thames for that matter.

      She’d claimed not to have a phone, so he couldn’t call her, and it was unlikely she was on FaceBook. He slapped his forehead when he realized he didn’t know her surname. “Brilliant, Dr. Bateson,” he muttered.

      He’d have to be patient and trust she would get in touch with him, as she’d promised.

      Maybe he should have invited her back last night and staked his claim, then he wouldn’t be in the uncomfortable state he was in now. That notion sent more blood rushing to his groin. He poured the rest of the suspect milk down the drain and headed for the bathroom to relieve more than one need.
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        * * *

      

      Susie decided to wait until she got home to call Peter from the public phone in the entryway of her building. Sammy wasn’t at work, and she didn’t know the other clerks well enough to borrow a mobile.

      It was pouring rain when she exited the tube station. She was soaked through and shivering by the time she unlocked the front door. “Worse than bloody Wales,” she grumbled, fishing in her pocket for Peter’s phone number and her change purse.

      She bent over to run a hand through her wet hair, then raked it back off her face and lined the coins up on the ledge beside the phone. She took a deep breath to calm her nerves. Peter might not be as keen to see her again now he’d had a chance to think about it, and if he saw her now…a drowned rat.

      She’d kept looking to the sliding door of the supermarket all day wishing he’d magically appear wearing his Templar costume. It was silly.

      She picked up the receiver.

      No dial tone.

      She depressed the cradle two or three times. Still nothing.

      “Hello,” she shouted into the receiver, knowing there’d be no answer.

      She banged it down in frustration. The nearest public call box was three streets away. She was already wet and chances were it would be out of order as well.

      She shoved the paper into her pocket, gathered up her coins and headed back out.

      Out of breath, she yanked open the door of the call box five minutes later. The phone and the back wall were covered in graffiti tags; an empty can of Coke lay on the ledge next to a used needle. A twisted brown paper bag had been shoved into the space where the receiver should have been.

      Why someone would tear out the receiver, thus rendering the whole telephone useless seemed as stupidly destructive as the relentless persecution of the Templars.

      Close to tears and frozen to the bone, she squelched through puddles back to her flat. Calling Peter would have to wait until tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Best Laid Plans

          

        

      

    

    
      Peter realized he must have dozed off in front of the TV when the test pattern woke him. He’d stayed up in the hopes Susie would ring and was disappointed she hadn’t.

      He went to bed thinking perhaps he’d imagined the alchemy between them and it just wasn’t meant to be.

      It was the Templar who appeared in his dream and set him straight. The knight didn’t speak, but let him know in no uncertain terms it was unacceptable that an expert on the Templars had never set foot on the island of Cyprus. Evidently, he too was part of the knight’s master strategy.

      He woke Monday morning with a clear plan in mind as to how to proceed, opened his iPad and typed in the list:

      Research the dig at Indalion and arrange for Susie to sign on.

      Contact Cressing Temple and research the wedding facilities advertised on the sign I noticed.

      Research the cost of two airline tickets to Cyprus.

      Book a hotel in Nicosia.

      Buy Susie a mobile.

      He stopped short when he realized he couldn’t do any of those things until he knew her name. Waiting around for her call wasn’t an option; he was too excited. In fact, he couldn’t recall ever being so excited about anything, not even his thesis.

      There must be some reason why she hadn’t telephoned. He searched Tesco again, intending to go to every last store in South London if he had to. Then it struck him there might be an easier way to track her down. He googled the Cheese on his mobile and placed the call.

      The landlord remembered him after a bit of prompting. He fabricated a story about Susie accidentally leaving personal belongings in the hard-bags when he’d given her a ride to Cressing Temple.

      “Not my costume, I hope,” John said.

      “No, no. She was very conscientious about taking care of it. And it looked great by the way.”

      John chuckled. “About time that girl started dressing to suit her figure.”

      Obviously, he wasn’t the only one to notice. “I agree, but she’s just an acquaintance and I’m not sure how to return her make-up and such.”

      That was partly true although he wondered if he’d overdone it. Susie didn’t wear much make-up.

      “Well, she’s scheduled for tonight, if you want to drop in for a pint.”

      “I’ll do that. What’s her last name, by the way?”

      He cringed at the repetition. Had he come across as too fake?

      “Jones.”

      Aha! Was he an effective investigator or what!
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        * * *

      

      Susie felt like death warmed over by the time she got to the pub on Monday evening. Her ears were plugged, her throat was sore and her red nose ran like a tap. She wasn’t completely sure how she’d survived her shift at Tesco. Glaring customers had covered their mouths and hurried away.

      With no way to contact John, she’d turned up for work, hoping the 24 hour cold remedy charged to her Tesco employee account would hold the germs at bay until she got home.

      She felt terrible that she hadn’t called Peter, but there was nothing less attractive than a woman who couldn’t verbalize two words without coughing her head off.

      She handed the garment bag over to John. “Thanks,” she managed, though it came out sounding like she was in an echo chamber.

      “You look terrible,” he replied.

      “I don’t feel all that well,” she replied hoarsely.

      “I’d send you home, but there’s someone here to see you.”

      She gripped the edge of the bar, glanced up at the portrait of Dr. Johnson and prayed it was Peter. She uttered a silent prayer of thanks to the brilliant essayist when a whiff of woodsy aftershave tickled plugged nostrils.

      Her knight put an arm around her shoulders. “I’m taking you home.”

      John seemed to be in agreement. “We can manage. Not busy. Best place for her. A nice hot toddy and put her to bed.”

      She nodded, trying to recall if she’d perhaps taken the drowsy instead of the non-drowsy medication. Being taken to bed by Peter sounded like a good idea.
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        * * *

      

      Struggling to keep Susie upright on the tube to his flat wasn’t exactly how Peter had envisioned their reunion. They earned censorious glares from other passengers who gave them a wide berth.  He had to admit she looked a fright, but as the train sped through the underground tunnels it occurred to him that perhaps the situation was fitting. He was a knight coming to the rescue of a damsel in distress.

      She mumbled apology after apology then fell asleep with her head on his shoulder. He cradled her, feeling more relevant than he ever had.

      Thankful his flat wasn’t too far from the tube station, he wrangled her into his bed. “What have you taken?” he asked.

      She snored softly in reply, confirming his opinion she didn’t need more drugs. Just TLC. And he had plenty of that.

      Still wearing jeans and a T-shirt, he climbed into bed and spooned her, hoping his warmth would chase away her ills. He resisted the urge to cup her breast. As the night wore on, he gained a whole new appreciation for the Templars’ commitment to chastity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Is This A Dream?

          

        

      

    

    
      Susie didn’t recognize the room she woke up in, except for Peter’s reassuring scent on the sheets. She was alone, but knew he’d stayed with her throughout the night.

      Despite the coughing, nose blowing and sweating, he’d stood by her, plied her with tissues, seen her through the siege.

      She slowly sat up when he came in the door and he nestled the legs of a bed tray beside her thighs.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Better,” she replied truthfully.

      “Are you up to tackling food?” he asked, deftly slicing the top off an egg sitting in a cute eggcup. He’d even cut the toast into soldiers, and the yolk was just how she liked it, not too hard, not too runny.

      She choked back the lump in her throat. No one had ever shown such care. “Are you for real,” she rasped, “or is this a dream?”

      He sat down beside her and tucked an errant wisp of hair behind her ear. “It’s very real,” he assured her.

      “I must look awful,” she whispered.

      “You are beautiful,” he replied.

      She would previously have dismissed any attempt to pay her a compliment, but the truth of his regard shone in his eyes. “You nursed me.”

      “And I would do it again, Susie Jones. Will you marry me?”
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        * * *

      

      He’d blurted out his proposal too soon, so there was no point pausing to give her a chance to refuse. “I’ve arranged for us to be married at Cressing, in the Barley Barn. Don’t worry, they’re licensed to perform wedding ceremonies, and, yes, we can wear our medieval outfits if we wish. Although I returned mine today, and so did you, but still…

      …And I’ve reserved a place for you on the crew at Idalion; they are excited you’re joining them. We’re going to spend our honeymoon in Cyprus before that, and we’ll rent a little house there so I can visit Kolossi Castle and the ruins at Famagusta and Saint Hilarion while you’re digging in the dirt.”

      She gaped.

      He waved the appropriate pieces of paper, hoping to ignite the same enthusiasm burning in him. “Is it not what you want?”

      She leaned back against the headboard and closed her eyes. Tears trickled down her cheeks. “It’s everything I want, Peter,” she replied. “But so much money. And you hardly know me.”

      He took her hand. “The money means nothing to me,” he replied, confident he was echoing the knight’s priorities. “I want to live and breathe what the Templars experienced, walk in their footsteps like we did at Cressing. And I want to do it with you, the woman who opened up a whole new world for me. My grandfather would be thrilled to know we were using his gift for this. I love you, Susie. Please say you’ll be my treasured wife.”

      “I love you too, Peter Bateson. And yes, I will marry you.”

      Euphoric, he fished a mobile phone out of his pocket and handed it to her. “That’s a relief. I registered this in the name Susie Bateson.”

      She laughed and clutched the device to her chest.

      He handed her a tissue when her amusement turned into a cough. “It’s not very romantic, and it’s too big to fit your finger.” He opened his fisted hand to reveal his grandmother’s ring. “But hopefully this isn’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Susie stared at the ring Peter slipped on her finger. It was old and classy and without a doubt the most expensive piece of jewelry she’d ever seen. She wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. “But you don’t even like pink hair,” she muttered nonsensically.

      “Who says?” he replied, tousling her disheveled mop. “All right. I admit I hated it at first, but it’s growing on me, like you.”

      He balanced a spoonful of egg on a sliver of toast and fed it to her.

      “I want to kiss you,” she croaked, savoring the food, “but I don’t want to give you my cold.”

      He held up his hands in mock surrender. “I agree. There’ll be lots of time for kissing when you’re better. Stay in bed today, and…”

      “I can’t. I have to go to work.”

      He shook his head and fed her another piece of eggy toast. “I’ve let them know at Tesco and at the pub that you’re too ill to work and that you’re not coming back anyway.”

      Having been self-reliant for years, Susie felt a twinge of annoyance at Peter’s interference, but then it occurred to her it might be nice to rely on someone else to make decisions—occasionally. She wasn’t overly concerned about the supermarket—people left on a moment’s notice all the time—but felt badly about the Cheese. “I’m letting John down.”

      “He’s delighted for us and is convinced the costume he lent you played a part in our romance.”

      She smiled. “It was the most revealing thing I’ve ever worn.”

      He wiggled his eyebrows. “And I love what it revealed.”

      She relaxed as he fed her the rest of the breakfast then patted her mouth with a soft linen napkin. “That was lovely, thanks.”

      “I’m an excellent cook,” he said as he removed the tray.

      “Good, because I’m not,” she admitted. “I have no domestic skills.”

      He raked a gaze over her that made her feel sexy despite the red nose, watery eyes and wrinkled T-shirt.

      “No doubt you have other female talents we can explore once you’re better,” he replied. “Now, rest while I make some calls.”

      Twirling the unfamiliar engagement ring round her finger, she nestled back into quality cotton sheets and closed her eyes. “Thank you, sir knight,” she whispered, knowing deep in her heart the Templar would never visit her again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            It's Been A While

          

        

      

    

    
      Peter spent most of the morning conducting further research into weddings at Cressing and telephoned there for more details regarding costs, venues and Essex county requirements.

      Susie woke around noon, and seemed much better.

      She took a shower while he made lunch. When she emerged, dressed in one of his XL T-shirts, his cock reacted predictably. It was an effort not to scoop her up, carry her back to bed and ravish her.

      He shared the information he’d gathered, pleased to see her tuck into the chicken salad sandwich he’d made. “So it will cost us around £5000, even if we married in the Tudor Garden, which would be more suitable for a small wedding.”

      She paused in mid-chew. “Well, the barns are way too big since there’ll probably just be the two of us, but still. That’s a fortune.”

      “Hugh and Edgar will come if they’re not away, but you’re right.”

      “Aren’t you going to invite Dr. Addis?” she teased.

      “Doubtful. Maybe John will come from the Cheese.”

      She sighed wistfully. “I would love to be married at Cressing. I have this strange feeling my knight is still there.”

      “There was a Templar cemetery on the property at one time, so he may have been buried nearby. De Norrels most certainly would have been.”

      “Well, it’s your money. I don’t have any to contribute, but I think it’s too much. We’d be better off saving the funds for our house on Cyprus.”

      He stared at her.

      “What? Did I say something silly?”

      He shook his head. “No. I was suddenly struck by the fact I am sitting here calmly planning a brand new future with a woman I love but only met days ago.”

      She put down the sandwich and fiddled with his grandmother’s ring. “Are you having second thoughts?”

      He covered her hand with his and looked into the spellbinding eyes. “Not a bit. My life has done a complete 180 yet it all feels so right, and I agree with you. I’d rather put the money towards Cyprus. Cressing would be fitting, but too expensive. So I looked into Wandsworth Town Hall.”

      “Near my flat?”

      “We can have the Mayor’s Parlour for £380 and it holds ten.”

      “Sounds perfect.”
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, Susie was well enough to venture out. Peter had laundered her clothes—even her undies, which made her dizzy just thinking abut it. He really was a very self-sufficient man.

      First, they went to Wandsworth Town Hall to register for the marriage ceremony, hoping to reserve the Mayor’s Parlour. There was a requirement of a 30-day waiting period and, as luck would have it, the reception room they wanted was available, thanks to a cancellation.

      They decided they’d like to spend the first two days of their married life together at Peter’s before flying to Cyprus. The travel agent was helpful and found them a hotel that would be convenient for touring the Templar ruins. She also recommended a friend from the island who could help them find a house to rent.

      “It’s all falling into place,” Peter declared when they arrived back at his flat. He set two bags of groceries down on the kitchen counter. “Go relax in the living room, and I’ll make dinner.”

      “I feel useless,” she replied.

      He patted her bottom. “Go.”

      She sank into the overstuffed couch and put her feet up. Peter’s home was more spacious and better furnished than any place she’d ever lived, yet she felt she belonged. They’d been brought together by powerful forces neither of them fully understood. She accepted it, though she had to pinch herself occasionally.

      A delicious aroma wafted from the kitchen. “Smells wonderful,” she said when he appeared with two glasses of Malbec. He handed both to her, lifted her legs and sat beside her. He retrieved his glass then trailed his fingers up and down her denim-covered legs stretched across his lap.

      “Everything I cook is wonderful,” he retorted, clinking his glass to hers. “It’s a good sign your cold is clearing up. Hope you’ve got your appetite back.”

      She sipped the wine, wondering if she had the courage to tell him how much she wanted him. The bold, fruity taste and the need pulling at her inner muscles bolstered her resolve. “I have an appetite for something besides food,” she confessed. “And I can’t wait thirty days.”
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        * * *

      

      Peter gripped Susie’s ankle. Simply running his fingers up and down her long legs had aroused him. He took a gulp of his favorite wine. “I didn’t want to ask until you were well enough.”

      “I’m sufficiently recovered. I was beginning to think perhaps you were trying to emulate the Templars,” she said with a naughty smile.

      He laughed out loud. “That would be why I bought condoms today. Drink up and let’s test them out.”

      “What about your culinary triumph in the kitchen?”

      He lifted her legs and moved to extricate himself from the couch. “It’s in the oven on a low light. Lots of time, whereas I am about to explode with need of you.”

      He hurried to the kitchen with their empty glasses, turned down the oven, then came back, pulled her up and led her to his bedroom.

      She looked a little uncertain, so he put his arms around her waist and pressed her to his body. They swayed together, breasts to chest, belly to belly, his hard cock pressed to the place he most wanted to be. He felt the need to be up-front with her. “I’m not a virgin,” he confessed. “Wild oats of a teenager and all that. But it’s been a while.”

      She rested her head against him and put her arms around his waist, pulling him closer. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me, Peter,” she murmured.

      “I suppose I’m trying to tell you I’m not a very experienced lover.”

      She tilted her head to look up at him. “Do you want me?”

      In reply he bent to kiss her, deeply, drawing her tongue into his mouth, hoping she tasted his desire. He cupped a breast, relishing the ripe firmness he’d anticipated, and brushed his thumb over a hard nipple. Her responsive whimper of arousal added fuel to the fire at his groin. “I want to eat you alive,” he rasped.

      She drew the T-shirt over her head to reveal the cotton bra he’d laundered. Holding it to his nose after taking it from the dryer had been titivating. Seeing creamy breasts begging to be released from its confines sparked an urge to strut about the room beating his chest and shouting Mine!

      He slipped the straps from her shoulders, reached round to undo the hook, drew the garment from her body and tossed it aside. He studied her naked beauty, wanting to imprint on his mind the perfect curves, the exact color of the pouting nipples with their larger-than-expected haloes. Reverently, he placed his hands beneath them and lifted.

      She arched her back and raised her arms above her head, whimpering when he rolled her nipples between his thumb and forefinger.

      “You are lovely,” he whispered, lowering his mouth to suckle each nipple in turn.

      He savored her sweet taste, inhaling the aroma of a woman aroused. Her moans of delight and the tightening of her flesh beneath his tongue sent the little swimmers in his heavy balls into a frenzy.

      He put his hands on her waist and shoved jeans and panties down over her hips. Breathing hard, she wriggled to help him then stepped out of the clothing while holding her breasts to his mouth. Torn between wanting to keep on suckling and seeing all of her now she was naked, he took a breath and stepped back.

      He stared at the golden curls at the apex of her thighs. “You’re blonde,” he exclaimed.

      She smiled seductively. “Did you think it would be pink down there?”

      A memory of the pink clit of his imaginings surged into his brain. He had to see for himself.

      He tore the T-shirt over his head while she helped him unfasten his belt and ease his jeans over his hips. He hopped about off balance trying to rid himself of the pants, finally collapsing backwards onto the bed, his legs dangling over the side. “See what I mean about out of practice?” he quipped, feeling awkward.

      But he sobered when he realized she wasn’t laughing or embarrassed. Lips slightly apart, she stared at the bulging package straining to be free of his briefs. He was humbled when she knelt between his legs, pressed her hands into his thighs and nuzzled her nose against his swollen cock.

      “I love your scent,” she whispered, turning those wide eyes on him.

      “Please,” he begged, incapable of forming coherent thought.

      She hooked her thumbs in the elastic of his briefs and slowly, carefully, peeled them over his arousal. “I don’t want to hurt you,” she explained.

      He wasn’t sure what had become of the articulate religious skeptic, Doctor Peter H. Bateson, but when his cock sprang free and she swirled her tongue over the tip, the needy man on the bed could only rasp, “Christ.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You, Keith

          

        

      

    

    
      Susie treasured the close relationship she’d had with her brother. Now, she was thankful for his naughty side. Keith the rebel hadn’t hesitated to boast to his sister about what turned him on. She had taken it all with a grain of salt—until now.

      Trusting in his wisdom, she hesitated only a second before tasting Peter’s cock. His reaction proved her brother correct, and the sweet saltiness caused a very pleasant tightening inside her most intimate place. “Do you like that?” she asked in a sultry voice she barely recognised, confident he did.

      His reaction took her by surprise. Growling, he pulled her onto the bed and took her place to kneel on the rug. As his thumbs parted her lower lips it came to her in a flash of clarity that Keith hadn’t lied about men loving to taste women—there.

      But Peter stared so long at a part of her body she’d never seen, she began to wonder. His staring made her pussy throb. Her whole body heated. She squirmed and moaned as a need built inside her. Then he licked his lips, lifted her hips and touched his tongue to her clit. Her mind went blank as sensation swamped her body.

      He suckled her wetness, his arms clamped around her thighs as she rode wave after wave of euphoria. She keened his name, wanting the rapture to go on and on and on.

      Suddenly, he was looming over her, looking like a hungry tiger. He touched the tip of his cock to her throbbing opening. She held her breath in anticipation, but then his lustful smile turned to a frown.

      “Shit. Fucking condom,” he rasped, raking his hair off his face as he lunged forward to reach for the drawer of the bedside table.

      They were going to be man and wife, hopefully start a family, what did she care about condoms, she needed him inside her N-O-W. By the time sanity returned in the form of a vision of being pregnant while digging in the dusty Cyprus heat, he’d already put on the condom. “I wanted to help,” she said, then giggled self-consciously at the silly remark.

      He kissed her in reply, filling her mouth with the intoxicating taste of her own juices combined with hints of Malbec.

      She was reborn as he slowly guided his thick cock inside her quivering sheath. The pain was insignificant compared to the joy of feeling him nestled to the hilt, their bodies joined as closely as they could possibly be. Then he began to move and the pleasure built again.
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        * * *

      

      True to his nature, Peter worried he might hurt Susie. He wasn’t exactly small in the male genitalia area, but it perhaps wouldn’t be so bad if she wasn’t a virgin.

      Those thoughts were forgotten when he felt her hymen tear. Being the first made every extra penny spent on ultra-thin condoms worth it. She was tight, but the pulsating grip of her muscles on his cock was excruciatingly wonderful. She matched his rhythmic thrusts, seemingly enjoying his total loss of control.

      As his sperm catapulted from his body he stretched his neck, shouted something unintelligible, then collapsed on top of her.

      When he floated back to reality a few minutes later, she was twirling her fingertips in the sweat on his shoulders. Suddenly, sweating seemed like a good thing.

      “I should have bought a bigger packet of condoms,” he rasped.

      She kissed his neck. “You can buy more tomorrow.”

      He raised his head, awe-struck as he stared into the sated eyes of a well-fucked woman. “I’m worried twelve might not last until then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Dig

          

          Cyprus, Six months later

        

      

    

    
      Peter checked his watch as he settled into the deckchair, donned his sunglasses and looked out over the impossibly blue waters of Larnaca Bay. He was thirsty after spending most of his Friday shopping for groceries and preparing dinner, but he’d wait until his wife got home.

      He hadn’t seen her since Monday. During the week she lived on-site at the dig at Idalion, a half hour’s drive away. She claimed not to mind sleeping in a dorm, but was always glad to get home to their little cottage by the sea. After the ritual of lemonade on the terrace, followed by supper, they spent most of the weekend in bed, enjoying the view and each other.

      Some weekends she regaled him with details of the exciting relics they’d unearthed; when they found nothing he kissed away her disappointment.

      He spent his days touring Templar sites all over the island on his scooter. His first foray had been to Kolossi and the moment he’d set eyes on the castle, it had hit him like a ton of bricks that he actually knew absolutely nothing about the lives of the Templars themselves.

      Walking in the footsteps of the knights who’d ruled the island had inspired him to write—good stuff, buried treasure, instead of the dry research he’d churned out before. If things panned out, he planned to publish his writings. Oxford University Press had expressed an interest after he sent them a couple of chapters.

      In a couple of months they’d have some decisions to make. Susie’s stint with the dig would be over and she’d expressed an interest in going back to university to perhaps major in archaeology. Plus, she’d dropped hints about starting a family. His cock swelled at the prospect of making love to his wife sans condom.

      The beep-beep of a scooter’s horn heralded her return home. Humming, he took off his sunglasses and hurried to the galley kitchen. He retrieved the jug of lemonade from the fridge just as a gorgeous bronzed blonde came in, helmet in hand.

      “Hey Dr. Bateson,” she said with a smile in that sexy Welsh lilt that never failed to turn him on.

      “Hey Mrs. Bateson,” he replied, handing her a glass of lemonade. “Ready for another weekend in paradise?”

      She gulped the cool drink, then put her arms around him and planted a cold, wet kiss on his lips before pressing a hand to his arousal. “I see you are,” she whispered with a wink.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Footnotes

          

        

      

    

    
      IDALION For a history of the excavations at Idalion in Cyprus you can go to http://www.lycoming.edu/archaeology/digs/historyOfExcavation.aspx OR http://digs.bib-arch.org/digs/idalion.asp

      CRESSING TEMPLE http://www.visitparks.co.uk/places/cressing-temple/#tab_overview has excellent pictures of the barns or you can search Google Images.

      YE OLDE CHESHIRE CHEESE Google will provide a long list of sites about this landmark London pub.

      THE TEMPLARS IN CYPRUS If you’re interested in discovering more about his period of the Order’s history, Google is a good starting place.
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      Thank you for reading KNIGHTLY DREAMS. If you’d like to leave a review where you purchased the book, I would appreciate it. Reviews contribute greatly to an author’s success.

      For a complete list of my books, you can visit my website. I also have a Facebook page, Anna Markland Novels.

      Tweet me @annamarkland, and join me on Pinterest. If you want to try another sample of my work, you can download a FREE novella, Defiant Passion.

      

      In my bestselling, page-turning novels passion conquers whatever obstacles a hostile medieval world can throw in its path.

      Besides writing, I have two addictions-crosswords and genealogy, probably the reason I love research.

      I am a fool for cats.

      My husband is an entrepreneur who is fond of boasting he’s never had a job.

      I live on Canada’s scenic west coast now, but I was born and raised in the UK and I love breathing life into history.

      Escape with me to where romance began and get intimate with history.

      I hope you come to know and love my cast of characters as much as I do.

      

      I’d like to acknowledge the assistance of my critique partners, Reggi Allder, Jacquie Biggar, Sylvie Grayson, Alice Valdal and LizAnn Carson.
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