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WARWOLFE


The Origins of the de Wolfe Pack

A Medieval Romance

By
Kathryn Le Veque


Author’s Note


Finally… it’s here!

There’s so much to say about this novel that it’s hard to know where to begin. So let’s start from the beginning.

The details of the Battle of Hastings are accurate but for the fact that I added a group of knights that helped the Duke of Normandy win the battle. Everything else – from the location of the Norman landing to the details of Harold’s death are fact. But because there is so little documentation about the details of the battle (surprisingly), that’s where I begin to weave my fabric of fiction. A few things of note for the sharp-eyed reader:

Warwolfe is mentioned in Swords and Shields. Edward I built massive trebuchets for his battles in Scotland and named the machines Warwolfs (Lupus Guerre), after the de Wolfe ancestor (that is mostly true – Edward I really did build machines named Warwolf, but it’s the Le Veque imagination that put the backstory behind it). Yes, a Warwolf really is a thing!

William de Wolfe (THE WOLFE) comes from the House of de Wolfe – and it was Gaetan who was given the title 1st Earl of Wolverhampton, as explained in The Lion of the North. William de Wolfe was the third son of his father, however, and his eldest brother, Robert, inherited the title and passed it down through his children. William was given the title Baron Kilham and eventually Earl of Warenton by Henry III.

King Wulfhere founded the city of Wolverhampton in 659 AD – the Duke of Normandy thought it would be perfect for de Wolfe to subdue and rule because of the name, so that’s the how and why of the de Wolfes ending up in Wolverhampton. There is lots of coal in the area of Wolverhampton (called the Black Country), which is how the de Wolfes end up making their money.

Gaetan’s name was shorted by his men to “Gate” at times, which is how Gates de Wolfe in Dark Destroyer got his name – he was named for Gaetan.

The House of de Shera is born in this book. The Roman origins of de Shera (Shericus) were mentioned in The Thunder Lord, but in this novel we actually get to see how the House of de Shera came about. They are around Worcester in this novel and it is Gaetan who gives them lands around Chester, which is referred to in the Lords of Thunder series.

Fun fact: William the Conqueror and Harold Godwinson were cousins. They had met each other several times before the Battle of Hastings and, at one point, Harold even endorsed William as the next king of England when the current king at the time (about 10 years before Hastings) died. William went to England to take it from Harold because the man had catfished on him, among other reasons.

So, let’s talk pronunciation of certain names – because there are some odd ones in this book, genuine “old English” or even older names. Here are a few to note:

Gaetan: GAY-tahn

Ghislaine: GIZZ-lane

Téo: TAY-o

Aramis: Some say Ara-MEE, I say “ARA-miss”. Like the cologne.

Alary: Just like it looks – Al-uh-ree

Mercia: MER-sha (Not Mer-cee-uh)

Oh, and the lion images that denote breaks in the chapters? That is the lion of the Duke of Normandy.

With that, I truly hope you enjoy this epic tale of adventure, brotherhood, and, ultimately, a romance like none other. Enjoy the original de Wolfe Pack – they were a joy to write!

Happy Reading!

Kathryn
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PROLOGUE


The Legend of WARWOLFE

Battle, East Sussex

Two years ago, Present Day

“Queenie? Are you home?”

A gray-haired man with a hand-hewn wooden cane opened the old door even as he pounded on it, raining rust from the old hinges onto the floor. The house in which the door was lodged was ancient by any standard, a squat farmhouse built from the pale gray stone that was so prevalent to the area. There were big warped beams running up the exterior walls, however, which suggested late-Medieval architecture, but the shape and design of the house was purely Georgian. Everything was symmetrical from the alignment of the old cracked windows to the roofline, pitched in shape and covered with dried thatching that matched the color of the stone.

It was every historian’s dream.

Which was why the young woman behind the gray-haired man was so wide-eyed at what she was seeing, following the man into the cool foyer as her eyes so greedily soaked up all of the ancientness around her. This was pure awesomeness as far as she was concerned and she tried not to be distracted by the time-capsule quality of the old house.

They were in search of someone.

“Queenie!”

The old man banged his cane on the wooden floor, a floor that, at one time, had been finished but now it just looked splintered and dirty. And the smell of the house… God, the smell was that of dust and must and dampness.

It was glorious.

“Do you think he’s home?” the young woman asked timidly. “I mean, the front door was open and….”

“He’s home,” the gray-haired man cut her off with confidence. “Queensborough Browne and I have known each other for many years. My family has lived in a house on Telham Lane adjacent to this house since the turn of the last century. My property backs up to Queenie’s property. He’s most definitely home, Miss Devlin. He never leaves. Therefore, we simply have to find him.”

So they were on a hunt for a man named Queensborough Browne and Abigail Devlin was simply along for the ride, an important path in the course of her research for her Ph.D. dissertation in Medieval History at the University of Birmingham. She’d been to the bucolic village of Battle several times over the past nine months, all of her time spent at the battlefield or the museum that held the artifacts of the Battle of Hastings. During these many visits, she’d struck up a friendship with one of the docents there, a Mr. Peters Groby.

It had been a most fortuitous acquaintance.

Mr. Groby was blind in one eye, half-crippled and had a terrible wet cough that seemed to weaken him when it came on, but the man knew the history of England, and the history of the Battle of Hastings, like nobody’s business. He and Abigail spoke weekly and she’d been making the trek down to Battle nearly every weekend to listen to his tales and speak with the curators of the museum. They had artifacts and documentation in their archives that she’d been given access to, thanks to Mr. Groby, and she was very grateful for it, but it seemed like all of that history wasn’t telling her much about what she really wanted to know. For Abigail, she was looking for something very specific.

The unsung heroes of the Norman Invasion and their impact upon the Conquest.

That was the tentative title of her dissertation. She’d refine it at some point, but right now, that was pretty much the entire focus of her paper – the men other than the Duke of Normandy who had made a difference in the conquest of England. The curators at the museum had been very helpful with suggestions on where else she could find additional material that might tell her of the driving forces behind the Duke of Normandy’s army, but the truth was that there was very little documentation about that subject in general. There wasn’t a great deal known from period sources about the actual Battle of Hastings and the ensuing conquest.

Nearly a year into the first of three years for her Ph.D. studies, Abigail was starting to become discouraged with just how very little information there was about a subject she was certain held great and deep secrets – the front lines of the Duke of Normandy’s army, the knights who would have led the cavalry and would have broken through the English army’s mighty shield wall, a shield wall that had held for nearly nine hours on that fateful day. But someone had eventually broken through.

Abigail wanted to know who that was.

Now, she had what she thought might be a breakthrough in finding out. Mr. Groby had a friend, it seemed, whose family had been original land owners in the area in the High Middle Ages. This family was very old and the very last of the line, an old man by the name of Queensborough Browne, lived like a hermit off of Powdermill Road, which was in sight of the battlefield and the demolished abbey. Mr. Groby had made an appointment on this day to go and see him but it seemed that Queensborough was nowhere to be found.

Now, they were wandering in the guy’s house like a couple of burglars, hunting him down as Mr. Groby continued to bang his cane on the floor and call his friend’s name.

“Queenie!”

“Mr. Groby, maybe he’s just not here,” Abigail said, trying to insist because, even though she was awestruck by the old house, it didn’t seem right prowling through it without an invitation. “I can always come back. I’ll be back next weekend.”

“Nonsense,” Groby said. “He is here, somewhere. He’s expecting us, I assure you.”

Abigail wasn’t so sure. They had made their way through the foyer, into what appeared to be a back hall that was cluttered to the roof with all kinds of things, and now they were entering an extremely old kitchen. The floor was stone and the stove in what had been the old hearth had to be a hundred years old. They hadn’t made stoves like that for decades, if not centuries. The old sink was iron and the very old spigots were also made of iron, or so it seemed. Truthfully, it was difficult to tell. As they passed through the kitchen and towards what looked like an orangery beyond, an old man suddenly appeared with plants in his hands.

“Queenie!” Groby exclaimed. “Didn’t you hear me calling you, old man?”

Queensborough Browne looked rather surprised to see his friend, immediately spying the young woman behind him. A stub of a man with a crown of white hair that looked like cotton and enormous hands now dirty from potting, his old eyes inspected the young woman for a moment before replying.

“Is that the girl?” he asked.

Groby nodded, turning to look at Abigail rather proudly. “An American convert,” he said. “She’s coming back over to this side of the pond. A very intelligent young lady, actually. This is Miss Abigail Devlin. Miss Devlin, this is my friend, Mr. Queensborough Browne.”

Queensborough’s gaze lingered on Abigail for a moment before turning to set the plants down on the potting table behind him. In fact, the entire room with glass walls and ceiling, called a sunroom in America but in England it had a variety of names, like garden room or The Orangery, was full of plants in various stages of growth. Plastic pots littered the table along with gorgeous mums and foxgloves. Queensborough brushed off his dirty hands as he returned his attention to his guests.

“Come on, then,” he said, sounding annoyed that he’d been interrupted. “It’s all in the dining room.”

That was as much of a greeting as the old hermit could muster. Abigail looked anxiously at Groby, who simply shrugged and followed Queensborough as he headed towards the front of the house.

“Queenie, when is the last time you left this place?” Groby asked, trying to strike up a cheerful conversation. “I’ve not seen you over at The 1066 in over a month.”

Abigail knew that The 1066 was a bar over on High Street, an older place without televisions or games to entice the younger crowd. It was an old establishment for older people who just wanted a pint without all of the noise and hype of today’s bars. She was trying to peer around Groby to see how Queensborough was reacting to the question, but the man with the cotton hair didn’t give much reaction. He seemed singularly focused on what was in his dining room.

“No time,” he told Groby. As they entered the dining room with the dark blue walls of peeling paint, dark wood, and a fireplace that was as tall as Abigail was, he waved his guests in with impatience. “Come, come. Sit down so we can get on with it.”

Abigail was coming to think he wasn’t the hospitable type but Groby didn’t seem to be bothered by it. He sat down in a very old chair with a faded red velvet cushion as Queensborough organized a vast array of items already on the table – papers, things that looked like booklets, and an old box that was fairly nondescript except for the fact that it was ancient like the rest of the house and reinforced with iron strips.

In fact, Abigail was quite interested in that box. She summoned her courage to speak as Queensborough fumbled with the latch on it.

“Thank you so much for agreeing to see us today,” she said politely. “Your home is just exquisite. Mr. Groby said that your family has lived here since Medieval times.”

“Henry VIII to be exact,” Queensborough said, his manner clipped. “That’s not exactly Medieval. The lands were given to an ancestor of mine, a great friend of the king’s, but most of it was sold in the eighteenth century and our family retained just this small parcel of land and this house. The rest of it went to different owners.”

Abigail looked around the dining room, magnificent in its aged state. “How old is the house?”

Queensborough opened up the top of the box, the iron joints creaking. “These two front rooms were built in the time of William Rufus. It was a house for the abbot of Battle Abbey but legend says that his mistress and their children lived here. The rest of the house was built with stones from Battle Abbey when Henry demolished it during the dissolution.” He paused to look at her, his old eyes intense. “Tell me something, Miss Abigail Devlin – tell me why you’ve really come here. What stories do you intend to tell about us?”

Abigail was a bit taken aback by the question because it bordered on hostile. In fact, Queensborough hadn’t shown anything but hostility since they’d arrived. He was either an ass or just extremely socially awkward. But something told her it was more than that; there was a look in his eye that suggested… protectiveness… even fear.

An old man with a secret.

Not looking at Groby, Abigail answered calmly.

“I only intend to tell the truth,” she said. “Mr. Groby explained who I am. I’m researching my….”

“I know what he said,” Queensborough cut her off. “I know you’re from university. You want to know about what’s been buried.”

Abigail regarded him. Having parents who were trial lawyers, she was used to aggressive people. His manner didn’t bother her. “I want to give a voice to those who have never had their stories told.”

“You? An American?”

“Americans have done pretty well at telling English stories and vice versa.”

Queensborough’s bushy brow furrowed. “But this isn’t your right. You know that, don’t you?”

Abigail leaned forward on the ancient table. “Why not? Because I wasn’t born on this soil?” she asked, trying not to sound defensive. “Mr. Browne, I have had a fascination with England for as long as I can remember. I probably know more about its history than most Brits do. Just because I wasn’t born here doesn’t mean I don’t have a great love for it. It doesn’t mean I can’t do justice to telling the story of those whose glory isn’t yet known. In fact, I don’t see any of your native British students taking a stand and demanding to tell the stories I want to tell. So why not trust me with them? I don’t love England because it’s in my blood; I love it because it’s in my soul.”

Queensborough considered her declaration. She was well spoken and passionate, and that impressed him just the slightest. But he was still hesitant.

“All right, Yank,” he said after a moment. “Then tell me why you’re here. Tell me what you want to know.”

Abigail could sense that they were getting somewhere now and she didn’t waste the opportunity. “Mr. Groby told me that your family has artifacts that no museum has seen,” she said quietly. “Artifacts pertaining to exactly what I’m looking for – the knights and soldiers who were on the front lines of the Duke of Normandy’s fighting force when they arrived in England. These are the men who really won the Battle of Hastings, Mr. Browne – the Duke of Normandy was a great commander, but it was these line officers who fought and died for England. It’s their stories I want to tell and Mr. Groby says you know something about that. Will you please tell me what you know?”

“And you’re going to write a paper about it?”

“I am writing my doctoral dissertation about it, yes.”

Queensborough looked like he was considering it. Then he looked at Groby. “You have been begging me to turn these things over to the museum,” he said. “Is this how you intend to force my hand? Once she publishes her sources, every Medieval scholar in the world is going to want to see them.”

Groby cleared his throat. “I’m not trying to force your hand. But this young woman may be the perfect way to introduce your artifacts to the world.”

Queensborough pondered that a moment before finally shaking his head. “I don’t know,” he said. He’d been hiding the artifacts for so long that he really didn’t know any other way. It was a difficult mindset to change. “Maybe… maybe you should come back tomorrow. I must think.”

Abigail didn’t want to lose control of the conversation, not now. She didn’t want to leave and take the chance that she’d never be invited back.

“Mr. Browne, do you have any children?” she asked pointedly. “Children that you plan to pass all of these artifacts down to?”

An expression of regret, perhaps even concern, flickered across Queensborough’s face. “Only nieces,” he said. “But that shouldn’t concern you.”

Abigail wouldn’t let go. “Do they care about these artifacts?” she asked. “I mean, are they going to take good care of them? Hide them away from the world like you do?”

“I’m sure they’ll do what needs to be done.”

“Do you really want to take that chance?” Abigail asked, her tone nearly pleading. “Why are you hiding these things away? If what Mr. Groby tells me is true, then you have a story that has never before been told about men whose names have been lost to time. Why are you hiding away these men who lived and died in a battle that changed the course of history? Don’t they deserve better than to be hidden away? Don’t they deserve to have people know of their bravery?”

Queensborough simply looked at her; it was clear that her words were having an impact on him. She made a good deal of sense. Truth be told, he’d been wrestling with the same thing for years. Next to Abigail, Groby spoke softly.

“That’s what I’ve been telling you for years, Queenie,” he said with some regret. “For you not to let these stories be told… they’ll die with you. You know that. Your nieces don’t care about these family artifacts. They’ll probably donate them or just let them rot. Why not let Abby take a look at what you have? At least let someone who will love these artifacts like you do tell the story you can’t tell.”

Queensborough’s gaze hovered on Groby for a few long moments before, finally, he turned his attention to the open box in front of him.

With a heavy sigh, he reached into it and pulled forth what looked like an extremely old cloth covering up something square shaped, roughly twelve inches by twelve inches and maybe four inches high.

In fact, Abigail stood up as Queensborough sat down with the package in front of him, leaning over the table so she could get a good look at the object as Queensborough unwrapped it, revealing a rather thick book with ancient yellowed pages and writing that was more artwork than letters.

Classic Medieval writing.

Abigail’s heart started to pound. Having spent many an hour reading through Medieval manuscripts and having studied ancient codices like the Book of Kells, she knew a very old book when she saw one. Pinpricks of excitement began to pepper her hands as she began to suspect the magnitude of the object before her.

“This is called the Book of Battle,” Queensborough finally said. “It was finished in the year 1068 A.D., two years after the Battle of Hastings, by a fighting priest known as Jathan de Guerre.”

“Jathan of War,” Abigail translated, instantly enamored with the book in front of Queensborough. “My God… is that book really almost a thousand years old?”

Queensborough nodded. “It is, indeed,” he replied, reverence in his tone. “Jathan came to these shores with the Duke of Normandy’s army. I suppose you could call him the first war correspondent because he described the battle down to the last detail and he also relayed a remarkable event following the battle. It was a journey of sorts to regain one of the duke’s men who had been kidnapped by the enemy.”

Abigail’s pounding heart grew stronger as she realized the significance of the book. She was so excited that she was beginning to feel faint. “Oh… my,” she breathed. “Actual details of Hastings? But we know so little about it. To have another source – a source who was actually there – that would transform everything we know about the battle.”

Queensborough nodded, glancing at Groby, who was sitting back in his chair with his hands resting on the top of his cane. There was some guilt in Queensborough’s expression.

“I know it,” he said. “My old friend, Groby, knows it, but to his credit, he’s never told anyone what he knows. He’s been all through this book but he’s never told a soul about it. He knows that it is my decision to make it known and if anyone knew what I have, they’d beat down my door to get it.”

Abigail was nearly beside herself. “Yes, they would,” she agreed fervently. “And rightly so. Surely… surely you know what you have there, what this means to the historians of the world.”

“I do.”

“But it could be the most significant find of this century!”

Queensborough reached out to touch the old book, affectionately, as one would touch a pet or a child. In a sense, maybe it was his pet or child, something he’d been protecting so long that it was oddly a part of him. But all Abigail could see was the man touching an ancient document with his grimy hands and she resisted the urge to slap his fingers away. Meanwhile, Queensborough was deep in thought.

“It probably will be one of the most significant finds in English history,” he finally said. “I don’t know why my family never turned it over to the authorities. It was just something we kept, like grandmum’s furniture or an old aunt’s silver set. It was just part of our family. But I suppose… maybe it’s time now. I’m an old man. Maybe it’s time to finally let this go.”

Abigail left her seat to go and stand next to Queensborough, bending over the manuscript and admiring the craftsmanship. Getting a closer look at it only fed her sense of amazement. “This is just exquisite,” she said, awe in her tone. “And it’s in remarkable shape for being as old as it is. But how did your family come into possession of it?”

Queensborough was looking at the old book as he spoke. “This house has belonged to the abbots of Battle Abbey since the beginning,” he said. “When Henry VIII came along and the dissolution of the monasteries happened, things that were kept safe at the abbey were brought here and buried in the floor beneath the stones so that Henry’s men couldn’t find them. When my ancestor was granted these lands, this house came with it and when he sold everything, our family still kept the house. That’s why these things belong to us. They have for centuries.”

It made sense. “And somewhere along the line, you had someone translate this book?” Abigail asked. “Or are were your ancestors able to read it?”

Queensborough shrugged. “Both,” he said. “It’s written in Latin, which most people learned in the old days, especially if you were Catholic. But back in the nineteen twenties, my grandfather took it over to the Church of the Virgin Mary, right across from the demolished abbey, and asked the priest to translate the entire book for a sizable donation. Until then, all the family really knew were bits and pieces of the story. I supposed no one really cared enough to read the entire thing. But the priest did the translation and it’s here, in this box. That was the first time anyone had ever heard tale of the Duke of Normandy’s Warwolfe.”

Abigail cocked her head curiously. “A Warwolf? You mean those big trebuchets that Edward I had built for his battles in Scotland?” Her eyes suddenly widened. “Did the Duke of Normandy have those war machines, too? Two hundred years before their use was first recorded? Holy Smokes… did he bring those war machines to the Battle of Hastings?”

She was very excited about it but Queensborough shook his head. “No, not the war machines,” he said. “At least, not the ones you are referring to. But those machines were named after the original Warwolfe, I’ll wager. Because there was a man known as Warwolfe and, according to Jathan, he led a team of the most powerful Norman knights the world had yet seen.”

Those words hit Abigail like a ton of bricks; it was what she’d been looking for, what she’d been waiting to hear all of these months. The most powerful Norman knights the world had yet seen.

The unsung heroes whose stories needed to be told.

“Oh, my God, yes,” she said, breathless in her glee. “Those are the men I want to know about, men that history has forgotten but the ones who changed the course of history. And you’re telling me that the fighting priest wrote about those men?”

“He did, indeed,” Groby said, a twinkle in his eye when he saw how excited Abigail was. “When you first came to the museum and spoke of what you were looking for, the first thing I thought of was Queenie and his manuscript. I knew he had it, you see, but I also knew he didn’t want the world to know about it. It’s taken me nine months to convince him to tell you the story and let you see the manuscript for yourself. I agree with you, Abby – these men need to have their stories told. This Warwolfe – he was the greatest one of all. He very much needs to have his story told.”

Abigail listened to Groby, a stunned expression on her face, before looking at Queensborough. “I swear to you that I will only treat this subject with the greatest respect,” she said, her voice trembling with excitement and emotion. “Could you possibly let me read the translation?”

Queensborough didn’t know Abigail; he didn’t know her heart or mind. But at that moment, he could see into her soul, in through those big brown eyes, and he could understand what this meant to her. Maybe Groby was right; maybe it was time for the men buried within the Book of Battle to have their stories told. Men of war, of conquest, but flesh and blood men who had risked everything for glory. And Warwolfe… well, he had quite a story.

It was time.

“You can read it but it stays here with me,” he said. “You can come back as many times as you wish.”

Abigail nodded eagerly. “I promise, I will never take it out of your house,” she said. “I won’t even tell anyone about it, at least for now, but when I publish my dissertation, I’ll have to cite the source. You do understand that, right?”

Queensborough nodded. His focus was on the old book, thinking of the story he’d read in those pages and of what his grandfather had told him. Settling back in his chair, he kept his gaze on those faded vellum sheets.

“Lupus Guerre,” he muttered. “That means Warwolf in Latin, but I’m sure you already know that. But I want you to remember these names I am about to tell you, Miss Devlin.”

“Of course.”

“De Wolfe, de Lohr, de Russe, de Reyne, de Moray….”

“Okay?”

“De Winter, de Lara, St. Hèver, du Reims, and Wellesbourne.”

“Who are they?”

Queensborough looked up at her. “The men whose stories you are about to hear.”

Abigail could feel anticipation like she’d never felt in her life. A smile flickered across her lips, tugging the corners of her mouth. “I’m more than ready to hear about them.”

Queensborough could see the unadulterated happiness in her eyes. That told him that he was doing the right thing.

“Tea first?”

Abigail’s expression fell and Groby, with a snort, leaned on his cane and slowly stood up. “I’ll get the tea,” he told Queensborough. “You tell that young lady what she’s been waiting to hear before she explodes.”

Queensborough grinned, a surprising gesture. “Make mine with gin,” he called after his friend.

“No gin until you finish your story!”

Groby was off, hobbling in the direction of the kitchen and the kettle, as Queensborough returned his attention to Abigail. He pointed to the chair that Groby had vacated.

“Sit down,” he said. “This is going to take a while.”

Abigail quickly planted herself in the warm seat. “I have all of the time in the world, Mr. Browne.”

“What were the names I told you to remember?”

Abigail didn’t hesitate. “De Wolfe, de Lohr, de Russe, de Reyne, de Moray, de Winter, de Lara, St. Hèver, du Reims, and Wellesbourne.”

His grin returned. “You’re very sharp.”

“I have an eidetic memory. I see words.”

Queensborough was increasingly impressed with the young American. “Then I won’t keep you waiting.” The smile faded from his face as he settled back, his expression turning into something distant. “While the Duke of Normandy came to these shores aboard the Mora, Warwolfe had his own vessels, named for the angels because Gaetan de Wolfe and his knights called themselves Anges de Guerre, or the Angels of War.”

“Gaetan de Wolfe?”

“Warwolfe.”

Now, the man behind the legend had a name. “Go on,” Abigail begged.

Queensborough did. “De Wolfe evidently had at least a dozen ships to carry thousands of men, ships named the Ramiel and the Sachael, the Raphael and the Uriel. Jathan came aboard the Ramiel, which was named for the angel of thunder, and that ship contained all of those men whose names I had you remember. Those were the Angels of War, arriving on a boat named for thunder. Appropriate, considering the storm that was approaching England on that day.”

Abigail was already fascinated with the tale. “Just ten knights?”

Queensborough nodded. “Ten knights and thousands of men,” he said. “According to Jathan, the knights were experts in warfare. The Duke of Normandy would use them like a crack group of specialist warriors. Sort of like a modern-day SAS squad. They were, literally, the Angels of War. There wasn’t anything Warwolfe and his men couldn’t do, the first ones into battle and the last ones out. You’ve been looking for the unsung heroes of the conquest? These men were it, Miss Devlin.”

Abigail had waited her whole life to hear this tale. “Will you start from the very beginning of Jathan’s story? And even if you think a detail is unimportant, please don’t leave it out. Tell me everything.”

Something wistful reflected in Queensborough’s eyes. “All I ask is that you do this justice when you write your paper. As you said, these men deserve to have their stories told. But I’ll take it a step further – bring them back to life again, Miss Devlin. Will you do that? Will you bring them back to life?”

There was so much delight and passion in Abigail’s eyes that she was positively aglow from it all. Leaning forward, she put a hand on Queensborough’s dirty fingers.

“I’ll make you proud, I swear it. I’ll make these men breathe again.”

He believed her.
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CHAPTER ONE


De Wolfe Motto: Fortis in arduis
Strength in times of trouble

Year of our Lord 1066 A.D.

Late September

Pevensey, England

Through the mists of time, they came.

Thousands of men disembarked vessels that had brought them across the dark and rolling sea. These titans of war emerged from the surf astride war horses that breathed fire, with eyes that bespoke of their thirst for blood.

The Apocalypse, for the Anglo-Saxons, had arrived.

It was a cloudy day towards the end of the month of September when the transports of the Duke of Normandy’s fleet moored off the coast of Pevensey, England in shallow water with hardly a ripple from the waves that came in from the south. The sea spray was minimal, as was the swell, allowing both men and materials to be offloaded without trouble. Horses, who had suffered the uncertainty of a trip across the channel, were led off the ships by their masters, kicking up the water and jumping about, smelling the salt and the sea grass, eager to be on land where they belonged.

As the army came upon the shore in waves of flesh and bone and armor, setting foot in this land for the taking, a beachhead was set up so men could recover from the journey and prepare for what was to come. But they made no secret about their arrival; they had no intention of being covert about their presence. Thousands of men raided the countryside for food and anything else they could carry while their commanders, including the Duke of Normandy, huddled in tents and planned the coming incursion.

A military action unlike anything the world had ever seen before.

With their tactics, manpower, and superior weapons, the Normans had the advantage. Harold Godwinson, the King of the Anglo-Saxons, had been far to the north dealing with another attempted invasion by the Norwegians when the Normans appeared on his southern shore. The Normans knew this, of course, through their network of spies and mercenaries, so their appearance on the shores of Southern England had been no accident. This is what they’d planned for, making sure they were able to make it ashore without any resistance from Harold and his army. Now, they were here – and it was essential that they defeat the Anglo-Saxon army in a mighty display of their power.

A battle to end all battles.

Harold had an excellent army, however, which concerned the Normans, but they were also betting on the fact that many of Harold’s ranks were full of farmers and farm workers who needed to tend to their fall crops at this time of year. At least, that’s what William’s advance scouts were telling him and that was what the duke was counting on. While Harold would lose men to the harvest, William was bringing a massive contingent that was fresh and ready to fight.

And that would be Harold’s downfall.

After the first night on the rocky shores of Pevensey, William and his men moved on to Hastings and captured the town, where William began to build the first of many castles he would build in England. From that castle, the Normans continued to raid the surrounding area heavily, gathering supplies for their foray north into England. But that particular move came sooner than expected near the middle of October, only three weeks after the landing at Pevensey.

Word had reached the duke that Harold had marched his army at a crushing pace south and were nearing Hastings, prompting William to move his army out of the safety of Hastings Castle and head north to intercept the Anglo-Saxon army. About six miles northeast of Hastings, they came within striking range and on the night of October 13, William and his army formed lines because Harold’s army had been sighted by the duke’s scouts about ten miles to the north. It was time to take a stand and the Normans did, doing what they did best as they dug in and awaited Harold.

And that’s when Warwolfe was called forth.

Gaetan de Wolfe was the tactical mastermind that the Duke of Normandy relied on. An enormous man with black hair and eyes the color of polished bronze, de Wolfe set up the lines of men and weapons that would face Harold’s army in the morning. With his generals, men who had each earned great and crushing reputations on the field of battle, the front lines of the Norman army were positioned so as not to allow any room for mistakes or problems.

The lines were to hold, regardless of the situation, because de Wolfe had given that command and all further battle commands would come down through him and his generals, trickling down to men known as the Companions of the Conqueror. These companions were unimpeachable nobles from the finest families supporting the duke’s conquest. Although they were men of battle, they weren’t necessarily on the lines like Warwolfe and his men were. Even as there were two factions advising and fighting for the Duke of Normandy – the Companions of the duke versus his Angels of War – even the Companions, these great and noble men of battle, knew well enough to defer to the Anges de Guerre, led by Warwolfe himself.

Where Warwolfe went, destruction followed.

The morning of the 14th day of October dawned cold with a hint of rain blowing in from the south. Before sunrise and amidst the snicker of horses and the heavy smell of cooking fires, the cavalry mounted, including Warwolfe and his generals, and these ten great men were separated with the three distinct lines that de Wolfe had formed. Each man had specific orders to ensure the success of the day.

Men that would lead the charge against the Anglo-Saxons.

First into battle was Kristoph de Lohr, a Breton from Lohréac, who was the great motivator of men. He was joined by Aramis de Russe, of Flemish blood, who killed with his fearsome double-blades. Lancelot “Lance” de Reyne, a Breton from Morlaix, was a man that all men would follow, and Marc de Moray, former Sheriff from Rouen, was the master of the spear. Fearsome men who struck terror into the hearts of the enemy.

But there were more – Denis de Winter, whose bloodlines descended from the Visigoths, wielded the sword of his forefathers, l’Espada, with the power of the archangels. His friend and comrade, Luc de Lara, who, with his noble Spanish blood, was a titled lord among them as the Count of Boucau. He was an impenetrable wall of destruction. Kye St. Hèver came next. He was a nephew to the Count of Anjou and man they called “The Hammer”.

Finally, Téo du Reims, bastard son of the Duke of Reims, wielded his fearsome morning star, and Bartholomew Eni yn dda, or of Wellesbourne, was a Welsh mercenary from the ancient town of Wellesbourne and the man all men feared.

These were the Anges de Guerre, men who had served with de Wolfe for as long as anyone could remember. Each man was a cog in a bigger wheel, men who fought together as seamlessly as the rain blended with the clouds. All of the men were leaders but there were those that took more easily to command and those who simply wanted to fight – de Lohr, de Winter, and du Reims were those who commanded with grace and ease. De Reyne, de Lara, and de Russe also had the ability, but they tended to lead by actions rather than words. And the rest – Wellesbourne, St. Hèver, and de Moray – were pure beasts of battle. Nothing – and no men – stood in their way and lived to tell the tale.

It was a collection of knights the world had never seen before, all of them led by the greatest knight of all, the knight known as Gaetan de Wolfe. Norse and Breton on his father’s side, Gascon and Saxon on his mother’s, de Wolfe bore all of the fighting traits of those bloodlines as a man with no weakness and no faults, only glory. Descended from the kings of Breton, he had more nobility in him than even the Duke of Normandy, a man with whom he was particularly close. They thought alike, which was why William placed so much faith in his Warwolfe. He and Gaetan had fought many battles together, but none so important as the one they were about to face on this day.

Therefore, the Duke of Normandy and his Companion nobles were towards the rear of the lines as the Anges de Guerre set up the shield wall. Given that there were three distinct lines – one in the middle and then the right and left flanks, de Wolfe himself took command of the center line while de Lohr and du Reims took the left and the right, respectively. These were cavalry lines with the infantry in the front and the archers to the rear. De Winter, de Reyne, and de Lara had command of the three groups of archers while the rest of them – de Russe, Wellesbourne, St. Hèver, and de Moray positioned themselves up with the infantry. Those men would be the first to see action.

And with the final positions achieved, all they could do at that point was wait.

But the wait wasn’t long.

Harold and his army appeared an hour after sunrise, coming over the rise from the north and seeing the Normans dug in on an elevated position to the south. Seeing the thousands of men waiting for him, Harold deployed his army on a similar rise. The armies faced each other as the sun rose and the clouds, which had gathered at dawn, began to flitter away on the sea breeze.

Now, there was a blue sky and bright light illuminating both armies. De Wolfe realized as he watched Harold position his men that somehow, somewhere, the king had picked up fresh men. He could tell because they didn’t move like men who had just marched hundreds of miles from the north. There was some energy to their step. But he also noticed that, from what he could see, Harold had very few archers. Mostly infantry, some cavalry, and limited archers.

That would be his fatal mistake.

News of the lack of archers made its way back to Normandy at the rear of the lines along with another message that the Norman archers, as a result, were going to be used sparingly. The reason was obvious – when two armies face one another and rained arrows down upon each other, archers from each side would pick up those arrows from the opposing army from the ground and reuse them. With so few Anglo-Saxon archers, the Normans could use up their supply of arrows quickly. De Wolfe wanted to conserve ammunition.

The duke understood that but he was also impatient. He had a throne to claim and another property to add to his Normandy holdings, and he didn’t have much patience. He sent orders to the front of the lines for de Wolfe to begin the bombardment before the Anglo-Saxon lines were set and de Wolfe obliged.

Under fair skies and light winds, the Norman’s didn’t wait for Harold’s army to completely set their lines. The first strike was from the Norman archers, raining spears of death upon the unprepared Anglo-Saxon army and creating a good deal of casualties at the onset. Men panicked, ranks wavered, as the Normans charged with all of their might.

After that, it was bedlam.
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Eight hours later

Whoosh!

The mace barely missed his head.

Into the eighth hour of fighting, de Wolfe was forced to nearly throw himself from his horse as a Saxon cavalryman in close quarters fighting hurled ten pounds of iron and death straight at his head. That didn’t please de Wolfe, not in the least. So once he ducked low and as the mace sailed over his head, he thrust his sword upward to block it, then used his free hand to grab it. But the Anglo-Saxon warrior wouldn’t give it up so easily and de Wolfe ended up driving his big boot into the man’s thigh to force him to release it. When the warrior faltered, de Wolfe used the mace and slammed it right into his opponent’s mouth.

It was enough of a jolt to cause the enemy warrior to fall forward, spewing blood, and de Wolfe used a dagger tucked into his tunic to stab the man in the back of the neck. The enemy fell off the horse, but de Wolfe didn’t care in the least. He was more focused on the horse, a fine animal, and he immediately claimed the beast as a spoil of war. He grabbed the reins and raced over towards the edge of the field where the priests and squires were gathered, all of them watching the battle and looking for opportunities to rush in to help their masters. One of de Wolfe’s squires, a young man with the surname of le Mon, took the fine Saxon horse as de Wolfe’s big, gray wolfhound barked excitedly. Restrained by the squire, the dog was forced to remain as its master whirled around and charged back into the fray.

Even though it was late in the battle and the sun was beginning to wane, chaos didn’t even come close to describing what they’d endured for hours upon end. Harold’s army had set up a significant shield wall that the Norman’s had difficulty penetrating. As the day headed into evening, de Wolfe knew that they were going to have to do something radical to break it. Harold’s army was weakened and to not capitalize on their weakness would be foolish. Little by little, the Normans had chipped away at the Anglo-Saxons but their mighty shield wall – literally, a wall of shields to prevent the Normans from dividing their ranks – had held.

The horse de Wolfe had confiscated was his reward after a second failed attempt to break through the shield wall. He’d killed an Anglo-Saxon warrior and stolen his horse, punishing the man for the fact that he and his brethren were so stubborn. At this point, the Norman archers had ceased altogether because they’d used up too much ammunition. So it was now a job for the knights and infantry, and the situation had deteriorated badly. It was only a matter of time now before the shield wall broke down, so de Wolfe went back to the lines, swinging his sword and trying to push through the wall of Anglo-Saxon warriors who had so ably held the line.

“Gate!”

Someone was shouting de Wolfe’s name and he turned to see Kristoph de Lohr pushing his way through the fighting. The man’s horse was badly cut in spite of the leather armor the animal wore, but Kristoph seemed to be whole and unharmed. Gaetan was glad; he and Kristoph were closer than brothers and he considered the man his best friend in the world. They’d fostered together and had been knighted together, and there was a bond between them that was stronger than blood.

Gaetan reined his charger towards Kristoph, the excited war horses coming together and snapping at each other until both Gaetan and Kristoph called the beasts off.

“We should have this shield wall breached shortly,” Gaetan shouted over the noisy clamor of men. “Where is the duke?”

Kristoph had to slug his horse in the neck to keep it from snapping at Gaetan. “I do not know,” he said, his sky-blue eyes visible beneath his great helm. “That is why I have come to you. You must come with me now!”

Gaetan didn’t want to leave the front lines but he knew Kristoph wouldn’t have made such a request without a very good reason. Looking around, he spied Aramis de Russe nearby, trying to use the weight of his horse to smash through the shield wall. The Anglo-Saxon warriors on the other side didn’t take kindly to that and there was a serious sword fight going on. Gaetan shouted at de Russe.

“Aramis!” he bellowed. “De Russe!”

De Russe’s helmed head turned in his direction as Gaetan shouted again. “You have command!”

De Russe understood that order all too well and he returned with renewed vigor to the shield wall. Confident the lines were in good hands, Gaetan spurred his horse after Kristoph, who was now racing for the east side of the battlefield, where the flanks were weakening. He caught up to Kristoph.

“What is happening?” he shouted.

Kristoph slowed his horse, but only so he could answer. “Some of de Lara’s men broke through the shield wall on this weakened flank,” he said, pointing out what Gaetan had been unable to see from his position in the middle. “There is some fighting going on back in the Anglo lines and one of de Lara’s men came back to tell me that Harold is dead. He saw him fall to the north, behind the lines.”

Gaetan was seized with the news. “Dead?” he repeated. “God’s Bloody Bones, let us not waste time. Rally the men! We will break through this flank and see for ourselves!”

Kristoph was already working on it. De Lara had already broken through the lines and Kristoph sent a man for Denis de Winter, who was the closest by location to them. Between de Winter and Kristoph, they managed to rally several hundred men, now pushing through the weakened flank like a great and unstoppable tide.

But Gaetan had already broken through, charging through the Anglo-Saxon lines, swinging his massive sword and slicing through anything that moved. If what Kristoph told him was true and Harold was dead, then Gaetan wanted the body. He wanted the prize to present to the Duke of Normandy, the greatest prize of all, like the Holy Grail of battle. It was what they’d all been fighting for and dying for.

He began to suspect that the rumor might be true when he was suddenly attacked head-on by a swarm of infantry, men rushing him with their spears and short swords. The charge slowed Gaetan down but it didn’t stop him completely. He grabbed a particularly well-armed soldier and yanked him up onto his horse, using him as a shield against others who were trying to impale him.

“Where is your king?” Gaetan bellowed, his hand on the back of the man’s head, entwined in his hair painfully. “Take me to your king!”

The Anglo-Saxon soldier resisted but, suddenly, Normans were everywhere, like locusts, and the Anglo-Saxon line began to crumble. Men were beaten back as more knights swarmed and Gaetan could see that de Winter and Kristoph were joined by de Moray, Wellesbourne, and several other lesser knights sworn to Normandy. The Angels of War had arrived and the tide of Normans pushed onward, towards the rear of the Anglo-Saxon army, only to be confronted by the encampment beyond and scores of Anglo-Saxon wounded.

They’d reached Harold’s rear.

This was where Gaetan had limited patience. He yanked on the hair of the soldier he still held. “Tell me where your king is,” he snarled. “Your lines are broken and my men will soon be destroying your wounded. We will destroy everything if you do not tell me where your king is. Tell me now!”

Gaetan spoke in the Anglo-Saxon’s language, something his bedslave, an Anglo-Saxon woman he’d purchased several years ago, had taught him. He was rather fluent in it so he knew the soldier could understand him. But the soldier struggled against him, quite literally fighting for his life.

“I do not know!” the soldier insisted.

It was the wrong answer. Gaetan’s grip on the man tightened. “Tell me or I will slit your silly throat and find someone else who will tell me what I wish to know,” he said. “Where is your king?”

The man didn’t answer him. In fact, he was trying to hurt Gaetan’s horse by kicking the animal in the knees as his legs dangled off the ground. Using that sharp dagger again, Gaetan held true to his promise and the dead soldier slithered to the ground with a mortal knife wound in his neck. Now, Gaetan needed another victim and he quickly spied one nearby.

This victim was smaller, lining up a bow and arrow on one of Gaetan’s knights. Before the arrow could fly, however, Gaetan grabbed the archer from behind and hauled him onto his horse.

“Tell me where your king is,” Gaetan demanded. “If you do not, you will end up dead like many of your comrades. Tell me quickly!”

He had the archer by the throat but the sound that came forth from his captive wasn’t that of a man. It was a female, now gasping in fear and anger as a Norman had her by the throat. She started to swing her fists.

“Let me go!” she demanded. “Release me or I will kill you!”

Frankly, Gaetan was shocked that a woman had been in the midst of the battle. It was enough of a shock that he stopped trying to squeeze her throat. “A female?” he said, sounding somewhat incredulous. “What foolish commander allows women to fight?”

She twisted violently and he caught a glimpse of her face; dressed as an archer as she was, including a cap, at a distance she could very easily be mistaken for a boy but now that he was close to her, he could see that she was no boy. In fact, her features were quite exquisite.

“I can kill you just as easily as a man can,” she hissed. “Let me go and I will give you a fair fight, poubelle.”

She’d called him rubbish in his own language, which was definitely an insult. She wanted to anger him. The trouble was that he found her challenge rather humorous.

“It would be a two-hit fight,” he told her drolly. “I would hit you and you would hit the ground. Now, where is your king? Tell me and I shall show mercy.”

“I will tell you nothing!”

“You are brave for a skinny little mouse.”

That comment seemed to infuriate her, which amused him. She was in a frantic state between terror and rage, but Gaetan had her over his saddle so that she couldn’t move very well and couldn’t get to any weapons she might have on her body. Every time she tried to rise, he would slam her head down again. The second time, he’d hit her rather hard and stars had danced before her eyes. The third time, he’d slapped her on the arse and she’d bellowed unhappily. Then came de Lara aboard his bloodied charger.

“Gate!” he shouted. “With me!”

A command from Luc de Lara wasn’t meant to be questioned. Gaetan tossed the woman over the side of his horse, listening to her grunt as she landed in a heap.

“Not this time, little mouse,” he told her, perhaps with a bit of taunt in his tone. “This time, you are spared. Remember Norman mercy the next time you intend to do one of us harm.”

As she sat up, rubbing her shoulder where she’d hit the ground, Gaetan spun his horse around and took off after Luc. Quickly, he reached the man’s side.

“Kristoph said that Harold has been killed,” Gaetan said. “Is there truth in this?”

Luc simply motioned to Gaetan to follow and the two of them skirted part of the Anglo-Saxon encampment to where a contingent of Normans stood in a cluster, fighting off Anglo-Saxon soldiers who were trying to get through them. It was clear that they were guarding something and Gaetan followed Luc as the man pushed through the soldiers only to be confronted by a man on the ground and several others standing over him. Luc dismounted swiftly, followed by Gaetan, and they pushed through the crowd.

“There,” Luc said, pointing to the man on the ground. “This has been identified as Harold Godwinson.”

Gaetan could only see the legs at that point. “By whom?” he asked.

Luc looked at the Anglo-Saxon soldiers who were trying to fight through the Normans to get to the corpse. “An Anglo-Saxon knight identified him to me right before he took his own life. I am not sure if he was a personal guard to Harold and failed at his duty to protect the man, but it is evident that he no longer wished to live in light of his king’s death.”

Extreme if not understandable behavior, Gaetan thought, but he wasn’t entirely convinced. He shifted positions so he could gain a better look at the body. It was of an older man, well-dressed and well-fed, but that was where any semblance of identification ended. There was nothing on the man that would give an indication as to who he was, no belts or vests or colors.

The corpse had an arrow shaft sticking out of the left eye and the face was battered in general, muddied and grossly swollen. The body looked as if it had been tossed onto the ground because it was lying in a strange position. All around it, men were still fighting. As Gaetan watched, someone even kicked the corpse in the head.

Enraged, Gaetan pushed in to stand guard over the body, broadsword in hand as he leveled it at some of the Anglo-Saxons who were trying to push through his men. But that action didn’t seem to do much because men were still struggling against him. So he reached out a long arm, grabbing the first enemy soldier who came near him. Snatching the man by the hair, he dragged him into the center of the circle of tussling men, pointing his sword to the battered corpse.

“Who is this?” he demanded to the man in his language. “Do you fight to regain your king?”

The Anglo-Saxon soldier was torn between panic and defiance. “He is not meant for you,” he said, spittle dripping from his lips. “Have you not done enough? Give him to us so that we may properly bury him.”

“Who is this?”

The soldier faltered, terrified. “Please….”

“Answer me!”

The soldier tried to speak but he vomited instead. Something spewed from his mouth, but Gaetan didn’t let go. His eyes narrowed. “I will ask you one question. If you do not give me a truthful answer, then I will kill you. Is this Harold?”

The man closed his eyes, trying not to look at the corpse, but Gaetan had him by the hair. When he yanked, the soldier seemed to lose whatever resistance he had left in his body. More vomit leaked from his mouth, so much so that Gaetan hardly heard his answer.

“Aye.”

That was all Gaetan needed to hear. He had the confirmation that he sought and he let the man go, watching him as he stumbled away. There was something triumphant in that softly uttered reply, that painfully spoken word. As Gaetan stood there with de Lara and de Winter, a great cry rose up as a charge of men suddenly swarmed around them, cavalry on horseback led by de Russe, Wellesbourne, St. Hèver, and de Moray.

It was clear that the Normans had broken through the shield wall. There were hundreds of foot soldiers with them as well as hundreds of men on horseback, all of them yelling and hacking and killing anything that wasn’t Norman. The wounded were being slaughtered and a hastily-erected encampment, set up when the Anglo-Saxon army arrived for the battle, was being demolished. The end of the battle was near and Normans, fed by exhaustion, could smell victory in the air, a mixture of blood and rot and the very earth they stood upon.

The earth of the country that would soon belong to them.

Gaetan could smell the victory, too. He watched the madness as the Normans swarmed and he could see many Anglo-Saxons fleeing angry Norman swords. The sense of triumph he felt was so great that it nearly weakened him, a complete sense of victory encompassing every bone in his body with relief and delight. Even the Anglo-Saxons who had been struggling around their dead king’s body in an attempt to claim it were running off, terrified they were about to be cut down. All around him, the army of England was fracturing.

“Victory, my lord,” Luc said quietly, watching the same retreat that Gaetan was watching. “This battle is over.”

Gaetan nodded his head slowly, his focus on the Anglo-Saxon withdrawal. “God was with us this day,” he said. Then, his gaze moved to the body at his feet. “And Harold is ours. God’s Bones, I’d hoped for this ending but did not truly expect it. Yet, the reality is before me. Where is Normandy?”

Denis de Winter was standing on his other side. “The last I saw the duke, he was fighting on the far right flank with du Reims,” he said. “I do not know where he is now.”

“Find him,” Gaetan commanded quietly.

As Denis headed off, Lance de Reyne suddenly emerged through the crowds of dying and surrendering men. He was leading his horse, who had a terrible gash on his left foreleg. De Reyne had been part of the charge that had broken through the shield wall and his horse showed the evidence of the difficult fight. Wearily, Lance came to a pause, pulling his helm off and raking a gloved hand through his dark hair. Exhaustion radiated off of him but, like a true professional, he refused to give in to it. He would remain strong until it was no longer needed.

“There are more nobles dead, Gate,” he said. “Two captured soldiers have identified them as Gyrth and Leofwine, brothers to Harold.”

Gaetan’s sense of satisfaction grew. “Where are they?”

Lance threw a thumb over his shoulder. “Not far from here,” he said. “They were among the wounded.”

“Executed by our men?”

“Trampled.”

Gaetan felt no remorse. Such were the perils of war. “Excellent,” he said. “Then there will be no brothers left to avenge the king and contest the duke’s throne. With Harold dead, William is now the King of England. We have accomplished our goal, good lords. Take satisfaction in your success.”

It was a simple statement but one of great impact. The first true battle that Normans had faced against Harold Godwinson on English soil had resulted in what they’d hoped for but hadn’t truly expected. Such a complete victory could have only been supported by God. At least, that’s the way Gaetan looked at it.

Even so, he knew there was much more to do before the battle was officially over and the prize at his feet was something that needed to be protected. He motioned to Luc and Lance.

“Wrap him up and return him to camp,” he said. “I want one of you to remain with the body. It is too important to leave unguarded. Meanwhile, I will find Normandy and tell him of our great prize.”

Luc and Lance nodded and began to tend to the body, looking for some section of cloth or tunic left upon the field of battle to wrap him up in. Luc, seeing the squires and priests hovering over near the edge of the battlefield to the east, sent a soldier running for one of the priests that had been following the Anges de Guerre, a fighting priest known as Jathan. He was a big man, with a crown of red hair, and he managed de Wolfe’s squires and pages as well as served in a religious capacity to all of de Wolfe’s knights. These days, men accomplished many tasks in the service of Warwolfe and Jathan had proven himself a valuable asset.

Gaetan noted that his priest and two squires, including le Mon, were heading in his direction but he was more interested in mounting his horse and finding the duke. As he swung himself up into the saddle, he began to look around, making note of his men as he could see them. Although the battlefield was a vast place, it was his usual habit to take a head count of his men to ensure they were all whole and sound. They had all attended many battles together and, by the grace of God, had emerged unscathed. Gaetan, a particularly religious man, said many a prayer for such blessings.

De Lara, de Winter, and de Reyne were accounted for. He had seen de Moray, Wellesbourne, St. Hèver, and de Russe as they continued to move through the destroyed Anglo-Saxon lines, subduing pockets of fighting. Du Reims was the only one he hadn’t seen because he was somewhere off to the west with the duke, so Gaetan didn’t worry over him. He knew he would see Téo soon enough. He’d seen de Lohr earlier, as well, and but a perusal of the area showed that Kristoph was nowhere to be found. Before Gaetan spurred his horse off to the west, he turned to Luc and Lance.

“Where is Kristoph?” he asked. “He was right behind me when we broke through the eastern flank. Where has he gone?”

Luc and Lance were in the process of wrapping up Harold’s body with a cloak that Jathan had been wearing. It was the priest who spoke.

“I have not seen him, Gaetan,” he said, looking around as the knights handled the battered body.

Gaetan was looking off to the south where part of the Norman army still lingered and the encampment beyond. “You did not see him ride away?”

Jathan shook his head, his fat jowls trembling. “Nay, I did not. Shall I send a man for him?”

Gaetan’s gaze moved over the field of battle for a moment longer before shaking his head. “Nay,” he replied. “He is around here, somewhere.”

Jathan simply nodded his head and bent over to help the knights with the corpse. Gaetan, with thoughts of de Lohr quickly fading, headed off to the west where William, the Duke of Normandy, would be told that Harold was dead and that he was now king.

Normandy wasn’t difficult to find, in fact. He and Téo were found deep in the Anglo-Saxon encampment rounding up prisoners, a task that Gaetan helped with after he delivered his important news. Oddly enough, the duke wasn’t willing to believe his Warwolfe until he saw Harold’s body, which was much later in the evening when the battle had ended for the most part and the Norman army trickled back to camp.

It was almost a ceremonial event, this viewing of Harold’s body. It took place in a dim tent belonging to de Winter, a body wrapped in Normandy’s colors that, when unwrapped, revealed a gruesome sight. As the Anges de Guerre and the duke’s Companions gathered around in the cold dark tent, William grimly viewed the body of Harold Godwinson and, as such, declared himself king on that very night. It was a night for celebration, for rest and reflection, but for Gaetan, it became a night that would change the course of his life.

Kristoph de Lohr did not return to camp that night. When morning came and he’d still not returned, it became apparent that he was either dead or otherwise missing. The dreadful news began to spread over the duke’s camp, the news that no fighting man wanted to hear. They’d brought ten great knights with them to England, men who were the greatest warriors of them all, but now only nine were accounted for.

One Anges de Guerre had been lost.
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CHAPTER TWO


I Met My End Bravely

They’d beaten the Norman knight fairly severely, so much so that she ended up covering the man with her body and chasing away those who were trying to kill him. Although she never thought she would have protected a Norman knight, there was something in her that simply couldn’t stand by and watch it happen. When some of her brethren began aiming clubs at the knight’s head, she covered his bare head with her arms.

“Enough!” the woman ordered. “You will not kill him!”

She had to fight off those who refused to listen to her, but men who knew and respected her called off those unwilling to obey her command. Slowly, the violence eased and they all stood around, looking at her as she literally lay upon the injured Norman knight to protect him. But still, the men were edgy. It was the end of a most important day and they were all still riding high on the scent of battle.

It had only been a few hours earlier in the battle against the Normans when the rumor began to spread quickly through the Anglo-Saxon ranks that Harold had been killed by a Norman arrow. He’d been close to the lines at the time and when he fell, wounded, he’d been trampled by his own men. It had been a chaotic scene as some of his advisors tried to carry him away, shielding him from the soldiers because they knew that once it was known that Harold had been killed, the Anglo-Saxon army would lose faith and fracture.

Unfortunately, that was exactly what had happened even as some of Harold’s army still tried to fight back and hold off the Norman tide. But the shield wall had failed and the Normans broke through, many of them swarming right to the spot where Harold had lain. And the Norman knight on the ground….

He’d been one of those who had seen Harold’s body and had called forth more Normans to partake in the triumph of a fallen king. He’d been a well-armed, powerful knight, but as he moved about, confident in a Norman victory, he’d made a terrible mistake – he’d traveled alone and without the company of others. He seemed more intent to linger near the Anglo-Saxon lines that were breaking up. For the Anglo-Saxons fleeing the battlefield, the lone Norman knight had been a target of their vengeance.

Knocked off his horse by a nasty club strike to the back of the head, they’d tied the unconscious knight to a horse by his leg and dragged him away as they’d fled. Now, they were several miles to the west in a vast and dense forest, regrouping with some of their dispirited army. The Norman knight was on the ground, dazed, as men took their rage out on him.

But the woman had stopped them.

Even now as she lay sprawled over him, she’d taken a few blows from her own men who had refused to heed her command. An older soldier, seasoned and trying to gain control of the others, held back some of the more aggressive men.

“He is our enemy, Ghislaine,” he said in a calm, even tone. “You cannot prevent what must come about. The men must know some satisfaction on this night.”

Ghislaine pulchra ancilla Merciae, or Ghislaine, The Beautiful Maid of Mercia, and sister to Edwin, Earl of Mercia, didn’t move from her position over the wounded knight. She knew the men wouldn’t strike as long as she was there but, in all honestly, she couldn’t understand why she wasn’t joining them in their rage. She’d been at the battle from the beginning and she, too, held hatred in her heart for the Normans. But there was something about this situation that spoke to her of something beyond a captured Norman knight.

There was an opportunity here.

“His death would be momentary satisfaction only,” she said. “None of you realize that this man is of value to us. Do you not understand? You captured him to kill him but you must not do that – he knows the Norman ways. They are upon our shores and our king has been killed this night. Are you too foolish to realize that he may be of use for our very survival?”

It was very dark in the trees, the shadows from the moon barely piercing the canopy as dozens, if not hundreds, of men lingered below, beaten and bloodied from a day of battle against the Norman invaders. They were also confused and dazed. Even as Ghislaine spoke, the men surrounding her and the injured knight didn’t seem to grasp what she was suggesting.

“I would rather feel the satisfaction of his head upon my sword!” one of the men snarled as the others around him agreed.

But Ghislaine shook her head. “Nay,” she stressed. “He is of more value to us alive.”

“The only valuable Norman is a dead one!”

Men shouted in agreement but Ghislaine put up a hand to plead for understanding. “Killing him would accomplish nothing! We would only be harming ourselves in the end! Can you not see how valuable he could be?”

“He is our enemy, Ghislaine.”

The voice came from the darkness. Then, a slender man with a massive scar across his face running from his left temple, across his nose, and ending by the right side of his jaw pushed through the men standing about. When he made an appearance, everyone seemed to fall quiet; where anger and revenge had reflected in men’s expressions, now there was uncertainty. Fear. Even Ghislaine’s features changed at the sight; there was fear there but she was trying not to show it.

At that moment, the mood in the agitated circle of men seemed to plummet.

“Alary,” she said calmly. “Greetings, Brother. God has been merciful that you have survived the battle.”

Alary of Mercia, a brother to both Ghislaine and Earl Edwin, surveyed the group of men standing around before finally coming to rest on his sister, still spread out over the injured knight. His dark eyes narrowed.

“Aye, I survived,” he said. He began to pace a slow circle around his sister and the crumpled knight. “I survived when our good king did not. Why I should be spared and Harold should die, I will never know. God is, mayhap, not favoring the faithful on this night. And you, my sister? I thought you hated the Normans as we all did. Why do you protect this knight?”

Ghislaine eyed her brother until he wandered out of her sight; she didn’t like the fact that he was behind her now. Alary was unpredictable at best, an edgy sadist with a brutal streak, so much so that their brother, Edwin, had exiled him from the royal stronghold of Tamworth last year. Too much disobedience on Alary’s part and an incident that saw one of Edwin’s favorite knights killed had warranted such a reaction. If evil had a name and a face, both belonged to Alary of Mercia. Alary Obscurum, he was known.

Alary the Dark.

“I am not protecting him,” she said, feeling fearful of her brother even as she said it. “But we should think twice before using him as an object of vengeance. He looks to be a very fine knight. Mayhap, we could ransom him to Normandy or even back to his own family. Mayhap, he even knows of Normandy’s plans. Certainly, we should consider such things before the men run him through and we lose any chance we have of understanding Normandy’s intentions. He could be valuable.”

Alary had wandered into her line of sight again. He stood there, looking down at her, and it made Ghislaine very nervous. Undoubtedly, her brother was considering what she’d said but, knowing him, there was some grisly twist to it all. She’d seen what the man could do to his enemies. Therefore, she braced herself.

“That is a very astute observation,” Alary finally said. “Can the knight speak for himself? Remove yourself, Ghislaine. No one will hurt the knight. I wish to speak with him.”

Ghislaine didn’t trust her brother. He’d been known to break bonds before and had a history of telling mistruths to those around him. Still, she couldn’t lay on the knight forever so she shifted her body, cautiously climbing off the man. He was crumpled on his side, his dark blonde hair matted with dirt and blood. She remained beside him, bending down to get a look at his face in the darkness.

Truthfully, she couldn’t even tell if he was conscious. She peered closer to his face, catching a glimmer of his eyeballs in the darkness.

He was awake.

“What is your name?” she asked him in his language, something she had learned at her parents’ insistence because it was the common language of many people in England. “Do not be afraid. Tell me your name.”

In the darkness, the knight blinked. “You speak my language.”

“I do. Answer me. What is your name?”

“De Lohr.”

His voice sounded tight, as he was in pain. Ghislaine rocked back on her heels, turning to her brother. “His name is de Lohr,” she said. “What would you ask him?”

Alary moved closer, bending over to get a look at the knight. “I want to know a great many things,” he said. “Move away. I would speak with him alone.”

Ghislaine shook her head. “I will not,” she said. “I do not trust you not to kill him.”

Alary’s expression tightened and he reached down, grabbing her roughly by the shoulder. “I told you to go.”

Ghislaine balled a fist and hit his hand away, hard. “He is my prisoner,” she declared. “I brought him here. I saved him from death. If you want to speak with him, then do it, but I will not leave.”

Alary was exasperated. “Why are you so protective of him? What is he to you?”

His question brought her building rage to a halt because it was something she didn’t have a ready answer for. She had a myriad of theories, but no hard truths. Her gaze moved from her brother to the knight, who was looking at her steadily – with resignation. He knew his fate was in her hands. She was his only protection against the mob and he knew it. Why was she so protective of him?

Remember Norman mercy the next time you intend to do one of us harm.

Something that big, nasty Norman knight had said to her when he had captured her and demanded to know of her king’s fate. He could have killed her but he hadn’t and he’d reminded her of that fragile mercy. Therefore, his statement remained with her, whether or not she wanted it to.

Now, it was a matter of honor… in the same situation, would she show mercy also?

Perhaps, that was the real truth behind her protection of the injured knight.

“This man is nothing to me,” she said for all to hear, torn between defiance and embarrassment. “But one of this knight’s brethren captured me during the battle and could have easily killed me. Yet, he spared my life and he told me to remember Norman mercy. Because of him, I will protect this knight because I always pay my debts. It is a matter of honor now – my life was spared and so shall this man’s be. He is to be untouched as long as I have breath in my body.”

The men around her understood such a debt. They were warriors, all of them, and mercy was that rare and precious quality that often times was the true test of honor in battle. Ghislaine of Mercia was a warrior woman, raised with her brothers to fight and to protect their lands and people.

When Harold brought his army south, Ghislaine’s brother, Earl Edwin, had been far to the north so Ghislaine and the outcast Alary had joined Harold’s army to meet the Norman invasion. They were warriors from generations of warriors, born and bred, and that was why she was here – a strong woman who commanded respect from the men around her. And because she was a warrior, she had the capacity to understand what honor and sacrifice meant.

I always pay my debts. She was paying it upon the cause of a wounded Norman knight.

But Alary was different. He didn’t understand much beyond his own selfish wants; glory for himself, wealth for himself, and an undying jealousy of his elder brothers’ status – he had two elder brothers who were both earls: Edwin of Mercia and Morcar of Northumbria. But Alary the Dark was nothing; perhaps he had hoped that supporting Harold against the Norman invasion would somehow prove to the king that he was worthy of such titles as his brothers held. But after this day, that was not to be and the sting of disappointment was a powerful thing in Alary’s heart.

Therefore, he wasn’t pleased with his sister’s refusal to turn the Norman knight over to him. Without another word, he stomped off into the darkness, taking some of the men with him. Only a few lingered now but with the declaration of Ghislaine’s merciful intentions, there wasn’t much reason for them to hang around the Norman knight. He was too injured to escape and even if he tried, they could easily catch him. Therefore, they started to move away in a disgruntled weary group.

Ghislaine suspected what the men were thinking and she further suspected that her brother’s departure was not permanent. He knew they had a valuable asset in the Norman knight and, greedy as he was, she knew he would be back. But at least for the moment, she could breathe without his ominous presence. She leaned over the knight once more.

“How badly injured are you?” she asked. “Can you move your limbs?”

Kristoph couldn’t see much of the woman who was hovering over him, but her voice had a silky quality that was deceptively comforting. Could he move his limbs? He really had no idea. He hadn’t tried. He’d rolled himself into a ball once they’d untied him from the horse that had dragged him over miles of rocks and bramble, and that was where he remained. Fortunately, he was wearing mail and protection so he was fairly certain the damage to his skin was minimal. But he’d lost his helm somewhere along the way and his head was painful and swimming. So was the leg they’d tied the rope to. Gingerly, he extended both legs to feel for breaks or damage.

“I seem to be able to,” he said, now moving his arms slowly. He ended up flat on his back, gazing up at the dark canopy above and a glimmer of stars beyond that. “But it is difficult to breathe. I may have broken something when I fell off my horse.”

Ghislaine looked at the man. He was very big and she could see the size of his arms and thighs even through the heavy padding and clothing he wore. It wasn’t much different from what her army wore, but it was better made. The Normans had the latest in armor and protection, but that kind of thing was expensive. The man had money or he came from money, because the protection he wore was very fine.

“Then I will have a healer tend to you,” she said, “but I cannot promise it will be any time soon. We have a great deal of wounded.”

The knight didn’t say anything for a moment, staring blankly up at the sky above. “Where is my horse?”

“I do not know.”

“My sword. It was sheathed on my saddle.”

“I do not know where your horse or your sword are, but I am sure they are both the spoils of war for one of our soldiers. I would not worry over either if I were you. I would worry about myself.”

That was not unreasonable advice. Kristoph knew as much but, still, he had to ask. His head lolled in her direction.

“A pity,” he said. “I was rather fond of that horse and the sword… my father gave it to me when I was knighted many years ago. I shall miss them both.”

Ghislaine’s gaze lingered on him a moment. “Then, mayhap, you should not have come to take our country,” she said. “Had you remained on your own shores, you would not have lost either one.”

He lifted his eyebrows, slowly, as if she had just said something he more or less agreed with. His eyes left her face, moving down her body, seeing that she, too, was wearing heavy protection but on a smaller scale, built for her woman’s body. She was dressed like a warrior.

“Much as you have done, I, too, follow my king,” he said quietly, not commenting on the fact that she was dressed like a man. “If it makes you feel any better, my wife did not wish for me to come, either.”

“You are married?”

“Aye,” he said, his expression softening, even in the dim light. “A woman with skin like cream and hair the color of coal. The angel of my heart. She gives the commands and I obey. But on this occasion, I could not. I was duty-bound to follow my king. She will not be pleased that I have managed to throw myself into the arms of the enemy.”

Ghislaine thought on a Norman woman with pale skin and black hair who was now missing her husband, only she didn’t know it yet. It made Ghislaine think on her own husband, lost in a shipwreck two years ago. He had been traveling with the king to Ponthieu when the ship had run aground. Her sweet Hakon had drown in the ensuing chaos, only three months into their marriage which had been a very pleasant one.

Ghislaine well remembered the grief from that loss, now fighting off the guilt that some woman she did not know would soon be facing the same thing. She should have turned away from the conversation at this point, unwilling to come to know the Norman knight beyond his hated loyalties. But some deep-seated pity in her now had her seeing the knight not as an enemy but as a man. He had a wife, the angel of his heart.

He knew love.

“Then I will repeat that you should not have come to our country,” she said, trying to fight off any compassion she might be feeling towards him. “You should have listened to her.”

Kristoph could hear the sharpness in her tone, but it was hollow, as if she didn’t really mean it. He had been a warrior long enough to know sympathy when he heard it and he knew very well that this female warrior was the only thing that stood between him and a thousand men who wanted to kill him. He didn’t want to anger her, but he needed her loyalty. If there was any chance of him coming out of this alive, he needed her on his side.

“You are right. I should have,” he said. “I regret that I did not. Her name is Adalie, in fact. She bore my daughter last year and she was quite disappointed that it was not a son, but I was not disappointed. I was glad to have a daughter who looks just like her mother. You have never seen a more beautiful girl-child with black hair and blue eyes. She will be quite beautiful when she grows up. I… I was hoping to be there when she did.”

He was being manipulative now, hoping that the female warrior would feel great sympathy for him with a child he wanted to see grow up. It was a desperate move on his part, but the situation called for it. He couldn’t see her face in the darkness now because she had turned away from him. It was a few moments before she replied.

“If that is true, then you should not have left her,” she finally said. “You did not need to come here with your army. This country already has a king and now he is dead because of you and your men. What about his wife and children? Did you think of them before you tried to kill him?”

Kristoph could hear the strain in her voice. “Nay,” he said quietly, but with honesty. “No one ever thinks on the family of their enemies. But at this moment, my family is the most important thing in the world to me – a wife I love and a daughter I adore. I want to see them again, my lady. Will you not help me?”

Ghislaine turned to him, then. She hissed sharply, shaking her head. “I spared your life because one of your fellow knights spared mine,” she said. “Do not ask for more than that.”

Kristoph had heard that story as he’d lain upon the ground, balled up and in pain. He’d heard her speak of the knight who had shown her “Norman mercy” and he’d heard that she believed she was paying back a debt in protecting him from her angry kinsmen. But he wanted more than a sense of duty; he wanted help.

“Then what do you plan to do with me?” he asked.

She stared at him a moment before looking away. “If you want to stay alive, I suggest you be as complacent and pleasing as you can possibly be. If someone asks you for information on the Norman army, then you will answer truthfully. The moment you cease to become of value is the moment someone will slit your throat. The only way to stay alive will be by cooperating.”

In the darkness, he sighed faintly as he understood what she was telling him. “I will not betray my men,” he said softly.

“No one said anything about betraying your men. But if I were you, I would do all I could to ensure that I survived to return to Adalie and your blue-eyed daughter. Are they not worth it?”

Just as he had tried to manipulate her, now she was turning the tables on him. Kristoph was astute enough to realize that and he fought off a smile at a lady who would turn the tables on him. She was cleverer than he gave her credit for.

“They are,” he said. He continued to watch her in the darkness, thinking of another angle to take in their conversation. Maybe if he tried to establish a personal relationship with her…. “May I ask your name, my lady? We have had a rather long conversation and I fear that we have not been properly introduced.”

She wouldn’t look at him when she spoke because there was only a hair’s-width separating her from truly sympathizing with him. “Ghislaine,” she said, “but I suggest you not use it in front of my men. They will not take kindly to hearing my name from your lips.”

“Ghislaine,” he murmured. GIZ-lain. “It is a lovely name. Have you always fought with the army, Ghislaine?”

She nodded. “As long as I can recall,” she said. Then, she turned to look at him. “Before you ask me any more questions, I will tell you that one of my brothers is the Earl of Mercia and another is the Earl of Northumbria. If you were conscious when you heard me speak to a man named Alary, that is also a brother, but he is a demon who walks the earth in a man’s skin. He is wicked and devious, so you must beware of him. I have a feeling he will be back and if he truly wants you, it will be difficult to stop him.”

Kristoph had, indeed, heard her speaking to a man with a voice that was low and gritty, like rocks grating against stone. He appreciated that she had pointed out a serious danger to him but in his condition, there wasn’t much he could do about it. If Alary wanted him, it wasn’t as if he could fight back.

Groaning softly, he rolled to his side and slowly sat up, feeling every ache and every stab of pain in his battered body. His head was throbbing and he winced as he sat there a moment, trying to catch his breath.

“Ghislaine, if I may speak plainly,” he said, resisting the urge to put a hand to his aching head. “I am not part of the Duke of Normandy’s inner circle. I do not know of his plans or even of his operations. I can tell you his strengths and how many men he carries, but you could see that for yourself today. I am afraid that if your men intend to interrogate me, they will be terribly disappointed. If… if I promise to return home to my wife and stay there, will you please let me go?”

Ghislaine looked at him. He sounded sincere, but it was equally possible that he was lying to her. He was finely dressed and she knew he had money, which meant that he more than likely was more to the Norman duke than he said he was.

“Go?” she repeated. “Go where? Do you even know where you are?”

“You could tell me.”

She almost considered it. Ghislaine was having visions of a young mother being informed that her husband was never to return and the same feelings she felt at Hakon’s death began to swamp her. But she resisted them with all her might.

He is the enemy!

“I cannot let you go,” she said. “If you are captured a second time, I will not be able to protect you. The men will beat you to death.”

Kristoph knew that was probably true and he struggled not to feel some desperation in his situation. “They are going to kill me anyway when they realize I cannot tell them anything they want to know,” he said. “At least I would have a fighting chance if you let me run. For my wife and daughter’s sake, will you not do that?”

Now he was bringing the wife and child into the conversation again. She was starting to grow irritated.

“I do not care for your wife or daughter,” she snapped. “They are my enemy, as are you. Stop asking me for favors which are not mine to give. You wielded a sword against my countrymen and now you are our prisoner. Accept your fate as an honorable man would and stop trying to play upon my sympathies.”

So, she knew what he was up to. Kristoph could see that he’d offended her. Even so, it was a chance he’d had to take. He was coming to realize that, in all likelihood, he would never again see his wife or daughter and he began to feel sick inside. God help him, his life was in the hands of people whose king had just been killed by his comrades. He’d been part of the murder.

He knew that Death was coming for him, too.

“If I have offended you, then I am sorry,” he said quietly, sincerely. “And for protecting me against your soldiers… you have my deepest gratitude. I realize you have risked yourself for me and I am most appreciative.”

Somewhere off in the darkness, the could hear men’s voices. At first, the discussion was quiet for the most part but it soon began to grow in intensity. Moreover, the voices were growing closer as men with torches were now moving through the trees. It didn’t take a skilled eye to know that they were heading in their direction.

Ghislaine could see the torches moving through the darkness, growing brighter and brighter, and a sense of foreboding filled her. She knew that Alary’s departure had been temporary but what she hadn’t counted on was that he would return so soon. She was hoping he would at least stay away until morning. She turned to Kristoph.

“Remember what I told you,” she said. “Answer their questions or they will not hesitate to kill you. Do not try to be clever and do not lie; tell them what they need to know and you may yet live through this.”

Kristoph was watching the torches grow closer, too. He was certain that he was watching the beginning of his end and it was difficult to suppress his knightly instincts. These men were his sworn enemy and fighting against them was as natural as breathing. But that same thought came the realization that he was in no condition to fight off a mob. He had no weapons and, from the pain in his chest and shoulder area, he was certain he’d broken a rib or two. While there was still time, he turned to Ghislaine.

“My name is Kristoph de Lohr,” he said, his voice low. “My home is in Brittany, south of Rennes in a village called Lohréac. I serve Gaetan de Wolfe. I do not ask you to risk yourself any more than you have already. But if something happens to me, I want someone to know of my ending. You are a brave and gallant lady, and I shall never forget your kindness to me. Mayhap someday, you will send Gaetan a missive and tell him what became of me so that he can tell my wife. I hope that you will tell him that I met my end bravely, for that is what I intend to do.”

Ghislaine could see the steely resolve in his eyes, even in the darkness. He wasn’t afraid of what was coming, not in the least. In spite of her resistance to him, that resolve greatly impressed her. Not only were Normans capable of mercy, but they were capable of great courage as well.

As the mob with torches grew closer, Ghislaine began to regret that she hadn’t let de Lohr run as he’d asked. Perhaps he could have gotten away; perhaps not. Now, they would never know, for as the mob came into view through the weak moonlight, she could see Alary at the head of it.

That could only mean trouble.

Now, that brave Norman knight would never see his black-haired wife again or the daughter with the pretty blue eyes. He would soon be dead all because Ghislaine hadn’t shown enough mercy to spare his life. Now, she was starting to question every decision she’d made until this point where it pertained to de Lohr. A man’s life had been in her hands and she’d failed him.

She’d failed her sense of mercy.

“I see the prisoner is well enough to sit up,” Alary said as he came upon them, flanked by many men. “That is good. We will make use of him.”

Before Ghislaine could ask what that meant, Alary snapped his fingers to his men and they swarmed on Kristoph, throwing him back to the ground and using hemp rope to bind his arms and legs. From what Ghislaine could see, he wasn’t struggling but they were being very rough with him. When she leapt to her feet to try and protect him, Alary intervened and pulled her away, restraining her while his men trussed up de Lohr and carried him off into the darkness.

“Wait!” Ghislaine demanded. “Where are you taking him? I told you that he was more valuable alive! What are you doing?”

Alary still had hold of his fairly strong sister. “I am not going to kill him,” he assured her. “At least, not yet. You were correct when you said he will be valuable to our cause. I am going to see just how much the man knows of the Normans and their plans for our country.”

Ghislaine tried to follow the men who were carrying Kristoph away but Alary had a grip on her. “An abused man will be a burden,” she said, finally yanking herself out of her brother’s grasp. “If you hurt him, he will be of no use at all.”

Alary cocked an eyebrow at his sister. “Watch your manner of loyalty, little sister,” he said, a hint of threat in his tone. “If one did not know better, one might suspect you to have sided with the Normans. Is that why they were able to defeat us? Because they had information on our weaknesses from someone who knew of our movements?”

Ghislaine’s blood ran cold and she yanked her wrist from her brother’s grasp, bringing up the other hand to strike him squarely across the face. But Alary was fast and he was able to block her strike, but just barely. She managed to scratch his chin. Ghislaine glared at him.

“I will never hear such an insinuation come from your mouth again,” she hissed. “I no more contributed to the Norman victory than you did. But in my case, at least I tried to prevent it while you remained at the rear of the army, letting your men go forth to do the fighting in your stead.”

As he insulted her, she insulted him even deeper. Alary’s jaw hardened as he faced off against her.

“I will pretend I did not hear you say that,” he said. “Watch yourself, little sister. Your protection of the Norman knight does not please anyone here. Word may get back to Edwin.”

“As word of your lack of action may get back to him as well. Do not threaten me, Alary. You cannot best me.”

Alary cocked an eyebrow. “We shall see,” he said, stepping back from her, out of striking range. His sister was a warrior at heart and she was not afraid to attack him and, truth be told, he had a healthy respect for her because, at times, she could be just as unpredictable as he could. “After I am finished interrogating your Norman friend, I shall take him back with me to Tenebris.”

Tenebris was a hunting lodge used by the Mercian kings but since Edwin had exiled Alary, it was now the place where the dark brother lived. In the wilds west of Kidderminster and located in an area known as the Far Forest, it was a place that most men avoided now. It had a reputation of darkness and debauchery. Ghislaine knew that if her brother took the knight to Tenebris, no one would ever see the man again.

I would like to see my wife and daughter again.

If de Lohr went to Tenebris, that would not happen.

“And do what with him?” Ghislaine wanted to know, hating herself for sounding as if she cared. “He is my prisoner. I told you that. You have no right to take him with you.”

Alary grinned. “Little Ghislaine and her prize,” he mocked. “Thank you for capturing the knight. Now I shall take him from you. If you want him back, then your men will have to fight my men for him. I think my men want him more, eh?”

Ghislaine’s general attitude towards her brother was one of disdain but there were occasions when she genuinely hated him. This was one of those times. He was teasing her, trying to bait her, and it was difficult not to respond to it. He’d been doing it all their lives and the brother/sister dynamic could be more emotional than most.

“If that is your wish, then I shall order my men to retake him,” she said, trembling because she was so angry. “And when they are done defeating your men, I will have them go after you.”

Alary was smug in his stance. Before the situation grew out of hand, he went to the truth of the matter. “Let me be plain, little sister,” he said. “If you send your men to take him, I will kill him before they can do it and that will be the end of your prize. If you do not wish him harmed, then it would be better if you did not try.”

Ghislaine knew it was not a threat. This dark and hateful man would shove a dagger between the Norman knight’s ribs purely out of spite, because he would not want his sister to have him and for no other reason than that. The knight would cease to be a captive at that point and simply become a possession. Therefore, the hatred in her heart towards her brother was building.

“Why would you do this?” she demanded, frustrated. “I told you that a Norman spared my life, which is why I spared the knight’s. I told you that he was my prisoner. You have no right to take him.”

Alary was moving away from her now, heading in the direction his men had taken the Norman knight. “Yet I have taken him,” he pointed out, taunting. “Come for him if you wish. I will kill him before I surrender him to you.”

Ghislaine watched him as he went. “Edwin shall know of what you’ve done.”

It was meant to be a threat but Alary simply shrugged, turning and heading off into the darkness. Her threat had no meaning to him.

Even after he was gone, there was a stench in the air that suggested his evilness had not left at all. It was still there, all around her, his gloating victory in taking her prisoner from her. Infuriated, it was all Ghislaine could do to keep from shouting in anger. She had a bow and a quiver of arrows slung over her back. Had there been any light, she would have sailed one of those deadly darts right into her brother’s back and felt no remorse at all. He’d taken what belonged to her.

The Norman knight.

Now, she was thinking of him, the big warrior from across the sea. Norman knight. Damn the man. She knew his name now and she knew he had a family; a wife and child he adored. He’d asked her to let him go and she’d refused. Now, he was in Alary’s hands and that more than likely would mean his death. Tenebris… indeed, it would mean his death.

Ghislaine could hear sounds in the direction the knight had been taken. There were a pair of fires in the darkness, cooking fires for men to warm a meal out of whatever supplies they happened to have. Not strangely, she could hear what sounded like a fight because there was a good deal of thumping and slapping going on. Men were laughing. It didn’t take much imagination to realize that they were beating the Norman knight again, probably because Alary told them to.

De Lohr, his name had been. Regardless of Alary’s threat, Ghislaine couldn’t let them beat the man to death. She was compelled to protect him again.

As she headed over in the direction of the noise, her thoughts turned to what de Lohr had told her. Mayhap someday, you will send Gaetan a missive and tell him what became of me so that he can tell my wife. I hope that you will tell him that I met my end bravely, for that is what I intend to do.

Such noble words from a man who had shown nothing but quiet resolve and bravery throughout his capture. He’d never wept, or begged, or shown weakness in any fashion. Even when he’d asked her to let him go, he hadn’t pleaded with her. He’d simply asked. Norman courage. She admired it, far more than she admired Anglo-Saxon mercy at the moment. Surely such a courageous man didn’t deserve the fate that awaited him.

Something inside of her was screaming to help him.

More than that, something inside her was screaming for vengeance against Alary. Cruel and wicked bastard that he was, he could be erased from the world tomorrow and no one would miss him. With his taunts and actions, he had pushed her beyond reason and there was a large part of her that wanted vengeance against him. Tonight, he took her prisoner; tomorrow, who knew what he would take? Moreover, he’d accused her of siding with the Normans. That was unforgiveable slander because Alary wouldn’t keep it to himself. He would tell others about this day and it was quite possible that men would start to doubt her loyalties. It would destroy all she’d worked hard for.

Something had to be done.

Gaetan de Wolfe. De Lohr had mentioned the man as his commander. He had asked her to send a message to him. Perhaps she could do more than that; she could tell de Wolfe just where her brother and de Lohr were. De Wolfe could save his man and Alary would be collateral damage. Odd how that thought brought a smile to her lips. Her greedy, wicked brother would be dead and so would his suspicious mind and uncontrollable tongue. She would be doing her people a favor, in fact, and Edwin might even thank de Wolfe for such a service.

There might be some kind of bond struck between the Normans and the Earl of Mercia because of it.

A bond over Alary’s death.

By the time Ghislaine reached the men who were pounding on de Lohr, she had a firm plan in mind. De Lohr was being beaten badly and she, once again, had to throw herself between him and the men who wanted to kill him. Alary’s men wouldn’t go out of their way to hit her but they kept trying to strike out at the knight behind her, going around her to grab de Lohr by the hair or club him in his already-damaged ribs. That went on for a while as Alary simply stood back and watched, laughing every time his sister received a blow meant for de Lohr. It was entertainment for him. But for Ghislaine, it only sealed Alary’s fate.

She was going to send the Normans right to him.

As the night went on, the beating stopped and men, exhausted from a day of battle, wandered off to sleep in the forest. Left alone with the wounded knight, Ghislaine did what she could for de Lohr, who was a swollen, bleeding mess at this point. She could only hope the men had gotten their bloodlust out and would leave him alone from this point on but she didn’t really believe that. Still, she couldn’t remain with him because she had something very important to do. It was a task that only she could undertake and, if discovered, could mean her death. If she was caught going to the Norman encampment, then everything Alary had insinuated about her would be believed. She was taking a terrible risk.

But it had to be done.

In the hour before dawn, as the eastern sky began to lighten, Ghislaine moved from her post guarding the Norman knight and knelt down next to him as he lay upon the cold ground, battered and swollen. Leaning over his head, she whispered in his ear.

“I am going for help.”

She wondered if he even heard her.
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CHAPTER THREE


Mortal Angels

The morning that dawned over the field of battle revealed a scene that was straight out of the pages of every story ever told of hell and suffering.

Clouds the color of pewter hung in the sky as a storm rolled in from the south and a brisk wind whistled over the land. Smoke from the fires of both the Anglo-Saxon encampment as well as the Duke of Normandy’s encampment trickled up towards the clouds, only to be dashed away by the breezes.

Still, the clouds and smoke couldn’t mask the smell of death that was beginning to fill the air. Even the sea breezes couldn’t blow it away. As Gaetan stood in front of his tent and watched the landscape lighten with the rising sun, he knew that, soon enough, men would have to walk about with kerchiefs over their faces to blot out the smell of rotting bodies. Dead animals mixed with dead men, their blood saturating the earth. The gulls had swarmed inland, already picking through the flesh on the ground and squawking at each other angrily.

Death was everywhere.

In the tent behind Gaetan, Harold had been on display for the night as men wandered in to see the corpse of the king. It confirmed to them that the throne of England now belonged to William. In fact, brethren from Rotherfield Abbey and South Malling Abbey had come to view the body, along with Harold’s wife, who had evidently been traveling with her husband’s army.

As a courtesy, William had allowed Harold’s wife to visit her husband’s body. It had been a difficult moment when Edith the Fair had identified her husband’s battered corpse. Gaetan could still hear the woman’s cries although she had tried very hard to be brave. The priests who had come with her had tried to be of some comfort to her but they had quickly dissolved into confusion when the woman threw herself upon the corpse of her husband.

That was when Gaetan had stepped in along with Téo, the most diplomatic of his men, and pulled the woman from the swollen body. At the head of the corpse, Jathan had been praying steadily in spite of the fact that the duke had voiced his displeasure at prayers for his enemy. Between the litany of sung prayers and the cries of a grief-stricken wife, it had all made for an uncomfortable and strained situation.

No one had gotten any sleep that night, for a myriad of reasons. Even as Gaetan stood watch over his prize of Harold’s body with all of the confusion related to it, his thoughts lingered on the man that had yet to return to camp. As he, Téo, and Luc remained to watch over Harold’s body, the rest of the Anges de Guerre and many other men set out to find Kristoph.

Sometime before dawn, Wellesbourne returned leading Kristoph’s big bay stallion, a flashy and excitable animal that had been difficult not only to catch but to hold on to. Gaetan had been momentarily excited to see the horse and the fact that all of Kristoph’s possessions were still on it, including his sword. But that excitement was short-lived when Wellesbourne said they’d searched the surrounding area where the horse was found to no avail.

No Kristoph.

Now, it was dawn and Gaetan was waiting for the rest of his men to return from the search. As much as he pretended to be stoic about the situation, the truth was that he was sick inside. Kristoph was his oldest and dearest friend, and facing the very real prospect of his death was devastating. Gaetan had no desire to tell his younger sister Adalie, who was Kristoph’s wife, that her husband had met his death upon the field of battle. Kristoph was too good for that, too valuable to Gaetan’s war machine. He was a man of vast knowledge and wisdom. Gaetan couldn’t face the prospect of future battles without the man, his second-in-command and someone he very much depended on.

Already, he was living that nightmare.

As he fought off the phantoms of despair, de Russe and St. Hèver came into view through the mist of smoke and clouds, fearsome men emerging from the fog like demons on horseback. But they were alone and Gaetan tried not to feel another nail in his coffin of depression. The men slowed their frothing, exhausted beasts to a halt, dismounting wearily as they handed the horses over to their squires who had been hovering near de Wolfe’s tent in their anxious wait for their masters to return. The knights approached Gaetan, removing gloves and helms as they moved.

“We skirted to the east and to the north, Gate,” Aramis said, his voice hoarse from exhaustion. “There is a large contingent of the Anglo-Saxon army off to the east, sheltered in some heavily wooded forest area, but we did not get too close to it. It is possible that if Kristoph is a prisoner, he is there, but we have no way of knowing. The good news is that we did not find his body on our sweep. The bad news is that we did not find him at all.”

Gaetan merely nodded, his jaw tight with emotion. “I suppose we should be grateful for that,” he said. “How big was the contingent off to the east?”

“Big enough,” Kye responded as he pulled his helm off. Blonde curly hair, close-shorn, came into view. “We could see their fires at a distance and there were several.”

Gaetan nodded his head in a northerly direction. “Not all of the army is to the east,” he said. “A goodly portion of it is still to the north. They have been begging for their king’s body all night.”

“Has the duke agreed to turn it over?” Aramis asked.

Gaetan shook his head. “He does not want them to have it. He told me to throw it into the sea but I will not do it.”

“Why not?”

Gaetan looked at the two men. “Something tells me to keep it. It may be of use to us.”

Kye looked at him blankly but Aramis seemed to understand. “If we find Kristoph a prisoner…?” he ventured.

“Exactly.”

Aramis nodded his head in approval. “An exchange, then.”

Suddenly, Kye understood their meaning and he lifted his blonde eyebrows at the prospect. “What does Normandy think of that?”

Gaetan was unremorseful. “He does not know and I have no intention of telling him. He knows that Kristoph is missing. I am afraid I will have to do something drastic if Normandy forbids me to trade Harold’s body for Kristoph.”

Aramis couldn’t disagree. “If the duke told you to throw the body in the sea then, clearly, he cares not for it. What would it matter to him if you used it to regain Kristoph?”

“Those are exactly my thoughts. And woe to the man who tries to stop me.”

It was an extremely touchy situation with Gaetan already planning for the negotiation of his friend’s return. Knowing how close the Anges de Guerre were to each other, and Gaetan and Kristoph in particular, the duke would be taking his life in his hands forbidding his great Warwolfe from regaining one of his captured men by any means possible – even by using the body of a dead king as an incentive.

Aramis and Kye exchanged glances but neither one of them said anything about it. Whatever happened, they would support Gaetan even if it meant alienation from Normandy. Such were the depths of their loyalty.

“Well,” Aramis said, putting a hand on Gaetan’s shoulder as he moved past the man in the search for his own tent. “Let us know if we are needed. Right now, I hope to find some food and my bed. It has been a very long night.”

Gaetan simply nodded as both Aramis and Kye moved past him, seeking some well-deserved rest. As the knights headed to their shelters, Gaetan heard them speaking with Téo as the man emerged from Gaetan’s tent. When the conversation was over, Téo came up beside him, his face pale in the early dawn and his breath hanging in white puffs in the cold air.

“Aramis and Kye have returned, I see,” he said. “They did not bring positive news.”

Gaetan shook his head. “Nay,” he said. He sighed heavily in disappointment; he couldn’t help it. “They said that they found a large contingent of Anglo-Saxons off to the east, possibly part of the retreating army, but they did not get too close to it.”

“At least they did not find Kristoph’s body.”

“That is what they said. I suppose I should be grateful for small mercies.”

Téo could hear the sadness in his voice and he turned to look at the man. “Do not give up hope,” he said quietly. “The others are still out there, still looking – Lance, Marc, and Denis. They may yet find him.”

Gaetan’s gaze was off to the north where the smoke from Anglo-Saxon fires spilled up into the sky. “I have been tearing myself apart trying to recall where I last saw Kristoph and what could have happened,” he said, reconstructing his memory. “I was off to the northeast; we had both broken through the eastern flank because de Lara had sent word that Harold was dead. Kristoph was right beside me. We came upon a group of men standing around Harold’s body and that is the last I saw of Kristoph. Eventually, we found his horse, but not him. Not… him.”

“Then it sounds to me as if someone knocked him off the horse.”

“Or he was hit with an arrow or a spear and fell off.”

“If that was the case, we would have found his body by now,” Téo said. He shook his head. “Nay, Gate; Kristoph has been taken away. If we have searched all night and have not found his corpse, then the logical conclusion is that the Anglo-Saxon army has him as a prisoner.”

Gaetan turned to look at him. “Oddly enough, I hope that is true. I hope he is alive and a prisoner. At least if he is alive, there is hope of regaining him and I do not have to tell my sister that I let tragedy befall her husband.”

Téo put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “We will find him,” he said softly, firmly. “Now, you have not slept in almost two days. You must get some sleep while you can, at least until the others return. If they return without Kristoph, then we will need to form a plan of action and you cannot do that if your mind is desperate for sleep.”

Gaetan knew he was right; Téo usually was. He was older than the rest of them and had seen much in life. His wisdom was a blessing. With a heavy sigh, Gaetan turned for his tent, his gaze moving over the structure.

“Then I shall go and sleep with a dead man,” he said.

Téo lifted his eyebrows casually. “He cannot be worse than some of the women you have bedded.”

Gaetan fought off a smirk. “Cold and smelly. Aye, that describes your sister very well.”

Téo burst out laughing. “If I was not so exhausted, I would challenge you for that insult.”

“If I was not so exhausted, I would accept.”

Gaetan was grinning as he entered his tent, comfortable and well-appointed as usual with the distinct addition of a man in a shroud in the middle of it. Jathan, the priest, was still there, singing soft prayers over the body, reading from a song book he had copied himself in his youth.

But Gaetan had little patience for noise when he wanted to sleep. He motioned irritably to the priest even as two squires burst into the tent and headed for him, helping him to remove his protection.

“Enough prayers for now,” Gaetan told Jathan. “I wish to sleep and I cannot do it if you are howling in the background.”

Jathan immediately ceased his prayers, eyeing his lord as the man headed straight to his padded cot with his squires trailing after him, pulling things from his body.

“Has de Lohr been located yet, my lord?” Jathan asked.

Gaetan held out his arms so the squires could untie his scabbard and his belted tunic. “Not yet,” he replied. “But his horse has been found. And not everyone has returned from the search yet. There is still hope.”

Jathan considered that information a moment before standing up, his joints stiff from having been in a kneeling position for so long. Being the spiritual guide for the Anges de Guerre, he knew what de Lohr’s absence was doing to these men and Gaetan in particular. These were men of war and they knew the consequences of that vocation more than most, but Jathan was convinced that they entered – and exited – every battle believing they were immortal. De Lohr’s death or capture was a serious blow to those ideas of grandeur but more than that, it was a blow to the brotherhood between them all. With the removal of one, they were somehow fractured. Weaker.

The Anges de Guerre were not immortals, after all.

“Then I shall pray for his safety,” Jathan finally said. “And for yours, my lord.”

Gaetan looked at him as the squires pulled off the heavy padded vest on his muscular torso. “Why me?”

Jathan was moving stiffly to the tent opening. “Because whoever has de Lohr shall surely feel your wrath, will they not?” he said. “God give you strength to do what you must do in order to avenge him.”

He left the tent, leaving Gaetan mulling over what Jathan had said. It was quite true. In fact, whoever had Kristoph would, indeed, be punished. Wiped from the earth and all of his brethren with him. Gaetan hadn’t much pondered his sense of revenge because he was more concerned with regaining Kristoph but, now, he was thinking of it a great deal.

Indeed, he would make whoever held Kristoph pay dearly.

He slept.
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CHAPTER FOUR


A Man of Darkness

“He is dead, you know.”

The words hung in the air, sharp with their pain, deadly with their accuracy. As three of de Wolfe’s knights stood in a clearing on a rise a mile or two north of the battlefield, those words were like a nightmare none of them wanted to acknowledge.

But they were more than likely true.

Aramis de Russe, Lance de Reyne, and Denis de Winter were resting their horses after a grueling day and night and then day again of working the animals into a froth with very little rest. But the animals were growing increasingly sluggish so the knights knew they had to rest them or risk losing them. Even though the knights had brought other horses with them, these were their premier horses, expensive and highly-trained beasts they had taken into battle with them, and no one wanted to risk them.

Therefore, they paused in this hour before dawn when the sky was starting to lighten enough so they could douse their torches. But the mood between them was heavy with sorrow.

“It was so dark last night we could have easily passed him if he was injured and unable to call out to us,” Denis replied to Aramis’ grim statement. “Just because we have not found him does not mean his is dead.”

“If Kristoph was alive, he would have found a way to return already,” Lance said what the other two were already thinking. He knew his comrades well enough to know what was on their mind, what they were trying not to say. He looked at the two men, their faces pale in the cold and gray dawn. “You know I am right. If he had any strength left in him, he would have returned to us.”

Denis shook his head; he wasn’t willing to give up as easily as the others were. “Not if he was too injured to move or speak,” he said, increasingly passionate in his stance. “Think what you want, but I will not give up looking for him. He would not give up so easily on us.”

“No one is giving up, Denis,” Lance said. He was an even-tempered man, rational. “But there will come a point when we must face the facts.”

Denis, a bit more emotional than the others, cast his friend a long look. “Until we find a body, he is still alive,” he said. “You know Gaetan feels the same way. That is why he has sent us out to look for him. Would you give up on me? Or Téo? Or any of us? Then we rest the horses and we keep looking until we find something.”

It was the way the others felt as well, only reality and exhaustion were starting to set in, leading them to depressing conclusions. They were brothers-in-arms, all of them, and the loss of one was a heavy blow to their morale no matter how hard they tried to be logical or philosophical about it. Aramis, the most grimly pragmatic of the three, looked out over the landscape, turning shades of green and gray as the clouds above began to fill with light.

“Wellesbourne is to the east,” he muttered. “St. Hèver and de Moray to the west. Téo and Luc are back in camp keeping Gaetan sane, which is no easy feat.” He turned to look at his friends and colleagues. “We should split up now that light is upon us. We will cover more ground and be able to see better if we do. I suggest we comb back the way we have come and cover the battlefield from the north. It is even possible that Kristoph is mixed in with the Anglo-Saxon wounded.”

The grim man was grasping at strands of hope but no one questioned that. They agreed with him. “I will head into the Anglo-Saxon camp,” Denis said. “I will inspect their wounded to see if he is there.”

The other two nodded. “Beware you do not end up as part of their wounded,” Lance said. “Even wounded men can still kill. We do not want to have to go looking for you, too.”

Denis nodded as he inspected his horse to make sure the horse had been given enough rest, at least in the short time they’d had. “I will be cautious,” he said. “But if Kristoph is not there and we still cannot find him, then we must be willing to consider other possibilities.”

Aramis paused in the process of mounting his own weary horse. “What?”

Denis tossed the reins over his horse’s head as he prepared to climb into the saddle. “That he has been taken away,” he said. “I would be happier to know that some Saxon lord has taken him away and is preparing to ransom him. Men held for ransom are valuable commodities and not usually injured or abused.”

It was a happier thought than the one they were currently facing. As the men mounted their horses, Denis reined in his horse and turned to the others before leaving.

“Et pro Gloria dei,” he said quietly. For God and Glory.

“Et pro Gloria dei,” the other two repeated quietly.

It was their battle call, something they always said to one another before heading into battle or into a risky situation. It was a blessing to each other, a giver of strength, something that belonged only to them. Never did they bid one another farewell, for that was a finality in a sense. Et pro Gloria dei was all they ever said when parting from each other, a parting well-made and encouragement. They were words of hope.

Right now, they needed all the hope they could get.
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Ghislaine wasn’t entirely sure this was a good idea any longer.

Having made it back to the battlefield before dawn, it was swarming with Normans and she had approached a soldier demanding to speak with a knight named Gaetan de Wolfe. Luckily, she spoke their language but her heavy accent gave her away and the soldier grabbed her by the arm and began to drag her over to some of his cohorts, shouting that he had a Saxon captive.

It wasn’t what Ghislaine had expected. She had expected the de Wolfe name to open doors for her, in peace and respect. Therefore, her shock in the Norman soldier’s reaction turned into full-blown fear when several Norman warriors headed in her direction, all of them drawn in by the shouts of the man who had her by the arm. He was hurting her. But she knew she would be hurt much worse if she let these Norman hounds paw at her. Therefore, she started shouting louder than the man holding her.

“Kristoph de Lohr!” she screamed. “I have come on behalf of Kristoph de Lohr! I must speak to de Wolfe!”

She had to say it two or three times before it registered to one of the older soldiers what, exactly, she was saying. Her accent was so heavy that they hadn’t understood her, but an older man with missing teeth and a nose that had been broken repeatedly understood her. He pulled her from the man who had a death-grip on her.

“What do you know of de Lohr?” he snarled at her, his face in hers and his foul breath filling her nostrils. “Where is he?”

Ghislaine had to admit that she was fairly terrified at this point. The Normans smelled terrible and looked like animals to her; grizzled, dirty, wild-eyed. But she’d come this far and there was no turning back.

Ghislaine had waited until the Anglo-Saxon army was asleep before slipping from the encampment in the woods. Trying to avoid being followed, it had taken her more than an hour to reach the battlefield where the Normans were celebrating their victory. By the time she reached the area, which was already starting to stink of dead men, the sun was barely hinting over the eastern horizon and the heavy clouds above were turning shades of gray. Now, she found herself face to face with men she had been trying to kill the day before.

She was more afraid than she thought she would be.

“I will only speak with de Wolfe,” she said. “Take me to de Wolfe and I will tell him.”

The old soldier’s eyes narrowed at her and, after a few moments, it was clear that he didn’t believe her. He shook his head. “A Saxon trick,” he hissed.

“It is not a trick!”

He would not be swayed. He tossed her towards the soldiers who were gathering. “A gift, lads. Enjoy yourselves!”

The men grabbed at her and Ghislaine screamed, trying to bolt away from them. One man managed to grab the long tunic she wore and he yanked, causing her to fall. As she crumpled to the ground, men were swarming on top of her and she screamed and kicked, fighting them off.

But the men ignored her terror, laughing and grabbing at her, trying to settle her down and tell her not to fear so that they could earn her trust and then destroy it. They seemed to think it was all quite humorous while she screamed and kicked. One of the soldiers had just made a grab for her neck when a booming voice overhead stopped them.

“What goes on here?” It was Lance de Reyne, riding up on his frothing war horse in the company of two more knights. “What are you doing? Who is this woman?”

All of the grabbing and laughter came to a halt as the Normans suddenly had better manners in front of one of their commanders. The older soldier who had tossed Ghislaine towards his men stepped forward.

“A Saxon prisoner, my lord,” he said, clearing his throat nervously. “We were….”

“I must see Gaetan de Wolfe,” Ghislaine said breathlessly, struggling to her feet and crashing into de Reyne’s leg when she lost her balance. “I come with information on Kristoph de Lohr! Please do not let these men have me!”

De Reyne’s dark eyes widened. Reaching down, he grabbed her by the front of her tunic and lifted her off her feet.

“What do you know of him?” he demanded. “Tell me now!”

Ghislaine was so frightened that she was feeling faint. “I will only tell de Wolfe,” she gasped, holding on to the man’s wrist as he held her off of the ground. “I must speak with him immediately!”

“Tell me what you know this instant or I will cut your throat.”

“If you cut my throat, de Lohr will die. This I swear.”

De Reyne didn’t hesitate after that. He yanked her onto his saddle, throwing her over his thighs as easily as one would toss around a sack of flour. Digging his spurs into the side of his horse, they tore off towards the heart of the encampment.

She was face-down over the knight’s armored legs. It was a terribly uncomfortable position to be in and Ghislaine struggled to keep her balance, to breathe, and to not panic. She could see the ground passing swiftly beneath the horse’s hooves and then they came to an abrupt halt. She grunted as the knight lifted her off of the saddle and lowered her, probably to set her on her feet but she ended up falling. He dismounted behind her, hauling her to her feet as he began to head towards a cluster of white and crimson tents.

Terrified, Ghislaine allowed herself to be dragged along because she could only assume the knight was taking her to the commander de Lohr had mentioned. De Wolfe. At least, she hoped so. She hoped that shouting the name of de Wolfe and de Lohr would get her to the man she needed to see because she was coming to very much regret her attempts at heroics to save the Norman knight’s life. Her sense of vengeance against Alary had forced her into making a stupid decision. All of these thoughts were whirling in her head as the big knight took her into one of the larger tents.

Thrust into the cool, dark innards of the structure, she was immediately hit by the smell of death. There was something dead in the tent but she couldn’t really see much because there was only the faint glow from the brazier to light the area. She blinked, struggling to become accustomed to the dimness of the tent when the Norman knight released her. As she stood there, frightened and dazed, he headed over to a corner of the tent where there was a cot and a supine body upon it.

The person on the cot was evidently dead asleep because it took the big knight a couple of tries to wake him. Ghislaine’s heart was pounding in her ears, full of apprehension and fear, as the body on the cot stirred. The big knight muttered something to the man on the cot and, suddenly, he was sitting bolt-upright and rubbing his eyes. When he stood up, unsteadily, all she could see was this impossibly tall figure in the darkness, bigger than any man she had ever seen. Then he came towards her, his features coming into the weak light.

Her heart stopped.

He was dark, swarthy-skinned, with black hair and eyes the color of bronze. His features were surprisingly even, his jaw square and his nose straight. In fact, he was quite handsome; male beauty like nothing she had ever seen before. But her inspection of him was interrupted when he barked at her, savagely.

“Who are you?” he demanded. “What do you know of Kristoph?”

His voice… that voice that came rolling out at her like molten rock, flowing hot and fast and deep. Had she heard it before? She couldn’t be sure. Ghislaine swallowed hard, never so intimidated by anyone than she was at this very moment by him. It was a struggle to find her tongue.

“I… I am Ghislaine of Mercia,” she said, trembling. “I have come on behalf of Kristoph de Lohr. He told me that Gaetan de Wolfe is his commander. Are you de Wolfe?”

His jaw was ticking furiously. “I am,” he said. “Where is Kristoph?”

He asked the question through his teeth. Ghislaine struggled against her fear, but in the same breath she was offended by his reaction. Considering she came with news of his knight, she thought he might have been happier to see her. No such luck.

God, what had ever possessed her to come?

Still, she was here and, unless she wanted the Normans to walk all over her, she had better start showing some of the courage she was born with. If Ghislaine had one great quality, it was her boldness in the face of most any given situation. She was a strong woman from strong stock. It was time to show the Normans that.

She was finished playing the fearful little lamb.

“As I said, my name is Ghislaine of Mercia,” she said, her voice a little stronger now as de Wolfe and the other knight, the one who had brought her, glared at her quite seriously. “My brother is Edwin of Mercia. I have another brother, Morcar of Northumbria. Do you recognize these names, my lord?”

She had a very heavy accent but she seemed fluent in their language. De Wolfe nodded. “I do,” he said, displeased. “I recognize the names very well and I can only assume de Lohr has been abducted by your brothers.” Knowing these powerful men were her brothers, he had a suspicion as to her true identity. He would think on that later. For now, he had to know about Kristoph. Have you come to deliver terms of his ransom? Whatever it is, I will pay it.”

Ghislaine could see the man thought that his knight had been abducted only to be ransomed. That was a fairly normal practice in warfare, where men were taken and then returned, unharmed, for a price. She shook her head.

“It is far more complex than that, my lord,” she said. “I am not here to deliver a ransom demand. I am here to tell you that your man is in terrible danger.”

De Wolfe’s brow furrowed. “Danger?” he repeated. “What do you mean?”

Ghislaine sought to explain. “Another brother, known as Alary of Mercia, has taken your knight as a prisoner,” she said. “It is his intention to interrogate your man for information about the Norman army. At least, that is his intention at the moment. I do not know what his intention will be tomorrow or the next day. Already, he has beaten your knight. He is wounded and, if you do not rescue him quickly, I fear he will not survive.”

De Wolfe simply stared at her at moment. But at least his expression wasn’t as hostile as it had been. In fact, he seemed to ponder what he’d been told quite seriously and, in truth, with some disbelief. In warfare, where men were captured and ransomed, to mistreat a prisoner was almost unheard of. Knights, and especially men of wealth, were almost treated as guests in some cases until the ransom was paid. Therefore, de Wolfe was naturally perplexed.

“No ransom?” he clarified.

“No ransom.”

“But he is alive?”

“Alive but wounded. Did you not understand? He is in danger.”

De Wolfe nodded. “I understand,” he said. “So your brother will not demand ransom. What does he want, then?”

“I am not sure if there is anything he wants.”

De Wolfe was growing increasingly confused. “Then why have you come?”

That was a question with a complicated answer, something she didn’t want to divulge at the moment. She thought it might make her appear weak. But the truth was that she had a difficult time coming up with a reasonable explanation.

“It does not matter why I have come, only that I have,” she said. “Do you want your man back or not?”

De Wolfe nodded, slowly, eyeing her most critically, as if he couldn’t quite figure all of this out. “I want him back and I shall have him,” he said. “But if you are the sister of the man who has captured him, as you claim to be, then you will tell me why you are here on behalf of your brother? Why have you even come if he does not wish to ransom my knight?”

Ghislaine averted her gaze, realizing she was going to have to tell the man something of the truth. She suspected he wouldn’t rest until he received some kind of reasonable answer from her, something to satisfy his curiosity. Therefore, she tried not to sound too embarrassed as she spoke.

“I am here because… because I hate my brother,” she muttered. “He is a vile and terrible man. He is so despicable that Edwin exiled him from Mercia for reasons I shall not go in to. But Alary joined with King Harold’s army to fight for the king against the Duke of Normandy and find royal favor, but when that did not happen… now I believe that he views your man as everything he hates.”

De Wolfe wasn’t moved by her speech, but a good deal was becoming clear to him. “Then you come to betray him.”

It wasn’t a question. It was a statement of fact, and a true one. Frustrated that he was pushing her into a more personal confession, her eyes snapped up to him. “I do,” she said angrily. “Your knight was originally my prisoner. I fought with the Saxon army yesterday and I was there when your knight was knocked off his horse. The fall rendered him unconscious so my men and I dragged him away from the field of battle, tied him to a horse, and sent the horse running. But when the horse finally stopped running and many men from Harold’s army were trying to beat your knight to death, I stopped them. I stopped them because… because a knight captured me during the battle. But instead of harming me, he let me go and told me to remember Norman mercy. And I did – I spared his Norman compatriot because of it. Mercy was shown to me, so I showed mercy to the Norman knight. But Alary took your knight away from me for his own devious purposes. Now he has him and I can no longer protect him.”

De Wolfe was simply staring at her but it was apparent that something was going on in his mind. After a moment, he bent over as if to look at her more closely.

“Then I understand why you have come,” he said simply. “But in listening to you speak, something else has occurred to me. I recognize your voice. I believe it threatened me once.”

Ghislaine wasn’t sure what he meant. “We have not met before.”

De Wolfe continued to stare at her until, suddenly, his eyebrows lifted. “The little mouse,” he said as if an idea had occurred to him. “When we broke through the eastern shield wall, I captured you. You called me rubbish.”

Ghislaine’s eyes widened. She well remembered the knight she called poubelle and her mouth popped open. She hadn’t seen his face but now she recognized that voice. Of course she’d heard it before – when he demanded to know where her king was.

It was her merciful knight, in the flesh.

“You!” she gasped. “The Norman knight!”

De Wolfe simply looked at her. “Aye, it is me, the Knight of Rubbish,” he said with some disdain in his voice. “And look at the little mouse; you are punier than I had imagined. Take off that cap and show yourself. You look like a man dressed as you are. Let me see what you really look like.”

Ghislaine looked down at herself. She was, indeed, dressed in a tunic and leather, a belt around her slender waist and hose on her legs. Her hair was still caught up in a heavy leather cap. But that was intentional. It was easier to fight with men if they thought she was one. It was also easier to move among them. As she hesitated to remove her cap, de Wolfe reached out and pulled it from her head.

And that’s when things changed.

Gaetan was quite surprised, really. Off came the cap and out flowed the most beautiful hair he had ever seen. It was mussed and a little dirty. But he could still see the shine even in the dim light as nearly-black hair tumbled over her shoulders, glinting with red. Moreover, once he got a good look at her face, he could see that she was quite beautiful – she had a round little face with rosebud lips and wide blue eyes. When she blinked, her lashes fanned against her pale cheeks. Aye, she was quite beautiful if one could look beyond the muss and dirt. Exquisite, even.

A seed of interest sprouted.

“Why do you fight?” he asked after a moment. “Are the Saxons so desperate for men that they permit their women to fight?”

Ghislaine eyed him, a faint blush of embarrassment coming to her cheeks. “I fight because I have been trained to fight,” she said, lifting her chin at him. “I fight because I am good at it. My mother was a warrior, as was my grandmother. I do what I want to do.”

“And no one says otherwise?”

“No one dares.”

Gaetan scratched his head. “I would believe that,” he said. Then, he looked to Lance, who was still standing next to him. “Gather the men and bring them to my tent. We have word of Kristoph that they will want to hear.”

With a lingering glance at the disheveled Saxon woman, Lance quit the tent, heading out to find the rest of the Anges de Guerre. When he was gone, Gaetan turned to Ghislaine.

He was far calmer than he had been when she’d entered the tent, with less rage and more curiosity. He wasn’t panicking at all, no matter how much she tried to stress that Kristoph was in danger. Perhaps, he didn’t really grasp what she was saying. Perhaps, she wasn’t communicating it properly in his native tongue. Whatever the case, Ghislaine eyed him with some trepidation now that they were alone.

“Now,” he said steadily. “Let us return to the subject of my knight and away from a woman warrior who has no business being on a battlefield. You said that you showed mercy to Kristoph so I suppose I should thank you. You also said he was knocked from his horse – did you do it?”

Ghislaine shook her head even though she wasn’t quite over his comment about warrior women having no place in battle. She hadn’t had a man speak to her in such a way since she had been very young. No one dared dispute Ghislaine and her right to battle.

“It was not me,” she said, miffed. “I saw him after he was on the ground.”

“But it was you who tied him to a horse and took him away?”

“My men did it.” She watched him for a moment before confessing the rest. “I knew he would be a valuable prisoner and I thought as you thought, that mayhap we could ransom him. But Alary had different ideas on that.”

Gaetan’s gaze drifted over her as she spoke. He could see that he’d offended her. Her answers were very clipped. He didn’t much care, however, and he rather liked her husky little voice with the heavy accent. There was something about the woman that was inherently intriguing, unlike the fine and pampered women he knew. She was strong and she had spirit. Those were admirable qualities.

She was also clever; he could sense that. He didn’t want her to think that she was more clever, or smarter, than he was. Therefore, he switched to her language simply to prove to her that he wasn’t an idiot who did not know the language of the Saxons. Perhaps, she would understand that he was more than a warrior, capable of only fighting.

His mind was as sharp as a razor.

“I have not heard of Alary of Mercia,” he said, watching her eyes widen because he spoke in her tongue. “Why was he exiled by Edwin?”

Ghislaine heard the question but she had one of her own. “How do you know my language?”

“How do you know mine?”

“Because my mother insisted we learn the language of our servants so we would know if they were to rise up against us.”

Gaetan lifted an eyebrow. “It is always wise to know the language of an enemy. That is why I know your language.”

Enemies. They were most definitely enemies. Therefore, Ghislaine couldn’t disagree with his statement. But the fact that he could speak her language gave her pause. There was something cunning behind those intense eyes. She eyed him for a moment.

“You want to know why Alary was exiled?” she asked. “He was exiled because he was foolish enough to get one of Edwin’s men killed, among other things. He has no conscience, nor does he have any understanding of things outside of his wants and needs. If you do not serve a purpose for him, then he will just as easily kill you.”

“And you fear that is what he will do to Kristoph?”

“I know he will.” She could see the concern ripple across Gaetan’s face so she sought to impress upon him how serious she was. She had to get through to him. “He will not want your money, I do not believe. He will demand to know everything about the Norman army and their plans to advance into England from your knight. If he does not get what he needs, then he will have no use for him.”

Gaetan pondered her statement. It was clear that she had some concern for Kristoph, which Gaetan thought was rather odd. There was no reason why she should have any concern for the enemy. It was true that she showed the man some mercy, evidently, by protecting him from those who sought to kill him, but beyond that… something about this didn’t sound right. There was something else that she wasn’t telling him.

As he considered that suspicion, the tent flap flew back and men began entering; de Russe, de Winter, de Lara, and de Moray followed by de Reyne, St. Hèver, du Reims, and Wellesbourne. Half-dressed, or sleepy-eyed from having been roused from their precious moments of sleep, big men were filling up the entry. They didn’t look pleased, either, glancing between Gaetan and the Saxon woman with a mixture of anxiety, frustration, and hostility.

The hostility was definitely palpable and Ghislaine instinctively stepped back, away from the seasoned warriors that were spilling into the tent. She also saw a squire or two, and maybe even a priest. Too many men were suddenly piling into the shelter and she backed away without looking where she was going, abruptly tripping over a bundle in the middle of the tent.

As she tried to pull her feet out of it, the fabric came away and she found herself looking at Harold’s corpse. He was tinged purple and green, his skin waxy like tallow. A scream left Ghislaine’s lips when she realized what she was looking at, struggling to pull the shroud away from her ankles. The more it wouldn’t come free, the more she panicked. Gasping, she finally freed herself, crawling over to the edge of the tent.

In spite of the fact that the tent was filled with fighting men, Ghislaine only had eyes for the pasty face of the dead king. Her sister’s husband. But she wouldn’t tell the Norman’s that, fearful that it might somehow seal the suggestion of taking her a hostage if they knew she was related to the man. That fear alone kept her silent.

In fact, she’d tried to push Harold’s death out of her mind because there was so much more of the situation demanding her attention. But the sight of his lifeless body brought tears to her eyes. Her sister had been rather fond of the man and she had accompanied him on his battle march from London. She was certain that her sister had already been informed that she was a widow and Ghislaine wished she could be of some comfort to the woman. But she had her own problems at the moment.

Poor Edith….

As Ghislaine stared at Harold’s remains, hand over her mouth in distress, Gaetan went to the body and tossed the fabric back over the face. He could see how startled and unbalanced she was but it was of no matter to him; war was war and if she was going to fight like a soldier, then she would know that death went along with such a vocation. He never imagined that her shock and grief was for another reason entirely. His gaze hovered on her for a moment before turning to the men standing behind him.

“This is Ghislaine of Mercia,” he told his knights in their language. “She is the sister of Edwin of Mercia, Morcar of Northumbria, and Alary of Mercia. She has come to tell us that Kristoph is now the prisoner of her brother, Alary, and that he is in a good deal of danger.”

Various expressions of surprise and concern spread across the faces of his exhausted knights. “Where is he?” Denis de Winter asked, to either Gaetan or Ghislaine. “Has ransom been demanded?”

Gaetan shook his head. “That is the strange part,” he said. “According to Lady Ghislaine, her brother seeks no ransom. He is using Kristoph for information and she fears that when Kristoph is no longer useful, Alary will kill him.”

“Where is he?” Luc de Lara asked, far more unpleasantly than Denis had. “We searched far and wide and did not find him. Where is he being held?”

Gaetan looked at Ghislaine, who was struggling to pull herself together. When she saw that their attention was on her, she labored to speak coherently.

“Part of the retreating army gathered to the east in a forest,” she said in their language, mostly looking at Gaetan because those angry, huffing knights intimidated her. “Your knight was there when last I saw him but Alary said he would be moving him north to Tenebris, which is where he lives out his life these days. Tenebris used to be a hunting lodge for the kings of Mercia but now… now it is a terrible, dark place with a dark reputation. Alary rules over it like his own little kingdom and Edwin simply looks the other way. Men go in to Tenebris but they do not come out again. You cannot permit your man to go there because, if he does, you will never see him again.”

The knights were trying to decipher her heavily-accented speech. “Tenebris?” Aramis repeated, looking at Gaetan. “I’ve not heard of it. Where is it?”

Gaetan shook his head. “I do not know.” He turned to Ghislaine. “Where is this place?”

Ghislaine found her feet, rising unsteadily on shaky legs. “To the north, somewhere west of Coventry,” she said. “There is a good deal of wild land between here and Tenebris. It is a perilous journey that will take many days.”

“I know where it is.”

Bartholomew Wellesbourne spoke and all eyes turned to him. He was a man of few words, big and blonde with eyes so dark that they were nearly black. He was the only one of the group that hadn’t been born in France. As a mercenary, he’d been hired by Gaetan years ago and had simply never left the man even though his loyalty to the man far outweighed any monetary compensation these days. His focus was on Ghislaine, however.

“A ydych yn deal Cymraeg?” he asked her. Do you speak Welsh?

Ghislaine nodded her head hesitantly. “Ychydig yn.” A little.

Bartholomew eyed her, somewhat suspiciously, before turning to Gaetan. “I was born in the village of Wellesbourne, as you know,” he said. “It is very close to Wales and I spent my youth there. I traveled with my father, who was also a mercenary, and I have seen much of the land she speaks of. There is a forest there called Far Forest that is rumored to be haunted. Mercia borders several Welsh kingdoms and she is correct; it is very wild. If he takes Kristoph there, we will quite possibly lose him forever.”

Gaetan didn’t like the sound of that. Now, all of the warnings of Kristoph being in danger were starting to sink in as he was coming to realize what, exactly, she had meant.

“Then we must go and get him now,” he said, turning to Ghislaine. “You say that he is being kept to the east of here?”

Ghislaine nodded. “Aye,” she replied. “But there are several hundred men camped there. If you intend to rescue him, then you must take many men with you. My men will not so easily give up their Norman prize.”

As the knights considered that option, Marc de Moray pushed through the group and went straight to the body of Harold in the center of the tent. Big, gruff, black-haired de Moray was a no-nonsense kind of man. He tossed back the fabric across the king’s face, exposing the slightly green features to the weak light.

“Will they give it up for this?” he asked, looking at Gaetan. “Normandy told you to toss the body in the sea but you did not. You have held on to it, mayhap for just such an event? Because if you have, I will ride in to that encampment this very moment with the body and demand Kristoph’s release in exchange for their king. If they do not accept the terms, then we will exchange the lady for Kristoph. Surely this Alary of Mercia will want his sister back.”

Ghislaine’s eyes widened. Now, she was to be a hostage? “He does not know I have come,” she said. “Alary has no love for me, as I have no love for him. You would be offering him nothing that was of value. It would be useless.”

Gaetan eyed de Moray for a moment, perhaps considering his offer to deliver Harold’s body, before looking to Ghislaine. “What were your plans after you told us of Kristoph, then?” he asked. “Did you think we would simply let you return to your Saxon brethren? You do realize that you have left yourself open to the enemy, do you not?”

Truth be told, Ghislaine hadn’t considered any of that. She looked at the big men in the tent, all of them blood-thirsty warriors who had come to her lands seeking glory. They were her enemy and they did not trust her. It took her a moment to realize how very foolish she had been. Her thoughts of mercy, of vengeance against Alary, had her singularly focused. She hadn’t considered what she would do after telling the Norman’s of her brother’s plans for their comrade. Now, she was feeling cornered, frightened in more ways than she could comprehend.

“I came with peaceful intentions,” she said, having visions of all of these men swarming on her at once and being pulled limb from limb. Her gaze was fixed on Gaetan. “You showed me mercy once before. Do I wrongly assume you would show it to me again?”

Gaetan merely shrugged. “It is possible,” he said ambivalently. Then, he turned to de Moray and his men. “I had the same idea as Marc suggested – using Harold’s body to exchange for Kristoph’s freedom. Téo and I discussed it earlier with just that possibility in mind. We will send the lady back with a message – Kristoph for their king.”

Ghislaine was quickly growing agitated. “Alary cares not for Harold’s body,” she insisted. “He served the king only to gain his favor because he has two brothers who hold great lands while he himself has none. Now that the king is dead, believe me when I tell you that he has no use for the man. And sending me back to him with a message from you will only sign my death warrant. My brother will want to know how I became a messenger for Norman knights.”

Gaetan turned to her but, before he could speak, the big knight, de Moray, spoke again. “Then I will ride into the encampment and exchange myself for Kristoph,” he said. “I have no wife to mourn me. If the man wants a prisoner, then he will take me. Kristoph has a child and a wife who need him.”

Gaetan put a hand on de Moray’s shoulder. “Although I admire your sacrifice, I will not lose you, too,” he said. “We will regain Kristoph without anyone sacrificing himself. I need my anges intact. I will lose no man and I will leave no man behind. You know this.”

It was true that they did. That had been their mantra from years back; no man left behind, no man lost. It was part of the bond that kept them so strong. It was that faith in their unit as a whole that gave them the illusion of their own immortality. As the men pondered the next step in regaining Kristoph, a round, dirty figure pushed himself forward from behind the row of knights.

It was the priest. Jathan had heard de Reyne summoning the men to Gaetan’s tent and, even half-asleep as he had been, he scrambled up from his pallet and followed the tide of exhausted men into Gaetan’s quarters. Now, he’d heard the reason they’d been summoned and he sought to lend his aid. He, more than anyone, understood the loyalty that bonded these men together and he knew that de Moray would sacrifice himself without question.

“My lord,” he said to Gaetan. “Surely they would not harm a man of the church. I will go into the Saxon encampment and see to Kristoph myself. Mayhap, I can negotiate for his release.”

Gaetan turned to his priest, as did the rest of them. Jathan had been a knight before he’d been a priest and was therefore an excellent fighter, but he still had the look of a killer about him. He’d preach the good word in one breath and snap a neck in the next. Gaetan shook his head, sadly.

“You still look like a warrior no matter how much you pretend to be a priest,” he said. “Although I appreciate your offer, I fear they would not believe you were a man of the church.”

Jathan wouldn’t be deterred. “Then I shall go to the nearest abbey and solicit assistance from the priests,” he said. “They can go to the Saxon encampment and negotiate for Kristoph. If one of us cannot go, then the church must intervene.”

Again, Gaetan shook his head. “That would take time,” he said. “The Saxon army is not going to remain to the east forever, as the lady has mentioned. They will be moving out soon and I suspect the only thing we can do is go now ourselves and bring Kristoph back. Not with a great army as the lady suggested, but just the nine of us – this is either a job for a great many men or just a few. We can slip in and take him without raising an alarm.”

“Then let me at least offer myself as a prisoner,” Jathan insisted. “Surely they would not harm me. Mayhap they would even take me to where Kristoph is and, from that position, I can help him when you come to free him. You will need a man on the inside if he is as injured as the lady has said.”

De Wolfe didn’t look entirely convinced. “There may be truth in that,” he admitted. “But we would have to coordinate that carefully so as not to create a great alarm. We must be stealth, whatever we do.”

Still over by the edge of the tent, Ghislaine nodded eagerly. “They are in the forest where there is a good deal of cover for your movements,” she said, relieved that they were finally understanding the seriousness of the situation. “I will take you there and I will show you were I last saw your knight. Mayhap, they have not even missed me these few hours and will not have even known I have left, so I will be able to move about the encampment freely.”

As Gaetan considered her offer, de Moray spoke up again. “How do we know you weren’t sent here to take us all to our deaths using Kristoph as bait?” he asked, somewhat savagely. “I do not like that you are so eager to help us regain him.”

Ghislaine could see their point, in a sense. Therefore, she tried not to be too offended by it. “I swear by my mother that I have not been sent here to lure you to your deaths,” she said steadily. “I have given my reasons to your lord for coming; among them is the fact that my brother is a wicked man who holds your friend captive. When you rescue your friend, if my brother falls victim to your sword, I will not mourn him. I will thank you for doing me and the rest of Mercia a great service.”

Now, the situation had a bit of a twist on it that was unexpected – a Saxon woman seeking the assassination of her terrible brother, who just happened to hold a Norman knight captive. It was difficult not to believe her sincerity and even de Moray’s hostility had banked somewhat. He looked at Gaetan.

“Is this true?” he asked. “She has come seeking her brother’s murder?”

Gaetan’s gaze was on Ghislaine as she stood on the other side of the tent, looking at all of them with a mixture of fear and hope. He was a good judge of character because his life depended upon such things and he was coming to think that the lady was sincere. A bit foolish, perhaps, but sincere. She seemed a little too naïve about the ways of men to be anything else. Strangely, he was starting to feel the least bit of compassion towards her.

“There is something you should know,” he told his men. “Towards the end of yesterday’s battle, I captured what I thought was a Saxon archer. It turned out to be Lady Ghislaine. I spared her life and, in turn, when Kristoph was captured, she spared his. Of course, there is no way of knowing if she is being truthful until we regain Kristoph and speak with him, but given that we have no other alternative, I am willing to trust that she is a lady of her word. I am willing to trust that Kristoph’s situation is as she says it is and that we can depend on her for her assistance in regaining him. But at the first sign she is lying, I will not hesitate to slit her throat. Make no mistake.”

Deadly words from de Wolfe and Ghislaine had no doubt that he meant them. But she didn’t show her fear. She simply looked him in the eye, steadily, to emphasize the fact that she wasn’t lying about anything. They needed their knight returned. She needed vengeance against her brother.

There was an old saying… my enemy’s enemy is my friend.

Perhaps this would work out, after all.

“That will not be necessary,” she said. “I have been completely truthful.”

Gaetan’s eyes glittered at her in the weak light of the tent. “That remains to be seen,” he said. Then, he turned to the knights standing behind him. “Prepare yourselves. I intend to go to the Saxon encampment as quickly as possible, so dress accordingly. Travel lightly. We will need to slip in and slip out, and we cannot do that if you are heavily armored or burdened with many weapons. Take only what you will need.”

De Reyne, standing closest to him, frowned. “Why not wait until darkness?” he asked. “It will make it much easier to move about.”

Gaetan shook his head. “We cannot take the chance that they will move out this morning and take Kristoph with them,” he said. “Unfortunately, operating in the day will leave us exposed, but we will simply have to double our efforts of caution.”

The knights understood. The plan was set and they were more than ready to see it through, feeling anticipation in regaining their lost man. Surely it would be a simple thing against the beaten Anglo-Saxons who had taken Kristoph prisoner. They quit the tent, heading back to their own shelters to prepare for the coming incursion into the enemy encampment, but Téo lingered behind.

He waited until the men were gone before speaking to Gaetan. “Will you tell Normandy what you intend to do?” Téo asked. “And what of Harold’s body?”

Gaetan turned to look at the corpse, the face still exposed. He sighed heavily. “Normandy does not want it,” he said. “If Kristoph’s captor will not take it in exchange, then I suppose it is of no use to use. Seek out William Malet and see if he will assume the burden. Although he is close to Normandy, I do not believe he wishes to see the body thrown into the sea, either. He did not seem to approve of those orders when Normandy gave them to me. See if he will give the body back over to the king’s widow or even to his mother. I heard she had offered gold for it.”

“I heard that also. Do you think Normandy will turn it over to them?”

“That is difficult to know. But I no longer have any use for it.”

Téo understood; William Malet was a trustworthy man, one of the duke’s many Companions. He was as reasonable as any of them to handle the disposal of the body. As Téo headed out to find Malet, Gaetan was left with Ghislaine, once again, alone in the large cluttered tent, but that didn’t last long. Soon, there were squires entering the tent again to assist Gaetan in dressing for his coming mission and Ghislaine was all but forgotten.

Still standing over near the edge of the tent, Ghislaine watched the activity and she was, in truth, grateful to have been forgotten. This entire incident had been a nightmare, one of frustration and fear. She didn’t even feel much relief that the Normans would soon be doing as she had hoped by rescuing their comrade and, hopefully, killing Alary in the process. Whatever hope she did feel in that action had taken a blow when she’d heard de Wolfe mention that the Duke of Normandy had wanted Harold’s body thrown into the sea. She was even more surprised to hear that her sister, Edith, had evidently already been to view her husband’s body but had left without it.

So much had happened to a family so devastated.

But, perhaps, the worst was yet to come. At this point, nothing was certain. Exhausted, shaken, Ghislaine sank down to her buttocks on the cold ground as de Wolfe went about dressing. But she wasn’t watching the big knight. She was looking at Harold’s exposed face, seeing the damage by the arrow, heartsick over the loss of her sister’s husband. He had been a good man for the most part and very kind to her. Not only was her family devastated, but the country as well. There was a new king, a duke from across the sea. And already, Ghislaine was in league with his men to have her brother killed.

Was it survival?

Was it treason?

Either way, she’d made a deal with the devil. She hoped the price wasn’t too high, whatever that was to be.
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CHAPTER FIVE


War Dog

“Where is your little protector?” Alary asked in Kristoph’s language. “She has been so determined to shield you from the rest of us that surely she would not leave your side. Where has she gone, Norman?”

It was daybreak on the day after the battle to end all battles and Kristoph wasn’t in the mood for this line of questioning. On top of the initial injuries he’d had from being knocked off his horse, now he had the pleasure of damaged organs from the kicking he’d taken, a swollen face, probably a broken nose, and loose teeth. There was coagulated blood all in his mouth and down his throat, making swallowing difficult. His head was killing him and he couldn’t see out of one eye because the swelling was so bad. Therefore, the questions being posted to him were not welcome.

“I would not know,” he said through his swollen lips. “I have not exactly been alert as of late.”

Alary was crouched beside the fallen knight. He could see how badly the man was injured but he had no sympathy. He grunted.

“None of my men have seen her, either,” he said. “What did she say to you when she left you? My men said she whispered something to you before she disappeared.”

Kristoph lay there with his eyes closed for a moment before, slowly, opening his eyes as Alary’s question registered. “The last I spoke with her was last night sometime,” he said. “At least, that is the last I recall.”

Alary didn’t doubt the man. The knight had been beaten into unconsciousness last evening and was only now, at daybreak, becoming lucid again. Still, he was hoping to find a clue as to his sister’s whereabouts.

“No one can find her,” he said. “But knowing my sister, she is probably lingering around the edges of the Norman encampment, picking off Normans with her bow. She is quite good with it.”

Kristoph’s eyes remained open for a moment longer before closing; it was too exhausting to keep them open. “It seems to me that she is a seasoned fighter.”

Alary thought on his strong-willed obnoxious youngest sister. “She does as she wishes and no one has stopped her,” he said frankly. “I have two sisters, one of whom is the widow of Harold. Did you know that? The king you killed was my sister’s husband.”

Kristoph didn’t know that and he surely didn’t care. “Many husbands are killed in battle,” he muttered. “It is the way of things.”

Alary’s eyes narrowed. “It is the way of Norman conquest,” he said. “These are not your lands. You should not have come here.”

“Your sister said much the same thing.”

“For once, she was correct.”

“Much as you have followed your king, I too was simply following orders.”

Alary snorted. “I follow no orders.”

“Then why are you here?”

Alary cocked his head. “An excellent question. I suppose the answer is because I deserved something from all of this. Edwin, my brother, is not here, nor is Morcar, my other brother. They did not come south with Harold, but I did. I wanted something for that loyalty.”

“Like what?”

“The Earldom of Wessex, mayhap. I would even take Sussex.”

“But you were not given anything for your show of loyalty?”

Alary sighed heavily, shaking his head. “You and your Normans killed Harold before that could come about.”

“Were it in my power, I would give you what you wanted. I can give you lands in Brittany if you release me. I will give them to you without hesitation.”

Alary looked at him. “Rich lands?”

“Very.”

“Are you titled, then?”

“My father is,” Kristoph said, hearing a sprout of interest in Alary’s voice. “He is the Count of Rennes. He would give you much for my return.”

Alary considered that, but only for a moment. “I do not wish to live in France,” he said. “I was born in England. This is where I will stay.”

Kristoph’s heart sunk. “Then what do you want to release me?”

Alary leaned over him, getting a good look at that swollen face. “You do not seem to understand that I do not want anything at the moment. I am far more interested in your value to me as a Norman.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that through you, I shall know what the Duke of Normandy has planned and I shall use that to my advantage. Where Harold could not defeat your army, mayhap I shall.”

Kristoph was feeling sick, disillusioned. He was also quite hungry and thirsty. “If you give me something to drink, I shall tell you what I know, but I warn you that it will not be very much. I am not privy to Normandy’s plans.”

Something in Alary’s expression suggested he didn’t believe the man one bit. “I would suggest you reconsider that statement,” he said. Then, he glanced up at the sky, which was beginning to lighten as the sun began to rise. “A new day is upon us, kriegshund. It is time to return to my home in the north. We shall become good friends, you and I. And you will tell me all you know.”

Kristoph didn’t say anything more after that. He could hear Alary moving around, calling out to his men and telling them to gather their possessions and horses in preparation for returning home. It was exactly what Kristoph didn’t want to hear. He knew the Normans were only a few miles to the west and if Alary took him away, then the gap would grow and no one would ever find him. They would have no idea where he had gone.

As he lay there listening to the Saxon soldiers gather, visions of his wife filled his head as Gaetan told her that she had become a widow. He thought of his daughter, who would be without a father. There was nothing more he wanted out of life than to return home to his wife and child. Panic set in. He couldn’t leave; he wouldn’t leave. He had to get back to Gaetan.

He wanted to go home.

As wounded as he was, he still managed to roll onto his belly and push himself up onto his hands and knees. Then he tried to stand, but his body was so battered that it made it very difficult. But he ignored the pain, the swimming head; all he could think of was running all the way back to the Norman encampment. He simply had to get there. But just as he lurched to his feet, someone hit him across the back of the head again and he went down like a stone.

Before he blacked out completely, he thought he saw Alary standing over him, laughing.

He was in the grip of the Devil.

Merciful darkness enveloped him.
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CHAPTER SIX


A Man Lost

They’d taken the horses as far as they could go before leaving them in a thick copse of trees about a quarter of a mile from the Saxon encampment.

But they didn’t move on from there, at least not immediately. Gaetan and his men, dressed in clothing that blended with their surroundings – faded greens, browns, natural colors – and certainly none of the brightly colored heraldry that the Normans tended to favor – took pieces of the bushes and trees around them and shoved them into their clothing so that they blended in with their surroundings even more. It was a stealth operation and given that they were going in daylight, they wanted to take every precaution not to be seen.

In truth, it was impressive to watch. Ghislaine had seen her own people do such things, especially when hunting, and this was hunting in a sense. They were hunting for their comrade, and for Alary, and they were trying to make themselves as inconspicuous as possible. But it wasn’t simply the manner in which they were dressing – it was also their attitude in general. There was a professionalism that Ghislaine had never seen before. They worked as a unit and acted like a unit, each man looking out for the man next to him as well as himself. She knew virtually nothing about these men but she could see how much they cared for one another. They were quiet, efficient, and swift.

Impressive, indeed.

Ghislaine was already dressed in a manner that made her blend with the land and trees – she was wearing a long tunic made from wool that had been dyed with onion, making it a dull shade of brown. She crouched in the bramble that smelled heavily of earth and compost, away from the men who were preparing to stalk the Anglo-Saxon encampment, alternately watching the camp in the distance and the men around her.

If they felt any trepidation, they didn’t show it, which kept her from showing any as well. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing that she was genuinely frightened to have returned to her own encampment.

Alary was here, somewhere, and she wasn’t looking forward to seeing the man.

But she was also alternately watching de Wolfe in the midst of all of this or, at least, trying to pretend like she wasn’t. Even if she hadn’t known he was the man in command, simply from the way he dealt with his men and the way they reacted to him would have told her that he was. He wasn’t heavy-handed. In fact, she’d not heard him raise his voice or give any real measure of direction, but a word here or there and his men knew exactly what was expected of them. She’d heard of men commanding simply by their sheer presence but she’d never seen it before until now. De Wolfe literally commanded simply by being there. Men obeyed.

But it was more than his overwhelming presence that had her impressed; it was his appearance as well. The more she looked at him, the more she realized that he was unlike any man she had ever seen. The men she knew, for the most part, were pale, with light or dark hair, a few of them muscular, or tall, and, on occasion, she had come across a man she thought was handsome.

But de Wolfe looked like he’d stepped out of some other world. He was a big man, bigger than any man she’d ever seen, with fists the size of her head. He had a square-jawed face that was handsome enough but when he smiled – and she’d only seen it once, just a flash to one of his men – his face changed dramatically. It was enough to make her heart skip a beat.

But those were foolish thoughts, to be sure, and she was frustrated at herself for thinking them. She refused to admit that her Norman enemy had her intrigued. Therefore, she returned her focus to the encampment in the distance, watching men move about, trying to single out anyone she knew, especially Alary. It was mid-morning by now and she knew he would be up and about, prowling, scheming. What worried her the most was what had become of de Lohr. She couldn’t see him from where she sat. It was imperative she locate him.

“Lady Ghislaine.”

Startled by her whispered name, Ghislaine turned to see de Wolfe standing behind her with one of his men alongside. It was the same man who had offered to negotiate for de Lohr, as a man of the church, although she didn’t know his name. She didn’t know any of their names. De Wolfe and the man crouched down a few feet away to be more on her level.

“This is Jathan,” de Wolfe said quietly. “He is my priest. Jathan offered himself up as a prisoner once before and he has done it again, so I have agreed. I believe the best plan of action would be for you to enter the encampment with Jathan as your captive. If your absence has been discovered, you can simply say you were hunting for Norman prisoners on the battlefield. Is that something your men would believe?”

Ghislaine nodded. “I believe so,” she said. “I mentioned that it is possible my absence has not even been noticed, but if it has, it will make it seem as if I am telling the truth when I bring a Norman captive with me.”

De Wolfe lifted an eyebrow in agreement although he didn’t seem to be overly enthusiastic about his priest offering himself up as a prisoner. That much had been obvious earlier in the tent when the same discussion had come up, but clearly, de Wolfe had reconsidered that. He glanced at the priest as he spoke.

“It is hoped that Jathan will be taken to where de Lohr is so he can help Kristoph when the time comes to free him,” he said. “Mayhap, you can tell your brother you have brought him another prisoner. A gift, as it were. Surely he would take him to where his other prisoners are being held.”

Ghislaine looked at the priest. “That is a reasonable certainty,” she said hesitantly. “But Alary will not care that he is a priest. He will treat him like any other prisoner.”

De Wolfe nodded. “That is the hope.”

Ghislaine cast him a long look. “You must be careful what you hope for. You do not know how my brother is.”

De Wolfe cocked his head. “Nay, I do not, but I have been a warrior my entire life and I have seen the wicked souls of men. Jathan knows the risks.”

Ghislaine’s focus settled on the priest, who seemed resolute about the situation. There was no fear in his eyes and Ghislaine was sure the man had no idea what he was getting in to, but she didn’t argue. It was a plan that made sense and now it was time to act, for time was growing short. The longer they waited, the more chance there was of Alary leaving the camp and taking de Wolfe’s knight with him. Rising to her feet, she brushed the dirt and leaves off her leather hose.

“Then I shall take him and discover where my brother is keeping your man,” she said, pulling the leather cap that de Wolfe had yanked off her head, now tucked into the belt at her waist. “I will return as soon as I can.”

De Wolfe and Jathan stood up, too, and de Wolfe’s other men began crowding around now that the first move on the Anglo-Saxon encampment was about to be made. Ghislaine gathered her long hair in one hand and wounded it up sloppily on her head, pulling the cap down over it. Hair stuck out all over the place even as she pulled the ties down around her neck and secured it. Then, she unsheathed a long, sharp dagger that had been tied to her belt and pointed it at Jathan.

“Come with me,” she said to the priest. “And you’d better make it look as if you are afraid of me and my dagger, or this will not go well.”

“Pretend I’m holding a dagger on you, Priest,” Wellesbourne growled from behind de Wolfe. “That should make you scared enough.”

Jathan gave him a rather droll look. “The only thing that scares me about you is your lack of piety, Wellesbourne,” he muttered. “God is going to strike you down one of these days and when he does, I do not wish to be anywhere near you lest we both go up in flames. Shall we depart, my lady?”

Ghislaine could see that the threats bouncing about weren’t serious. Wellesbourne had a hint of a smile on his lips, as did a couple of the other knights, but de Wolfe had no humor on his face. He simply pointed through the bramble.

“Go,” he commanded quietly. When Ghislaine moved forward, he suddenly grabbed her by the arm. “And if you think to betray me and my men by telling your brother that we are gathered in the bramble, know that I will have St. Hèver in the trees with an arrow pointed right at you. He can kill you from quite a distance, so do not make any foolish moves.”

Ghislaine looked at him, a hulking presence in the shadowed trees, and her irritation rose. “So we are back to threats, are we?” she asked, offended. “The fact that I came to you with information about your knight wasn’t enough. The fact that I have risked my life and continue to risk it for a Norman enemy still means nothing to you. Then, by all means, keep your man trained on me and if you believe I am betraying you, then kill me. But you had better make sure you kill me with the first shot because if you do not, I am fairly good with a bow myself and you will be the first one I will come for.”

With that, she shoved Jathan forward, her dagger at his back, and pushed him right through the trees. When he stumbled, she pushed him again, kicking him right in the arse when he turned around to see why she was beating on him so. Together, they burst through the trees and into the clearing beyond, in full view of the Anglo-Saxon encampment about a quarter of a mile away.

Gaetan and his men watched them head off and St. Hèver moved into position with his crossbow, using a tree trunk to steady himself and his weapon. He was aiming right at the lady and her prisoner as the rest of Gaetan’s men slowly moved up to gain a better view of them through the trees.

“I do believe she threatened you,” Luc de Lara muttered to Gaetan.

He snorted. “Aye, she did,” Gaetan replied. “But no more than I threatened her.”

Luc simply nodded, his gaze tracking the woman and the priest, as they all were. “Do you really believe she will betray us?”

Gaetan lifted his big shoulders, vaguely. “We shall soon know,” he said. “You and Denis flank them as they move. Stay to the trees, however, and stop when it is no longer safe to travel. Keep an eye on the pair for as long as you can.”

Luc nodded, moving through the other knights until he came to Denis. Young and excitable, Denis was more than agreeable to the orders and the two of them suddenly took off into the foliage, pushing through the heavy bramble and trying to remain silent as they moved. Gaetan watched them head off until he lost them in the shadow. Then, he moved up beside Téo and Aramis, standing between them as the men watched the Saxon warrior lady and the priest head towards the enemy encampment.

All they could do now was wait.
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Ghislaine knew they were being watched as she and the priest headed into the Anglo-Saxon encampment and it was difficult to choose just who she was more afraid of at the moment – her brother or the Norman knight pointing an arrow at her back. None of this venture had gone as she had hoped but the problem was that she couldn’t stop the forward momentum now. She couldn’t simply walk away; she was becoming more and more entrenched in a situation of her own making and struggling not to lose control of it.

She was in it until the end.

As she and Jathan came to the edge of the encampment, several exhausted men around a weakly-smoking fire caught sight of her and began gravitating in her direction. Seeing that she was now noticed, she took action. She grabbed Jathan by the back of his tunic and shoved the tip of the dagger into his back.

“I am sorry if I hurt you,” she whispered to him. “But I must make this convincing.”

Jathan could see the enemy soldiers heading in their direction and he kept his eyes on them. “Understandable, my lady,” he murmured. “Good luck to us both.”

With that, the conversation died but Ghislaine’s apprehension was full-blown. The blade pressed into Jathan’s back was trembling so that she suddenly kicked his knees out and forced him on to the ground so her men would notice the prisoner and not her quivering hands. Besides… she didn’t want her shaking hands to jiggle that sharp blade right into the priest’s back.

“Look what I have found!” she said triumphantly. “Another Norman dog!”

Men were gathering around her, peering at the man on his belly, his face pressed into the cold, wet grass because Ghislaine had her foot on his head. She was beaming from ear to ear, as if genuinely happy with her captive, but it was all for show – she wanted her men to see how hateful she was towards the Normans and how gleeful she was in the capture of one. She had to be convincing.

And it worked.

Men began to congratulate her, peering down at Jathan only to spit on the man when they looked their fill of him. They had a Norman in their midst now and it seemed to rejuvenate whatever defeat had settled in their hearts and minds. A few of them even kicked Jathan as they circled him, like vultures going in for the kill.

“Another Norman bastard!”

“Kill him! Harold demands it!”

“Wait!” Ghislaine threw up a hand to stop the mob mentality before it truly started. “I will not kill him. I would put him with the other Norman prisoner, the one my brother took from me. Where is he?”

A man with dark dirty hair went to stand with her. He was one of her own soldiers, sworn to her, as were most of the men standing around her. In an age where men controlled the army and the country, it was extremely rare for a woman to command men but Ghislaine did. These men were gifted to her by her brother, Edwin, because he wanted her protected in battle. He knew he couldn’t keep her out of a fight so he had gifted her with about a hundred men and the means to support them.

Ghislaine’s men were extremely loyal to her, as evidenced by the fact that they’d remained in the encampment even when she’d turned up missing. A few had even gone out to look for her, but most of them were certain that Lady Ghislaine would return. She tended to be a loner at times, and a wanderer, but they knew she would not leave them. Even if she was a woman, she understood the heart of the warrior and the mentality. She would never leave her men if she could help it.

They had been correct.

Therefore, the man with the dirty hair was glad to see her and not surprised she’d brought back a prisoner. Lady Ghislaine was brave that way.

“Alary took his men and left just after dawn, my lady,” he told her. “That was a few hours ago.”

Ghislaine’s smile of triumph turned into something of a grimace and it was a struggle not to openly react to the news. “He left?” she asked, unable to keep the astonishment from her tone. “He… he is gone?”

“Aye.”

“And he took his army?”

“Those who could move, aye. At least two hundred men, mayhap a little less.”

“But… but what of my Norman prisoner? Did he take my knight, too?”

All of the men were nodding to varying degrees. “He was searching for you before he left, my lady,” another man said. “He would not wait for you to return.”

So Alary knew I was missing, Ghislaine thought. “So he took my prisoner and ran off?” she asked. “Did he not know I would return?”

The man with the dark hair shrugged hesitantly. “He did not say, my lady,” he said. “He looked for you. But when he could not find you, he took his men and his prisoner, and he left.”

It was unhappy news, indeed. It wasn’t as if Ghislaine could have stopped Alary had she been here, but to run off while she was away seemed underhanded somehow. Still, she was astute enough to realize that there was an unspoken question hanging in the air between her and her men at the moment – the fact that she had gone missing for quite some time. Yet, she was not troubled by it. The answer was on the ground at her feet.

“My brother is a fool,” she said, her disgust real. “Had he only waited, I would have had another Norman captive. Did he think I had run off? He knows me better than that.” She started to look around, realizing that there weren’t as many men around as there had been the night before. In fact, the area seemed rather empty and her disgust turned to puzzlement. “Where did everyone go? Has everyone fled for home?”

The men were looking around because she was. “Most,” the man with the dirty hair said. “Lord Leofwine’s men departed before the sun rose to return home to his wife in Kent. And everyone else… there is no reason to remain, my lady. It is best to return home and brace for what is to come.”

Ghislaine looked at the man. He was young and she could hear the fear in his voice. He’d suffered through the worst of the battle, just as they all had. It made the situation a bit more heady for her, a bit more sad. Beyond her scheming to have the Normans kill Alary lay the very real defeat of the Anglo-Saxon army and the destruction of her people.

And there was nothing any of them could do to stop it.

“It is the Normans that will come,” she said, feeling somewhat hollow and depressed even as she said it. “The Normans are already here.”

“Aye, my lady.”

“And my brother… he had fled them.”

“Aye, my lady.”

She cast him a sidelong glance. “I would assume that Alary is returning to Tenebris?”

The man shook his head. “He did not say.”

Ghislaine sighed faintly, her thoughts moving from the defeated army to her brother’s departure. It was what she had feared but honestly hadn’t believed would happen, at least not until tomorrow. She had believed they had time before he left the encampment but she’d been wrong.

“Alary had many wounded,” she said, looking back over to the east, through a debris field of cold fires and the remnants of makeshift camps. “You said he took those who could move with him? What about his wounded?”

The man pointed off to the east. “He left them,” he said grimly. “They are over beyond that row of trees. Brothers from the small priory at Winchelsea have come to take them back to the priory for tending.”

So much hopelessness in the dead, the wounded, and the departed. Looking out over the makeshift encampment was like looking at a graveyard. Ghislaine couldn’t help but feel more grief. This was what was left of her people, her country. It would never be the same again. But her focus soon moved to the men who were standing around her, men that were loyal to her, men waiting for her orders. While others had fled, they had remained. She knew they were waiting for direction from her and she took a deep breath, summoning the bravery that she was known for. She couldn’t let her men down.

“Wytig, have the men pack what possessions they have,” she said. “We will go back to Tamworth Castle. Edwin will want to know what has happened and he will want to hear it from us.”

Wytig, the young man with the dirty hair, nodded. “Aye, my lady,” he said. Other men had heard the order and they were already starting to move, to collect what little they had in preparation for going home, but Wytig was looking at the prisoner beneath Ghislaine’s foot. “What of him? Do we take him?”

Ghislaine looked down at the priest. It reminded her that she needed to return to de Wolfe and tell him what had happened. Taking her foot off of the priest’s head, she yanked the man to his feet.

“Nay,” she said. “I will do what needs to be done with him. Gather the men and, once they are ready, go. I will catch up to you.”

Wytig nodded and turned to the dirty, beaten Anglo-Saxons, encouraging them to gather their possessions. As the men prepared to depart, Ghislaine put her knife in Jathan’s back and turned him back in the direction they had come.

“Go,” she barked.

Her men heard her, watching as she marched the prisoner back towards the trees in the distance. They all assumed that their lady was going to execute the prisoner but no one wanted to interfere. Ghislaine of Mercia could be rather unpredictable and deadly, especially when questioned, so they returned to their task and continued gathering their possessions for the march home. It was time to leave this place of defeat and destruction, and there wasn’t one man who wasn’t eager to do so.

But she wasn’t going to execute the prisoner. She was going to tell de Wolfe that Kristoph had already been taken away. Alary’s departure had been unexpected but he was only a few hours ahead of them, at most. Moreover, most of his men were on foot so it would be slow travel for the most part, time enough for Normans on horseback to catch him. Even if Alary had two hundred men, nine Norman knights on horseback could do a good deal of damage, especially if they first removed Alary with the same arrow de Wolfe had threatened her with should she betray them. Once Alary was dead, his men would be leaderless and it would make it very easy to take back their comrade and depart.

At least, that was her theory, one that Ghislaine wouldn’t hesitate to put to de Wolfe when she told him that her brother had left and had taken de Lohr with him. Alary of Mercia would be no match for angry Norman knights who wanted their friend back.

Would Ghislaine feel any remorse that she had instigated her brother’s demise? About as much remorse as he would feel if the situation was reversed. But one thing was certain; Alary had to die soon or the Norman knight’s life would be forfeit.

So would hers if Alary realized what she had done.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Go Forth and Conquer

“He has taken Kristoph and headed north,” Gaetan said. “My lord, you know that I cannot let him go. I must retrieve him.”

It was nearing noon on the day after the battle north of Hastings that saw Harold Godwinson killed. Unlike the previous day, which had been wrought with inclement weather as the battle was fought, this day was clearing up and the sun was shining, warming that land. But that also meant the bodies of the dead were heating up. The stench at midday was nearly unbearable as scores of Normans hurried to clear up their dead while, to the north, Saxon dead continued to lay spread out over the ground. Rumor had it that Beddingham Priory had sent most of their priests and servants over to clear the Saxon dead, but from the Norman encampment, there seemed to be very little movement.

Yet, it was of no consequence, at least to Gaetan. He stood in the spacious tent of the Duke of Normandy, alone because he’d asked for privacy, and was even now addressing the man. After explaining what had happened to Kristoph and the subsequent attempt to rescue him, Gaetan was now further explaining to the duke that he and his men intended to follow Alary of Mercia to regain their lost man. Unfortunately for Gaetan, or the duke, or both, the duke didn’t seem to be apt to readily agree.

A potential problem was looming.

“Alary of Mercia,” William of Normandy rolled the name over his tongue thoughtfully. “I know of him. I’ve not had direct dealing with him, of course, but I know of him. His reputation is rather unsavory.”

Gaetan nodded. “According to the man’s sister, unsavory is a kind way of putting it, my lord,” he said. “Surely you can understand my need to remove Kristoph from his custody as soon as possible.”

“And this sister has been the only one to bring you news of Kristoph’s disappearance?”

“Aye, my lord.”

“Is she telling the truth?”

Gaetan sighed heavily. “I have wondered the very same thing. But in the absence of any other eyewitness to Kristoph’s disappearance, I have no choice but to trust her,” he said. “However, when Jathan accompanied her to the Saxon encampment, he heard her men speak of the Norman knight that Alary held prisoner. That seems to prove that she was telling the truth.”

William lifted his eyebrows in reluctant agreement. A large, muscular man with bushy auburn hair and dark eyes, he was a larger-than-life commander with a temperament to match. He was an exacting master and a skilled one, and he lavished praise and rewards upon his favorites. But he was also very selfish. He wanted his subordinates’ attention on him and his needs.

To hear that his great Warwolfe was focused on retrieving a lost man had him somewhat unhappy at the moment. He understood very well that the Anges de Guerre were a close-knit group and the loss of one of them was disturbing for all, but he was very reluctant to allow Gaetan to leave him now when he needed him the most.

There was the conquest of a country at stake.

“Then it would seem she has been truthful thus far,” he replied belatedly. “But there is no guarantee that she is not leading you into a trap, Gate.”

“That is very true, but Kristoph is clearly with her brother. We have no choice but to follow him.”

“But why risk all of your men? I do not believe you are thinking clearly.”

Gaetan knew that William was reluctant to let him go and he knew why; the duke was inherently selfish. He didn’t like that Gaetan wanted to do something other than contribute to the glory of the conquest. Warwolfe, as far as William was concerned, belonged to him and so did his wants and ambitions. Anything that went against what William wanted was met with resistance. Therefore, Gaetan was very careful in his reply.

“I am thinking clearly enough, my lord,” he said steadily. “The longer we discuss it, the further away Alary of Mercia travels and the longer it will take me to retrieve Kristoph. You must look at it this way – when I catch up to Alary, he will be the first man to fall under my sword. For abducting Kristoph, make no mistake – I will kill the man. With this brother gone, Edwin and Morcar and the others will be, mayhap, more willing to negotiate with you or even support you rather than resist because they realize their lives will be at stake. Alary’s death will send a definitive message to those nobles who choose to resist. So, in a sense, I will be sending a message of Norman dominance to the entire country.”

It was a manipulative statement but the duke seemed to agree, reluctant as that agreement was. “That is true,” he admitted. “Sending my Anges de Guerre to blaze the trail before me will, indeed, send a message.”

“Aye, it will, my lord.”

“But I do not want all of you to go.”

Gaetan cocked an eyebrow. His patience was growing thin. “You know that we travel as a unit,” he said. “We work as a unit. If I must choose to leave some behind, you will have extremely unhappy men on your hands. Besides… you have plenty of knights and more than enough support for a further incursion into the country. You do not need me and my men at the moment. We must bring back one of our own, my lord. Surely you understand that.”

William eyed him a moment before going to the pewter pitcher of wine and pouring two cups. He brought one over to Gaetan, all the while pondering the situation and what needed to be done. Truth be told, he knew he couldn’t deny Gaetan’s wish to save Kristoph de Lohr from Alary of Mercia’s clutches. Gaetan and Kristoph were like brothers and to deny Gaetan would only incite rage in the man. He didn’t need his Warwolfe directing hatred against him. Therefore, he had to be clever about this so they could both get what they wanted out of the situation. He had to make this work for them both.

“You know I do not want you to leave me, not now,” he said, grasping at the last vestiges of resistance. “I have great need of you, Gate. But I understand that you must rescue Kristoph. I understand that all too well, for Kristoph is a great knight and a loyal friend. I have tremendous respect for him. What if I wish for you to leave du Reims and de Russe here?”

“They will want to go.”

“But I have great need of them. If I cannot have you, then at least leave them with me.”

“I must respectfully refuse, my lord.”

William frowned. “Then let us say I deny your request to go at all. What would you do then?”

Gaetan took a drink of the sweet red wine. “If you were in my position, what would you do, my lord?”

William’s frown turned into a sly grin, knowing that Gaetan had him cornered. “I would disobey.”

“So would I.”

William laughed softly. “That would not do for either of us,” he said. “I am far too fond of you to punish you if that were to happen, so I suppose that it is best that I do not deny you. Are you sure I cannot change your mind?”

“Alas, my lord, you cannot.”

“Then I will, therefore, give you permission to go, but you will do something for me when you do.”

“Anything, my lord.”

William’s dark eyes glittered. The man was a grand opportunist. Since he couldn’t hold Gaetan back, he knew he had to make the best of it. If Gaetan wanted something from him, then he wanted something from Gaetan.

“Take a quarter of my army with you and subdue Mercia and the Midlands when you go,” he said. “After you find Kristoph, you will begin the conquest of the heart of England. I intend to remain to the south to claim what I can before moving on London, but you… you will go into the heart of England and you will subdue it. With my army claiming the south, including Winchester where the royal treasury is situated, and you in the heart of England to bring it under Norman control, we can bring the Saxons to their knees. Think on it, Gate – we shall have this entire country subdued within the year.”

It was an enormous responsibility and an enormous honor William was asking of Gaetan. It was a task that only a commander of Gaetan’s caliber would be capable of and Gaetan didn’t take the responsibility lightly. He knew this was the kind of directive that would have a man leaving a great mark on his legacy – beyond his Warwolfe persona, beyond his great reputation as a knight, lay a man who hoped to leave a legacy for his children one day that didn’t involve memories or reputations one couldn’t use to buy food or clothe men. His children, when they came, would need something tangible for that.

This was the opportunity to get it.

“I am grateful for your trust, my lord,” Gaetan finally said. “When I do this thing, what shall be my reward?”

William snorted at his ever-shrewd Warwolfe; they thought very much alike, indeed. “As great a reward as I can give you,” he said. “There are great riches to the north, you know. I have studied this country and I know her well. There is an area north towards Chester called the Black Country, as it is rich with coal and other elements that can make a man extremely wealthy. The largest town is called Hamtun where there is a large abbey, I am told. The town deals in coal and sheep. Do what I ask of you and I shall make you the Earl of Hamtun and all of the riches that belong to her. I want my Warwolfe to be happy.”

Gaetan liked the sound of that. In fact, it was extremely generous. “No man will know it is my town unless we call it Wolfeshamtun,” he said, unable to let go of his pride, not even for a moment. “If I am going to rule, then let all men know who rules.”

William nodded, seeing the gleam of satisfaction in Gaetan’s eye. “Agreed,” he said. “Call it Wolfeshamtun or Wolverhamtun, or whatever you wish. It shall be your domain, Warwolfe. Go north and conquer.”

Gaetan was feeling increasingly eager to get on with what needed to be done, now fueled by a substantial reward from the man who would be king. Sensing that their conversation was coming to a close or, at the very least, wanting it to come to a close, he bowed his head respectfully to William before turning for the tent opening.

“I will need to depart today, as quickly as possible, my lord,” he said. “If you are agreeable, I will have du Reims and de Reyne select men from the army to accompany us. I have been so involved in Kristoph’s disappearance that I am ashamed to say that I do not even know the strength of our remaining army other than my own men.”

William watched him as he walked away, a very busy man, indeed. “And how many of your men survived?”

Gaetan paused by the tent opening. “I brought two thousand men with me,” he said. “I have lost nearly two hundred with nearly the same number wounded.”

William nodded as he absorbed those statistics. “You fared better than some,” he said. “Select no more than one thousand men to fill in your ranks. That will give you a sizable army with which to infiltrate the heart of England.”

“I am taking archers.”

“You already have a goodly amount of archers, Gate.”

“I need more.”

William sighed at his stubborn commander. “Then, God’s Blood, take them,” he said, annoyed. But the annoyance quickly cleared away. “And this sister of Mercia – where is she?”

“In my tent, my lord. She is awaiting my return.”

“As your captive?”

Gaetan wriggled his dark eyebrows, a somewhat ironic gesture. “As my guide,” he said. “She does not know it yet, but it is she who will take me to Alary. If she thinks to lead me into a trap, then she will be the first one to step into it. Every step we take northward, she will be in the lead.”

William simply nodded. “Send me a message to keep me abreast of your progress,” he said. “I have a suspicion this will be a long and perilous journey.”

“So do I,” Gaetan admitted.

“Gate?”

“Aye, my lord?”

“Et pro Gloria dei.”

The words that the Anges de Guerre used to send each other into battle were now murmured from the duke’s lips. There wasn’t much more to stay at that point because he knew that his Warwolfe would take all precautions necessary to ensure a successful mission which, in William’s estimation, was turning out to be a blessing in disguise. Now, de Wolfe had a reason to head into the heart of England and it had nothing to do with the lands and title he was promised, but everything to do with a missing comrade… and that was most powerful motivator of all.

Nay, William wasn’t genuinely upset about de Wolfe’s intention to head after Alary of Mercia but he wanted the man to be cautious and thoughtful. The last thing he wanted to do was lose one or more of Gaetan’s men but, ultimately, this undertaking would work to everyone’s advantage.

At least, that was the hope. But God help the lords of Mercia if something happened to Kristoph de Lohr. William knew, as he lived and breathed, that the beast would be unleashed if that happened, and that beast would tear apart Mercia and the Midlands like nothing anyone had ever seen before.

God help them all.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Unlikely Allies

Ghislaine was sitting in de Wolfe’s tent because that was where he put her and told her to stay. He needed to speak with the Duke of Normandy, he said, and his other men had disappeared, including the priest. The squires, however, were crouched outside of the tent like watch dogs, cleaning mail and waiting for their master to return.

Making sure the Saxon woman didn’t escape.

As if they could stop her but, frankly, Ghislaine was too tired to run at the moment. After she had delivered the news that Alary had left the encampment and taken Kristoph with him, Gaetan had gone to seek permission to pursue Alary northward and Ghislaine was left wondering what de Wolfe intended to do once he received that permission. Would he try to follow with only his few men or would he bring an army with him?

At this point, Ghislaine wasn’t entirely sure what her role was in all of this. She’d told de Wolfe about his abducted knight. One of his other knights, a Welshman, knew the area and knew where Alary’s lair of Tenebris was, or at least the proximity thereof.

Now, de Wolfe had a mission to attend to in order to rescue his man but Ghislaine wasn’t part of that mission, or so she thought. There wasn’t any reason for her to go with the Normans as they headed into enemy territory. Perhaps the best thing for her to do would be to catch up with her men and return to Tamworth to tell her brother, Edwin, what had transpired near Hastings. It was time for her to return to her family and pray that de Wolfe and his men killed Alary in their quest to regain their man.

So she waited, impatiently, for de Wolfe to return. Seated on her bum in the middle of the tent with her legs hugged up to her chest, she lay her cheek on her up-bent knees, hearing the sounds outside of the tent, the unfamiliar conversation of Norman warriors. She was cold, and hungry, and wondering where her next meal would come from. Surely the Normans would not feed her, although she had hoped for something. He stomach was growling painfully.

More waiting and wondering as the minutes dragged on. At some point, she must have dozed off because when next she opened her eyes, it was because someone was sniffing around her. Or, more accurately, something was sniffing around her. When her sleepy eyes came into focus, it took her a moment to realize she was looking at a very big dog.

Brown doggy eyes stared aback at her. Startled, Ghislaine refrained from making any sudden movements, afraid the dog might attack her. He was absolutely enormous, with shaggy gray hair and a long snout. And big teeth; definitely big teeth.

As she stared at him, unmoving, he licked his chops and lay down beside her, all the while looking up at her rather expectantly. But Ghislaine had no idea what to do with the monstrous dog looking at her. Perhaps, it was a death watch and he was waiting for her to die first so he could eat her. What else did Norman dogs eat but prisoners? When her stomach growled, loudly, the dog lifted his head and licked his chops again. Ghislaine resisted the urge to scream for help.

It seemed like she spent an eternity watching the dog as it stared at her. It was an odd standoff. Her limbs were becoming cramped from being folded up like they were but she didn’t dare move. Just when she thought she could take no more, she heard the tent flap slap back.

“Gather my things.” It was de Wolfe, snapping orders to the squires as he entered the tent. “Our army will depart within the hour and I want to be ready. You will also make sure de Lohr’s belongings are packed up but we will leave those with Normandy for safekeeping. Even now, du Reims and de Winter are mustering the quartermasters so make sure my trunks are loaded onto the wagons.”

The boys were scrambling; Ghislaine could hear them. The dog, lying next to her, suddenly popped up and moved away, rushing to his master when he heard his voice. Ghislaine, too, lifted her head about the time de Wolfe came into view. He glanced at her as he began pulling off gloves.

“We will be leaving as soon as my men can be mustered and the army organized,” he addressed her. “We will be heading north within the hour.”

Ghislaine struggled not to yawn. “The duke has given you his permission to go after your knight?”

“He has,” he said, throwing the gloves into a large chest. He went to work on removing his tunic. “How much do you know of this country, Lady Ghislaine? What I mean to ask is how well you know the path to this Tenebris that you have mentioned as Alary’s stronghold.”

Ghislaine, fuzzy-minded from hunger and the lack of sleep, had to ponder his question for a moment before answering. “I know it well,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “You must travel north from here and then veer northwest when you come to London. There is a main road, a Roman road, that will take you north all the way to Chester, but you must go west when you come to Kidderminster. That will take you to the Far Forest where Alary’s stronghold is.”

One of de Wolfe’s squires suddenly rushed into the tent, racing to help his master. The dog, who had been hovering by de Wolfe in the hopes of being petted, finally received a pat and, satisfied, moved away. Unfortunately for Ghislaine, he was coming in her direction again and she leaned away from the animal as it came near. She eyed the beast as it sat right down next to her as if they were the greatest companions in the world.

“Then what would you estimate as the time it would take for an army to travel to the Far Forest?” de Wolfe asked, oblivious to Ghislaine and her fear of the dog that had cozied up to her. “My concern is that we reach the Alary’s lair before winter sets in completely. Weather will hamper a mission such as this one.”

Ghislaine alternated between eyeballing the dog and de Wolfe. “It will be cold through Christmastide but winter usually does not set in until after the new year.” She inched away from the dog, who lifted his head to see why she had moved. “May I leave now? There is nothing more I can do for you. You know where Alary is taking your knight. I have told you all that I can.”

De Wolfe turned to her, his gaze appraising her, as if he knew something she didn’t. In fact, that wasn’t far from the truth. It was obvious by his expression that he was about to say something he was quite sure Ghislaine wouldn’t like.

“You are not going anywhere,” he said quietly. “You will be accompanying me and my men north as we follow your brother. You will be our guide.”

Ghislaine’s hunger and exhaustion were forgotten. She staggered to her feet as the dog next to her did the same, standing up because she was. But Ghislaine wasn’t looking at the dog; her gaze on de Wolfe was wide with shock.

“I cannot be your guide!” she said. “I must return to Tamworth Castle, to Edwin, and tell him what has happened. I am no longer of any use to you – I have done what I set out to do. I told you of your knight’s abduction and I told you where to find him. You must do the rest yourself!”

De Wolfe went back to unlacing his tunic, ignoring Ghislaine’s distress. “You are of great use to me,” he said, “and you shall not return home until I am finished with you.”

Ghislaine had no idea how to respond. Leading the Normans to the Anglo-Saxon encampment to find their knight and leading them on a perilous journey northward to follow her brother were two different things. The longer she gazed at de Wolfe, the more panic she began to feel. She couldn’t go northward; she had to go home. She wanted to go home. With that thought, she made a break for the door.

Gaetan was on her in a minute. He could see the bewilderment, the terror, in her eyes and he suspected she might try to run. It was just a feeling he had. When she suddenly darted for the tent entry, he was ready for her. He was bigger, stronger, and faster than she was and he grabbed her around the torso before she could get to the opening.

When she turned into a wildcat, Gaetan was not surprised; he simply held tight and tried not to get kicked in tender places. He turned away from the entry with her in his arms as his terrified squire bolted from the tent. The lad didn’t want to be caught up in any fight, which was wise of him. Even the dog scampered away, hovering nervously at the edges of the tent.

“Stop fighting,” Gaetan said quietly and somewhat calmly into her ear. “Cease your struggles, little mouse. It will not change the way of things.”

But Ghislaine was too overcome to respond. She did, however, feel his mouth by her right ear and she slammed her head in that direction, head-butting his jaw in what was a fairly hard blow. When he tried to move his head away from her, she stiffened up, threw her head back again, and caught him in the chin. The ensuing strike caused him to bite his tongue and he could already taste the blood.

“Release me!” she howled. “You have no right to hold me! Let me go!”

Gaetan had to admit that she put up a hell of a good fight. His little mouse may have been rather small and slender, but she was very strong for a woman. He was impressed. Moreover, she had a warrior’s instinct and she knew just how to hit him to break his hold on her, but he was more experienced than she was. He shifted his grip on her so she could no longer head-butt him, but he hadn’t taken into consideration her powerful, slender legs. She managed to wind her legs all around his somehow and, before he could catch himself, he ended up tripping and falling forward.

Ghislaine’s momentary victory in tripping up her captor ended in pain as she hit the ground and he fell atop her. He was a big man, his weight more than double hers, so when he fell on her, it knocked the wind from her. Her struggles slowed dramatically as stars danced before her eyes.

But for Gaetan, it was infuriating. He didn’t care if he fell on top of her or not. Once he was down, he rocked back on his knees and grabbed her by the arm and flipped her over onto her back.

“Foolish wench,” he growled. “What made you think you could win that fight? And what made you think that the moment you came into my encampment that I would not do with you as I pleased? Are you truly so naive?”

Ghislaine lay there, halfway on her back, as Gaetan knelt over her. She was panting heavily, having had the wind knocked out of her. But unfortunately for Gaetan, the wheels of her mind were still spinning. This fight wasn’t over by a long shot. Realizing that Gaetan was straddling her, she brought up a knee and managed to catch him in the groin.

It wasn’t a hard blow but it was enough to cause him some pain. She’d put a boney knee right into his manhood and he grunted in both surprise and pain, furiously grabbing her as she tried to use his momentary shock to crawl away. He had a leg, yanking her back to him even as she tried to claw her way from beneath him. But pulling her along the ground had lifted her tunic, exposing her legs and buttocks that were encased in the leather breeches. Her buttocks drew his attention; bringing down a trencher-sized hand, he spanked her hard.

Ghislaine howled in pain as he spanked her at least three times, harder than she’d ever been spanked in her life, but his swat had the desired effect – she stopped trying to escape him. She lay there and kicked her legs angrily, effectively trapped beneath him.

“You deserve all that and more,” Gaetan hissed, his groin still throbbing from her knee. He spanked her again, a sharp slap echoing off the walls of the tent. “And that is for trying to damage my legacy.”

Ghislaine had stopped trying to escape him because she knew she couldn’t win; he had her tightly, now with her buttocks exposed to his big hand. “You beast,” she breathed. “You Norman barbarian! I am not surprised you take pleasure in hitting a woman!”

Gaetan had a temper; his men knew it and soldiers who had served with him knew it. He was quick to temper when seriously displeased and, in this instance, he was more than seriously displeased. The little Saxon wench had tried to injure him and she was going to pay the price.

“We Norman barbarians only strike animals, of which you are most definitely one,” he said, his grip tightening on her when she twisted angrily. One hand had her pinned while the other reached down to yank on her breeches, pulling so hard that the ties either broke or pulled loose, sliding them down to expose her naked arse. “And disobedient little mice must be punished.”

With that, he slapped her nude flesh with his palm again, leaving a perfect hand print across both already-reddened buttocks. Ghislaine screamed as if he were killing her.

“You are… evil!” she cried. “How do you dare do such a thing? Let me go!”

Gaetan wasn’t about to let her go. She had a few more spankings coming as far as he was concerned. Any woman who would try to shove her knee into his manhood would get nothing less. But when he lifted his hand to slap her buttocks again, a strange thing happened; he hasn’t really looked at her arse before but now that he got a good look at it, he wasn’t sure he wanted to slap it again.

He’d never seen anything so perfect.

White, heart-shaped, and smooth, her buttocks were exquisite. Mouth-watering, even. It was utterly strange that as he sat there and stared at them, he could actually feel his aching member becoming aroused. More than aroused, in fact – hungry. It had been a long time since he’d had a woman, since his first bedslave had not accompanied him from Brittany. He was, in fact, a man with an insatiable sexual appetite and he had more than one bedslave, but only one that he bedded with regularity. He called her Prima.

Now, gazing down at Ghislaine of Mercia’s perfect naked buttocks, he could imagine sliding his aroused member between those perfect cheeks and finding great satisfaction in the warm folds. Perhaps he’d found a Saxon bedslave now that he was in their country. If that was his intention, then perhaps he shouldn’t beat her so hard.

He didn’t want damaged goods.

“You deserve nothing less than a good beating,” he said, but his spanking hand had ceased. Shifting his body weight, he yanked her over onto her back again so that he could see her face. But the moment he looked at her, he could see the tears on her face. He peered at her curiously.

“Why do you weep?” he demanded. “If you are going to fight like a man, then you must take your punishment like a man. And those who are defeated do not usually weep unless they are idiots who have no business fighting in the first place.”

Ghislaine was trying very hard not to burst into tears; she was hungry, exhausted, and now with the added pressure of being embarrassed on top of it. He was dealing her a ration of insults, which she more than likely deserved at this point for trying to knee him in the groin. It was a struggle to keep her composure.

“You have no right to keep me a captive,” she said hoarsely. “I have only tried to help you find your knight and, for that, you hold me captive and beat me. I should have never come to you, Norman. I should have kept my mercy to myself.”

Gaetan looked down into that sad little face. He couldn’t agree with her because had she not come to him, he would still be wondering what had happened to Kristoph. So, in that sense, he owed her a great deal. It was enough to soften him, just the slightest, but not too much. She was still the enemy as far as he was concerned.

“You came to me to betray your brother,” he pointed out. “I wonder if there were really ever any altruistic intentions on your part.”

She scowled. “I told you that I showed your knight mercy because you had shown it to me upon the field of battle. But now I wish I had not!”

He nodded faintly. In truth, he didn’t want to start a big battle with her again, but she had to know who was in control. He could tell that she was used to being in command and not being contested. That being the case, this was going to be a harsh lesson for her because he intended to dominate her any way he could.

She would not get the better of him.

“Mercy is the mark of a true warrior,” he told her, hoping that she would respond to reason. He was growing weary of wrestling with her when he had work to do. “I want you to listen to me and listen carefully, because what I tell you will be of importance to you. You did right by showing Kristoph mercy. You will never know how grateful I am to you. I understand that you came to me to tell me where he was but you also confessed that you hoped my drive to rescue my knight would result in your brother’s death. Therefore, you have a dual purpose. I have no problem killing Alary once we catch up to him. In fact, I demand it – he has taken my knight and my vengeance knows no bounds. But your task with me is not completed. Telling me of Kristoph and your brother was only the first part of it. Now, I need your help to find your brother so that you may finish what you have started. If my mission is to be a success, then I need your help. Will you do this?”

From fighting and spanking one moment to calm, rational conversation the next, Ghislaine found herself staring up at the man and watching his mouth when he spoke. He had full lips, curvy, and big dimples in each cheek when his mouth moved. And his voice… it was that liquid metal again, searing and smooth, filling her ears with its heat. Something about that voice made her heart lurch strangely. Or was it simply him in all of his male glory that did it? She honestly didn’t know. All she knew was that when he spoke to her in that tone, she felt like doing anything he wished, like she had no mind of her own.

Witchcraft!

“You do not need my help,” she said, her voice raspy. “I told you where Alary lives. You can easily find him.”

Gaetan shook his head. “I do, indeed, need your help. You know this land, the people. You will be of great service to me and my men as we navigate into the heart of the country.”

Ghislaine could tell that no matter what she said, he was still going to force her to accompany him. It wasn’t as if she had to return home because anyone was waiting for her; there wasn’t anyone any longer. She’d spent the past two years trying to find something to fill that hole that her sweet Hakon had left in her; whether it was helping Edwin or commanding her men, no matter what she did, that hole lingered. She had no reason to believe that assisting the Normans would help her find what she was looking for, but it wasn’t as if she really needed to return home. There were only bittersweet memories there, and if she was considered a traitor for aiding the enemy, she really didn’t care. She knew the truth.

Perhaps now, she was being presented with another purpose in life.

A Norman purpose.

“Very well,” she said after a moment. “I will take you. I will finish what I started. But you had better kill my brother or he will kill me when he sees what I have done.”

Gaetan had to admit he was rather relieved that she was willing to cooperate. “Do not trouble yourself over your brother. When I catch up to him, he will not survive my wrath.”

“I hope that is true.”

“If I release you, you will not try to run again?”

“I will not try to run again.”

Gaetan immediately climbed off her, reaching down a hand to pull her up. But Ghislaine ignored the hand; she wasn’t willing to forgive him yet for everything he’d done to her. She wasn’t willing to fall so easily for his chivalry. Instead, she sat there, trying to pull up her breeches discreetly.

As she fidgeted with her clothing, unwilling to look at him, the big dog came up beside her again, sitting down and leaning against her. Ghislaine had completely forgotten about the dog, who had scampered out of the way when the fighting began, but now he was back again and practically sitting on top of her. She tried to scoot away from him.

“I do not like dogs,” she said. “Can’t this beast find someone else to sit next to?”

Gaetan had been watching her as she tried to straighten her clothing out, but he’d just turned for his chest again when she spoke. He looked over his shoulder at the big wolfhound as it practically sat in her lap.

“That is Camulos, named after the Gaul god of war,” he said, turning back to his trunk. “He will answer to Cam.”

“I do not like dogs.”

“That is unfortunate because he likes you.”

“Is he your dog of war?”

Gaetan sighed heavily. “Nay,” he said flatly. “Cam is like my child; loyal, affectionate, and demanding of my attention. He will lick you to death before he would try to kill you. It is unfortunate that a dog with that size is so docile, but I do not have the heart to leave him behind. He goes where I go.”

Ghislaine managed to pull her breeches up again, re-tying them with part of a leather strip that had been broken when Gaetan had yanked them down. She moved away from the dog only to have it cozy up to her again. She sighed with frustration as the dog looked at her with longing in its doggy eyes.

“My men packed my possessions and took them when they left the encampment,” she said, ignoring the dog who wanted her affection. “I have nothing but the clothes on my back, my bow, and my knife. I have nothing else.”

Gaetan pulled the tunic over his head, revealing a padded tunic beneath. “I will supply you with what you need.”

“I need something to eat,” she fired back softly, noting his disapproving expression when he glanced up at her. She softened her demand, not wanting to anger him because she wanted something from him. “I… I have not eaten since yesterday.”

Still casting her that expression that suggested he didn’t like a demanding woman, Gaetan made his way over to the tent flap even as he unfastened the ties on the padded tunic. He stuck his head out of the opening and ordered one of the squires to bring food. When the boy went off, running, Gaetan came back into the tent and pulled off the padded tunic.

“I will have food brought to you,” he said. “What else do you require?”

Ghislaine didn’t answer right away, mostly because she found herself looking at a naked man from the waist up. And what a naked man… Gaetan’s skin was tanned from having worked and practiced beneath the sun’s rays and he had a fine matting of dark hair over his chest. His neck was thick, his shoulders broad, and the muscular design of his arms and chest were a size that Ghislaine had never seen before. The man was positively enormous. Her heart started to do that odd leaping thing again and, this time, she realized that her breathing was coming in strange gasps as well.

Of course, she’d seen men with their tunics off and in an intimate situation. She well remembered Hakon’s sinewy torso and long limbs. He was the only man who had ever touched her naked flesh until Gaetan had so rudely spanked her naked buttocks. But in looking at the attractiveness of the Norman as he tossed the padded tunic into the chest… she almost didn’t care that he’d spanked her.

Maybe if she was lucky, he’d do it again.

Foolish wench, what are you thinking? She scolded herself, tearing her eyes away from Gaetan as he practically stripped naked in front of her. Good God, is that where this was heading? Was he simply going to take off of his clothing right in front of her? The thought titillated her and terrified her at the same time. She tried to distract herself by focusing on the question he’d asked her.

“I… I require a bedroll, something to sleep on when we travel,” she said. “Mayhap a cloak because mine was with my men when they took my possessions away. I will also need a horse and some arrows for my quill. I used most of mine in the battle yesterday.”

Gaetan was rummaging around in the big chest. He didn’t answer her because he seemed to be quite intent on finding something. Ghislaine kept her gaze averted from him, mostly because she was afraid that if she looked at his naked chest again she would never be able to look away. But as she listened to the rustling behind her, the dog put his big paw on her lap. She picked it off.

“Here,” Gaetan said, tossing a few things at her, garments of some kind. “See if these will fit. If I am to travel with a woman, I prefer she look like a woman. See if any of that is serviceable to you.”

Offended, Ghislaine turned to tell him so but he tossed another garment and it hit her in the face. Sputtering, she pulled it off, eyeing him unhappily a moment before turning to inspect it.

Surprisingly, it was a very fine shift. Curious, she looked at the other things that were landing around her as he tossed them out of the chest. More shifts and even two heavy cotes, or long tunics that went all the way to the ground. These were made of wool but it was of a very fine type. More things came flying out at her, including scarves, and at least one belt that was woven with leather and had tassels on the end.

Truthfully, Ghislaine had never seen such fine things. Worse still, she’d never dressed as a fine lady in her life and had never had the need for this kind of clothing. Feeling the softness of these garments, however, she was greatly tempted. It was the first time in her life that such clothing had tempted her. She looked at Gaetan in astonishment.

“Where do you get these things?” she asked.

He stood up from his chest with a leather satchel in his hand that seemed to be full. “They belong to me,” he said. “My… let us say my companions wear them and sometimes they travel with me, so I have those possessions mixed with mine.”

Ghislaine didn’t understand his reference. “Companions?” she repeated. Then, it occurred to her. “You mean whores?”

He shook his head. “Women that belong to me,” he said. “Call them servants if you will.”

She looked at one of the cotes, dyed a dark blue. “Your servants wear fine things such as these?” she asked, awed. “You must be a very generous master.”

Gaetan watched her as she rubbed her hand on the soft woolen garment. Truth be told, those things belonged to his first bedslave, Prima, whose real name was Adéle, an Anglo-Saxon woman he’d stolen from a Breton baron whose home he’d overrun many years ago. Adéle was bright, sensual, sexually experienced, and older than him by a few years. He was fond of her, just like he was fond of Camulos the dog, but there wasn’t anything more to it. There never had been, even when she’d given birth to his two sons. He’d almost lost her in the last birth but she had recovered, still to adorn his bed where or when the mood struck him.

For some reason, he hadn’t brought her on this trip, mostly because none of the usual camp followers were coming because of the limited space on the cogs that brought the men to the shores of England. Therefore, Adéle remained behind in Brittany along with the rest of the non-military retinue he usually brought, mostly servants, but Adéle’s clothing was still intermingled with his.

Now, Ghislaine would wear it. There was a part of him that was slightly eager to see what she looked like when dressed as a woman. As beautiful as she was, he could only imagine what fine clothing would do for her.

“I can be generous when it is warranted,” he said. Then, he unslung the satchel that was over his shoulder and dropped it onto the ground beside her. “I am not entirely sure what is in there, but you may use the satchel to keep your possessions in.”

Ghislaine picked it up and put it on her lap, peering inside the leather sack. “More possessions for your servants?”

“Aye.”

Possessions, indeed. There was a small hand mirror, a comb, a horsehair brush, tweezers, an alabaster pot that contained some kind of balm made from wax and honey, a lumpy white cake of soap that smelled of rosemary, and a glass phial tucked inside a small leather pouch, stuffed with dried grass, that was half-full of oil that smelled of roses.

It was more feminine things than Ghislaine had ever seen, like a treasure trove of silly things she’d never cared for, perhaps because she’d never had the money for them. But now, someone was giving her these things.

Selfishly, she wanted to keep them, even if other women before her had used them. Wondrous, magical things that Norman women used.

As the dog lay down beside her and kept trying to put his paws on her, Ghislaine forgot about the fight and the general reluctance to accompany the Normans northward as she inspected and then neatly folded all of the clothing that Gaetan had thrown at her. Three shifts, two cotes, a scarf, a belt, and even a pair of what looked like short braes, or fine woolen trousers that stopped right above the knee.

Ghislaine had never seen such a thing before and held them up, inspecting them curiously. But one thing she noted as she went through the possessions – de Wolfe’s “servants” were heavier than she was. She didn’t have the round bottom to fill them out, although her breasts were rather full. She knew the items were going to hang on her somewhat but, in truth, she didn’t care. Looking at the rags she wore compared to the clothing she had in her hand… she was willing to let it hang. It was a benefit to the situation that was unexpected, indeed.

The food came after that as did a bucket of cold water that Gaetan had requested to wash with. He was still over by his chest, alternately watching Ghislaine as she sat there with the attention-demanding dog and Adéle’s clothes spread around her, and pulling forth items to take with him on their journey.

Outside the tent, his men were packing their possessions and the army was amassing. But inside the tent, Gaetan was quite curious about the young woman in whose hands he would soon be placing his life and the lives of his men. Had he not been so desperate to regain Kristoph, he more than likely wouldn’t have forced the lady into his custody. But the truth was that he wanted his knight returned, and in one piece, and the lady on the ground seemed to be his best option. As he’d told William, every step they took northward, Ghislaine of Mercia would be in the lead.

He didn’t know if he was anticipating this trip or coming to dread it.

Either way, there was little choice but to go.
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CHAPTER NINE


The Humanity Beneath

Two days later

Outside of Chipstead, 52 miles north of the battlefield

Ghislaine didn’t mind travel, for she was heartier than most women. She was used to traveling with men and suffering hardship of cold and weather and limited food, but traveling with over two thousand Norman soldiers and nine Norman knights was something of an experience for a woman who thought she was well-seasoned for such things.

Dressed in one of the cotes that Gaetan had given her and wearing a cloak that one of the men had loaned her, a heavy thing that wasn’t very clean but it was very warm, she rode a shaggy stout mare and was relegated to riding just behind the knights at the front of the column. There were soldiers behind her, mounted cavalry, foot soldiers behind them, and the provisions wagons bringing up the rear with a small contingent of soldiers to protect them from behind.

There was crisp organization to the movement and the structure of the army, something Ghislaine found quite fascinating. She’d been a warrior most of her life but the Normans had a different type of philosophy when it came to their troops than her people did. She would admit that her people weren’t nearly as organized in some aspects, nor as well-armed. The Normans seemed to bring everything with them – smithies, leatherworkers, quartermasters, cooks – everything to possibly keep an army of this size going.

Then, there were the knights themselves. That was where Ghislaine’s attention was most of the time, on the elite knights who served de Wolfe. Gaetan. That was where it all started; she’d spent two days watching the man from the rear, his proud posture as he rode his charcoal-colored beast and the way he commanded his men with such ease. There was something hugely impressive about it and she was coming accustomed to her fluttering heart when it came to Gaetan de Wolfe. The man did nothing but make her heart flutter.

She was finished being angry at herself for it. Now, she was actually coming to enjoy the sensation. It wasn’t as if Gaetan had given her any encouragement or even anything suggestive; far from it. Maybe that was the most attractive thing of all about him. He was a challenge in every sense of the word. And in her world, he was forbidden. Perhaps that was the most appealing thing of all.

An enemy knight who made her heart lurch.

But there were other knights around him, men who were clearly powerful and seasoned in their own right, men she’d been exposed to from the beginning of her association with Normans, but now she knew their names even though they didn’t have much to do with her. These were all friends of Kristoph, the man she’d come to know briefly, the man who had started her entire association with de Wolfe, and she knew their drive to rescue Kristoph was as strong as Gaetan’s was. She could see it in their eyes.

Casually, her gaze drifted over to her right. A knight named de Reyne was there, a big man with shaggy dark hair and eyes that were a murky shade of blue. He was somewhat quiet but when he did speak, it was loud and booming. Nothing he did was soft of volume. To her left was a knight named Aramis de Russe, a seriously frightening specimen of a knight. He simply had a look about him that suggested great pain and destruction to his enemies, so Ghislaine tried to stay clear of him. Even now, she was afraid to look at him.

Riding slightly behind her, back with the cavalry, were two more knights, Marc de Moray and Denis de Winter. De Moray was terrifying like de Russe was, with black eyes and an angular face, while de Winter had that same handsome look about him that Gaetan did and seemed a bit more friendly. At least he would dip his head politely at her when their eyes met.

The rest of the knights were somewhere back behind her with the rest of the army, men she’d only become acquainted with as far as their names were concerned – Luc de Lara, a titled knight as Count of Boucau. Kye St. Hèver was blonde and pale but perhaps one of the most muscular men she had ever seen. Then there was the Welsh mercenary, Wellesbourne, who was quite possibly as frightening as de Russe and, finally, Téo du Reims, the only knight other than Gaetan who had actually spoken to her. He was polite but distant, a handsome man with copper curls and dark eyes.

And there was Gaetan….

He’d hardly said anything more to her since that day in his tent where they’d battled to the death. Well, not exactly the death, but certainly to her submission. He kept himself at the head of the pack, away from his men for the most part, riding alone except for his big gray hound because that was the way he preferred it. His squires, and other squires, also rode near their masters and, every so often, Ghislaine would see a squire rushing up to de Wolfe, who would speak briefly to the lad before sending him back to his men or back to the rear of the convoy. Strict protocols were observed at all times.

Unfortunately, it made for a boring journey because there was very little conversation between the knights that she could overhear to amuse herself. The priest, Jathan, rode directly behind her but he did not strike up any conversations with her although he had smiled at her once or twice during the course of their journey, smiling at the woman who had put her food on his head and shoved a knife into his back.

Ghislaine would have liked to have spoken to him, at least, just to pass the time, but there were no such opportunities, so she spent the time gazing up at the sky, watching the birds, or the clouds, or the scenery in general. They were still south of London by several miles but they passed near a cluster of several small villages grouped together off to the east. Smoke from the villages hung in the sky in a brown layer, haze from a thousand cooking fires.

As they moved further north, the road narrowed and the foliage around them began to thicken and become more wild. Ghislaine knew this road since it went between Edwin’s holdings and London, and she knew the area slightly only because there was a great lord’s house not far ahead where Edwin had often stopped to rest during his travels. It was later in the day at this point and the clouds, which had stayed away since they began their journey two days ago, were threatening to return and dump their watery load on them. Ghislaine could see the clouds off to the east.

“My lady.” One of the squires was suddenly beside her, his young face flushed with urgency. “Sir Gaetan wishes to speak with you.”

A little surprised, and more than a little concerned, Ghislaine spurred her horse forward, pushing between de Russe and de Reyne as she went. Her animal had a rather bumpy gait as she bounced around on the fat horse until she reached Gaetan. Reining the beast to a walk, she looked at up Gaetan expectantly.

“You wished to speak with me?” she asked politely.

He was wearing a great helm with a band of metal that went down the length of his nose. He had on a mail hood so most of his face was covered with mail, but the eyes were exposed. He turned to look at her and, once again, she could feel her heart lurch. She was coming to expect that reaction to the man as of late.

“When we are in the presence of my men, you will address me as ‘my lord’,” he told her. “You seem to be rather relaxed on the respect you show those above you.”

Ghislaine blinked in surprise. She hadn’t expected a tongue lashing, nor did she like it. “If that is the case, then you will address me formally as well, my lord,” she said, unwilling to submit to the man’s pride. “I am the sister of two earls and the sister-in-law to a king. I do not believe I am beneath you in rank.”

Something flickered in those bronze eyes. He suddenly remembered that he had a suspicion of her true identity when they first met. He had a feeling that those suspicions were about to be confirmed. He decided quickly that he wouldn’t let on. “What king?” he asked, dubious.

It took Ghislaine a moment to realize that, in fact, she hadn’t told him anything about her relation to Harold. She had purposely not told him, but his ego-driven scolding had brought forth her tongue which, at times could be unrestrained. But she realized there was no point in trying to deny it. In fact, it was probably better if he did know so he didn’t go on thinking she was “beneath” him.

“My sister is married to Harold Godwinson,” she said, somewhat softer. “Was married to Harold. Now, she is his widow.”

Gaetan had a strange look on his face. “Your sister is Edith the Fair?”

Ghislaine nodded. “Aye,” she said. “She is my older sister.”

“How many sisters do you have?”

“One.”

Now his expression became suspicious. “Edith the Fair has a sister only known as The Beautiful Maid of Mercia,” he said. “At least, that is all I have ever heard about her. Pulchra ancilla Merciae, they called her.”

Ghislaine nodded, not at all impressed with the name. “I was given that moniker as a young girl, but people still use it,” she said, looking away. “It remains with me.”

Now it was Gaetan’s turn to be surprised. Even beneath the helm, Ghislaine could see his eyebrows lift from the shape of his eyes.

“Why did you not tell me any of this?” he asked, somewhat aghast. “I have heard of The Beautiful Maid of Mercia but I never heard a name associated with it.”

“I am curious as to why a Norman should hear of me.”

“Much as I know your language, it is wise to know one’s enemy, and that includes family members. We Normans are not so ignorant as you would like to think.”

“I never said you were. But you seem to know a lot about us.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Mayhap that is so, but I did not know enough to know that you were The Beautiful Maid of Mercia.”

Ghislaine wondered if he was on the edge of ridiculing her the way he said it or if he had already known her identity. “I am,” she said, then quickly added: “My lord.”

Gaetan stared at her a moment longer before finally shaking his head. “Now I can see why you have been given that name,” he said. “You have beauty that is beyond compare, but your manner of dress and behavior leaves something to be desired. You could command the finest husband in all of England if you would only brush your hair and dress like a woman should.”

It was a compliment and an insult at the same time. Ghislaine felt more than a little self-conscious. Reaching up a hand, she touched her hair as if to feel how messy it was; it was plaited into several braids that were gathered up at the base of her skull by a strip of leather. Her hair was very long, and somewhat thick, so she often braided it up tightly to keep it out of the way. But from the way Gaetan spoke, he made her feel as if she did nothing at all to make herself attractive, as a woman should. Not that she’d ever really cared… until now.

“I was married,” she said before she could stop herself. “I do not wish to be married again, so you need not be concerned over how I dress.”

Gaetan’s attention lingered on her. “What happened to your husband?”

She was feeling embarrassed at her outburst, even a little wounded. “I thought you knew everything about my family.”

“I did not know you had a husband. What became of him?”

She thought she heard some concern in his tone. Was it even possible that he would be concerned with such a thing? Even so, she wasn’t sure she wanted to answer him but she supposed it didn’t much matter. Hakon was gone and talking about him would not make the longing for him any less.

“He drowned,” she said simply. “But surely you did not call me up to the front to ask me personal questions. Did you have business to discuss with me?”

There was a rebuke in her statement. Snappish, even. Gaetan would have dismissed her immediately for such a thing but he didn’t and he truthfully had no idea why. Any snappish woman deserved to be sent away. But he’d sent for her because he wanted to discuss their surroundings and any potential allies or enemies up ahead, but now they were on the subject of her relationship to the dead Anglo-Saxon king and the fact that her husband was dead.

Gaetan wasn’t a man to get too close to people and especially not too close to someone he considered the enemy, but he couldn’t help his curiosity about Ghislaine. The Beautiful Maid of Mercia. He’d spend two days not talking to her, trying not to look at her or think about her, but he found that she lingered heavily on his mind no matter what he did. Even when he rode at point as he was, knowing she was back behind him, his thoughts lingered on the woman with the perfect buttocks. But it was more than his obsession with that body part; it was an interest in the woman herself.

It was foolish and he knew it.

It could even be deadly.

“I summoned you to discuss the area we are in and to ask what you know of it,” he said, reining in the curiosity of her that had gotten the better of him. He felt foolish for it. “We are east of London now and this is the Roman road you have indicated we follow. What can we expect from here on out?”

He was back to business, away from a personal conversation, and Ghislaine wasn’t sure how she felt about it. It was true that she essentially told him that her life, her past, was none of his affair, but the truth was that it felt rather good to have someone interested in her for once. Even if he thought she didn’t dress like a lady should, or even if he had made remarks she considered rude, there was still something about the man that didn’t make him completely boorish. She’d seen glimpses of the humanity beneath.

“This is the road that runs between Edwin’s holdings and London, so we have traveled it many a time,” she said. “Up ahead, there is a great lord known as Lord Boltolph and his domain is Westerham. He has a large home and a very large hall.”

Gaetan was interested in this lord. “Did he go to war with Harold?”

Ghislaine shook her head. “I did not see him there,” she said. “The last I heard, he went to fight in the north with Harold when the Danes were causing trouble, but I do not know if he has returned.”

The thought of sleeping in a home and not a tent or on a moving ship was appealing to Gaetan but he had over two thousand men with him and accommodating such a crowd by a generous lord would be difficult and expensive.

“Is he a powerful lord?” he asked.

Ghislaine nodded. “He has a great house that has tiled floors, left from the Romans, and there is a large village that he both supports and protects.”

“How many men does he have?”

“Five hundred, mayhap. I do not exactly know.”

Gaetan pondered that. It would be a good opportunity for him to try to make an alliance with a local lord, something that would benefit William in managing the land that would soon become his kingdom. He had come north for a reason, after all, and that was to help subdue the natives for William. He may as well start with a local lord.

“Then mayhap we shall call upon him,” Gaetan said. “Mayhap he shall accept my offering of peace if he will support William.”

Ghislaine cast him a long look. “And if he does not?”

Gaetan was looking at the road ahead. “Then I have two thousand men to raze his home, kill his people, and steal his wealth. It would be in his best interest to cooperate.”

It wasn’t a threat, simply a statement of fact. Ghislaine knew the Normans had come to conquer but, still, it was difficult to hear that conquest put into words. It was the scorched earth mentality she was coming to see.

“Then let me go ahead and tell him of your approach,” she said. “He knows me, as Edwin’s sister. Perhaps I can convince him to cooperate so you do not have to destroy the man. His daughter has always been very kind to me. I would hate to see her fall to your men.”

Gaetan looked at her, then, seeing the woman in the weakening light of the day and his thoughts began to wander again. She was wearing one of Adéle’s cotes, too baggy on her frame, but she looked markedly better than she had since he’d known her. At least she was out of that tunic and men’s hose she liked to favor. Her face was a little dirty but, on her, it looked rather charming.

He had to shake himself of those thoughts, however, and remind himself that she was the enemy. She had made an offer to contact a local lord, a Saxon nobleman, on behalf of the Normans but he didn’t entirely trust her. Men who were too trusting often ended up dead.

“I will send you with Jathan,” he finally said. “Convince this lord that being a pleasant host to me and my men will only be to his benefit.”

Ghislaine pondered his words. “He is a good man, my lord,” she said, deliberately addressing him formally because she wanted him to soften a bit. “In fact, he is known as Boltolph the Sane. He is known for his just and fair ways, so you need not threaten him. Show him a man of good will and I am sure he will react in kind.”

Gaetan wasn’t used to be questioned or lectured, which was what Ghislaine seemed to be doing. Part of him wanted to listen to her because she made sense but the other part of him was incensed. “Men of too much good will often end up dead,” he told her flatly. Turning to the nearest squire, he had the lad summon Jathan. As the boy went charging back into the column, Gaetan returned his focus to Ghislaine. “How far ahead is this lord’s home?”

Ghislaine could see that he wasn’t apt to take her advice. She sighed sharply. “Less than an hour ride, I think,” she said, looking at their surroundings. “We should start seeing the outskirts of the village shortly.”

“Then waste no time. Tell Boltolph the Sane that Harold Godwinson was killed three days ago and that William, Duke of Normandy, is now the king. Tell him that I come in peace but if he thinks to dispute me, I will burn everything he owns to the ground.”

Ghislaine resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Is that how you make peace? By threatening a man with death unless he submits?”

There was an unexpected twinkle of mirth in Gaetan’s eyes. “How else should I make peace?”

Ghislaine could see the mirth and it both confused and infuriated her. Was he making light of her concerns? “Not by threatening men with death and destruction,” she said. “Can you not simply be polite?”

“No.”

It was such a stubborn answer that, now, Ghislaine was in danger of grinning. She looked away before he saw it.

“I am not surprised,” she muttered.

“What did you say?”

She cleared her throat, noticing that Jathan was coming forward on his old hairy horse. “I said that you are wise,” she said, lifting her voice. “I shall do my best to convince Boltolph to give you and your men shelter for the night.”

That was the last thing Gaetan heard from her as she dug her heels into the side of the horse, spurring it down the road with the priest following. Camulos was, too, rushing after the pair as they tore off down the road.

Gaetan let the dog go, knowing the beast had developed something of a great affection for Ghislaine over the past couple of days.

Truth be told, he didn’t blame the dog in the least.
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CHAPTER TEN


A Warrior’s Heart

Westerham, home of Boltolph the Sane

Fortunately, Boltolph hadn’t resisted the Norman incursion. In fact, the man wasn’t even home.

But his daughter was. Gunnora had been very glad to see her friend, Ghislaine, as the woman entered the walled courtyard of Westerham. Having been called forth by the men guarding the entry to the complex, Gunnora was a tall, lovely woman with long blonde hair and an ample girth. She was, quite simply, a big woman with a big heart, and she embraced Ghislaine warmly.

Through a few minutes of friendly chatter, Ghislaine was distracted by the fact that Westerham was nearly devoid of soldiers. There were a few guarding the walls and milling about, but it was very clear that the army was gone. When she asked Gunnora about her father, the woman confirmed that, indeed, her father was still in the north. Ghislaine didn’t know if she felt worse about that or better, because now there would be no resistance to Gaetan and his army. Gaetan intended to stay here for the night so, perhaps, it was best that there be no chance at resistance. Westerham would remain intact and the Normans would continue on their way come the morning. But because Boltolph was not in residence, it meant that Gaetan would not be able to establish an alliance with him.

But Gunnora saw things differently.

Truth be told, the woman didn’t have much of a head for warfare. Harold’s death and the advent of the Normans meant little to her. She had been twice married, and twice widowed, and she was constantly on the hunt for another husband. So when Ghislaine asked if the Norman army could lodge at Westerham for the night, Gunnora was more than willing to let them come. Saxon or Norman made little difference to her; if they were men, they were welcome.

Gaetan and his men were literally welcomed with open arms by the people of Westerham. The gates to the enclosure were wide open and the soldiers on the wall, what little there were of them, simply watched them enter without any reaction whatsoever. But a large woman with a mass of blonde hair, standing near one of two long houses in the compound, seemed quite excited to see them. Ghislaine was with the woman and introduced her as Gunnora Boltolphdotter, Lady of Westerham.

As Ghislaine introduced their hostess to de Wolfe’s knights, who seemed less interested in Gunnora and more interested in their surroundings, Jathan pulled Gaetan aside and explained that Boltolph was still in the north with the majority of his army.

With that information, Gaetan understood that he could have had a very quick submission of Westerham if he wanted to, confiscating the lands and riches for himself, but he thought better of it. Better to be allied with the Saxon lord than to steal from him at this point, especially if he wanted the man’s cooperation with other Saxon lords.

Therefore, in the interest of being a polite guest, he only had his knights and the provision wagons come into the bailey to be protected during the night while the rest of his army camped outside the walls. They were permitted to hunt in the forest or fish in the river for their food but they were not permitted to raid the village, which was quite unprotected. It would have been like lions hunting lambs.

God’s Bones, when did he become such a polite guest?

He wasn’t going to admit it. Under no circumstances would he admit it. But… perhaps, there was a chance that Ghislaine’s words had some impact on him. Had he truly become so soft and foolish that he was actually listening to a woman? Or was it the fact that he had no choice but to trust her advice in this strange new world?

Or, perhaps, he simply wanted to please her.

He was an idiot….

As night fell and black clouds gathered for a storm that soon unleashed its ferocity, Gaetan’s army settled in for the night courtesy of Lady Gunnora. Westerham was actually quite vast and comfortable as far as homes went; there were two longhouses, or what looked like longhouses, with one of them being made from waddle and daub with a heavily-thatched roof, and the other was made from stone until about midway up the wall when it abruptly turned into another kind of stone, very rough-hewn and jagged. This structure, too, had the heavily-thatched roof and it was into this building that Gaetan and his men were ushered.

It was a busy place, crowded with servants and tables that were oddly low to the ground. The benches looked like they were meant for children. It was also incredibly smoky and Gaetan and his men realized that it was because the cooking fire was at the far end of the hall, spitting thick smoke into the roof where it would struggle to escape through holes in the walls. There were several people cooking over this very large fire, a pit dug into the ground. A cauldron sat upon one side of it, steaming heavily, while an entire pig was roasting over the center of it, turned on a spit.

In all, it was a bustling place. Chaotic, even. Gunnora and a man the presumed to be her majordomo indicated for the knights to sit at a table near the door and they did. As the knights settled down, they were followed by their squires who removed weaponry and anything else that made it difficult to sit. From that moment forward, it was a meal unlike anything Ghislaine had ever seen before.

The men were weary; she knew that. They were all weary from battles and travel. Gunnora and her servants brought out drinking vessels which were, in some cases, hollowed-out horns from cattle. Those went to most of the men while Gaetan and Téo received glass bowls to drink from, evidently quite an honor. Gaetan thanked Lady Gunnora in her own tongue as she and her servants filled their cups to the rim with sweet beer, literally beer sweetened with honey. It was fermented for quite a long time and had quite a bite to it, but the knights drank it gratefully as food was brought to the table.

It was simple fare for the most part but it was plentiful – cabbage potage flavored with garlic, onions, white carrots, butter, and copious amounts of bread. The knights dug in to the food as Gunnora and her servants catered to them, delivering the first of the roast pig before anyone else was served. There was an entire leg on the table that the knights began cutting from with their daggers, pulling off big slabs of roasted pork. It was a feast fit for a king.

Only when they had sliced off their fill did Ghislaine even try to take any food. She was on the end of the table where Jathan was, both of them seated far down the table from the knights. For Jathan, that was where he usually ate and for Ghislaine, she didn’t want to put herself in the middle of feasting knights who only days before had been her enemy. Perhaps the still were. She assumed they would want to sup without her seated amongst them. In any case, she sat at the opposite end of the table with Gunnora and enjoyed her meal.

In fact, she was enjoying it immensely. It was more food than she’d had in several days but Camulos had followed her into the hall and she found herself sharing her meal with the dog because she couldn’t avoid his pathetic doggy stare. As she stuffed herself with the succulent pork, Gunnora seemed to be paying more attention to the Norman knights.

“My dear, they are quite attractive, aren’t they?” Gunnora hissed at her giddily. “Are they all married?”

Ghislaine glanced down the table at the group. “I would not know,” she said. “I do not know that much about them.”

“Then why are you with them? Are you a liaison on behalf of Edwin?”

Ghislaine shook her head. “Nay,” she said, not wanting to tell Gunnora about their missing man because the woman, as kind as she was, had a big mouth. Ghislaine didn’t think that was the type of thing Gaetan would want spread around. “I… I am their guide. They do not know Mercia as I do, so I am helping them find their way.”

“But where are they going?”

“North.”

Gunnora’s curiosity wasn’t satisfied but she could sense that Ghislaine didn’t wish to speak of why she was accompanying the Normans. She leaned into the woman and whispered.

“Are you their prisoner?” she asked. “Are they forcing you to do this?”

They were, in fact, but Ghislaine didn’t tell her so. Gunnora wouldn’t understand why, exactly, she was being forced, so it wouldn’t do to upset the woman. Therefore, Ghislaine simply shook her head.

“Of course not,” she said. “Have you been well, Gunnora? I have not seen you in a very long time.”

She was deliberately trying to change the subject but Gunnora, who didn’t have much female company, was glad to tell her of her life since the two last saw one another.

“I have been well,” she said. “Papa has a man he wishes for me to marry but nothing can come of it until he returns from the north. I believe he said that he was going to fight with Edwin. They were to hold off the Danes.”

Ghislaine nodded. “That is true,” she said. “But that was some time ago. Your father should be returning very soon.”

Gunnora shrugged, turning to her food. “I wish it would be soon. Why did you not go north with Edwin, Ghislaine? You always fight with your brother.”

Ghislaine was focused on her food as well, hearing the soft laughter of the knights down the table and wondering what they were laughing about. Glancing at them, she could see their camaraderie, the warmth in their expressions when they looked at each other. She wondered what it was like to know such companionship, for it was something she’d never experienced.

Certainly, she had men she commanded and family around her, but she’d lived a rather lonely life as the youngest child of a powerful family. Both of her parents were dead and her siblings had lives and families of their own. Hakon had been the one she’d been closest to and his death had not only left a hole in her heart, but it had left her with mind-numbing loneliness. She was alone, unwanted, and unloved. Listening to the knights down the table as they laughed and conversed, she wondered if she would ever know companionship like that.

To belong.

“I have not felt like fighting for my brother since my husband’s death,” she said quietly. “When Edwin left for the north, I did not want to go with him.”

Gunnora’s mouth was full of pork. “Yet you went with Alary to fight off the Normans?”

Ghislaine looked at her queerly. “Who said anything about fighting with Alary?”

“Because he was here only yesterday. He said he had fought with Harold but he did not have Normans with him like you do. Are you sure they are not forcing you to accompany them?”

So Alary had been at Westerham. Ghislaine didn’t know why she was shocked to hear that. Since Westerham was an ally, certainly he would have stopped for the night for lodgings. It would have been completely normal and expected.

He did not have Normans with him like you do.

That statement concerned her greatly.

“I told you that they are not,” Ghislaine said casually. She didn’t want to tip Gunnora off about the real situation between Alary and the Normans that were, even now, in Gunnora’s hall. “Alary would make a terrible ally to the Normans and you know that, so he left the field of battle before I did. But… but you did not see a Norman knight with him?”

Gunnora cocked her head thoughtfully. “I did not, but his men did not come into the hall,” she said. “In fact, they feasted in the bailey and left in the morning. Alary did not seem to want to be sociable. Why do you ask?”

Because he has a Norman captive, Ghislaine thought. Alary knew, as Ghislaine knew, that Gunnora couldn’t keep her mouth shut about such a thing so he had kept his prisoner hidden. Rumors of a Norman captive would, in fact, possibly reach the Normans. Now, Ghislaine was starting to understand that Alary was being very careful with his prisoner and she knew that Gaetan would want to know that Alary was only a day ahead of them. In fact, she was very eager to tell him.

“That is typical of Alary,” Ghislaine said casually as she turned back to her food, although her attention was really on Gaetan, down at the end of the table. “He was never very social, at least not with women. Had your father been here, he more than likely would have supped in the hall.”

Gunnora shrugged. “Mayhap,” she said. “He did say he was returning home.”

“That is where we are going, also.”

Gunnora lifted her head, puzzled. “Then why did he not wait for you?”

Ghislaine simply shrugged and turned back to her food. In hindsight, she should have given the woman an answer because, in Gunnora’s mind, perhaps Alary would have waited had he known his sister and a contingent of Normans were only a day behind him. She opened her mouth to speak but her majordomo was at her side, whispering in her ear, and she excused herself from the table.

Ghislaine continued to eat, rather glad that her hostess had vanished. She didn’t want to talk about Alary anymore because any further conversation might lead to the real reason Ghislaine was accompanying a large Norman army northward. Some might think that was treacherous, and it was true that Gunnora might as well, so it was best to be off the subject.

Now, all Ghislaine could think about was the fact that Alary was only a day ahead of them. Gaetan had to know but the more Ghislaine watched him with his men, the more she was hesitant to interrupt him.

“My brother was here yesterday,” she said to Jathan, sitting across from her. “I must tell Gaetan.”

Jathan had eaten so much pork that he was close to bursting with it but, much like Ghislaine, he’d not eaten much over the past several days. Still, he wouldn’t stop eating and pushed another piece of pork into his mouth. His gaze moved down the table to the men he’d known for years.

“I heard,” he said, shrugging when she looked curiously at him. “Our hostess’ voice carries. I heard what she said.”

“Then Gaetan must know.”

Jathan sighed, cutting another piece of pork with his knife. “I know you must tell him, and I do agree, but this is the first time in weeks I have seen these men relax,” he said. “Let them enjoy a little more of this peaceful time before telling them what you know. Once you do, it will keep them up all night as they plan tomorrow’s travel to catch up to your brother. So for now… just wait. At least give them the night to enjoy and then you can tell them in the morning.”

Ghislaine could see that he was concerned for the knights and their state of mind. Men like this had little time to relax and those moments were precious. He was right; there wasn’t anything they could do about it tonight. Tomorrow would be soon enough. She returned to her food.

“They look as if they do not have a care in the world,” she said.

Jathan chewed loudly. “Thoughts of Kristoph are not far from their minds, I assure you. They miss him.”

Ghislaine had a perfect view of Gaetan from where she sat and she watched the man, greedily drinking in his male beauty. “One would not know that by looking at them.”

Jathan’s attention moved to her, his expression something between thoughtfulness and genuine concern. “I will tell you something of these men so that you understand them, my lady,” he said quietly. “You will understand why they are so determined to regain their comrade and why moments like this, when they are relatively carefree, are more valuable than gold. Do you see de Wolfe? He is the man they call Warwolfe, the greatest knight in the Duke of Normandy’s arsenal.”

Ghislaine cocked her head curiously. “Warwolfe?” she repeated, still looking at Gaetan. “An intimidating name. Yet… it suits him.”

Jathan drank deeply of his mead. “Aye, it does,” he said. “The man is immortal and I have seen him in enough battles to know. And these men that are sworn to him, they are all great knights in their own right, men who have fought together for many years. They have seen much of life and death together, and Warwolfe is the man that binds them all together. The Duke of Normandy calls these knights his Anges de Guerre.”

Ghislaine looked at him then. “Angels of War,” she translated softly. “I have heard of them. I have heard the men speak of Normandy’s Angels but I wondered if they were simply telling stories.”

Jathan shook his head. “They were not,” he replied. “These men have been at the forefront of most of the Duke of Normandy’s wars, going back years. If the duke did not have them, it is difficult to say if he would have even won the battle against Harold Godwinson for, in truth, these were the men who led the charge. You are looking at the front of the duke’s army.”

Ghislaine’s attention returned to the men at the end of the table, feeling some awe now as she looked at them. “Tell me about them,” she asked, sipping at her mead, a very strong drink that was already making her head swim. “They will not speak to me but I would know something of these men I have been tasked with guiding north.”

Jathan’s tongue was loosened by the mead in his veins. Ghislaine was not Norman and he more than likely should not tell her what he knew, but he couldn’t help himself. This serious, solemn lass needed to be aware of the greatness of these men, far greater than any knights she had ever heard of.

Legends in the flesh.

“Their rally cry is et pro Gloria dei,” Jathan said. “De Wolfe is their leader, as you know. He is a descendant of the kings of Breton. The family name is Vargr, which means a monstrous wolf in the Breton tongue, but Gaetan’s father changed the family name to de Wolfe in the Norman fashion. Although born a bastard, Gaetan is the only son of a great warrior father, William, and when his father died, Gaetan inherited the de Wolfe lands and titles. From his mother’s mother, he inherited control of Lorient and the ports, which makes him a very wealthy man.”

Ghislaine was fascinated to learn something of the man she was becoming quite attracted to. “Et pro Gloria dei,” she murmured. “For God and Glory.”

“Aye.”

“Is… is de Wolfe married?” she asked because she found she had to know.

But Jathan shook his head. “He is not married, but he has two sons through a woman who has warmed his bed for many years,” he said. “He also has a daughter by another bedslave.”

Ghislaine looked at him as if shocked by the word. “He has bedslaves?”

Jathan lifted his eyebrows as he took another drink of his mead. “Women he has acquired by conquest,” he said simply. “Much to his mother’s distress, I might add. She wishes him to marry and produce legitimate children. But do not look so shocked; surely Saxon warriors have slaves who warm their bed.”

They did, but Ghislaine didn’t like the thought of a slave woman in Gaetan’s bed. Not that it was any of her concern, but the fact that he had women to service him meant that had no need for another woman. Her.

Sweet Mary, what had she been thinking?

“They do,” she said dully, tearing her gaze from Gaetan and feeling incredibly disappointed now that she knew he had other women. “What of the others? Are they all as wealthy as de Wolfe?”

Jathan nodded. “Being a noble knight is an expensive undertaking,” he said. “De Lohr, the man we seek, comes from nobility. His family owns most of western Brittany. De Russe’s father is from Flanders, the Count of Roeselare, but the family itself is very old and originally came from the realm of Kievan Rus, which is far to the east.”

“He is very frightening.”

Jathan gave her half-grin. “Aye, he is, but there is no man more fearless or loyal in battle.”

“Go on.”

Jathan turned to look at the group. “De Reyne is from Morlaix in Brittany, the son of a great landowner, and….”

“But how do they all know one another? And what makes them so loyal to de Lohr?”

Jathan could see that she was studying the group quite intently, understandably curious about these men she found herself traveling with. But there was something more in her tone, as if she were deeply puzzled by their association because she didn’t understand the kind of bond they shared. Women usually didn’t.

“They all fostered with other knights who fought together on the field of battle,” he said. “That is how I met them, too. I was a knight before I turned to the church. These men go back to their childhood in some cases and bonds were forged that cannot be broken. That is why they go after de Lohr; these men are brothers, my lady. And they will not leave one of their own behind.”

Ghislaine drained her mead, reaching for the pitcher to pour herself more even though she knew she shouldn’t. The buzz in her head was growing stronger and when that happened, it meant she would sleep heavily and wake up with an aching head. But she didn’t much care this night; her world had changed drastically over the past few days and she was trying very hard to make sense of it all. But there was one thing she could already make sense of and that was the strength of the relationship between these men. She wished she had someone who cared about her enough to go after her should she be abducted. But the truth was that there was no one. Depressed, she took another gulp of mead when she heard someone call her name.

“Lady Ghislaine!”

She could see Gaetan waving her down the table to where he was sitting and, startled, she immediately set her cup down and got up from the bench. The great and handsome Gaetan was summoning her and she was more than willing to go to him, if only to be in the man’s midst for only a moment. She was halfway down the table when Gaetan pointed to her as he spoke to his men.

“We have a goddess among us,” he told them. “I am sure none of you knew that The Beautiful Maid of Mercia was our guide. Lady Ghislaine is the sister of Edith the Fair, who was the wife of Harold Godwinson. Truthfully, I have never been this close to a lady of legendary beauty before, although it is difficult to tell by the clothing she wears.”

Ghislaine was horrified by the compliment once again paired with an insult from Gaetan’s lips. He never seemed to do anything else. Wide-eyed, she looked at the Norman knights who were all looking at her quite curiously now. De Russe and de Moray were the closest to her, the men she was the most frightened of, and when she saw them turn to her, she moved away quickly, tripping over her own feet as she did. She stumbled right in to de Lara, who grabbed her before she could pitch into their food.

“Steady, my lady, steady,” de Lara said, carefully righting her. He had noticed her discomfort with the proximity of de Russe and de Moray. “But I do not blame your reaction to those two. See their dark eyes? That means the devil is upon them. De Moray will belch loudly enough to knock cups from the table and, although it is not frequently spoken of, de Russe is known as the Lord of Flatulence to his friends. He will fart a tune if he is drunk enough.”

The table erupted in laughter, all except Aramis. Being insulted in front of men was one thing, but being insulted in front of a woman was quite another. “I see that I have not beat you nearly hard enough, de Lara, for your mouth continues to runneth over,” he growled. “Next time I shall cut out your tongue.”

The table was still laughing but Ghislaine wasn’t so sure why when de Russe was leveling threats. She believed him even if the others did not. “I do not believe that about you, my lord, truly,” she said to de Russe because she didn’t want him spewing threats at her, too. “I am sure Lord de Lara is mistaken.”

Luc was grinning even though Ghislaine was very nervous. “Do not fear him, my lady,” he said, putting an arm around her waist to pull her closer to him and away from de Russe. “He would not dare strike me with you as my protector.”

Aramis simply shook his head, sighing heavily as he turned back to his drink. “Only de Lara would have a woman as a protector.”

“I would not discount her so easily,” Gaetan, across the table, pointed out. “I have seen her fight. She is not to be trifled with.”

Aramis cast Ghislaine a long glance. “Is that so?” he said. He then looked her up and down with those dark murky eyes. “How many men do you command, my lady?”

Ghislaine was growing increasingly uncomfortable with the discussion and the fact that de Lara had his arm around her waist. Although seemingly a kind enough man, and a handsome one, she was vastly uncomfortable with him touching her. In fact, the entire situation had her wanting to run for cover.

“Two hundred men,” she said, wondering if her voice sounded as nervous as she felt. “Mostly archers.”

Aramis seemed to turn more of his attention to her, now seriously inspecting the lady warrior they’d brought with them. The highly alcoholic mead was loosening them all up, even those who normally didn’t speak much, de Russe included.

“I see,” he said. “But do they fight in hand to hand combat?”

Ghislaine nodded. “They have.”

“Have you?”

Again, Ghislaine nodded. “Aye, my lord.”

Aramis rolled his head sideways, looking at the men around the table. “This is something I must see for myself,” he muttered, a flash of a grin on his face. “Someone give her a sword. I want to see how she can fight.”

There was jest and joviality to the conversation and the knights around the table were grinning as one of them turned to the squires sitting against the wall by the door, demanding a short sword.

Ghislaine, however, was mortified. Terrified and mortified. Was it really possible that the enormous knight wanted to fight her? Worse still, she could see men pulling out their coin purses and plopping silver coins onto the table, evidently betting how long it would take for her to either surrender or be disarmed by de Russe.

Ghislaine couldn’t decide if she was more insulted by what was going on or more frightened. De Lara still had a grip on her as one of the squires ran up and handed her a beautifully made sword that was fairly lightweight, but it was something Ghislaine had never fought with before. It wasn’t her weapon and she wasn’t used to it. So they expected her to fight with this, did they?

She could hardly believe this was happening.

But it was happening, indeed, and men were putting money out to bet on the spectacle. Feeling increasingly frightened, Ghislaine looked to Gaetan to see if he would stop the fight but he was looking at her most appraisingly over the rim of his cup, his bronze eyes dark in the dim light of the hall. As de Russe collected his sword and came away from the table, pulling her out of de Lara’s grip, Gaetan stood up and came around the end of the table.

Ghislaine was standing near de Russe, having absolutely no idea what she was going to do, when Gaetan put himself between her and the massive figure of de Russe. Thank God! Ghislaine was relieved beyond measure that Gaetan was showing some sense but that comfort lasted only briefly. Gaetan pulled her away a few feet and put his hands on her upper arms, bending over to speak to her in a calm, quiet voice.

“He has a blind spot below his chin,” he muttered. “He is used to fighting big men or men near his eye level, not a small woman. He will lift his sword and when he does, go underneath it and put your blade to his belly. Do not puncture him but let him know you will not stand for his foolery. I have seen you fight, my lady. Your bravery knows no bounds.”

Ghislaine was looking up at Gaetan, trembling in his grip. “Does he really want to kill me?”

Tears filled her eyes when she said it and Gaetan could see, at that instant, that she did not see this as a joke. She saw it as a very big man trying to kill her, her enemy. Gaetan shouldn’t have felt anything towards her at that moment but he did; he felt a great deal of pity for her. She was frightened and they were all making a joke about it.

But it wasn’t funny anymore.

Gaetan had been watching her all evening as she sat with their hostess, Lady Gunnora, and the truth was that it was difficult for him to take his eyes off of her. Something about Ghislaine was drawing him to her more and more but it was interest unlike anything he’d ever experienced before. He’d known beautiful women – he owned beautiful women – but Ghislaine was different. There was something about this serious, courageous woman that had captured something inside of him. He wasn’t sure what yet, but she stirred something within him, and right now he was feeling a good deal of compassion for her fear.

And a good deal of protectiveness.

“Nay, he does not,” he answered after a moment, his voice soft with sympathy. “He is making a joke with you because he does not believe you can fight. I know better, but he does not. If it frightens you, I will not let him do this.”

I know better, but he does not. Ghislaine could see Gaetan’s respect for her in his eyes as he said those words, respect that he’d never shown her before. It was so strange how those few words suddenly dashed her fear for the most part, fortifying her because she realized that Gaetan had faith in her.

She blinked away her tears, looking at de Russe standing a few feet away, toying with the sword in his hand. It occurred to her that if she fought de Russe, even in jest, then it might make Gaetan’s knights respect her just a little as well. Perhaps they would even talk to her. As Jathan had said, these men had fought together for many years and there was an inherent respect for one another because of it. They knew what each man was capable of. But they didn’t know what she was capable of. She’d spent the entire meal marveling at their bond, even being jealous of it.

Perhaps this was her chance to earn a little of their respect, too.

“I will fight him,” she said, sniffling. Then her gaze returned to Gaetan. “And I shall win.”

“Are you certain?”

“I am.”

Gaetan could see that she was dead serious. She’d overcome that fear he’d seen in her eyes and now all he saw was determination. It had happened quickly, like a flame being doused, but there was no doubt that she would now meet de Russe head-on. It was a rather astonishing transformation but one he admired. He couldn’t help the lick of a smile that crossed his lips.

“I believe you.”

With that, he moved back to the table and pulled out his own coin purse. As his men were vying for control of the pot, he slapped a gold coin right into the middle of it.

“That is for the lady’s win,” he said.

His men looked at him with some astonishment as more coins began to come forth, turning the pile on the table into a significant sum. De Wolfe had upped the ante and his men responded in kind. De Russe, meanwhile, could see what was happening and his brow furrowed as he marched over to the table to see that Gaetan had bet against him.

“You do not think I can subdue her?” he asked Gaetan, incredulous.

Gaetan had to fight off the giggles at the sight of Aramis’ insulted face. “I think you can try.”

Aramis scowled. “You are going to lose your money, de Wolfe.”

Gaetan thought it was quite humorous to toy with Aramis’ pride, which was considerable. “We shall see.”

In a huff, Aramis turned back to Ghislaine, who had set the sword down and had pulled out her dagger. It wasn’t a big dagger and certainly a lot smaller than the sword that Aramis held. He looked at her in disbelief.

“Is that what you intend to use?” he demanded.

Ghislaine nodded. “Aye, my lord.”

Exasperated, Aramis shook his head. “Then you are either the bravest woman alive or the most foolish,” he said, lifting the sword defensively. “Then let us get about this, my lady.”

“Make your move, my lord.”

Aramis couldn’t believe it. Was she actually challenging him? Shaking his head in disbelief, he lifted his sword and headed straight at Ghislaine, who was simply standing there with her dagger in her hand. He took about five steps when she suddenly fell to her knees, well under his range, and latched on to his left leg.

As Aramis faltered because Ghislaine threw him off balance, she wedged herself between his legs and brought the dagger to bear straight up, pointing right into his manhood. Aramis was forced to freeze in position because he could feel the tip of the blade through his trousers. Moreover, she had her free hand braced against his left buttock so if she truly wanted to ram that dagger into his privates, it would give her the leverage to do it.

In less than a few seconds, he was beaten and he knew it. Damnation, he knew it all too well. His sword clattered to the ground and he lifted his hands slowly in surrender.

“I concede, my lady,” he said steadily. “I have yet to have a son, so I would be grateful if that dagger did not go any further.”

It was a swift and clever victory on the part of Ghislaine and, after a moment’s disbelief at what she had done, the table of knights and half of the room erupted in cheers and laughter. Other men had seen what had happened and their laughter joined the knights’.

Still wedged between Aramis’ legs, Ghislaine could hear the revelry but she refused to take her eyes off of Aramis, who was looking down at her with those dark cloudy eyes. She wasn’t entirely sure he wouldn’t try to grab her or otherwise try to snatch this victory from her if she lowered the dagger, so it remained in place until the corner of Aramis’ mouth began to twitch. When a slow smile spread across his lips and, perhaps, even gave a faint nod of approval, Ghislaine smiled back.

The dagger swiftly came away.

After that, Ghislaine spent the rest of the evening seated between Aramis and Gaetan as the knights drank and told stories of the man they were going to rescue. She didn’t really participate in the conversation, but she was permitted to listen. De Russe even filled her cup with mead. It would seem that besting the man had the effect she had hoped for; now, they weren’t nearly so indifferent to her. Enemy or not, she had proven herself in some small way to the Anges de Guerre. It was a night she would never forget.

Little did she know that while she was enjoying her evening, Gunnora’s majordomo had sent a message, at Gunnora’s request, to Alary, who had been easy to track because of the size of his group and the lone wagon and oxen that was pulling it.

Near dawn, Alary received a missive from a Westerham rider that Lady Ghislaine had arrived at Westerham for the night with an escort of Norman soldiers and Lady Gunnora suggested that Alary wait for her to catch up with him.

Puzzled and panicked, waiting for Ghislaine was the last thing Alary had in mind.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


Message Received

The Village of Oxshott

Kristoph was healing slowly but his misery lingered.

It was just before dawn on the fourth day after the battle that saw Harold Godwinson lose his life and Kristoph was awake, standing beside the horse that Alary rode because his bound hands were tied to the saddle. Alary wouldn’t permit him to have his own mount, even though his battered body screamed for it, instead making him walk beside him as they traveled. If Alary spurred the horse into a trot, then Kristoph ran beside him and if he happened to stumble, which he did once, then Alary would drag him for as long as he found pleasure in his suffering.

But Kristoph was strong, which probably irked Alary. He never begged for mercy and he hardly said a word about anything, not his pain nor his suffering nor his hunger, which was substantial. He’d hardly been fed since his capture but the previous night, one of Alary’s men had taken pity on him and brought him half a loaf of bread from the inn where Alary was staying, bread that Kristoph had taken gratefully and wolfed down. He had no idea when he’d be fed next and, even now, as the sun began to peek over the eastern horizon on this damp, cold morning, he wasn’t sure when he would eat this day, if he would eat this day. But his strength was returning for the most part and he suspected he’d be able to escape in a day or two.

That was the plan.

Therefore, he didn’t let his depression in the situation get to him. He’d been watching Alary for the better part of four days, analyzing his enemy. The man was petty and suspicious, but he didn’t seem particularly bright. Kristoph was fairly certain he could outsmart him at some point.

As he stood by the horse this chill morning with a few of Alary’s men standing around on guard, he noticed when a rider on a weary horse arrived and began asking questions of some of Alary’s men. Someone pointed to the inn and the man disappeared inside, which led Kristoph to wonder if the rider was looking for Alary in particular. It seemed to him as if the man was looking for someone from the way he was behaving.

But Kristoph didn’t give the rider any more consideration than that as the same man who had given him the half-loaf of bread untied his hands and gave him watered ale to drink and another cup full of a barley gruel, which Kristoph sucked down in one big swallow. He smiled gratefully to the man and handed back the wooden cups about the time another of Alary’s men came bolting from the inn, heading in his direction. Kristoph heard a reference to himself, twice, and his curiosity piqued. Soon enough, he discovered that he’d been summoned.

Fighting down his trepidation, Kristoph’s four-man escort took him to the inn, which was essentially one long single-room building and little else. There were people sleeping all over the hard-packed earthen floor although at this time in the morning, men were rising as serving wenches moved among them, delivering food. Coughing, snorting, and farting abounded as men woke to a new day.

Kristoph hadn’t slept in the inn the previous night. He’d slept on the cold ground next to the cart, so the stale heat of the inn was welcoming as his escort took him over to Alary, who was sitting next to the blazing hearth. Alary was breaking his fast for the day, eating his bread and cheese as he sat at the table with the rider who had so recently arrived on the weary horse. Kristoph had been correct in his assumption that the rider had been looking for Alary. When Alary looked up from his food to notice that Kristoph had arrived, he indicated for the man to sit.

“Join me,” he said, mouth full. “Have you eaten?”

That was more than Alary had said to him their entire journey north. Kristoph was instantly on his guard.

“I was given a ration,” he said.

Alary shoved bread and cheese at him. “Eat,” he said. “You and I must have a discussion and you cannot do it on an empty stomach.”

Kristoph was increasingly wary. He eyed the man sitting with Alary; a pale, young man dressed in rags with a running nose and bushy hair. He looked cold and hungry. He didn’t know the lad but that didn’t mean anything; something was amiss. He could feel it. Being that he was still starving, however, he took the food where he could get it. Breaking off a big piece of the warm bread, he took a healthy bite.

Alary looked up from his meal. “How are your injuries healing, kriegshund?”

It wasn’t the first time Alary had called him by that name. Kristoph spoke several languages and he wasn’t particularly insulted by being called a war dog. He was one.

“As well as can be expected,” he said, swallowing the big bite and taking another.

“Do your ribs still hurt?”

“Aye.”

“Your face is not so swollen anymore.”

“I will heal.”

Alary nodded, sopping up gravy on his trencher with his bread. “Tell me something,” he said. “Why would my sister be following us with a Norman army?”

Kristoph was puzzled by the question. He had to think a moment. “Your sister?” he repeated. “She is following us?”

“Aye.”

“Who told you this?”

Alary indicated the weary rider. “He did.”

Kristoph looked at the young man, who was gazing back at him with a good deal of anxiety. That was the only thing Kristoph could read from his expression. He returned his focus to Alary.

“I would not know why she is following us,” he said. “She is your sister.”

Alary nodded. “Aye, she is, but I have never known what is in her mind,” he said, rather casually. “This rider has come from Westerham. We were there the two evenings past, if you recall. This rider says that my sister is at Westerham with an army of Norman soldiers and she has told Lady Gunnora, the lady of Westerham, that they are following us. I have been asked to wait for her to catch up to us. Now, why do you suppose my sister is coming after us?”

Kristoph was astonished to hear this but, in the same breath, he was thrilled. His mind began to work very swiftly. The woman had been more than concerned for him when Alary and his men were beating him. She protected him and tried to stop them. Even after he’d been beaten unconscious, she’d evidently spoken to him because Alary’s men had seen her, although Kristoph had no memory of what she’d said. But she clearly had believed he was her prisoner and she had been furious with Alary for taking him from her. That much, he remembered.

My prisoner, she’d said.

If I had something I wanted back very much, wouldn’t I try to find help from a sympathetic source?

Kristoph pondered that very question which led him to a myriad of possibilities, not the least of which was the fact that he knew Gaetan would not give up looking for him. He knew that Gaetan would spend his entire life searching for him. That was truly the one hope that kept Kristoph brave in this dire situation.

What if… what if the lady warrior had somehow found an unlikely ally in Gaetan? The lady had been enraged at her brother when he’d taken Kristoph. Was she enraged enough to seek revenge against her brother by summoning the Normans to rescue her prisoner? And Gaetan, of course, would be happy to comply.

It made perfect sense to Kristoph.

“If your sister is in league with my countrymen, then that is not something I would know,” he said, skirting the subject. “I only met the woman once she’d captured me. I think that if she had been a Norman collaborator, she would not have captured me at all, so what you are telling me makes little sense.”

Alary swallowed the bite in his mouth, reaching for his cup of watered ale. “I agree,” he said. “But, then again, Ghislaine has never made any sense. She is a foolish woman, even more foolish once her husband was killed. I think his death did something to her mind because she was not the same afterward. Now I am wondering if she is not bringing the Normans to exact some kind of vengeance against me for taking you away from her. Would you not agree that is logical?”

That was exactly what Kristoph was thinking but he didn’t want to admit it. “My countrymen are not so easily swayed,” he said. “It is more likely that she is their prisoner.”

He was trying to throw Alary off the scent but Alary was sharper than he’d given him credit for. “Lady Gunnora did not seem to think so,” he said. “If my sister is following me, then it is for a reason. She wants you returned. And she wants to punish me.”

Kristoph could sense something foreboding coming about. He didn’t like the look in Alary’s eye. “My countrymen are not so foolish that they would follow a woman,” he said. “I would not worry over it.”

Alary shrugged. “Mayhap,” he said. Then, he turned to the young man sitting at the table. “Do you know who Ghislaine of Mercia is?”

The young man was wide-eyed with fright in the face of Alary’s question. “I… I think so, my lord.”

“You have seen her before?”

“I think so, my lord.”

It wasn’t much of an answer but it seemed to satisfy Alary, at least moderately. “Then I want you to take something to her and you will also deliver a message for me.”

As the young man nodded nervously, Alary turned to Kristoph.

“Give me your hand.”

Kristoph’s blood ran cold. “Why?”

“Give it to me or I shall force my men to give it to me. It is your choice.”

Kristoph studied him a moment, trying to determine why he wanted to see his hand. Give me your hand. Nay, he didn’t want to see his hand. He wanted the hand. He began to feel the familiar rush of battle because he knew, no matter his injuries, that he was going to resist with everything he had. If Alary wanted his hand, then he was going to have to fight for it.

“If you tell me what you are going to do, I will consider it,” he said evenly.

Alary’s eyes narrowed. “I have given you a command, prisoner. You will obey!”

“Nay.”

With that, Alary stood up and made a grab for Kristoph’s arm, but the knight stood up and dumped the table over, tossing the remains of the meal back on to Alary. He then threw a big fist at the first man who charged him. As that man went sprawling, a second man charged and Kristoph slugged the man in the nose, sending him to the ground. The third man who charged him was the soldier who had been kind to him and had given him food, and that momentary hesitation cost him. The fourth soldier, seeing the fight, got his hands on one of the big iron pots near the hearth and struck Kristoph across the back of the head with it.

The knight fell like a stone.

Within a few minutes, the terrified rider from Westerham was back on his mount, carrying the top portion of Kristoph’s left pinky finger with him. The message he was told to deliver to Ghislaine of Mercia was simple:

Follow me and the next time I will send a bigger piece of the Norman back to you. His life is in your hands.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


A Price Too High

He met them on the road.

A frantic young man, a portion of a finger, and a message to Ghislaine from her brother was all it took to bring a two-thousand-man army to a standstill.

Setting out from Westerham, Ghislaine had been permitted to ride up near Gaetan, which was evidently quite rare. Aramis rode behind her and off to the left so every time she looked over her shoulder, he was there glaring at her. And then he would flash a smile and look away, letting her know that he really wasn’t glaring at her. Something about besting the man the night before had made him something of her watch dog, or worshipper – Ghislaine couldn’t really tell but she thought it all rather wonderful. These Norman knights were starting to warm to her and it was something of a comfort.

But that all ended when the frenzied rider heading down the road towards them very nearly crashed into Gaetan and would have had de Russe and Wellesbourne not rushed out to intercept him. The young man was hysterical, asking for Ghislaine of Mercia and she was brought forward, but Aramis made sure to stay between her and the young man, who proceeded to pull out a coin purse that he handed to Aramis, who in turn handed it to Ghislaine.

She recognized the purse.

There was a star carved into the leather, the same kind of star that Alary had on a seal that he used to sign missives. As the young man babbled and sobbed the message that Alary had given him to relay, Ghislaine’s stomach was in knots as she timidly opened the pouch to peer inside. She couldn’t see much, however, so she shook out the contents into her palm.

The bloody tip of a finger appeared.

Horrified, she shrieked as Gaetan, who was now standing next to her, plucked the finger chunk from her palm. As Ghislaine stood there with both hands over her mouth, utterly appalled with what she was seeing, the young man spat out the message a second time when Gaetan demanded it. The lad added the circumstances under which the finger had been taken and Gaetan’s face turned pale.

It was Kristoph’s finger.

Follow me and the next time I will send a bigger piece of the Norman back to you.

With her hands still over her mouth, Ghislaine watched Gaetan make his way to the side of the road, the finger still in his hand, before promptly doubling over and vomiting the contents of his stomach. The rest of the knights were beside themselves when the reason for Gaetan’s illness was relayed to them, the revolting fact muttered from one man to another.

Even the knights from the rear of the column – today it was de Reyne, de Lara, and St. Hèver – heard from their comrades what had happened and they stood, as the others did, in a tense group, watching Gaetan struggle with his composure.

It was a horrific turn of events.

It was Téo who finally went to stand next to Gaetan, putting a hand on the man’s shoulder in a comforting gesture before taking the finger from him and going in search of the original pouch it had been delivered in. Ghislaine still had it and she handed it to him, watching the man grimly seal up the finger in the leather pouch before glancing to de Russe and de Lara. Something had to be done; they all knew it. Téo finally muttered to Aramis.

“Get the men off the road and into the trees,” he said quietly. “I do not want the army standing vulnerable if that Saxon bastard knows we are following him. Do not have the men set up camp but tell them to sit and wait. It is clear that something new has been added to the situation that the commanders must discuss.”

Aramis nodded, gathering Wellesbourne, de Moray, St. Hèver, and de Reyne to him, all of them the great movers of men, and the five of them began moving the column off the road and into the trees to the west. Horses, wagons, and men plowed through the thick wet grass and into the trees beyond. Meanwhile, Jathan had come forward and when Téo whispered what had happened, the priest took the leather pouch and began to pray earnestly over it.

Everyone was clearly in shock but they were working through it as their training kicked in. Moving the men off the road until the situation could be discussed was how some of them dealt with it while others, Téo and Luc and Denis, stood near Gaetan, waiting for a command to come forth. The hysterical messenger stood near Ghislaine and she pushed her revulsion aside long enough to pull the man away from Gaetan, pulling him back down the road towards his exhausted mount. When they reached the frothing horse, she grabbed the man by the collar.

“By all that his holy – what has happened?” she hissed. “How did my brother know I was following him? And how did you know to find me here?”

The young man had fluid leaking from every part of his face; mucus, tears, saliva. “Lady Gunnora sent me to find Lord Alary,” he told her. “She sent me last night. She said your brother had gone ahead of you and she wanted me to tell him to wait for you to catch up.”

That wasn’t what Ghislaine had expected to hear. Witchcraft or the devil’s own work had been on her mind, but not Gunnora’s intervention. Not her friend. When Ghislaine realized what the woman had done, her eyes widened dramatically.

“She did what?” she shrieked. “She told you to find my brother and tell him I was coming?”

The young man could see that the message he had carried from Gunnora had evidently not been welcome and, given what had happened this morning, he wasn’t surprised.

“Aye, my lady,” he said, now fearful of Ghislaine and her bulging eyes. “She said he should know. But Lord Alary… he was angry when I told him. He… he cut that poor man’s finger off.”

Hearing those words was like a blow to her gut, a sickening roll of nausea washing over her. “You were there?” she hissed. “You saw it?”

The young man nodded, wiping at his face. “Lord Alary… he was calm at first,” he sniffled. “He wanted to know why you were following him. He asked the man but the man did not know.”

“You mean he asked the knight why I was following him?”

“Aye, my lady. But the man could not tell him.”

“So he… he cut off his finger?”

The messenger nodded unsteadily. “The man fought against Lord Alary but in the end, he was subdued. Alary cut the finger himself.”

Ghislaine wanted to vomit. Little by little, the situation was becoming clear and she was aghast beyond words. Gunnora’s well-meaning gesture had ended up in a man losing part of a finger. She could hardly believe what she was hearing, now terrified for Gunnora when Gaetan found out what she’d done.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. She hadn’t told Gaetan yet about Alary having been at Westerham two nights past. They’d moved out of Westerham in the darkness of pre-dawn and she’d not even seen Gaetan until they began traveling on the road and the sun was rising. But the most tragic part of all was that she’d briefly forgotten about telling him because she’s been so swept up in the fact that Gaetan and his knights were warming to her, making her feel as if they were not entirely opposed to her presence, that Alary’s visit to Westerham had completely slipped her mind.

She’d been a fool.

“God in heaven,” she breathed. “What has she done? What has she –?”

“Lady Ghislaine!”

It was Gaetan. He saw her speaking with the rider and was making his way over towards her with Téo and Luc in tow. When Ghislaine turned to him, startled, she could see the fury and desperation in his eyes. Selfishly, she wasn’t only worried for Gunnora now; she was worried for herself, fearful of what these knights would now think of her. She had no idea how this situation could possibly be salvageable.

“My lord,” she said, feeling incredibly nervous as she spoke. “This messenger is not from Alary. He is from Westerham.”

Pale and slightly wild-eyed, Gaetan looked between Ghislaine and the messenger. “Westerham?” he repeated. “I do not understand.”

Ghislaine took a deep breath, praying that Gaetan wouldn’t strike her down where she stood when he found out what had happened. She had no choice but to tell him everything.

“Last night at the feast, Lady Gunnora told me that Alary had visited Westerham the previous night,” she said, watching his eyebrows lift in surprise. “I… I was going to tell you, as I knew you would want to know, but you… you seemed to be enjoying yourself so much during the meal that I did not want to ruin your mood. Jathan said that it was very rare when you were able to relax and we thought it best to tell you this morning. You could not do anything about the information last night even if I had told you. I thought….”

Gaetan didn’t let her finish. He was on her in a flash, looming over her, those bronze eyes flashing with rage.

“You sought to withhold this information from me?” he snarled. “By what right do you make a decision like that?”

“It was my fault, my lord.”

Jathan, who had been praying over the severed finger, had heard Gaetan’s rage and came to Ghislaine’s rescue. He quickly came alongside Ghislaine as he saw his lord was close to breathing fire upon her. He knew Gaetan’s moods and what he was seeing wasn’t good; the man had been known to strike out for lesser things. But something like this, something involving one of his men, could set him off to new levels of anger.

Nay, this wasn’t a good thing in the least.

“She wanted to tell you but I told her to wait, my lord,” he said calmly, quickly. “It is not her fault. It is mine. Even now, she did not put the blame on me as she explained why she had not told you, but the truth was that it was my fault entirely. You must not blame her. You and your men were enjoying a rare evening of relaxation and I told her it would be acceptable to tell you on the morrow, as you could not do anything about it last night.”

Gaetan was still enraged, his focus completely on Ghislaine as a hunter would stalk prey. He wasn’t even blinking as he stared at her. Ghislaine stared back at him, trying desperately to remain strong, but the truth was that she was terrified. The was Warwolfe, the Duke of Normandy’s greatest knight, and he had not achieved such fame by being weak.

He achieved that fame by being deadly.

Truth was, Gaetan was struggling with shock and revulsion such as he’d never experienced. Kristoph’s partial finger was bad enough, but in hearing that Ghislaine had known something about her brother she’d not confided in him – even if she’d wanted to but was discouraged by Jathan – told him that she was still not to be trusted. He wasn’t sure he could forgive her for the oversight.

In truth, there was an odd measure of disappointment and hurt mixed up in his outrage. Disappointment in Ghislaine, in himself, and hurt because he was coming to like the woman, just in the slightest. Last night when she’d bested de Russe, he’d found himself drawn to her more than he’d even been drawn to any woman he’d ever known. He’d spent all night seeing her in his dreams and when he’d awoken, he’d even had her ride near him as the army moved northward simply because he wanted her nearby. He didn’t even want to speak with her, as conversation was not usual on a battle march. He had simply wanted her nearby for the comfort it had given him.

Now, that comfort had been damaged.

“My lord?” Jathan said when Gaetan didn’t reply to his explanation. “Did you hear me? It was not the lady’s fault. It was mine. Punish me if you will, but do not blame her.”

Gaetan was still staring at Ghislaine, unblinking, and she was doing the same. But as he watched, he could see tears filling her eyes. She suddenly blinked, quickly, to chase them away, but they returned, playing on his sympathies no matter how hard he tried to resist. He didn’t want to feel compassion for her. He didn’t want to feel anything for her.

But he was.

Damnation… he was.

“What did you tell Lady Gunnora that made her send a messenger to your brother,” he finally asked, his voice quiet and raspy. “Explain this to me so there is no misunderstanding in my mind as to what you have or have not done.”

Ghislaine was trembling with fear, with emotion. “I certainly did not tell her to send a missive to Alary if that is what you are thinking,” she said, her voice quivering. “She asked many questions about your army and she wanted to know if I was your prisoner. I told her that I was your guide and that we were heading north. She told me that Alary had stopped at Westerham the night before and she said he was returning home. I said that we were also heading home as well because she asked and I did not want to tell her the truth. She wondered why Alary did not wait for us but she said no more than that. I can only surmise she believed she was helping when she sent the rider northward to tell Alary that I was behind him. The messenger said that she told him to tell Alary to wait for us to catch up.”

Her words were quiet and she looked him in the eye with every one spoken, which told him that she wasn’t lying. He’d seen his share of liars and they did not stand against him, strongly, as she was doing. In truth, her explanation made a good deal of sense and his gut reaction told him that there was no mal intent involved on the part of either Ghislaine or Gunnora. It was just a miscommunication and a woman who took initiative when she should not have. He looked at Jathan.

“You were sitting with the women last night,” he said. “Did you hear this conversation she speaks of?”

Jathan nodded. “I heard it all,” he said. “Lady Ghislaine never told Lady Gunnora to send for Alary. In fact, she did her best to avoid the subject. Whatever Lady Gunnora did was completely on her own.”

Gaetan had no reason to disbelief his priest. Much like the rest of his knights, he trusted the man implicitly but it was a good thing the man had heard the conversation. Otherwise, Ghislaine would be cast into the shadows of mistrust quite easily. Gaetan had to admit that he was relieved, at least for Ghislaine’s role in all of this. But Lady Gunnora’s role was something else altogether.

The woman acted when she should not have and she had cost Kristoph.

Swiftly, Gaetan turned away from Ghislaine and made his way back to Aramis and Téo, who were standing on the road with the others. His jaw was ticking furiously as he faced them.

“It was Lady Gunnora who betrayed us,” he muttered. “Aramis, you will return to Westerham with five hundred men. Take Wellesbourne and St. Hèver with you.”

Aramis nodded grimly. “What would you have me do?”

Gaetan had no mercy in his eyes. “Burn Westerham and the surrounding village to the ground,” he muttered. “Have half the soldiers confiscate anything of value, including livestock and stores, but the rest of it… burn it. And you make sure Lady Gunnora understands that sending that message to Alary last night was the catalyst. I will tolerate no traitors towards me or my men. She will understand that. What she did cost Kristoph a finger.”

Aramis didn’t flinch at the harsh order. “And the lady? What will you have me do with her?”

Gaetan sighed sharply, turning to look at Ghislaine, who was still standing where he had left her. He could have quite easily have given a harsh order for Lady Gunnora but because Ghislaine had spoken kindly of her, and because she was a friend of Ghislaine, he backed off his usual command of execution.

“Leave her alive to watch what her foolish mouth has brought upon her people,” he said. “She can see the results of her loose tongue.”

Aramis nodded, whistling over Wellesbourne and St. Hèver so he could relay their orders. The other knights were gravitating in their direction also. Before Aramis could move away to complete fulfill his orders, Téo stopped him.

“Wait,” he said, looking to Gaetan. “Before they go, there is much to discuss, Gate, not the least of which is the fact that Alary of Mercia now knows we are following him. He told Lady Ghislaine through the messenger that he would send a bigger piece of Kristoph back to us if we continue to follow.”

Gaetan had to pull his thoughts away from vengeance against Lady Gunnora and focus on the situation at hand. He depended on Téo to be his rational self sometimes because the man was inherently wise in all situations. He mulled over the man’s words but in the same breath, he realized his men didn’t know the entire story as to why Alary of Mercia had sent back a piece of their colleague and a threat. Taking a deep breath, he struggled for calm.

“You are right, as usual,” he said to Téo, but his focus moved to his men, all of them now huddled in a circle around him. “You should know why this has happened. Last night, as we feasted at Westerham, Lady Gunnora told Lady Ghislaine that her brother, Alary, had stopped at Westerham the night before. It was Lady Gunnora who sent word to Alary that we were following him and that is why he sent back a piece of Kristoph. I have ordered Aramis and Bartholomew and Kye back to Westerham to burn it to the ground. Treachery will not go unpunished, especially now as we embark in a strange new country. We must be seen as the law and the lords of this country now, and that means we punish those who act against us. If we are perceived as weak, we may as well return home. We cannot hold a country with weakness.”

By the time he was finished, the rest of the knights were nodding in serious understanding. The situation now made more sense to them than simply a random act of brutality.

“What of Ghislaine of Mercia?” de Moray wanted to know. “Surely she knew what Gunnora was doing. They sat together during the meal, whispering between them. Surely Ghislaine has something to do with this.”

It was an accusation, but not an unexpected one. Gaetan fixed on de Moray, who could be a malcontent at times.

“Jathan was with them the entire time, as you all saw,” he said for the benefit of all of his men so there would be no doubt. “He heard their entire conversation and said that there was never, at any time, any hint of subversion or treason on the part of Lady Ghislaine. I want to make that clear. If I thought there was, I would be the first person to punish her and I think you know that.”

De Moray’s jaw ticked faintly as he simply lifted an eyebrow and looked away. That wasn’t good enough for Gaetan.

“Marc,” he said to the man. “Is this in any way unclear?”

“It is clear.”

Gaetan didn’t believe him but he didn’t dispute him, at least not at the moment. “We need Lady Ghislaine if we are to find her brother,” he said for de Moray’s benefit and for the benefit of the others. “Nothing is to happen to her. If I discover that any one of you have moved against her, I will consider that an intentional disruption against this mission and a direct threat to Kristoph’s life. She knows these lands and we do not. Right now, she serves a purpose.”

Before de Moray could reply, Aramis stepped towards the man menacingly. “I know you,” he growled at Marc. “I know that once you believe something is true, you will believe it until the end. If Jathan said that Lady Ghislaine had nothing to do with warning her brother that we were coming, then I believe him. If you make any attempt against her, you will have to deal with me personally.”

He reached out to grab de Moray by the shoulder when he finished, but it was not a friendly touch. It was one of threat. De Reyne was between them and, with a couple of the others, he sought to separate them before a brawl started. But Gaetan entered the fray and slugged de Moray so hard that the knight went stumbling backwards.

“Make a move against Lady Ghislaine and you will have to deal with me as well,” he said. “Whatever you think you suspect about her, forget it. That is my command. If you do not wish to follow that command, then you can ride back to Normandy and stay with him. I have no use for you.”

De Moray was a man of great pride but he was no fool. If his comrades, men he loved like brothers, were so convinced of the woman’s innocence, then there was no reason for him not to believe it. But he was a naturally suspicious character and it was difficult for him to move past that. Still, he wasn’t suspicious enough that he would walk away from his brothers. He sighed heavily and threw up his hands in a gesture of surrender.

“If you believe she did not instigate this treachery, then I will take you for your word,” he said, though it was difficult for him to back down. Then he pointed a finger at Gaetan. “But men who trust too easily are often made fools of.”

Gaetan was still glaring at him, as was Aramis, but they backed off, moving away to stand with the others. Téo, the peacemaker, went to de Moray and pulled the man back into the group.

“We need Marc to see things we may not,” Téo said evenly. “There have been times when his suspicious nature has been of great use. Let no one condemn him for it. But at this moment, we need everyone’s level head. Gate, Alary will be watching from now on to see if we are following him. We cannot be a day behind the man with a two-thousand-man army; he will know it is us and we will risk Kristoph greatly if we continue to follow him on this path.”

Gaetan raked his fingers through his dark dirty hair, laboring to collect his thoughts on the matter. “That has occurred to me,” he said. “It seems to me that we must leave the army behind while we continue onward. We cannot follow him with so many men because we would make a very big target. Alary would quickly know we have disregarded his threat, so we will have to leave the army behind.”

“Leave them where?” Téo asked. “Right here? Or do we send them back to Normandy?”

Gaetan shook his head. “Not back to Normandy,” he said. “Part of our mission heading north is to subdue Mercia. I cannot do that if I send the army back to Normandy. Therefore, we must leave them here.”

“What about leaving them at Westerham?” Aramis asked. “I realize you have ordered us to burn the place, but what if we simply confiscate it for our army? There are plenty of supplies and a village to sustain us. That would make more sense than burning it and leaving our army to fend for themselves in the wilderness of Mercia.”

Gaetan liked that idea. “An excellent suggestion,” he said. “That will be punishment enough to Lady Gunnora to have a Norman army confiscate her home.”

The others seemed to like that idea a good deal. “Westerham could become your first outpost in Mercia,” de Winter suggested. “But what of Lady Gunnora’s father, Lord Boltolph? Were we not told that he was soon to return? He may not like that the Normans have stolen his property.”

Gaetan lifted his eyebrows. “The man cannot compete with two thousand Normans, dug into his holding like a tick on a dog,” he said. “I am happy to allow him to return to Westerham so long as he lives alongside us in peace. I would rather have him as an ally and not an enemy, but I will let him choose what his relationship will be. It will be up to him.”

A plan was formulating, something that made the knights feel more in control of the situation. It wasn’t as if they would give up pursuing Kristoph, so leaving the army behind – and confiscating the property of Westerham in the process – seemed like a logical solution as the nine knights continued onward in the quest for their colleague.

No one was about to back away, no matter what Alary had threatened.

“So, it will be only the knights moving forward,” de Reyne said. “I think that is an excellent solution but I do not believe it is wise to continue on this road. Alary will have his spies watching his retreat and, if they see us, that would also jeopardize Kristoph.”

It was a true statement. Gaetan turned to Ghislaine, still standing over by the rider from Westerham, and emitted a whistle between his teeth. When she looked at him, startled by the sound, he motioned to both her and the messenger and then beckoned both with a crooked finger. Ghislaine understood, immediately grasping the messenger and pulling him with her over to the collection of enormous knights. The messenger was clearly dragging his feet but Ghislaine had a good grip on him. As they drew near, Gaetan spoke to the messenger.

“Where did you find Lord Alary last night?” he asked.

The messenger stumbled in the lady’s grip before answering. “In the village of Oxshott, my lord,” he said.

“How far from Westerham?”

The messenger shook his head. “Not far, my lord. Ten or twelve miles.”

Gaetan glanced at his men. “Then he moved quite slowly yesterday,” he said. “We have been making nearly twenty-five miles a day with an army and he has only traveled ten or twelve since Westerham? That seems odd.”

Téo addressed the messenger. “Has Lord Alary seen a battle or something that would slow his travel? Did you see wounded among his men?”

The messenger shook his head. “Nay, my lord. No battle, at least not from what I could see. But his men did seem weary from what I saw and, although Lord Alary ate well, I did not see his men eat while I was there.”

Next to him, Ghislaine sighed with disgust. “That is typical of my brother,” she said. “He would live in comfort while his men starve.”

Gaetan scratched his head. “That can only work to our advantage when we catch up to them. Starving men will not fight strongly, nor are they particularly loyal to the lord who starves them.” He paused a moment. “Still, it would only take one of them to get to Kristoph and do great damage to him if they discovered we were still following. Is this the only road north that will take us to Alary’s stronghold?”

Ghislaine shook her head. “There are others, but not nearly as well traveled.”

“Could we parallel Alary’s travel and intercept him at some point?”

Ghislaine cocked her head thoughtfully. Then, as the knights watched, she went in search of a stick, bringing it back to the group and then dropping to her knees in the center of the knight’s circle. She began to draw with the stick.

“I have been traveling Mercia my entire life,” she said, wanting to be helpful now that they had seemingly given her the chance to do so. Perhaps they would even forgive her for this incident at some point. “We are north of the sea right now and close to London. Alary is not far ahead of us and since he more than likely departed this morning, just as we did, he is probably somewhere west of London right now along the road we are currently traveling on. Just to the north of us, intersecting this road, is another road that leads west. If we take that road, we will travel about five miles before we come to another road that leads north. This is a small road, more of a path really, but it runs deep into Mercia and all the way to the village of Worcester, which is far to the north.”

Gaetan liked the idea. “How close is Worcester to Tenebris?”

Ghislaine made a mark on her crude map. “Not far at all,” she said. “Tenebris is northeast of it, mayhap two or three days. If we travel swiftly enough, we can be waiting for Alary before he reaches his stronghold.”

From a day that had suffered from a terrible moment of darkness, Gaetan was starting to see some hope. Perhaps nothing was lost, after all, in their quest to save Kristoph. He turned to Wellesbourne, who knew this area considering he was from the village whose name he bore, which was in the borderlands between Wales and Mercia.

“And you?” he asked. “What say you? Do you know the road she speaks of?”

Bartholomew nodded, eyeing the map in the mud. “It has been a long time since I have traveled that road, but it will take us north, as she says.”

That was good enough for Gaetan. His attention returned to Ghislaine. “And your brother will not know we are following him?”

Ghislaine shook her head as she drew the approximate location of the road Alary would be traveling upon. “My brother is intelligent but not experienced when it comes to warfare,” she said. “He will only think to look behind him to see if he is being followed. He will not think to look alongside him, on the road to the west.”

“Then that is how we shall travel.”

Ghislaine nodded but there was something in her expression that suggested she wasn’t entirely thrilled with the plans. “I must suggest caution, however,” she said, glancing at the knights as she spoke. “Although this is the most likely path to travel, this road moves through some of the most fearful places in Mercia. It is rife with danger. Even those of us who live here and know the road will not travel upon it.”

Gaetan didn’t see much threat in what she was saying. “We are heavily armed,” he said. “I do not think there will be anything upon that road that we cannot fight off.”

He was confident but Ghislaine was not. The road she suggested wasn’t safe in the least but it was the only solution. There were other roads but it would take time to reach them, which would see Alary possibly make it to Tenebris before they were able to reach him. Therefore, there was little choice. If they still wanted to follow Alary with the hope of rescuing the man, then this was the only way. As Ghislaine pondered the coming journey north on that road of many dangers, Gaetan turned to his men.

“Prepare the army to return to Westerham but abandon the order to burn it,” he said. “For now, we will use it. Aramis, make sure Ansel of Guise is in command. Tell him to return the army, settle in, and wait for us to return.”

Aramis nodded to the command. “And when Lord Boltolph returns?”

Gaetan was resolute. “As I said – the man may coexist with our army peacefully. If he does not, Ansel has permission to do what is necessary to maintain control of Westerham.”

With a plan set, the knights seemed far more composed than they had only moments earlier. Even de Russe and de Moray were moving off together, talking between them. Tempers would flare at times between the men but, like any close family, those things were quickly forgotten.

As they moved away, Ghislaine was left crouching down over her map in the mud, realizing that Gaetan hadn’t moved away with the others. He was still standing there, probably looking at her, his mind filled with doubts about her. His presence made her vastly nervous but she also viewed it as an opportunity to convey her sorrow in the situation. He was calmer now and would, perhaps, be more apt to accept her condolences. Dropping the stick, she brushed off her hands and stood up.

“Shall I send the messenger back to Westerham?” she asked.

Gaetan’s gaze had been on his men in the distance, now moving to her. He pondered her question for a moment.

“Nay,” he replied. “I will send him back with the army. I do not need him returning before them to warn Lady Gunnora that the Normans are returning to stay.”

“Very well.” Ghislaine paused a moment, summoning the courage to say what she felt was necessary given the circumstances. “I wish I had known what Gunnora was thinking last night in regard to my brother. If I had known, I would have most certainly stopped her. But on behalf of the children of Aelfgar, I must apologize for what Alary has done. He has always had an evil streak in him, something my father saw long ago when Alary was a child. That is one reason, among many, that Alary has no lands or titles. Everything he has, Edwin has given to him because he feels pity for the man who is a bastard from his father’s loins.”

Gaetan wasn’t feeling nearly the rage he had been earlier and, in truth, he appreciated Ghislaine’s attempts at an apology. She seemed sincere about it, but he was still feeling the hurt and disappointment from the fact that she’d been told not to tell him about Alary and she had obeyed. The more he thought on that, the more he supposed that his disappointment was in the fact that she had listened to Jathan and not to her loyalty to him.

She did have loyalty to him… didn’t she?

“I was not aware that Alary was a bastard,” he finally said.

Ghislaine nodded. “My father had concubines,” she said, thinking of Gaetan’s bedslaves and finding distress in the thought. She didn’t like to reminded that he had women that were close to him. “Alary is the son of a woman my father kept company with for years. I was told by some that he loved her. When Alary was born, he insisted my mother treat him as one of the family, which was a difficult thing for her to do. It seemed that my mother had trouble conceiving more children and in an attempt to give my father another son, I was born several years later. I was not a welcome child, by either parent. Therefore, Alary and I have always had a strange bond between us. I do not love him and he does not love me, but we understand one another. We are both forgotten children of a powerful House.”

Gaetan was listening to her, perhaps more closely than he wanted to. With every day, every hour, showing him more interested in her, he was naturally curious about her background. Yet, this was not the time nor the place. Perhaps at some later date, he would know about her birth and upbringing, but not now. Now, he had a knight to rescue.

And her brother to kill.

“Then if you understand your brother so well,” he said, “tell me if he will follow through on his threat to harm Kristoph even more if he discovers we are still following him.”

Ghislaine averted her gaze when he asked the question, mostly because she knew he wasn’t going to like the answer. Already, she didn’t like it. But she knew, in her heart, that it was the truth.

“The finger is only the beginning,” she said quietly. “Alary of Mercia never says anything he does not mean. That is why it is imperative for us to stay away from him unless you want de Lohr sent back to you in pieces.”

Gaetan believed her, word for word.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Dogs of War

The next five days of travel had seen Ghislaine, Gaetan, and the knights making at least twenty-five miles a day, sometimes more if the pushed the horses. They’d been making excellent time without the army to drag them down, and the war horses were hearty and well-fed. They rested every night for several hours before beginning the trek in the morning again. There was a drive behind their swift travel, something felt intently by every man – they had to make it north before Alary did to intercept him before he could make it to Tenebris.

It was the fuel that fed their fire.

Now that it was just the eleven of them, including Jathan, travel had been a different experience than it had when the army was all around them. The knights still rode in formation – men on point, men in the middle, men covering the rear, but there was more conversation. Quiet snippets of it bounced around and the travel, in general, was more relaxed but no less determined. Also of note was the fact that they rode with their shields slung over their left knees, which they hadn’t done before, and they rode in tight quarters with Ghislaine in the middle. It was a defensive formation in case they were attacked. But so far, their travel had been thankfully uneventful.

After the incident five days ago, Ghislaine was no longer riding up near Gaetan, as he remained in the front, but de Russe never left her side. He remained on her left while Wellesbourne was on her right. Even when the other men changed positions, those two remained the same. Ghislaine was coming to think that they’d been appointed her protectors or they were simply keeping an eye on her just in case she really did have something to do with tipping off her brother. She was the enemy, after all. Ghislaine kept having to remind herself of that.

But she never asked them because the men really didn’t talk to her. She was genuinely disappointed that they had taken a step or two back in their relationship. They were back to simply tolerating her again because of what happened with Gunnora and Ghislaine wasn’t sure what more she could do to change their minds. There seemed to be some debate among them as to who trusted her and who didn’t, something that left her feeling sad and uncomfortable. Now, all she could do was take comfort in the big gray dog that seemed to follow her every move.

Camulos the dog had taken a liking to her and, try as she might, she couldn’t shake the beast so she’d stopped trying. He was the only real companionship she had now. He even slept with her, a great big smelly dog who loved to cuddle, and she found herself overcoming her dislike of dogs because of it. She found it very strange that so seasoned a knight should have a dog that wasn’t a killer, but she was glad for her sake. The dog gave her camaraderie when no one else really did.

But her disappointment wasn’t only in the situation, or what had happened with Kristoph’s finger. Her most heartfelt disappointment was in the fact that Gaetan seemed removed from her now, hardly speaking to her these past few days. He would only address her if it had something to do with the road or their travel in general, but that was where it ended.

Even at the end of the day when they would stop and camp for the night, with Wellesbourne and St. Hèver building massive bonfires to keep the darkness away, Gaetan would stay clear of her as she ate with Jathan and the dog while Gaetan and his men sat around one of the big bonfires. She was so very sad that she was no longer privileged enough to sit and talk to Gaetan. She kept reflecting back to the night at Westerham when they’d included her in their drinking and revelry. It was the best night of her life.

She missed, very much, what she would no longer know.

Therefore, Ghislaine was resigned to this journey, so quiet and so lonely even though she was surrounded by men. He heart felt like a rock, heavy and weighty, cold and crumbling. Once, Gaetan had breathed a little bit of life into it but that momentary light had been fleeting. Thoughts of him and the sight of him, still made her heart flutter but it was like the death throes of a dying beast.

Quiver, quiver…

Quiver….

Like anything else that wasn’t nurtured or fed, soon enough, her heart would flutter no more.

Therefore, she distracted herself as they moved along, pretending to study the land when her mind teetered on the edge of self-pity. More and more, however, her focus on the land surrounding them was occupying her time because they were entering an area known for its strange people and dark customs. Even if Gaetan didn’t want to speak to her, it was time she speak to him because they were entering an area he needed to know something about and she didn’t want to be blamed again for withholding information.

Coming off of a slight rise with a vast valley spread out below in the distance, they were quickly approaching the shadowlands.

“Jathan,” she turned to the priest. “I must speak with Gaetan. It is important. Would you ask permission?”

The priest, who had riding next to her quietly for the past few days, nodded his head and kicked the sides of his shaggy horse, forcing the animal to move faster than it wanted to. He made his way up to Gaetan at the front and Ghislaine could see the priest speaking to Gaetan and pointing back to Ghislaine. Gaetan didn’t respond, or at least she didn’t see him respond, until several moments later when Jathan finally came back to her and invited her forward. Digging her heels into the sides of her shaggy mare, she cantered forward until she came to Gaetan.

He was riding tall and proud astride his big war beast as Ghislaine came up to ride beside him, but he didn’t look at her. He kept his eyes on the road ahead.

“What is so important that you must speak with me?” he asked.

His voice sounded so unkind. Ghislaine’s heart sank and she sighed heavily, unsure how much of his coldness she could take. Her disappointment and sadness in his treatment of her was starting to turn into something else.

Resentment wasn’t far off.

“I thought you should know that we are entering the realm of the shadowlands,” she said, her manner as unfriendly as his was. “The people who live here are secretive and dark, and have been known to eat their enemies. Although there are a few abbeys here, the church has not been able to change their ways. In fact, several years ago, we heard that they ate the priests who had tried to convert them to Christ. An old name for them is the Cilternsaetan, but before that, it was something worse. They were known as caro comdenti.”

Gaetan turned to look at her, translating the Latin. “Flesh eater?”

Ghislaine nodded, meeting his gaze briefly before looking away. “I told you there was danger on this road.”

Gaetan was looking at her even when she looked away. It was a stolen look as far as he was concerned, a moment in which he could look at that angelic face and have a reason to do so. He’d spent the past two days struggling with what he was feeling for her, trying to tell himself that she was disloyal to him, an untrustworthy enemy, but what his mind told him and what his heart yearned for were two different things.

He didn’t want to talk to her. He didn’t want to look at her. He’d kept himself well away from her, and she’d kept herself away from him as well. He was content. Not happy, but content. But now, here she was, and in looking at her he realized just how much he’d missed her. Something about this woman was growing on him, inside him, just like a parasite, and he couldn’t shake her no matter how hard he tried.

In fact, he was thinking more about missing her than the words she was speaking, so it took him a moment to shake off his daydreams to realize she was telling him something quite serious. He reined his horse to a stop and the entire group came to a halt behind him, but Gaetan motioned for the group to come near and they closed in around them. He gestured at Ghislaine.

“The lady has told me something about the people in this area,” he said. “The ancient name for them is caro comdenti. It seems that when she warned us of danger along this road, it includes a people who eat the flesh of their enemies.”

Everyone, especially Jathan, began looking around them with some concern. They were in a light collection of trees to the east while off to the northwest was an expanse of flat, open grass as far as the eye could see. In fact, the entire area was flat and a mighty river ran off to the west; he could see the glistening of the water now and again.

But the land looked empty of people and oddly empty of animals or birds. In fact, all was quite still, which was troubling. It was easy to get an uneasy feeling about it, especially now with what the lady had told Gaetan.

“Has Edwin had any run-ins with these people?” Téo asked. “We are in Mercia, after all. These are his lands.”

Ghislaine shook her head. “Edwin’s seat of Tamworth Castle is to the north in an area of more civilized people. He does not spend much time in this area if he can help it. Some say these lands are cursed.”

“But you suggested this road,” Gaetan pointed out. “If you knew this area was so terribly dangerous, why did you suggest it?”

Ghislaine looked at him. “Because it would have taken us much longer to reach the only other road that leads to the north,” she said. “You wanted to parallel Alary and that is exactly what we are doing, but it does not come easily. I warned you the day we left the army back at Westerham. Do you not recall?”

Gaetan did. He remembered saying something about the fact that they would be heavily armed, so he couldn’t blame Ghislaine for taking them down a dangerous path. She had, indeed, warned them. Rather than admit that, however, he simply brushed it aside.

“Is there a town or somewhere to stay the night?” he asked. “Dusk will be upon at some point and I am not entirely sure I wish to sleep in the open tonight if there are men waiting to harvest my flesh.”

Ghislaine pointed down the road, northward. “Evesham is not too far away and Worcester beyond that,” she said. “We could make it to Evesham but it would be after dark. There is an abbey there where we could seek shelter.”

Over near Gaetan, Wellesbourne snorted. “The abbey is a beacon in a sea of darkness,” he said as the knights turned in his direction. “Remember that I am from the Marches between Mercia and Wales. I have been about these lands before with my father and what she says is true. It is a cursed land but it is also our only option if we want to make north before Alary does. I would strongly suggest we make it to Evesham, as the lady has suggested, as quickly as we can. Legends and ghost stories abound in this land. Some say it is not only cursed, but haunted.”

Jathan crossed himself fearfully as the other knights looked at Wellesbourne with varied levels of amusement. “Since when did you become so superstitious,” St. Hèver wanted to know. “Ghosts do not exist.”

Wellesbourne looked at him, pointedly. “Have you ever seen one?”

Kye shook his head. “I have not. Show me one and I will believe. In fact, I’d rather like to see one.”

Wellesbourne shook his head, a gesture of regret. “If we do not make it out of this land, then you may become one. Gate, I suggest we get moving. There is no time to waste.”

There was some urgency to Wellesbourne’s statement, which spurred the other knights forward. The man didn’t show concern for no reason at all, which meant he must have, indeed, been wary about their surroundings. No one wanted to discount that. As the group began to move out, Camulos suddenly began barking.

The lazy sweet dog of their liege wasn’t one to bark, which immediately put everyone on edge. He was trotting up ahead of them, into an area that was fairly dense with trees. They could see the end of the tree line beyond where the road opened up again into fields, but in order to get to that open space, they had to pass through a thicket of trees that lined both sides of the road. The dog was wandering up into that sheltered area, barking at the trees.

Gaetan didn’t like that in the least. Camulos may have been a lazy, good-for-nothing dog, but he was nonetheless alert and, at times, had been an excellent warning system. Silently, he lifted a balled fist and immediately, every knight unsheathed his broadsword or at least put a hand to the hilt of their weapon. Up towards the front of their group, Denis de Winter already had l’Espada out, the metal blade gleaming in the weak light.

They were ready for a fight.

But Ghislaine was very suspicious about what was going on. The tribes around here were unorganized and rough, but they were cunning in that they used the land to their advantage. The Normans did not; heavily armed, they believed they could withstand anything because of their superior weapons and armor and tactics. They didn’t even try to hide themselves. Perhaps their superiority was true in an open battle, but in covert warfare, it might not be so effective.

Ghislaine couldn’t stand the thought of Gaetan being cut down because he fought one way while the caro comdenti fought another. He hadn’t seemed to be apt to really listen to her on this journey, instead, relying on his men or on Wellesbourne who, it seemed, hadn’t been home in almost twenty years. Times changed, as did areas and towns in that time. Gaetan and his men were entering this land like warriors on a quest when what they needed to do was be as unobtrusive as possible.

That arrogance was going to cost them if they weren’t careful.

The dog was milling around up on the road, sniffing the ground, but he’d stopped barking. He even stopped to look back at the knights behind him, men who had slowed their forward progression considerably. But Ghislaine’s warrior instincts were taking over; she had little doubt that there was someone, or something, waiting for them up in those trees. She could feel it. Men with arrows, perhaps, or axes, both of them sharp projectiles that would come sailing out at the Normans as they passed through. A glance at Gaetan and the others showed that they were ready for a fight, tensed up and prepared. They were waiting for it to come to them.

But Ghislaine couldn’t wait. Better to draw out what was lying in wait and remove the element of surprise to give the Normans targets to strike at. If there was, indeed, someone waiting in the trees, then it would take away their advantage if she was able to draw them out. And if there was no one waiting… well, she would look like a fool. But it was better than permitting Gaetan and his men to be cut down.

She had brought them along this road. Perhaps, in a sense, she needed to protect them from it.

When the dog began barking again, Ghislaine kicked her mare as hard as she could and the horse bolted, tearing up the road and into the collection of trees. She could hear someone shouting behind her, men shouting out her name, but she ignored them. She was about halfway down the shaded path when the arrows suddenly began flying from the trees and she heard men in the foliage, barking like dogs. They were howling and hooting, and an arrow zinged by her head. Gasping with fright, she lay down on the mare, putting her head next to the horse’s neck for protection. More arrows, more barking, and then sounds of a fight behind her.

And then, an arrow struck her.

A large yew arrow with a barbed iron head went straight into her right thigh, straight through it, and embedded itself in the mare’s body. Startled by the pain, the mare came to a sudden halt but Ghislaine didn’t fall off because she was pinned to the horse by the arrow. She tried to control the horse with one hand while trying to remove the arrow with the other, but she couldn’t get a good grip on the shaft. Without a weapon, she was vulnerable to the men who were now rushing her from the trees. Terrified that she was about to be captured, she tried to get the mare moving but the horse wasn’t cooperating.

Her terror was replaced by great surprise when two war horses suddenly appeared and the men who had charged her from the trees were cut down by broadswords that were singing a deadly song as they sailed through the air. The attackers were still barking and Ghislaine caught sight of them, dirty men in leather and loincloths, faces painted with mud and twigs in their hair. Some had iron-head axes and still others had bows and arrows, but even in their greater number they were no match for the Norman knights on horseback.

Still, it was a battle from the start as Gaetan and his men cut down the savage tribe that ambushed them from the trees. Soon, the road was littered with headless bodies, bloodied limbs, and carnage, but the dog-people didn’t give up. They were tenacious, but so were the knights. There were far more of the dog-people than the Normans and they seemed to come in waves, but the Norman knights handled them easily.

Meanwhile, Ghislaine and the two knights who had ridden to her aid seemed to be boxed in by a swarm of the dog-men but, in short order, the attackers fell away and someone grabbed hold of her horse’s reins, tearing off down the road to get her out of harm’s way. Ghislaine simply held on to the horse’s neck, in anguish with the arrow still through her thigh.

She watched the road pass beneath the mare’s feet, praying they would make it to safety as the ground whizzed by and rocks kicked up in her face. Time seemed to have little meaning as they ran, but jostling her leg was sheer agony and with every move the horse made, she struggled not to cry out. But soon enough, the horse came to a halt and hands were reaching out to steady her. Someone pulled her into a sitting position and when she looked around, she saw Gaetan bailing off his horse and rushing to her side along with de Moray, his bloodied sword still drawn. De Moray stood guard to make sure they weren’t attacked again as someone slid onto the back of her horse and held her steady.

“Easy, my lady.” It was Aramis behind her, bracing her right thigh against his enormous right thigh to keep it steady as Gaetan tried to get a look at what had happened. “We shall remove this quickly, have no fear. Stay still.”

Ghislaine was in pain, in distress. “I am sorry,” she gasped. “I knew there was someone in those trees, waiting for us, and I thought if I drew them out, they would lose the element of surprise.”

Gaetan looked up at her, an oddly compassionate expression on his face, something Ghislaine hadn’t seen in days. His focus moved to Aramis, sitting behind her and holding her fast, before returning to the arrow.

“It was a clever move, little mouse,” Gaetan said as he tried to get a look at the underside of her thigh where the arrow had her pinned. “It was also astonishingly brave. But had you told me your plans, I would have sent an armored man in your stead so we would not find ourselves in the position we do now.”

He was back to complimenting her and rebuking her in the same breath. “Had I told you my plans, you would have stopped me,” she said frankly. “I took you along this road, de Wolfe. It was my duty to protect you when I sensed danger. You do not know these lands; I do. I know what these people are capable of and I could not… I would not….”

She trailed off, unable to finish. Gaetan didn’t say anything after that. He had his hand on her leg, which was covered with those leather trousers she liked to wear, even beneath the cotes he had given her. In truth, he didn’t trust himself to speak because he still wasn’t over the shock of seeing her risk her life for him and his men. Never in his life had he met a woman of such bravery, but in that bravery there had been great danger. Now, she had an arrow through her thigh, anchoring her to the horse. He could see that it was embedded fairly deeply and he pushed aside any emotion he was feeling to logically address the injury.

But it was a struggle.

“It will cause you more pain if I try to pull it out and I am not entirely sure I can because of the way it is embedded in the mare,” he said, hating the fact that he was starting to feel queasy at the sight of her with an arrow in her. “I am going to break the shaft and then we will lift you off of it.”

Ghislaine was looking at him steadily, pale-faced, with beads of sweat on her upper lip, but her expression was one of faith. Total faith. Gaetan locked eyes with her and, at that moment, something changed for him. This strong noble woman had been trying to do the right thing since nearly the moment they met. Not including their brief encounter on the battlefield, she had been trying to help men she didn’t even know save their comrade. Her motives weren’t entirely altruistic; she wanted to be rid of a half-brother who had made her life miserable. But more than once, she had gone above the call of duty to help men who were, in theory, her enemy.

But not anymore.

At this moment, she had proven herself to him.

“We need more hands to help, Gate,” Aramis said, his voice tense. “I can lift her up but we must have more hands to steady both her and the leg.”

Gaetan could see his point. He turned to see de Moray standing behind them, sword in hand and legs braced, prepared for anything that might come charging out at them. Back on the road beneath the canopy of trees, he could see his men on horseback and several bodies on the ground. There was still some fighting going on but, as he watched, Jathan and Luc de Lara came shooting out of the chaos, heading in their direction.

Jathan and Luc were on them quickly but their rush caused the injured mare to dance about nervously and Ghislaine gasped in pain as Aramis tried to hold both her and the horse steady. Gaetan, too, was trying to keep the mare from moving around as Luc and Jathan rushed up to see her injury.

“I cannot remove this arrow, as it is embedded in the horse,” Gaetan explained to them, quickly. “It has her pinned. I am going to break the shaft and then we will try to lift her off of it. Luc, get on her other side and prepare to help lift her up on my command. Jathan, find something to stanch the blood flow. We will need to bind the wound.”

The priest, pale-faced with the rush of battle, went running back to his horse to collect bandages from his saddlebags as Gaetan prepared to break the shaft. He looked up at Aramis to see if the man had Ghislaine properly braced.

“Do not let her move,” he told Aramis quietly, steadily. “Hold her fast. Luc, help him steady her while I break this.”

Ghislaine had her head turned away, hearing Gaetan’s words. She had never been more terrified in her life. She was in excruciating pain as she felt hands on her left leg and thigh, holding it still, while Aramis wrapped his enormous arms around her to keep her from bolting once Gaetan jostled the arrow. They’d all had their share of wounds enough to know how painful something like this was, so once Aramis nodded briefly to Gaetan to signal he had a good grip on the lady, Gaetan went quickly to work.

Grasping the shaft of the arrow just above her thigh, he snapped the shaft in half. As Ghislaine bit off her cries of pain, he took hold of her right leg and, with Aramis shifting his grip and lifting, pulled her leg off the arrow that was still stuck into the side of the horse. Ghislaine screamed in pain as they did so, made worse by the fact that it wasn’t a clean removal; something had her leg stuck to the arrow so the first attempt at removal was only partial. Gaetan had to grasp hold of the underside of the arrow to hold it steady and had his men lift again, this time with de Moray’s help, to pull her right leg completely off of the shaft. Finally, her leg came free.

Aramis handed her down to Gaetan, who cradled her against his chest as Jathan rushed up with a wad of boiled linen and a bladder of wine that was part of their provisions. As Luc and Marc went to work removing the remainder of the arrow from the poor little mare, Aramis went to assist Gaetan and Jathan in wrapping the lady’s leg. Aramis took a close look at the wound before he let the priest put bandages on it.

“’Tis a dirty wound, Gate,” he said grimly. “I can see bits of her cote and other debris in it. It must be cleaned.”

Gaetan shook his head. “Not now,” he said. “We must get her to safety before we clean the wound. Douse it with the wine and wrap it. We must get out of here.”

Aramis knew that; they all did. He eyed Ghislaine, who was trying very hard to be brave, before taking the wine bladder and dousing the liquid onto the wound. It was the only thing they had to clean it at the moment but the sting of the alcohol had Ghislaine biting off her screams in her hand. It was horrific battlefield medicine. With great haste, Aramis and Jathan then proceeded to bind the leg tightly as the rest of the knights began trickling down the road.

“How is the lady?” Téo asked, pulling his worn horse to a nervous halt.

Aramis was binding the leg so tightly that Ghislaine was weeping softly in pain, hand over her face and her head against Gaetan’s shoulder. Gaetan turned to glance at Téo, an expression on his face that suggested he was becoming ill.

“Injured,” he said simply. “The arrow has been removed but the wound must be tended. We cannot do that here. Has the fighting stopped?”

Téo nodded. “For the most part,” he said. “St. Hèver and Wellesbourne are dispatching the wounded, but many of those fools ran off. They will return for their dead and we do not want to be here when they come back.”

“Agreed. Is anyone injured?”

“Only the lady.”

Gaetan was relieved, at least in the aspect that none of his men had been wounded. “De Moray!” he barked.

Marc appeared at his side. “Aye, Gate?”

“The mare?”

De Moray turned to look at the little animal as Luc patched up the puncture. “The mare’s wound is deep but it did not puncture anything vital,” he said. “But that was not an arrow from a tree-dweller. It had a heavy iron head on it that had barbs to embed it in whatever it struck. That is why you could not remove it easily.”

An iron arrowhead with spines in it was a dastardly piece of equipment, designed to maim. “Our tree-dwellers have had some contact with tribes who know how to make weapons to not only kill but to inflict great pain in doing it,” he said ominously. Then, he shifted Ghislaine in Marc’s direction. “Now that we know that, we will be more careful bringing an army into this land. Here, take the lady while I gather my horse. You will take charge of the mare.”

De Moray gently took Ghislaine from Gaetan, holding her in his big arms as Gaetan went for his war horse and Aramis finished binding the leg. By the time de Russe was finished with the dressing, all of the knights had joined them, all of them greatly concerned for the lady who had taken the arrow to her leg. As they jockeyed for position to see the extent of the damage, Gaetan vaulted onto his war horse and rode alongside de Moray, extending his arms for the lady. When she was carefully handed up to him, he settled her across his big thighs and gathered his reins, digging his spurs into the sides of his animal and tearing off down the road as his men followed closely.

At breakneck speed, the knights made their way to the safety of Evesham Abbey.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


That Dark Sky

Tavern of the White Feather

Bicester

It could have been worse.

That’s the way Kristoph looked at the situation with his finger. It was healing very well thanks to the wine he soaked it in almost every night, given to him by the same man who had been giving him food and drink this entire time. At night, wherever he was chained – usually on the wagon and with the livestock – the soldier would bring him food and sit next to him. For the first few nights, the man didn’t say a thing, especially after the episode that saw Kristoph lose the tip of his finger, but a couple of days ago, the man actually began to speak to him.

At first, it was small talk, but last night, it was an entire story about daughters he had lost to the Danes. Mostig was the man’s name and Kristoph listened to the man tell a horrific story about watching his daughters’ abduction and his home going up in flames. Injured, sick, he’d wandered until he’d been found by Edwin of Mercia’s people, who took him in and sheltered him in exchange for his service as a soldier.

Mostig didn’t mention how he came into the service of Alary and Kristoph didn’t ask. In fact, Kristoph didn’t ask anything because he didn’t want his curiosity to get back to Alary. The less antagonizing the man, the better. Kristoph didn’t want to lose another finger.

It was a misty night in the village of Bicester, a densely-populated berg with poorly constructed homes crowded in around each other and torches burning near the town square in a vain attempt to stave off the darkness. The mist was creating a wet coating on everything but the torches had been soaked in fat, which meant more heavy black smoke than flame was pouring from them on this night. It was a very dark night, in fact, with the moon obscured by the clouds. All was eerily quiet and still as the residents of the town huddled behind their locked doors, preparing for sleep.

Kristoph sat on a bed of old straw beneath the wagon, watching the night beyond the livery yard where Alary had stabled his horses for the night. There was a tavern across the street, simply called The White Feather from the sign scratched above the doorway, and he’d seen Alary disappear inside when they’d arrived in town earlier that evening.

Kristoph was expecting his soldier friend to come out of the tavern at some point to give him something to eat but the man hadn’t made an appearance yet, so he sat beneath the wagon and watched the mist fall, his thoughts wandering to his wife and daughter as they so often did these days. Hardly an hour went by that he wasn’t thinking of Adalie and their daughter, Chloe.

It was the only thing that kept him strong enough to stay alive.

Kristoph glanced at his left hand, his long and strong fingers beneath the weak light. The little finger was the one that Alary had cut and he’d been mercifully unconscious when it had happened so he never felt a thing. He’d awoken to a bandaged hand and a little finger that had the top knuckle removed. It really wasn’t all that bad as far as amputations went; it could have been the whole hand and he wouldn’t have known until it was too late, so he was grateful for small mercies.

Still, he wasn’t feeling so merciful towards his captor.

He tried not to think of Alary at all, a man who kept him heavily chained at all hours of the day and night. Alary might have been an arrogant arse with delusions of grandeur, but he wasn’t a fool. He guessed that his captive would try to escape so he kept him tightly bound, always secured to something that was heavier than he was so he couldn’t easily run off. Even now, as Kristoph tested the chains that were secured to the axel of the wagon because testing the anchor of his chains had become a habit, he heard the door to the tavern open.

Men were spilling out into the night, heading over to the livery, and he recognized several of Alary’s men, drunken and loud. He didn’t like when they got drunk because one or more of them always wanted to fight him, challenging the great Norman invader. He didn’t feel like getting into a fight this night so he tried to stay out of sight, sliding back behind the wagon wheel to obscure his form. His ribs were still damaged, his beaten body was slowly healing, and the hand with the half-missing finger was still very sore from the injury.

But one thing was for certain – his strength was returning and, with that, so was his drive to escape these Saxon bastards.

Surprisingly, Alary was one of those who had come from the tavern. Kristoph could see him crossing the road, talking to his men, laughing with them, and drifting in his direction. Since Alary didn’t usually socialize with his men, this was of concern to Kristoph and he watched very carefully as the man crossed the road, hanging on one of his men and laughing uproariously. Unfortunately for Kristoph, Alary seemed to be heading in his direction.

Damnation, he thought. He wasn’t ready to lose another finger, or worse. Alary managed to stay clear of him most of the time, but with drink, he became more aggressive. The closer Alary drew, the more Kristoph braced himself.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t quite as concealed as he’d hoped. Alary spied him under the wagon bed, tucked back by one of the wheels. He bent sideways to see him more clearly and almost ended up falling over. He laughed.

“Norman?” he called. “What are you doing under there? I can see you. Come out from there!”

Kristoph debated whether or not to obey but he knew if he didn’t, things would go badly for him. He didn’t want to agitate a very agitable man. Slowly, he pulled himself out from beneath the wagon bed. Alary made his way over to him as he came out from beneath, the mist drifting down onto his face and head.

“Look at you,” Alary said drunkenly. “You look terrible.”

Kristoph couldn’t very well disagree. “I do not smell very good, either.”

Alary laughed. “That is to be expected,” he said. He gazed at Kristoph a moment, sobering. “We must speak, you and I. There is much to tell.”

The last time Alary had been friendly like this, Kristoph had lost part of a finger. Therefore, he was extremely wary as Alary plopped down beside him, sitting in the old straw as he gazed up into the misty sky, blinking his eyes because he was getting water in them. But he kept staring up into that dark sky, reflecting the darkness of his troubled mind.

“You will be happy to know that my spies tell me that your Norman friends are no longer following us,” he said. He cast Kristoph a sidelong glance. “Does that surprise you?”

Kristoph wasn’t surprised because of one primary factor – he didn’t believe Alary in the least. He suspected the man was trying to play some kind of demoralizing mind game with him but he wasn’t about to let Alary get the better of him. If the man was trying to cause him grief, then he was in for a disappointment.

“You sent them the tip of my finger,” he said after a moment. “If it were me, I would take your threat seriously. They did what they had to do so that you will not cut off something more vital.”

Alary nodded thoughtfully, as if they were having a perfectly normal conversation. “But to back off completely?” he asked. “They must not be very loyal friends if they have abandoned you.”

“You are probably correct.”

“Is that what Norman loyalty is worth?”

Kristoph wasn’t sure if he was trying to antagonize him or ask a genuine question. Kristoph knew it was safer, for him, to simply agree with him.

“You told them to stay away, and they have,” he said. “I should think you would be pleased.”

Alary nodded, looking up at the sky again as the soft mist fell on his face. He closed his eyes, feeling the cool cleanse of the mist upon his face but he also began to tip backwards because of the drink in his system. He ended up bumping back against the wagon.

“Norman,” he said after a moment. “Why have you come here? What will your people do now that they have killed my king?”

Kristoph had heard variations of this question since his abduction and, for once, he sought to take charge of the conversation. Much as he did with the lady warrior that first day he’d been abducted, Kristoph viewed this moment as an opportunity to make himself less of an object of hate and more of a man who had simply been obeying orders. It had worked with the woman, but Alary… he was different. There was something not quite right about the man, which made Kristoph proceed very carefully.

But it had to be done. If had any chance of survival, he would have to take it, in any form.

“I was only following the commands of my liege,” he said, leaning forward to look Alary in the face. “But what of you? Are you frightened now that the Normans have come to the shores of England? Truthfully, England has had many enemies come to her shores, men who have taken chunks of the country for themselves. The Danes, for instance. They continue to raid and loot, not only in England, but as far south as Breton. We have had our troubles with them. Why do you fear the Normans so?”

Alary blinked as water pooled in his eyes. “Would you not also fear men who came to your shores and killed your king?”

It was as vulnerable and truthful as Kristoph had ever seen Alary. He knew it was the drink talking, but it didn’t matter. It was a surprisingly weak question as the wine removed all of Alary’s inhibitions and controls. Perhaps there was something human inside the man, after all, and it was to that human part of him that Kristoph intended to appeal to.

“You want to know what the Normans will do?” he asked. “I will tell you quite simply – they will come. They will continue to come and abducting me will not make them stop coming. If you want to survive this conquest, then you must ally yourself with the Normans and holding me hostage will only make you the enemy in their eyes. You can cut off my hands, my feet, my ears, and send it all back to them with threats, but I am one knight who is meaningless in the grand scheme of things. They will not care if you cut me to pieces and send me back. It will only make you more of an enemy in their eyes and they will come for you. They will not stop until they have you. Do you want to survive? Then you will listen to me. I will tell you how to survive.”

By this time, Alary was looking at him, his drunken expression rippling with concern. “How many men have come with Normandy?”

“Tens of thousands. You were on the field of battle; you saw how many there were.”

Alary had. Suddenly, his drunken state wasn’t quite so pleasant. It was magnifying his emotions, fear or jubilation or sorrow. He looked at Kristoph, his brow furrowing.

“If they keep coming, I will send you back to them in a puzzle that no man could put back together,” he said, growing agitated. “That will keep them away!”

“I told you it would not. They do not care about a solitary knight when it comes to conquest.”

“They must not come to Mercia!”

“They are already in Mercia.”

Alary’s eyes widened as he realized what the Norman said was true. He groaned, as if becoming ill. “They are crawling all over the south of Sussex and Wessex,” he hissed. “Of course they are in Mercia!”

Kristoph watched the man closely, hoping this didn’t mean he was about to lose another body part. “Do you want to keep them away?”

“They must stay away!”

“Do you want to keep them away?”

Alary labored to climb up from the dirty straw, staggering because he couldn’t quite catch his balance. He ended up leaning against the wagon to steady himself.

“How do I keep them away?” he finally asked. It sounded like a plea. “Tell me!”

Kristoph felt a huge surge of hope in that question. Maybe – just maybe – he could keep himself alive and in one piece until he had the opportunity to escape. If he could convince Alary that he was of help, that he could help him keep the Normans away, then perhaps that opportunity would come at some point.

Kristoph could only pray.

“I will tell you the secret on how to keep the Normans away,” he said. “But you cannot threaten me any longer. You cannot cut off any more fingers and, for God’s sake, feed me and let me sleep in a bed. Keep me alive and I will tell you how to keep the Normans away.”

Alary was so drunk that he didn’t have his usual steadiness of mind. What Kristoph was offering was quite attractive to him. Even though Tenebris wasn’t actually his but a fortified lodge belonging to his brother, still, it was the only thing he had. He didn’t want to relinquish it. The fear of losing it to the Normans was wreaking havoc within him.

“I will,” he finally said, wiping his running nose with the back of his hand. “What will you tell me?”

“Feed me and we will discuss it.”

One of the best moments of Kristoph’s life was when Alary ordered his equally-drunken men to unchain the prisoner, but he wasn’t so drunk that he left Kristoph unattended. With a drunken four-man escort, Kristoph was escorted over to the smelly, low-ceilinged tavern where he sat on the floor by the hearth and enjoyed a feast of boiled mutton and bread.

But to Kristoph, it was the best meal he’d ever tasted.

He tasted hope.

Maybe he would live through this, after all.

At least, that was what he thought until the next morning when Alary woke up with a headache and no memory of their conversation.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


A Fire Within

Nearing Worcester

Worcester was a city that was partially in ruins.

Surrounded by a massive forest and bisected by the River Severn, a waterway that flooded the city now and again, Worcester had seen better days. Tribes had attacked it from the south some twenty years earlier and burned a great deal of it, and reconstruction had been slow because of continued tribal battles that had been going on since the great burning. But the cathedral stood, soaring into the cloudy sky, like a great bastion of hope and faith amidst the ruins of the struggling city.

After leaving Evesham, she was back to riding her shaggy mare, Ghislaine led the knights through trees and meadows towards this downtrodden city. Three days since the arrow strike that had nearly crippled her, she was wasn’t feeling particularly well but she wasn’t one to give in to illness or injury of any kind. The Normans had learned that about her. She’d only ridden with Gaetan the night of her injury when he’d rushed her to Evesham Abbey where the knights had proceeded to tend her – all of them, in fact.

Every one of them knew what she had done to draw out the enemy and save them from an ambush, so in that one swift motion, she’d changed the minds of them all. It had been an act of bravery by a woman like none other. Even de Moray, who had always been so suspicious of her, was now a believer in her honesty and intention to help. Although the price of proving her worth had been high, it had been worth it in Ghislaine’s opinion. It was worth it even more in the way that Gaetan was now being so attentive to her.

But he wasn’t the only one. When it came time to tend her wounds, it was like having nine physics while Jathan simply stood by and watched, praying furiously while the knights dealt with the wound. When they’d reached Evesham after the attack, the priests from Evesham’s cathedral were very helpful and brought boiled linen and medicines, herbal remedies, that promised to help the wound.

Once they were able to take a close look at the damage, they could see that the arrow had missed her bone. It was a clean puncture straight through her leg. Unfortunately, Aramis has been correct – it was a dirty wound. The arrow had pushed leather and fabric into her leg as it traveled and that was something that needed to come out. The knights knew it and so did Ghislaine. As she bit off her groans of pain on a rag, Gaetan plucked out the debris by candlelight with a long set of iron tweezers provided by the priests.

It had been a rather harrowing experience but one that had understandably bonded Ghislaine to the knights. They’d all been wounded at one or more points in their lives so they well understood her agony when it came to cleaning out a wound.

But Ghislaine was strong. She didn’t faint or go into hysterics even when Gaetan put stitches in her leg, and Aramis patted her on the shoulder more than once during the procedure. The big knight with the muddy dark eyes remained by her side until Gaetan’s eyesight began to give out in the weak light and then he took over, cleaning out what Gaetan had missed. When both Aramis and Gaetan were satisfied they’d sufficiently cleaned the wound, it was doused again with wine to cleanse it and honey was applied as a salve to keep away the poison. Gaetan then wrapped it up tightly.

But Ghislaine didn’t stay awake long enough to suffer extended pain. Exhausted to the bone from the events of the day, the monks had given her a draught of wine with poppy powder in it to make her sleep, and sleep she did. She slept well into the morning and no one bothered to wake her up.

In fact, as she slept against the wall of the cathedral covered up by several cloaks that the knights had so thoughtfully deposited on her during the course of the night, Gaetan and his men secured all entrances into the cathedral and refused to let anyone in while she slept. They threatened anyone who tried. For that day, the priests of Evesham had to hold mass on the steps at the front of the church.

When Ghislaine finally awoke well into the morning and realized what Gaetan and his men had done, she had to admit that she was very touched. Aramis and Lance de Reyne brought her food, simple gruel and watered wine, but she slurped it down as Aramis went to check her wound. But that brought Gaetan around and he pushed Aramis aside as he checked his handiwork on her leg personally. Little did Ghislaine know that he was getting a bit of a thrill at the tender white flesh of her thigh and, Gaetan thought, so was Aramis.

There was a competition afoot.

In fact, Gaetan became somewhat territorial over her, especially around de Russe whom, he suspected, was becoming rather enamored with the woman who bested him at Westerham. He’d known Aramis for years and he’d never shown much attention towards women, considering them a necessary nuisance and nothing more. So for Aramis to show Ghislaine the concern he was, in fact, had Gaetan concerned.

It shouldn’t have, but it did.

Gaetan wasn’t entirely sure why, other than the fact his attitude towards Ghislaine was different since the arrow strike. He’d been pulled towards her from the start but now, that pull was stronger than he could control. He’d once considered taking her as his bedslave but, somehow, she was too good for that. She didn’t deserve to be relegated to a man’s bed. She was courageous, beautiful, and strong. So very strong. A woman like that deserved to be a queen.

Or the wife of a great warlord.

That thought had occurred to him while he was cleansing her wound again with wine. She flinched but she didn’t utter a sound, not like she had before. She was steeling herself to the pain, becoming accustomed to it, and the more he held that tender white thigh in his hands and tended the arrow wound, the more he admired a woman who should bear her pain so stoically. But when that word crossed his mind… wife… he’d almost dropped her leg and probably would have had de Lara not been holding the ankle to steady it.

It was a foolish notion that had startled him. He wasn’t meant to have a wife. He had three bedslaves, three children, and he didn’t need a wife. At least, those were his usual thoughts, thoughts he’d had for years. But in the same breath, it occurred to him that he had never wanted a wife because he’d never met a woman he considered worthy. What better wife to take than the sister of Edwin of Mercia, linking Norman and Saxon, cementing alliances? But he wouldn’t marry her simply for the alliance.

He would marry her because he was coming to think she was something very special, indeed.

But Ghislaine was oblivious to Gaetan’s thoughts as he checked her wound twice more that day before she went to sleep. The knights had delayed their journey for two full days to tend to the woman who had sacrificed herself for them. But the morning of the third day, they set out for Worcester through dense forests and a road that narrowed so much, at times, that they had to pass through in single file. The weather had been rainy one day, sunny the next, and as they neared the city, the temperature rose to the point where the water in the ground and in the trees turned into steam and the air became heavy with moisture. Compounded with the humidity from the river, it made the air rather uncomfortable.

The knights were sweating beneath their mail and tunics and even Ghislaine was feeling hot as the air around them turned into a steam bath. She was wearing layers of clothing and she rolled her sleeves up as much as she could, trying to find some relief from the sticky warmth. She kept wiping the sweat from her forehead but she soon came to realize that her cheeks were also very hot – unnaturally hot.

Riding behind Gaetan as they passed through a stretch of trees that, once again, had them riding single file, she touched her cheeks discreetly, realizing with dismay that she had a fever. She’d felt rather queasy all day but she has attributed it to the fact that she was taxing her body by traveling with a nasty wound to her leg. It didn’t occur to her that it was because she was beginning to run a fever.

Fear kept her silent as they continued to travel, fear of becoming a burden, of even being left behind as the knights continued on to Alary’s lair. This was her quest, too, and she didn’t want to surrender this moment of moments, when she finally felt as if she was a part of something, accepted by men she’d proven herself to. It had been a difficult and long fight, and she wasn’t about to relinquish it. She prayed fervently that the fever would be mild and that it would quickly pass. It was simply her body’s way of dealing with the poisonous humors that were inside of her as a result of the arrow wound.

God, please rid me of this fever, she prayed silently. It was a prayer she said repeatedly as they traveled beneath the bright sun, which was only compounding the problem. When the road would widen and the knights would spread out, Gaetan would end up on one side and someone else, usually de Russe, would end up on the other. She was terrified they would see how red her cheeks were so she tried to keep her head down and not speak with any of them, as much as it pained her. Gaetan was finally showing her the attention she had been hoping for and she very much wanted to show that she was receptive to it, but now she was afraid to.

Afraid he would see her illness in her face.

After several hours of travel, they stopped to rest the horses along a small creek in a thicket that was heavy with moisture. The water bubbled down the rocks as the horses drank. Wellesbourne and St. Hèver even went so far as to pull their horses into the water, splashing them to cool them off. Ghislaine, meanwhile, had wandered upstream a bit, kneeling down with her painful leg beside the crystal-clear water to splash some on her face. It was cool to her skin and felt wonderful. As she dried her face off with the sleeve of her cote, she heard footsteps next to her. Turning slightly, she caught sight of Gaetan’s boots.

“Is the weather always ridiculously hot in October?” he asked.

She kept her head down, pretending to still splash water on her face. “Nay,” she said. “A day like this is most unusual.”

Gaetan moved up beside her and crouched down as well, putting a big hand in the water and drinking from it. “How does your wound feel?”

She nodded. “It aches,” she said, an understatement. She paused a moment before continuing. “I… I have not had the opportunity to thank you for tending it so carefully. I do not think any physic could have done a better job.”

He wiped the cold water on his face. “It was the least I could do, considering you risked your lives for all of us.”

“I did what I believed needed to be done.”

“I know.”

A brief silence followed, but not uncomfortable. It was rather warm, in fact. Gaetan remained crouched next to her, now watching the stream bubble as water dripped from his hands. “We are near Worcester.”

“We are.”

“How far to your brother’s stronghold?”

Ghislaine cocked her head thoughtfully but, in doing so, she realized that she lifted her head and exposed her red cheeks to his scrutiny, so she quickly lowered her head again.

“Very close,” she said. “We will be there by tomorrow.”

He grunted. “I had not realized we were so close.”

She nodded. “We are quite close,” she said. Then, she sighed thoughtfully. “I have been thinking of my brother and of his travels. If he continued to travel as slowly as he was when we first began to follow him, then he would be at least three days behind us, mayhap more. Even with our delay in Evesham, I do not think he has caught up to us. On the road he is traveling, unless he has deviated, he will come through Kidderminster. The road our party is on will come up west of Kidderminster and it is my assumption that we will reach Tenebris before he does.”

Gaetan shifted so he was sitting on his buttocks now, resting his weary body. “I have been thinking the same thing,” he said. “We will be waiting for him when he arrives.”

“It would make for a perfect ambush if we can single out de Lohr and steal him away before my brother can hurt him.”

It was a bit of covert tactics and he looked at her, approval in his eyes. “You are a clever little mouse,” he said, grinning. “I have never met a woman who thought so logically. Mayhap, you should have been the one to command Harold’s army. On second thought, it was a good thing that you did not. We more than likely would have lost.”

Ghislaine fought off a modest grin. “I am not a pampered Saxon lady, as you well know. I think like a warrior. It is how I have been trained.”

Gaetan was looking at her, the way her dark hair draped over her shoulder, the shape of her body beneath the cote that clung to her in places. But he also noticed she was sitting oddly with her right leg favored. He knew, from experience, that injuries like that hurt a great deal to the point where even routine movement was excruciating. But she bore it stoically; not even a whimper.

A strong lady, indeed.

“Your training has been invaluable in our quest to find our comrade,” he said. “In fact, I cannot imagine having made this journey without you.”

It was close to a compliment from Gaetan, as far as compliments went. He wasn’t the kind to give an encouraging or positive word, or so he seemed. Ghislaine dared to glance over her shoulder at him, her red cheeks partially obscured by her hair. “I would say that it is unfortunate that we had to make it in the first place, but somehow… somehow I am not. I believe some understanding has come out of this. Understanding for Normans. Mayhap you even understand my people more as well.”

He shrugged. “I understand that they are proud,” he said. “I understand that they are skilled but not organized.”

Before she could reply, more than likely to dispute his comment, Camulos wandered up, tail wagging. Instead of going to Gaetan, he went straight to Ghislaine and licked her on the chin with a big wet tongue and wet fur around his mouth. She groaned, wiping the slobbery kiss away.

“And I understand that Normans have smelly dogs that they treat like children,” she said, trying to move away from Camulos as he sat down next to her. “Why does this dog like me so much? Does he not know that I despise him?”

Gaetan laughed softly as his dog leaned against her. “He has good taste in people,” he said. “If he likes you, take it as a compliment.”

“I want him to go away.”

“Do you really?”

She thought better of her initial reply, which had been an affirmative. The dog had been her only companion when the knights had taken to ignoring her. Making a face that suggested surrender, she shook her head.

“I suppose I do not,” she said, putting a hand on the dog’s big head. “He is annoying but ridiculously sweet. I have never seen such an affectionate dog.”

Gaetan reached out to slap the dog affectionately on the back. “I acquired him with the hope that he would help me in battle,” he said. “Alas, that was not to be; the first battle I took him to, he ran right towards the enemy with his tail wagging. They almost stole him from me.”

Ghislaine looked at the dumb dog, grinning in spite of herself. “I would believe it,” she said. “I suppose he is not entirely annoying.”

Gaetan watched her pet the animal, who lapped up the attention. “He likes you a great deal,” he said. “In fact, you may have to take him with you when you return home. I am not entirely sure he will be happy with me any longer.”

Return home. Ghislaine pondered those words. In truth, she hadn’t even thought of returning to Tamworth since this quest started and now that the eventuality was on her mind, she realized that she couldn’t return to her lonely life. She would miss these arrogant, powerful knights who had made her feel more companionship than she’d ever felt in her life. She would miss this silly dog, the jittery priest, and the sense of purpose they all had. She didn’t want to lose any of it.

Her movements slowed as she continued to pet the dog.

“I do not think I should return home,” she said.

Gaetan’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh?” he asked. “Why not?”

She shrugged, feeling very bold with what she was about to say. “Because I do not think I should leave you alone in this country,” she said. “You do not know the people or the customs, but I do. I… I think I would be of great value to you.”

Gaetan watched her for a moment before a faint smile began to tug at his lips. He was quite glad she’d made that suggestion because the thought of her returning home, of leaving him, didn’t sit well with him either. The thought of losing his little mouse was a sad thought, indeed.

“You think so?” he said. He pretended to think on it. “Once I reclaim Kristoph, I am moving on to the north. I have been asked to secure it.”

She looked at him, then. “Then you need me,” she said firmly. “The north is a wild place with tribes and customs you would not understand. I understand them and I could be of great help to you.”

His smile grew when he realized she was eager to do it. Eager to go with him. God, was it really possible that she might be feeling something for him as he was feeling for her? It seemed like an impossibility given how they’d met and the trouble they’d had during their association, but there was no denying the magnetism between them. He looked at her, she looked at him, and the world seemed to stop for a moment. He couldn’t remember when it hadn’t always been like that.

He couldn’t imagine never seeing her again.

“You have already been of great help to me,” he said. “But what of your home? Won’t Edwin miss your presence? Surely he cannot do without you, either.”

Ghislaine shrugged, looking back to the silly dog. “There is nothing for me at Tamworth,” she said. “With Hakon gone these two years, there has been nothing there for me ever since he died. That place is a tomb for me. I do not want to go back, not ever.”

Gaetan was curious about the dead husband, the man she’d only mentioned once. “Hakon,” he repeated. Now the husband had a name. “You said that he had drowned?”

“Aye.”

“May I ask how it happened?”

It was a polite question. Strangely, she didn’t feel the angst she usually felt when answering it. “There was a shipwreck two years ago at Ponthieu when Harold tried to take men into France,” she said. “Hakon, as my husband, was one of Harold’s knights. He was one of the few to drown in the shipwreck.”

Gaetan remembered the incident, mostly because one of his allies had taken Harold hostage for a time after the shipwreck. “There were several ships, as I recall, tossed about by a storm.”

Ghislaine nodded. “Aye.”

“Did you have children?”

“Nay.”

“But you miss him.”

It was a statement, not a question. Ghislaine nodded, once. “Every day.”

She left it at that and Gaetan didn’t push her. He was starting to understand her sorrow at a dead husband she was evidently fond of, but it seemed more than that. No more husband, a home she didn’t want to return to… was that why she was willing to escort his knights northward? Because it helped her forget the memories of a dead husband? She was a lady with secrets and sorrows. Perhaps she was running from them; perhaps not. In any case, he appreciated that he was coming to know her a little more, as moments of conversation like this on this journey had been rare. But as he looked at her lovely face, he caught a glimpse of her red cheeks as she was looking at the dog. He’d been leaning back on an elbow but now he sat up.

“Why are your cheeks so red?” he asked. “Come here. Let me feel your face.”

The smile vanished from Ghislaine’s lips when she realized he was on to her secret. “That is not necessary,” she said quickly. “It… it is the sun. It has burned my face.”

Gaetan’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “That does not look like a burn from the sun to me.”

“It is.”

He didn’t believe her; that was clear. In an instant, he was reaching around the dog and grabbing Ghislaine by the arm, pulling her over to him so he could put a hand to her face. She tried to pull away but he laid a big palm against her forehead and, immediately, his eyes widened.

“You have a fever,” he said seriously. “How long has this been going on?”

Ghislaine looked at him fearfully. “I am sure I do not have a fever,” she insisted weakly. “It is simply too much sun.”

Gaetan sighed faintly. “Mousie, you do, indeed, have a fever,” he said, somewhat gently. “I must look at your wound. There is poison in it.”

Ghislaine was looking at him with great distress, completely overlooking the fact that he’d called her mousie, a pet version of the “little mouse” term that he seemed to like so much when addressing her. Had she not been so afraid of his discovery of her fever, she would have been very touched. Flattered, even.

Giddy.

“It can wait until we reach Worcester,” she insisted. “Truly, I feel fine. I simply think I have had too much sun.”

Gaetan acted as if he hadn’t heard her. “We must get you to Worcester immediately and seek a physic,” he said. “They do have physics in this barbaric country, don’t they?”

She nodded. “Aye,” she said. As Gaetan began to rise, she grabbed him by the arm, preventing him from moving. When he looked at her, curiously, she gazed up at him with teary eyes. “Promise me you will not leave me in Worcester while you go on without me. I do not want to be left behind.”

Gaetan had never been one to be swayed be feminine wiles or tears but, at this moment, he was quite swayed by the tears. He didn’t like to see them on her face. “I cannot make any promises,” he said, though it was gently done. “If you are ill, you cannot travel. You know that.”

Her features crumpled. “I do not want to be left alone,” she wept as tears streamed down her face. “This mission is as much mine as it is yours. I must see it through.”

Gaetan felt a good deal of pity for her. Taking the hand that was on his arm, he lifted it to his lips for a tender kiss simply to comfort her. “You are very dedicated and I appreciate that,” he said patiently. “But if you are ill, you cannot…”

Ghislaine was so distraught that she couldn’t even spare the thrill for the kiss he’d just given her. “Please!”

She was weeping louder now, attracting attention. Gaetan sighed heavily as he rose to his feet, lifting her up to stand. De Russe, the ever-present protector, was immediately at her side, appearing quite concerned with her tears.

“What has happened?” he asked her. “What did Gaetan say to you?”

Gaetan rolled his eyes. “I did not say anything to her,” he snapped quietly. “She is running a fever. We must get her to town and locate a physic. If her leg is becoming poisoned, then it must be treated.”

The concern on de Russe’s features grew. “I knew it was a dirty wound,” he muttered, reaching out to take Ghislaine’s right arm as Gaetan took the left. “Come along, my lady. We will go and find you a physic.”

Ghislaine was feverish and unhappy. She pulled her arms from their grips even though they were only attempting to help her. “I can walk alone,” she said, incensed. “I am not feverish. It is simply the sun.”

Gaetan looked at Aramis’ questioning expression over the top of her head, shaking his head faintly to indicate that the lady was wrong in her assessment of her illness.

“Then let us at least get you out of the sun,” Gaetan said patiently.

By this point, the other knights were gathering around her, drawn by her weeping. De Moray and de Winter, in particular, were looking at her with great concern.

“My lady?” de Moray asked. “What has happened?”

Gaetan prevented her from answering. “The lady is ill,” he said. “Get the horses. We must leave for Worcester immediately.”

“I am not ill!”

“Of course not.”

Gaetan had an amazing amount of patience with her as they headed for the horses. He wanted her to ride with him but she balked, insisting she ride her own horse, so de Lara brought the mare around and helped her to mount. Her leg was very tender, making it uncomfortable to ride, but de Lara was clever. In helping her mount, he was able to get a hand on her leg, pretending to help her but what he really wanted to do was feel the limb to see if it had any temperature to it. Once he helped the lady settle, he turned and walked past Gaetan, muttering in the man’s ear.

“Her leg is on fire.”

Gaetan’s heart sank. Gesturing to his knights to mount up, soon they were all moving in the direction of Worcester, which was less than an hour away. They could see the top of the cathedral as soon as they left the thicket and passed onto the road, and then on to the city that was still devastated by tribal wars and a flooding river.

Now, as they entered the outskirts of the beaten city and headed towards the city center, the fever that Ghislaine had been trying to ignore was growing worse. She could tell because her eyeballs were growing hot, a sure sign that her fever was worsening. She also felt strangely weak and her head was swimming and rather foggy. It was an increasing effort for her to stay upright on her mare because she wanted nothing more than to lay down and sleep.

Behind her, she could hear small talk from the knights as they passed into the town. De Russe, riding behind her, came up beside her and handed her a purple flower that he’d ripped from a vine they’d passed. The flower brought a weak smile to her face and she held on to it as they continued into the town proper, past the waddle and daub buildings and the inhabitants of the town who, at just past noon, were winding down their business for the day.

Children ran about, playing, and Camulos found a dog friend to sniff at but the dog ran off, leaving poor Camulos rather bewildered. But Ghislaine didn’t notice any of it; she was starting to feel dizzy as her flaming cheeks and burning eyes raged. It hurt to even keep her eyes open, so she closed them, briefly, to bring them some relief.

Up ahead, Gaetan was speaking to Téo and Wellesbourne about the town and the possibility of finding a physic for Ghislaine. But as they chatted, a shout from behind stopped them.

Gaetan turned around, swiftly, just in time to see Ghislaine hit the ground as she fell from her horse, unconscious.
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“When did you say she was injured?”

All nine knights, Jathan, and the silly dog were crowded into a small, grossly dirty one-room hut that was near the Worcester cathedral. Mannig was the man asking the question. The abbot at Worcester had referred the knights to him when they’d shown up at the cathedral door carrying a feverish, half-conscious woman. Mannig was actually an apothecary, not a physic, but he was known to treat the sick and injured and, at the moment, he was the best option they had. The abbot didn’t know of a local physic to refer, so they had to go with the apothecary. Gaetan, greatly distressed by the turn of events, answered the man’s question.

“Three days ago in an ambush,” he said. “What will you do for her?”

Mannig was a tiny man with a bushy beard and a bald head. He was also very old and had seen a great deal in his life, which meant he lacked tact at times. He simply spoke what was on his mind because he had no time for pleasantries.

Moreover, he was looking at nine very big Norman knights and was quite puzzled as to their presence, especially in the heart of Saxon England, but that curiosity would have to wait. He had a sick woman on his hands and the knights wanted answers. When the knight who seemed to be the leader of the group asked the question, Mannig turned back to the bed where the woman was sleeping feverishly and fitfully.

“She has the poison in her,” he said. “It is a matter of taking the poison out and healing her humors. She is in very bad humor.”

He was speaking with a strange mix of his language and Latin terms, which gave the knights pause when listening to him. They were all multi-lingual, as was necessary in these times, but it took them a moment to decipher what he was saying. Even so, Gaetan already knew what the old man was telling them. He was impatient with a fool who spoke the obvious.

“What will you do for her?” he asked again, trying not to sound angry or desperate about it. “And what can we do to help?”

The old man glanced over his shoulder at the patient. “Everything depends on how much poison is in her body. If it is too much, then I can do nothing. But if there is a chance….”

Gaetan cut him off. “Then examine her now. Waste no more time.”

The old man dutifully went to the bed and bent over Ghislaine, peeling back the layers of clothing on her leg. The movement jolted her awake and she slapped her hands over the leg that the old man was trying to uncover, trying to stop him from moving her painful limb. Gaetan, Aramis, and Téo went to the bed, quickly, to calm her.

“Be at ease, little mouse,” Gaetan said quietly, kneeling down by her head and pulling her hands away from her thigh. “We have brought you to a healer. He wishes to inspect your wound.”

Ghislaine looked at him, her eyes big in her pasty face, and shook her head. “Nay,” she breathed. “It is nothing. I must go now.”

She tried to get out of bed but many hands stilled her as the old man finished peeling back her cote and shift to get to the trousers she wore beneath. The entire time they’d been traveling, she’d never parted ways with her trousers, which she was comfortable with, but she’d continued to wear the cotes that Gaetan had given her, making for many layers and an awkward mix of clothing for the lady warrior who had never dressed like a lady.

It had also been part of the problem when the arrow penetrated; there had been many layers to go through, taking many layers with it into her leg. There was a binding around her right thigh, stained with seepage, which the old man carefully unwrapped. All the while, Gaetan kept eye contact with Ghislaine to keep her calm.

“We are in Worcester,” he told her softly. “The priests at the abbey sent us to this man. He will help you.”

In just the past few hours, Ghislaine had gone from lucid and feverish to hardly lucid and burning with fever. The poison in her body was creating a muddled mind and her thought processes were affected.

“The abbey?” she repeated. “Where is the abbey?”

Gaetan smiled faintly at her. “Not far,” he said. “We took you there first.”

“The abbey is still here?”

He nodded to the odd question, stroking her forehead simply because he couldn’t help himself. She was so very sick and he felt so very miserable for her, an odd reaction from a man who had little compassion for anyone other than his men. Even when Adéle had been giving birth to his sons, he’d been away at the time and had spared little thought to the woman who was struggling to bring forth his children. It was cold of him and he knew it, but it was of no matter. There was no emotion involved when it came to his bedslave, a mere possession and nothing more.

But with Ghislaine, the situation was much different. She brought forth emotion from him that he never knew he had, a depth of pity that he didn’t know he was capable of, but he was afraid to show any of it, afraid it might look like weakness. Still, seeing her so ill made him sick to his stomach and he felt foolish for it, wrestling with this sense of compassion he was unused to.

She made him feel.

“The abbey is still there,” he murmured. “Quiet, now. Let the apothecary look at your wound. He will know what to do.”

Ghislaine simply nodded, her eyes never leaving his. There was that faith again, reflected in her gaze, faith he’d seen before and faith that made him feel stronger than anything he’d ever known. He continued to hold her attention as, down below, the apothecary took a sharp knife and cut away her trousers to inspect the wound better. Aramis and Téo hung over the man’s shoulder to see the wound for themselves.

“You will not leave me here?” Ghislaine asked, her voice hoarse and weak.

Gaetan continued to stroke her forehead as he gazed down at her. “I will not leave you here. You are part of us, Mousie. I would not leave you behind, not ever. Put your mind at rest.”

Ghislaine sighed, relieved by his words. She clutched his hand tightly as if afraid to let him go. She was just starting to doze off again when the old man touched the arrow entry wound and she nearly came off the bed, shrieking in pain. Even de Moray and de Reyne rushed forward to keep her still because she was kicking so, throwing a knee right into Aramis’ chest as he stood over her. The man grunted as the wind was knocked from him. Now, everyone was rushing to still her as the old man peered more closely at the wound.

“Keep her leg still,” he commanded quietly. “She is raging with fever and the leg is full of poison. Who cleaned the wound after she was injured?”

Gaetan looked at him. “I did,” he said without hesitation. “It was doused repeatedly in wine before we stitched it.”

“Did you remove any debris?”

Aramis answered before Gaetan could; he was very worried for the lady. “It was a dirty wound,” he said. “We took out what we could find but there is always a chance that more was pushed deep that we could not get to.”

The old man bent over the leg, inspecting the wound very closely as Ghislaine was all but pinned to the bed by the knights. When the old man touched the cat gut stitches that Gaetan himself had put into Ghislaine’s leg, pus began to seep out from between the strands.

The knights all saw it and it was something no one had wanted to see. Pus meant poison, and poison would kill. The leg itself was swollen, the area around the stitches red and angry. The old man pushed again on the wound and more pus came forth.

Now, everyone was looking at the apothecary, waiting for a brilliant answer on how to cure the woman, but the apothecary remained silent as he continued to inspect. He had de Reyne help him bend the knee up so he could get a look at the exit wound, which didn’t have the pus or swelling that the entry wound on the top of the thigh did. De Reyne lowered the leg down as the old man stood up.

“There is poison in the wound, of that there is no doubt,” he said, “but the wound on the back of the leg is clean. That tells me that the poison has not spread.”

It was good news as far as news of the wound went, but she was still in grave danger. He moved away from the bed as the knights watched him with a mixture of curiosity and impatience. He just seemed to be puttering around at that point. Even Wellesbourne, who hadn’t shown much interest towards Ghislaine one way or the other, was unnerved by it.

“Well?” he finally demanded. “What do you intend to do?”

The old man went to one of the long dilapidated tables in his hut and began knocking things around, evidently looking for something. Mice scuttled off of the table as he banged about.

“I intend to cut the leg open and clean out the poison,” he said. “If I do not, she will die.”

It was a simple statement, to the point, but it was something no one wanted to hear even if they already knew that fact. The mood of the room had gone from one of great concern to one of sadness now as they realized their guide, the woman who had become part of them in spite of their rocky relationship with her, was seriously ill.

As it often was with wounds, if the initial injury didn’t kill then the chance of poison after the fact often did. Now, they were facing that very situation and there wasn’t one man who wasn’t feeling pity for Ghislaine.

Their little warrior was facing her most difficult challenge yet.

“How will you clean out the poison?” Gaetan wanted to know, although he already suspected the answer. He simply wanted to hear the old man’s process. “What medicaments will you use?”

The apothecary didn’t answer right away; he was pulling the items he needed off of his table. In fact, he had a handful of what looked like strips or straps, and when he rounded the table on his way to a second table over near the door, he held out the straps to de Winter, who was the closest to him.

“Tie her down,” he instructed. “She cannot move while I am cutting her wound open.”

Denis looked at the straps in his hand with a good deal of apprehension before looking to Gaetan for instructions. Would they tie her down? Or would they do as they were doing now, which was holding her down themselves. Gaetan saw Denis’ expression and he shook his head, faintly.

“Nay,” he said. “We will not tie her down. We will hold her. Tying her down would only terrify her.”

The old man was casual in his reply. “As you like,” he said, “but if she moves, I may cut more than needed. I may do further damage. Do you understand?”

“I do.”

“Straps will not touch her,” Aramis said in that threatening tone he used so often. “We will make sure she does not move.”

Gaetan’s gaze moved to Aramis, who was standing down by her feet. He was reminded, yet again, that his knight, his longtime comrade, might be feeling the same thing for the lady that he himself was. Gaetan was starting to think that he needed to have a word with Aramis about it if Ghislaine survived all of this. If he was going to stake a claim, then he’d better do it quickly.

Providing she lived.

That was all Gaetan cared about at the moment.

The old man wandered between tables, picking up what he needed by way of a cracked wooden bowl. He tossed a few things into it; a large needle, cat gut, two knives of different sizes, and a wad of boiled linen. He picked up a second bowl that had a cloth covering it that, when removed, filled the air with the stench of vinegar. Then he came back over to the lady on the bed, and the knights surrounding her, and began to hand things to the men who weren’t involved in pinning the lady to the bed. Wellesbourne and Jathan ended up holding the two bowls.

“Now,” the old man said as he settled himself between de Reyne and de Moray, who were on the right side of the bed and pinning down the right side of her body. “This will be painful and she will not like what I am doing, but it is necessary. You must hold her as still as you can else she will do more harm to herself. Are we clear?”

De Moray responded. “We are not fools, old man. Get to it.”

Gaetan shot de Moray a disapproving expression; he didn’t want the apothecary insulted just when they needed the man to do a job. But the old man seemed not to notice. He simply peered closely at the infected would and held out a hand.

“Bring me my knives.”

Wellesbourne came around and knelt down next to the old man, extending the bowl that had the knives and other sharp objects in it. Taking forth the larger of the two knives, he didn’t even warn them when he immediately began to cut the sutures on the entry wound of her thigh.

Ghislaine stiffened with pain and those holding her clamped down. The apothecary went to work on his screaming patient.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


I Cannot Take That Which Does Not Belong To You

It was evening.

The door to the apothecary’s hut opened and men began spilling out, forming a group of exhausted knights that gazed up into the clear cold sky as the world outside remained dark and still.

It was in stark contrast to the screams and groans inside the hut. They’d come outside for a breath of air after the harrowing procedure on Ghislaine’s wound. Not one man had watched the event unfold and not felt a twinge of queasiness about it, though none would admit it. Men were meant to take such pain from wounds, but watching a woman go through it – and a strong woman at that – had been inherently wrong in many ways. She shouldn’t have put herself in harm’s way. She shouldn’t have taken an arrow on their behalf.

But she had and she was paying the price.

No one felt very good about that.

The streets of Worcester were abandoned at this time of night, the only sounds those of nightbirds in the distance as they hunted near the river. The knights were weary and hadn’t eaten since morning, but that didn’t seem to matter at the moment. They were concerned about their little guide, who had only now quieted down and had fallen into a heavy sleep. She’d passed out during the cutting and scraping that the apothecary had done to her, only to be awakened by excruciating pain that she’d had to endure because she didn’t lose consciousness a second time.

There came a point towards the end where she couldn’t even scream anymore, only flinching as the old man stitched a wound that was now at least three times as big as it had been before. He’d had to cut the wound to get down into it, so now there was quite a hole in her leg, but it was as clean as the old man could get it. He’d cut away, scraped away, and even found a small piece of leather that he believed had been causing the poison. He’d removed it, rinsed the wound with vinegar, and stitched it up with surprisingly small and neat stitches.

After that, everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

Once the operation was finished, so was their task of holding Ghislaine down on the bed. The knights released her but they didn’t leave right away, watching her as the old man had her drink something he called “rotten tea”, a foul potion, before she fell into an exhausted sleep. Or, perhaps she had even passed out again. It was difficult to say, but at least she was reasonably at peace once the horror of the procedure was finished.

St. Hèver and Wellesbourne were the first to wander away, the tough and most heartless of the group who ended up being the most sickened by the experience. They were eager to leave. Gradually, they all went outside except for Gaetan, Jathan, Téo, and Aramis. Those four lingered for a few minutes, perhaps to prove that they weren’t as squeamish as the others, until Téo and Jathan, finished with his prayers for the lady, finally went outside.

That left Gaetan and Aramis, but Gaetan wasn’t going to leave before Aramis did. He sat at Ghislaine’s head, still holding her hand because she’d been squeezing it throughout the procedure. He was fairly certain she’d broken bones but he didn’t much care about that.

He was only concerned with her.

“That was an exceptionally brutal thing to watch,” Aramis finally muttered when they were alone. “I have been exposed to battle wounds my entire life but that was… rough.”

Gaetan was looking at Ghislaine’s sleeping face, thinking he imagined something more than normal concern in Aramis’ tone. He struggled to keep his jealousy at bay, an unusual thing, indeed, when it came to his men.

God, how he hated feeling this way, swamped with feelings he’d never experienced before. The last thing he wanted to do was upset Aramis but the man had to know how he felt. He couldn’t be upset with the man if he’d not been forthcoming about his feelings.

He cleared his throat softly.

“She is the most courageous woman I have ever known,” he said. Then, he tried to look at Aramis but found he was unable to. This was going to be a difficult admission. “I appreciate your help with the lady. In fact, you have been most kind towards her since that evening at Westerham.”

Aramis nodded, his gaze on Ghislaine’s ashen face. “She was very clever, your little mouse.”

“You wondered if she could really fight. You received your answer.”

“I did, indeed.”

Gaetan paused. “Aramis,” he said. “I have been thinking about something. I do not wish to offend you, my friend, but I must ask. Do you have feelings towards the lady other than simple friendship?”

It was a blunt question that filled the air between them. Aramis tore his gaze away from Ghislaine’s face. He didn’t look particularly surprised by the query. In fact, he’d been expecting it. Therefore, his reply was calm and truthful.

“I know you do,” he said quietly.

Gaetan looked at him, then. He felt foolish that his friend was more observant than he gave him credit for but, in truth, it wasn’t as if he’d been hiding it as of late. “Does it show?”

“To me, mayhap.”

“Do the others know?”

Aramis shrugged. “I have not asked. No one has said anything if they do.”

Gaetan wasn’t sure how he felt about that except that he felt as if he’d been keeping a secret from his men and that was something he’d never done. He didn’t like withholding information from them but, in this case, he wasn’t even really sure what he was feeling for her. How was he supposed to verbalize it to others?

“You have not answered my question,” he said after a moment. “Do you feel something for her?”

Aramis’ gaze lingered on Gaetan a moment before returning to Ghislaine. “Would it matter if I did?”

“I would appreciate an honest answer.”

Aramis was quiet for a moment before the answer came, soft and hesitant. “It is possible that I do.”

Gaetan pondered the reply. Oddly enough, he felt relieved by it. Now, he could deal with it. It was the unknown that had him unbalanced. “I do not blame you.”

“Nor do I blame you.”

“I believe I will marry her.”

Aramis sighed faintly; Gaetan could hear him. “I see,” he said after a moment. “May I ask you something, Gate?”

“Of course.”

“What about Adéle and your other women? Do you believe Lady Ghislaine would like to be brought into a household where there are other women to share your bed?”

Gaetan shook his head. “I am sure she would not,” he said. “I will send Adéle and the others away. I do not need them any longer.”

“Need them?” he repeated. “You sound as if they were something to be tossed away. You are speaking of the mothers of your children.”

“I realize that.”

“There is also that goldsmith’s daughter who bore you a son years ago. What about her?”

Gaetan thought on the first illegitimate son he’d had, a fine lad named Estienne. Truth be told, he forgot about the child at times because the boy’s mother died the previous year and he’d done his duty to send the boy to squire, but he’d not seen him since. Now, Aramis had him thinking on the son he’d only seen once or twice in his lifetime. Another child from another woman he’d bedded. He was starting to feel the least bit uncomfortable with his behavior for the first time in his life.

“His mother died last year,” he replied after a moment. “She is no concern.”

Even though Aramis knew Gaetan and how the man conducted his personal life, it had never been any concern of his until now. Now, he was coming to wonder if Ghislaine wouldn’t be yet another conquest in the ongoing annals of Warwolfe.

“But Adéle and your other women are quite alive and, I would imagine, quite inconvenient to you now that you are contemplating taking a wife,” he said. “Now you would cast them all aside simply because you feel something for another woman?”

Gaetan sat back, mulling over the question. “Adéle knows that I hold no feelings for her,” he said. “She has been with me many years. She knows my thoughts and she knows that marriage was never a possibility. She is a slave, Aramis, and nothing more. And my sons… I adore my sons but to have legitimate heirs with a woman like Ghislaine would make me the proudest man alive.”

Aramis understood that because he was having the very same feelings. But Gaetan was his liege; it wasn’t as if he could fight the man on this and his disappointment was deep. The noble thing would be for him to back away. Perhaps he could; perhaps he couldn’t. He wasn’t exactly sure what he felt for the lady, either. And in that respect, what he would verbalize would be much the same as Gaetan. Both of them career knights, unused to emotional attachments.

Until Ghislaine entered their world.

“She would produce magnificent sons,” he agreed. “But you do not see her as simply the mother of your heirs, do you? She is much more than that.”

Gaetan nodded slowly, a bobbing of the head that was both thoughtful and hesitant. “It is strange, Aramis,” he said. “I never wanted to marry. You have known me for years and you know I have avoided marriage as if it were poison. I suppose I never met a woman I considered worthy of marriage but in Ghislaine, I see a woman more worthy than I am. Now, I am afraid she will not want me because I am not good enough for her.”

Aramis lifted his eyebrows thoughtfully. “Then you should ask her.”

“What if she denies me?”

“Then I will be there to ask her if she feels I am worthy of her.”

Gaetan looked at him. “You would take her from me?”

“I cannot take that which does not belong to you. But I will give you the first opportunity to marry her. If she refuses you, then you will not begrudge me if I do.”

It was a fair enough bargain. Gaetan didn’t like the thought of Aramis married to Ghislaine but it wasn’t as if he could prevent it. He was quite worthy of her, as well. Aramis would inherit his father’s title, Count of Roeselare, someday. So he would be a most worthy man with titles and wealth. Moreover, Aramis was a man of good character. Perhaps a little rough around the edges, but he was of good character. Gaetan considered him a close friend.

“I appreciate your honesty,” he said. “And I appreciate that you will give me the first opportunity to express my feelings for her. I shall not forget your generosity.”

Aramis lingered by the end of the bed before coming around and laying an enormous hand on Gaetan’s shoulder. “You have been a great and true friend to me, Gate,” he said. “I could not live long enough to repay everything you have done for me. Although I had hoped I was wrong and that your attention towards the lady was nothing more than duty, I understand that you feel something for her. That is a rare thing, my friend. What is affection and love in our world?”

Gaetan looked up at him, appreciating his words, his reaction to the situation. “It is a curse or it is a blessing,” he said. “I have seen it curse men until they were ghosts of their former selves but, in the case of Kristoph and my sister, I have seen the blessings between them. I have always envied that bond but never thought I would know it for myself. Mayhap I shall not. If the lady does not return my feelings, then I will not begrudge you if she finds comfort in you. She could do worse.”

Aramis snorted, patted his shoulder one last time, and left the hut. Gaetan felt a great deal of relief when the man was gone but not for his absence; it was for the understanding between them now, something he knew he had to get out in the open before it festered. He had too much respect for Aramis not to clear the air. Although he wasn’t happy that Aramis had some feelings towards Ghislaine, he knew Aramis was a man of honor. In fact, he felt some pity for the man, expressing feelings for a woman he would probably never have.

Hopefully, he wouldn’t.

Gaetan looked down at Ghislaine, sleeping heavily beside him. She was still holding on to one of his hands that, by this time, was numb. He couldn’t feel his fingers any longer. He studied her face in the weak light, the way her lashes fanned out against her cheek, the tiny little scar she had on her forehead near the hairline, and the rosebud lips that were pale but still quite kissable. Here in the darkness, with no one watching, he did, indeed, kiss them tenderly.

They were as sweet as he had imagined.

But he wasn’t entirely alone; he knew that. He could hear the old man over in the darkness behind him, rummaging about. The old man who had heard the conversation between him and Aramis, although he didn’t much care. It was done. Still holding Ghislaine’s hand, he looked over his shoulder towards the rustlings sounds.

“My men and I have not eaten since this morning,” he said. “Is there a tavern nearby?”

The old man was cleaning off his knives with vinegar. “Aye,” he replied. “Down the road is a place called The King’s Head. They will provide a meal for a price.”

“And a bed?”

“You can sleep there, also.”

Gaetan turned to look at Ghislaine. Gently, he stroked her forehead with his free hand. “I must leave her here, at least for the night,” he said. “I will pay you well for your services and the use of the bed.”

The old man wandered in his direction, peering down at his patient. “She will sleep until tomorrow,” he said. “Go and eat. She will be here when you return.”

Gaetan didn’t want to leave her but the apothecary had a point; she was dead asleep. She wouldn’t know if he’d left to eat, something he and his knights very much needed to do. Reluctantly, he nodded.

“You will watch over her?” he asked.

The old man nodded, turning away to put his knives away. “I will not leave.”

Carefully, Gaetan disengaged his fingers from her grip, pulling the dirty woolen blanket up over her. His gaze lingered on her even as he stood up and stretched the kinks out of his big body.

“Then my men and I will find something to eat,” he said, turning for the door. “I will return shortly.”

The old man simply nodded, busying himself at his table as Gaetan slipped from the hut.

Once outside, Gaetan stretched out his body again, rubbing at a spot on his back that was sore from having sat hunched over for so long. His men were standing around, weary and waiting.

“Has she awoken?” Téo asked.

Gaetan shook his head. “She sleeps like the dead,” he said. Then, he looked around. “Where are the horses?”

“There is a livery on the other side of the cathedral,” St. Hèver told him. “When you took the lady inside the apothecary, Lance and I took the horses to the livery. They are well tended.”

“And our possessions?”

“I paid the livery keep to watch over them but we took your money purse from your saddlebags. I have it.”

Satisfied at the way of things for the moment, Gaetan pointed down the road. “The apothecary said there is a tavern down the road called The King’s Head where we can find food,” he said. “I could use something to eat now that the apothecary is watching over the lady.”

Everyone agreed on that account. The King’s Head, in fact, was only a few doors down from the apothecary’s hut. So, in short order, the knights found themselves faced with a tavern that was only half-full, which meant there was a good deal of food to go around. Beside a roaring fire pit that sent a heavy layer of smoke into the room, the knights stuffed themselves on boiled pork, carrots, and apples.

All the while, however, they felt as if someone was missing and, more than once, made a comment about the lady warrior besting Aramis that night in Westerham. It was a favorite story to tell. It seemed as though Ghislaine was more a part of them than she’d ever hoped to be and it was a sad thing she wasn’t here to see it. Gaetan kept thinking how much she would have enjoyed the meal and the fact that de Moray burped out a tune after having too much ale, nearly rupturing eardrums. Nothing was heard from the Lord of Flatulence this night, but the Lord of Belch was in fine form.

Even Gaetan was able to laugh at it. He felt relieved and hopeful, praying that morning would find Ghislaine much better. A praying man, he found himself giving thanks to God several times during the night and finding a sense of peace because of it. He couldn’t believe that God would have brought Ghislaine to him only to take her away when he realized his feelings for her. As the night went on, he was becoming more and more convinced that everything was going to be all right.

He couldn’t have been more wrong.
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Where am I?

That was Ghislaine’s first thought when she opened her eyes into a dark and unfamiliar room. It smelled odd, too, something between rot and death and smoke. It was a frightening smell, one that immediately had her on-edge.

Fear filled her veins. Ghislaine genuinely had no idea where she was. She tried to look around without moving her head but she saw no one at all. Then she tried to think back to her last coherent memory and she remembered being in a wooded area, beside a creek, with Gaetan, but little else.

The fear began to take over. Why can’t I remember anything? She knew there was more; clearly, more had happened. Then it came to her… there was something else… sickness… a fever! Aye, she remembered that she had a fever. Instinctively, she put a hand to her cheeks to feel if they were still hot. They were warm, but not overly. Certainly not as hot as she had remembered. Perhaps the fever had gone away.

But what was she doing here?

Timidly, she lifted her head, looking around what seemed to be a tiny hut that was cluttered with tables, broken chairs, and a myriad of things she couldn’t identify. There was untidiness everywhere, piles in the corners from what she could see, as well as covering the floor. Having no idea where she was, or why, she was starting to feel some panic.

Where were Gaetan and the other knights? Tears filled her eyes when she realized they had left her behind when they’d gone on to intercept Alary. Gaetan had promised her that he wouldn’t leave her, but he’d obviously broken that promise. Ghislaine couldn’t see any other reason for his absence.

Perhaps he had only lied to her so she wouldn’t suspect what he was planning to do. No one wanted to travel with an ill companion, someone who would drag down the entire party. Gaetan and his knights had a mission to accomplish and when Ghislaine told him how close they were to Tenebris, she had rendered herself no longer necessary. Perhaps if she hadn’t been ill, she could have continued with them, but they’d left her off somewhere and gone on without her.

Angry as well as frightened, she wiped at the tears. She wasn’t going to stay behind, not in the least. She’d come this far and risked her life for those ungrateful knights, and she was going to see this through, too. It was her right just as much as it was theirs.

Cautiously, she sat up a little more but shooting pains raced through her right thigh and she gasped, her hand flying to the leg as if to still the pain. It hurt so much worse than it had before and she was confused by the level of pain but she wasn’t stopped by it. As she gasped again, trying to move to the edge of the bed, Camulos’ head came up and big brown eyes looked at her anxiously.

Ghislaine sighed heavily when she saw the dog. There was great irony in the realization that Gaetan had left the beast with her. What was it he had said? You may have to take him when you return home. Evidently, he’d left the dog behind.

He didn’t want to take the dog, just as he hadn’t wanted to take her.

That understanding fed her determination. Now, she was more angry than she was frightened. She intended to catch up to Gaetan and tell him exactly what she thought of a man who broke his promise. She’d helped him, risked her life for him, and when she no longer was of use, he took the first opportunity to leave her behind like rubbish.

He wasn’t going to get away with it.

Biting off groans of pain, she pushed her right leg over the side of the bed. The thigh was heavily bandaged and her trousers on that leg were in tatters, but it didn’t matter. She was going to leave this place and track down Gaetan de Wolfe and his thankless men. She was going to show them that they couldn’t treat a Saxon that way. Treat her that way.

A woman who clearly adored him.

Perhaps, most of what Ghislaine was feeling was hurt and disappointment. A man she was coming to have feelings for had lied to her. He’d made her feel what she thought she’d never feel again and then he’d run off like a coward. Was that the extend of Norman bravery? Only on the battlefield and not of the heart?

She was going to catch up to him and tell him what she thought of him.

Both feet came to rest on the uneven dirt floor and she struggled to regain her balance. She was in so much pain that sweat was beading on her forehead, but she fought it. She was determined to leave and nothing was going to stop her. But as she pondered that thought, she caught sight of a body hunched over one of the tables.

Startled, she froze, watching the figure in the darkness for a few moments only to realize that whoever it must have been sound asleep. The figure hadn’t moved in spite of the noise she’d made. Terrified that it was someone Gaetan had paid to keep her confined, she knew she had to run before they captured her and tied her onto the bed. She had to run from that dark smelly place and never look back.

Carefully, she rose to her feet but it wasn’t easy; the pain in her right thigh was beyond measure. It didn’t work particularly well, either, so it was very difficult not to make noise as she hobbled towards the door. Once, the body sprawled on the table shifted and made a noise, like snoring, and she froze, waiting to see if he awoke. Fortunately, the figure didn’t move again, so she continued straight out the door and into the dark night beyond.

Camulos was right behind her, pushing past her as she headed out into the dark street. She didn’t even know where she was; her mind was still cloudy, but she didn’t realize it. To her, she was thinking perfectly clearly but the truth was that she wasn’t thinking straight at all.

She was… somewhere. Some town, somewhere, and she had to find Gaetan and his ungrateful knights. Was she in Worcester? She could see an abbey to her right, looming big and dark against the night sky, but she didn’t recognize it. She was almost in a dreamlike state where things were familiar but not exactly as she remembered. Nothing made any sense at the moment.

There was a road beside the church, however, heading out of the town and across a river. Perhaps it was Worcester, after all. Worcester had a bridge across the Severn, a well-traveled bridge. If she took the road out of town, then she would be able to find safety in the trees or in a field before looking to the night sky to find her bearings. She didn’t want to stop in the town, fearful that there were more people Gaetan had paid to keep her there. She couldn’t trust anyone, not even the priests.

There were some clouds, however, and the sky had shifted because of the lateness of the hour, which caused Ghislaine some concern. If she couldn’t use the night to guide her way, then surely she would find her bearings when the sun came up. She would recognize the landscape or perhaps even ask someone if she didn’t.

Dragging her bad leg and being followed by the big dog, she made her way out of town as quickly as she could, clinging to the buildings, staying in the shadows, fearful she’d be caught. Camulos remained right by her side but she couldn’t pay any attention to the dog. She was too concerned with making a break for freedom and ignoring the pain from her throbbing leg. It was slow going, made worse by the fact that she had to duck into the shadows on more than one occasion because there was someone in the street. She didn’t even have her dagger with her, stripped by de Wolfe, no doubt.

She was defenseless.

With the nightbirds singing to their mates as the only sound in the dark, she made her way around the side of the cathedral where she could hear the gentle trickle of the river. She could also smell the dampness. There was a rock wall and she clung to it, making her way up a path that ran between the wall and the river, trying to walk with that painful leg and having no idea where she was really going, only that she was going to find Gaetan.

But pain and exhaustion soon overwhelmed her. Ghislaine came to the point where she really didn’t have any thoughts in her head other than the searing pain in her leg. Just one more step, she told herself. Just one more step…. She began to live for that one more step, limping severely because it hurt so badly to walk. But she would push through it. She had to make it to freedom!

Somewhere up ahead, she could see a bridge, lit by torches against the blackness of the night. There were men up there, too, even though it was very late and they were more than likely protecting the crossing. Perhaps they were even there to keep her from crossing, men that Gaetan had paid to keep her inside this dark stench-filled city.

If Gaetan has paid those men to keep me here, then I must take their attention away from the bridge!

Ghislaine could only think of sneaking past those men. She could see two, at least, as she drew closer. The river was surrounded by foliage and grass and, before she sank down into it to hide, she picked up several small rocks from the path she was walking on. As she faded into the foliage to watch the bridge at close range, Camulos wandered after her.

The bridge itself was wooden and not very well made. It looked as if it had been the victim of too many repairs. As the men at the mouth of the bridge huddled around a fire and drank from a wooden pitcher, Ghislaine began to throw rocks under the bridge, sometimes hitting the wood, sometimes hitting the water. She wanted those men to go down and see what it was so that she could slip across the bridge. Her leg may have been weak, but her arms were strong. She was able to throw the rocks far enough to adequately hit the wood of the bridge.

As she hoped, the men on guard were startled by the sounds of the rocks and immediately went to investigate. Ghislaine hurried out of her hiding place and onto the rickety bridge, hearing the men down below by the river as they spoke to one another, unable to find the source of the sounds that had drawn them away from their posts.

But to Ghislaine, it was the sound of hope – hope that she would escape that terrible town where Gaetan had left her. Even with her bad leg, she was able to shuffle across the bridge quickly enough so that by the time the guards returned to their warm fire, she was already on the other side, in the trees where they couldn’t see her.

Now, she had a fighting chance to find Gaetan.

In the dark, in the dead of night, she simply began to wander.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


The Hunted

“You know he’s in love with her.”

It was a statement, not a question, coming from Luc de Lara. He was standing with Wellesbourne, de Reyne, de Moray, and St. Hèver in front of the tavern where the knights had spent several hours eating, drinking, and having a rare and relaxed conversation. They were currently waiting for the rest of the men – de Wolfe, de Russe, du Reims, de Winter, and Jathan to finish relieving themselves back behind the tavern in a communal toilet. They’d all had a few visits to it during the course of the night but now that they were leaving, there were those who needed to make one final visit.

Those who didn’t were standing in the dark street and it was de Lara’s quiet statement that hung in the air between them now. The mood had gone from warm and satisfied to uncomfortable all in a split second.

“Who?” Wellesbourne said. “De Russe? That much is obvious. I have not seen him pay so much attention to a woman since Abbeville, at least two years ago. Do you remember? The potter’s daughter.”

De Reyne snorted. “His father would never permit it,” he said. “The Count of Roeselare would never stand for his son to marry such a low-born woman.”

De Lara nodded. “He puts a great deal of pressure on Aramis to marry well. No wonder the man tries to stay away from women; his father has all but turned him off of them. But the Earl of Mercia’s sister is another matter altogether.”

“He will never have her,” de Moray, the grumpy old man of the group, spoke softly. When the others looked at him, curiously, he simply shook his head. “She will marry another.”

“Who?” de Reyne wanted to know.

De Moray looked at the collection of men, his brow furrowed. “Have you not seen the way Gate behaves with her? It is not only de Russe who is in love with her, but de Wolfe. I have seen lesser women tear apart strong men so I would be lying if I said this does not concern me.”

De Reyne cast a long glance at St. Hèver, who simply shook his head. “Gaetan is not in love with her,” Kye said quietly. “Interested, I would believe, but the man is not in love with her. I do not believe he knows how.”

“Gate has Adéle warming his bed,” de Reyne put in. “She has already given him two sons. He has no need for anyone else, least of all a Saxon woman.”

St. Hèver nodded in agreement. “If anything, he will take her as a concubine.”

“Until he tires of her,” de Reyne said knowingly.

“Exactly.”

Those two seemed to agree but the others did not. De Lara put up his hands in a supplicating gesture.

“Are you two so blind that you do not see it?” he asked. “Watch how he behaves around her and then you will understand what I mean. De Russe may be in love with the woman but I can promise you that Gaetan is as well. Did you not see how he held her hand when that fossil of an apothecary was carving into her leg? That, good knights, is a man who feels something. Mark my words.”

“Why did you let me drink so much?”

The question came from around the side of the tavern as de Winter suddenly appeared, groaning, followed by Aramis, Gaetan, and the others. The group at the front of the tavern instantly quieted their gossip as the others came to join them. Now, Denis de Winter was evidently miserable and was blaming everyone but himself, so the subject shifted from talk of Gaetan and Aramis to de Winter’s spinning head.

“I can feel the world rock when I close my eyes, which means tomorrow my head will be swollen,” Denis said. “Someone should have stopped me.”

Téo, walking beside him and grinning, slapped the man on the back. “Your head is already swollen and misshapen no matter what you do,” he said. “You have the biggest head I have ever seen.”

De Winter put both hands on his head, outraged. “I do not.”

“It’s the size of a full moon, Denis. I am surprised you can get it into your helm.”

De Winter scowled at him. “Then my head must reflect the size of my manhood,” he sneered. “I can hardly get it into my trousers.”

“That’s not what she said.”

Soft laughter erupted from the group but Denis didn’t like that fact that he was evidently being insulted on his most important body parts. “Who is she? I demand to know.”

Téo simply laughed at him, shaking his head at a drunken de Winter who had a big head and an even bigger manroot. He looked at Gaetan, who was smirking at de Winter as the man looked down into his trousers to make sure he was as well-endowed as he thought he was.

“God’s Bones,” Gaetan muttered, yawning because of the late hour. “The conversations we have among us are most enlightening. Denis, stop looking at yourself. There is something inherently vulgar about that.”

De Winter shrugged but he stopped looking. Then he turned his back on Téo, farted loudly, and walked away. Téo, under a gas assault, waved his hands to chase off the stench and moved well away. In fact, all of the knights shifted, shoving de Winter back into the area of his own smell. Gaetan rubbed at his forehead, knowing they were all weary and somewhat inebriated, and that sleep was in order before all of the farting and insults grew out of hand.

“I am going back to the apothecary’s hut,” he told them. “I will take Téo and Jathan with me. The rest of you can either sleep in the tavern or in the livery, but return to the apothecary at dawn.”

The men nodded to the orders. “But what if Lady Ghislaine is not well enough to travel?” de Moray asked. “What then?”

That was the question all of them were asking. Gaetan folded his enormous arms in front of his chest in a pensive gesture.

“I suppose we shall decide that tomorrow,” he said. “If the fever is broken, then we shall continue with her. But if it is not, then I suppose she will have to remain. We are close enough to Alary of Mercia’s lair that we more than likely do not need her any longer. The lady and I were speculating earlier today that if Alary is still traveling as slowly as he was when we departed Westerham, then he is a few days behind us, if not more. There will be plenty of time to intercept him and reclaim Kristoph. I am sure the lady would like to be there when we do.”

“She is only our guide, Gate,” Wellesbourne said, which caused everyone to look at him in various stages of disapproval. He grew defensive. “All I am saying is that she has served her purpose. The lady was gravely injured because of us so, mayhap, it is time to relieve her of this burden. I have been in this land enough to be able to find Tenebris, so we do not need her any longer. Moreover, when we meet up with her brother, there is going to be a fight and it does not seem fair to drag her into our battle when she is already injured.”

Gaetan remained even tempered as the others frowned at Bartholomew. “She saved Kristoph from death the day he was captured,” he reminded the man. “We have gotten this far because of her. She has served a valuable purpose and I would no more cast her aside than I would cast one of you aside. Unless anyone has any objections, she will continue to be a part of our contingent while we are on this mission.”

No one seemed to have any objections and Wellesbourne remained silent, fearful that saying any more would only antagonize the group that was clearly sympathetic towards the lady. But Gaetan’s words only seemed to underscore what de Lara had said earlier, about Gaetan being in love with the woman. The Gaetan he knew would have never spared such concerned for a woman. Now, the knights were starting to see it, or at least some of them were.

Gaetan wasn’t aware of their thoughts, of course, but he was eager to get back to the apothecary because he’d been gone longer than he’d anticipated. It had been cathartic to sit with his men over hot food and enjoy good conversation. Even so, his thoughts were never far from Ghislaine. He’d relived that stolen kiss a few times, wondering what it would be like when she actually returned his kisses. The thought had made him smile.

Now, he glanced up in the sky, seeing that the stars had changed because of the late hour. The moon was sitting low on the horizon as clouds drifted across the heavens.

“If no one has anything more to say, then seek your beds, all of you,” he said. “I will see you on the morrow.”

As he turned in the direction of the apothecary’s hut with Téo beside him, Aramis stepped forward. “I would like to go with you to see if the lady’s condition has changed,” he said politely.

Gaetan’s gaze lingered on him a moment. Even though there was an understanding between them about Ghislaine, he didn’t want Aramis hanging around her. He wanted that right reserved for himself. But he couldn’t deny the man because everyone would wonder why he had, so he simply waved him on. As he started to walk, he realized that the entire group was following him, even Wellesbourne, because they all wanted to see how the lady was faring.

Realizing this would now be a group effort, Gaetan simply led the way. In truth, he was pleased that his battle-hardened men were showing their compassion and concern. They’d been through so much death and destruction together that sometimes he wondered if they still had that capacity. He’d often wondered if he still did, but the past several days had shown him that they all did, still. Beneath the warrior facades, there was still something decent beneath although, when in action upon the field of battle, it was difficult to see otherwise.

The apothecary’s hut was an odd-shaped structure that was attached to more structures that belonged to the avenue behind him, which was a street of bakers and grain brokers. In fact, Gaetan had almost missed the apothecary’s door the first time because it was lodged in a half-moon-shaped annex that attached to his hut, all of it set back from the street. This time, he knew exactly where he was going and, putting a finger to his lips to silence the conversation behind him, he opened the door and ducked inside.

That earthy, musty smell was the first thing Gaetan was aware of as he came through the door. It was so dark that he literally couldn’t see anything and he stumbled in the general direction of the bed where he’d left Ghislaine.

Behind him, he could hear his men bumping around and he shushed them, irritated that there wasn’t so much as a taper lit in the room. As he put his hand out, knowing the bed was somewhere nearby, someone struck a flint and stone behind him. A soft yellow glow flickered in the room and he turned to see the apothecary light the taper by his head.

“Apologies, my lord,” the old man said. “I fell asleep and did not realize the candle had gone out as well.”

He was lifting the taper as he spoke but when his gaze fell on the bed, he suddenly came to a halt. Seeing the old man’s puzzled expression, Gaetan whirled around to see what had the old man stumped and he, too, saw the empty bed. So did the other knights. After a moment’s shock to digest the unexpected sight, everyone was suddenly dropping to their knees, looking on the floor, searching for the lady who had evidently fallen from the bed. That included Gaetan; he lifted the bed up to get a look underneath.

But it only took a few moments to realize that Ghislaine wasn’t on the floor. She hadn’t fallen off and rolled under one of the cluttered tables, nor was she rolled up in a corner. She wasn’t anywhere to be found. Now, the realization set in that she was not in the hut at all. She was gone.

Gaetan turned accusing eyes to the apothecary.

“Where is she?” he boomed.

The old man wasn’t easily rattled, but he was showing some concern. “I was here the entire time, though asleep,” he admitted. “But she could not have left. I could not have been asleep for that long.”

Gaetan threw the bed to the ground, breaking off two of the legs. “You were asleep long enough that someone came in and took her,” he snarled. In a rage, he reached out and grabbed the old man. “You said you would watch over her!”

The old man was fragile and in danger of being crushed. “Kill me and I cannot help you!” he cried with more emotion than they had seen from him since the beginning. “Let me go!”

De Lara, nearest Gaetan, reached out to ease the man’s hands off the old man’s bird-like arms. When the old man stumbled back, finally freed, he picked up a stick that was laying on the table next to him and backed away, holding up the stick in front of him defensively as de Lara, and then Téo, pulled Gaetan back so he wouldn’t kill the old man.

There was horrible tension in the air with the realization that Ghislaine had disappeared. Apprehension fed rage. Sensing this, the apothecary knew he had to explain himself or risk being torn apart by nine angry-looking men.

It would be a terrible death.

“I would have heard if someone had entered,” the old man said, shaken. “The lady would have made noise, at least. And that big ugly dog you left would have barked. No one took her!”

That big ugly dog you left would have barked. That sentence stopped Gaetan’s rage, at least for the moment. “The dog,” he said, looking around frantically. “Did anyone see Cam?”

The knights were all shaking their heads, tensed up and waiting for the next command. But de Russe was already moving for the door.

“We cannot stand around and discuss this,” Aramis said, his voice edgy. “If no one took her out of here, then she must have left under her own power and the dog went with her. The old man is right; Cam would have barked had there been a struggle and I’m sure the old man would have awoken as well. With that leg, she could not have gone far. We must find her.”

That made as much sense as anything else and Gaetan was struggling not to panic. He’d never been so rattled in his entire life. “How could she walk out with her leg as injured as it was?” he wanted to know. “Walking would have been impossible.”

De Russe, near the door, looked at him. “You have said yourself she is a determined brave woman,” he said. “It must not have been impossible, for she is clearly gone.”

She was, indeed, and they had to find her. There was no more time for speculation. Gaetan moved away from the old man, following de Russe out of the door as the rest of the knights followed. The last person out was Jathan, who felt rather badly for the terrified old man. He’d nearly been torn apart limb from limb for falling asleep. As the others ran out, he paused.

“Be calm, my friend,” he said quietly. “Those men are the Anges de Guerre. They are fearsome, but they are not reckless. You have saved their Saxon guide and although they are fearful for her safety, they will respect you because you helped her. It is their fear for her safety that causes them to behave so. If she returns, keep her here.”

The old man still kept the stick up between him and the rather round knight who looked more like a priest in the brown robes he wore. He couldn’t even find comfort in the words. All he knew was that a very big man had just tried to kill him, so he kept the stick up in front of him even as the man in the brown robes quit the hut.

After they were gone, Mannig threw the wooden bar across the door and locked it.

But no one heard the bar being set; they were focused on finding Ghislaine. As Gaetan, Téo, de Reyne, de Moray, and Wellesbourne began milling around the apothecary’s hut and branching outward, searching the buildings surrounding the hut and every little crevice they could find, de Russe, de Winter, and St. Hèver went running towards the livery to collect their horses and search on horseback. They could cover more ground that way.

There was a huge sense of urgency among them, each man concerned for the safety of their little guide. Up by The Kings Head, where they’d recently eaten, there were fatted torches outside of the establishment, shoved into iron sconces and smoking heavily, but it was the only bit of light on the street so de Reyne and de Lara went to steal them. With the moon low in the sky, the city was in near darkness and they very much needed the light.

Now, with something to light their way, the knights went about calling Ghislaine’s name in the darkness, trying doors and, if unlocked, sticking their heads inside to see what was beyond. They startled more than one person that way. As de Russe and the others disappeared into the livery across from the cathedral, de Lara followed behind them with his torch. He was just crossing the road when he suddenly came to a halt.

Something in the muddy road had his attention.

There were footprints, but they weren’t normal footprints – the left one was normal but the right one looked like only half a foot, as if whoever they belonged to was favoring the right leg. It looked very odd. Better still, there were dog tracks beside it. Peering closely, Luc could see that the footsteps led all the way down the avenue that ran next to the church. It was a clue as far as he was concerned so he put his fingers in his mouth and emitted a piercing whistle that had the knights in the stable emerging.

He pointed to the ground.

“Here!” he shouted. “I think I have found her trail!”

That had de Russe, de Winter, and St. Hèver running from the stable, clustering around de Lara and looking at what he was pointing out. St. Hèver crouched down, touching the foot imprints and looking at the paw prints that ran alongside.

“This must be her,” he said. “It is a small imprint, a woman’s imprint, and I would know those dog prints anywhere. Denis, run and find Gaetan. He will want to know.”

De Winter ran off into the darkness, following the sounds of men calling for Ghislaine in the distance. But Aramis snatched the torch from de Lara and began to follow the footprints. When Luc and Kye went to follow him, he waved the men off.

“Nay,” he said. “Remain here and wait for Gaetan. I am going to see where these lead.”

Luc and Kye simply nodded, watching de Russe as the man practically ran alongside the footprints before taking a sharp right turn to follow them back behind the cathedral. At that point, he disappeared from their sight, but they knew why he was running. Better to make it to the lady before Gaetan did. All of that talk about both de Wolfe and de Russe being in love with the same woman was starting to play true, but both de Lara and St. Hèver simply looked at each other knowingly and shook their heads; if de Russe wanted to risk Gaetan’s wrath, then that was his business.

They weren’t going to get involved.

In truth, they were absolutely right – Aramis wasn’t going to wait for Gaetan. He wanted to find the lady himself because he was as concerned for her as Gaetan was, if not more so. He’d graciously agreed to stand aside because of Gaetan’s interest in the woman but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to show Ghislaine how much he cared about her. He would be the first to find her, the first to show her that he was the one, out of all of them, who was the most concerned. He was obsessed with locating her as he followed the imprints along the west side of the cathedral until they suddenly disappeared into a cluster of foliage next to the river.

That was where they ended. Now, he was stumped, trying to find her foot impressions in the mud beneath the canopy of trees but it was impossible. Even with the torch in his hand, there simply wasn’t enough light. Therefore, he came to an unhappy halt, unwilling to enter the cluster of bushes any further because he didn’t want to step on any of her imprints that might be there. Daylight would make them more visible and he didn’t want to tramp on anything.

For the moment, his search seemed to come to an end but a flicker of flame caught his attention. Isolated the source, he could see two men on the bridge several yards away, huddled around a fire to stave off the night and an idea occurred to him. Quickly, he climbed the slope to the road above where it connected to the bridge. Approaching the men on guard, he held out his hands to show that he had no weapons.

“Gentle men,” he said evenly. “I am searching for an injured woman. Have you seen a limping woman pass this way?”

He had startled the men, evidenced by the fact that one of them jumped up so fast that his three-legged stool toppled over. They didn’t have swords but they had clubs, and they grabbed at their weapons as the enormous Norman knight approached. Frightened and suspicious, they wielded the clubs, ready to strike.

“Woman?” one of them spouted off. “There’s been no woman tonight!”

Aramis came to a halt. “I believe you,” he said. “But I am tracking her footprints and they lead off over there near the river. She may be under the bridge. Do you mind if I look?”

The pair didn’t move, looking at him very apprehensively. “Where did you come from?” the second man demanded. “Who are you?”

Aramis knew they’d picked up on his accent. “I mean you no harm. As I said, I am looking for a woman who is injured. It is possible she is even under the bridge, hiding.”

As he said it, a group of men came charging up behind him, running along the path between the river and the cathedral. The thunder of their feet was enough to terrify the bridge guards completely, who suddenly began banging on a bell that was perched on the end of the bridge. It was obviously some kind of warning system because all around them, lights began flickering on in the homes. The toll of the bell carried and Worcester was coming alive.

That was not what Aramis had wanted to see. Quickly, he whirled around to the knights who were running up behind him, including Gaetan, and threw up his hands.

“Stop!” he roared. “You have just alerted the entire town!”

Winded, Gaetan came to a halt, looking around to see that, indeed, lights were appearing in windows and voices of alarm could be heard. The bridge guards were still banging on the bell and he could see, very quickly, that the situation was deteriorating rapidly. He grabbed Aramis by the arm.

“Did you find her?” he demanded.

Aramis shook his head, running back to the spot where the foot imprints had disappeared into the bushes near the river. He was pointing at the mud but no one could really see what he was talking about; the torches were burning out and the moon had sunk over the horizon. It was far too dark to see anything.

“The imprints disappeared here,” he pointed out. “Either she went into the river or she hid beneath the bridge, but you startled those fool guards before they would allow me to see.”

Gaetan and Wellesbourne made their way into the foliage, ripping it apart as they came to the river’s edge but it was simply too dark to see very much. People were now starting to come out of their homes with weapons, with shouts of alarm going up. Gaetan knew they had to get out of there or risk fighting off the entire town.

“Damnation,” he hissed. “We must get out of here. We cannot do battle against everyone in the village.”

Jathan, standing aback behind the knights who were hunting around in the foliage, looked about fearfully at the townspeople, up in arms. “We can seek sanctuary in the cathedral,” he told them. “We can explain to the priests that we are looking for a lost woman!”

Not seeing a figure in the water, or even near it, Gaetan made his way out of the bushes as the others looked about as well. “How long would it be before the priests, loyal to the Saxons and not the Normans, opened the doors to the cathedral and let the mob take us away?” he asked, eyeing the people now coming out onto the road by the bridge. “Nay, we must leave now. We will cross the bridge to the other side of the river and….”

A shout cut him off. “Gate!” It was Wellesbourne. “On the bridge! Look!”

Everyone strained to see what he was pointing to and, beneath the starry sky, they could see the outline of a big shaggy dog at the opposite end of the bridge.

God’s Bones, Gaetan knew that shape. He knew that dog.

Camulos!

“Cam!” he hissed. He began grabbing men, pulling them from the foliage even as he was running himself. “Come on! We must get across the bridge! She is on the other side!”

There wasn’t one knight among them who had ever moved faster in his life. In short order, they were plowing through the crowds on the bridge, riding as fast as they could for the dog, who turned and ran up the road, through the dark fields and black forests beyond.

They followed.
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Ghislaine wasn’t sure how long she had been walking, only that it seemed like endless hours in an endless night. The sky above changed with the hour and she’d lost her bearings some time ago, but she refused to turn back. She refused to go back to that town where Gaetan had left her.

So she continued to walk in the dark, limping heavily on her bad leg. She was confident that once daylight came, she’d be able to discover where she was and go from there. Tenebris wasn’t far from Worcester and, knowing that’s where Gaetan and his men had gone, she was certain she could catch up to them.

Those were her thoughts, anyway.

But the reality was that she was still running something of a fever and her body was near to the point of collapse because of her injury. She was weak and the more she walked, the more muddled her mind became. It was oh-so-dark now that the moon had set, making it difficult to go any further. The sky blended with the land and Ghislaine’s rational self, the one that was being suppressed by the illness taking over her mind, knew that it was time to stop. She simply couldn’t go any further.

Stumbling off the road, Ghislaine pulled the coat she was wearing up around her head, protectively, and wandered into a forest that stretched as far as the eye could see. There was protection here from the road and from the elements, for the most part. Around her were the sounds of the night, of nocturnal creatures looking for food, but she wandered and wandered until something tripped her and she fell forward, into a flooring of leaves that had fallen from the canopy as winter approached. It was rather soft, if not very cold, but Ghislaine wasn’t one to be choosy. With the skirt of her cote wrapped up around her head for warmth and protection, she toppled over into the leaves, exhausted, wounded, and muddled.

Sleep claimed her immediately.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Capable of Killing

Near Warwick, 40 miles from Tenebris

Travel had been slow with Alary and his men, something Kristoph had been exceedingly grateful for considering the injuries he’d sustained during his capture those weeks ago. His ribs were much better and he was feeling as close to normal as could be expected given the circumstances. He still wasn’t getting enough to eat and with all of the walking he’d been doing, because Alary still wouldn’t allow him to ride a horse, he’d lost a significant amount of weight. His trousers were hanging on him now. His wife wasn’t going to even recognize him.

He’d also grown a fairly bushy beard and his blonde hair, usually cut short, had grown. It was shaggy and dirty, something that bothered him because he was usually well-groomed. But that was of little consequence considering his circumstances, circumstances he soon intended to change.

He was working on a plan.

Alary didn’t know he was feeling as good as he was. He was still walking hunched over, pretending to be in pain, and he had generally been acting ill. There was a reason for this; Alary kept him in irons and he was hoping that, at some point, the irons would be removed and he would be able to escape. He was essentially trying to lull his captors into a false sense of security and, so far, it was working.

He’d been concocting a plan for the last several days. He knew they were far to the north, nearing Alary’s stronghold, and his soldier friend had spoken freely about their path and the towns they’d traveled through, so he had a fairly good idea of where they were and where they were going.

It was also true that he never doubted for a moment that Gaetan and his comrades were somewhere nearby, perhaps not following him on the same path, but Kristoph knew they were planning to rescue him. Even after Alary’s threat, when news had come from Alary’s spies that they were no longer being followed, Kristoph knew that wasn’t true. His longtime friends and brothers would come for him.

He would stake his life on it.

But it was difficult to wait them out, hence the plan he’d been formulating. If he could simply break free of Alary, he could run and hide and the man couldn’t find him. Then he could make his way south, back the way they’d come, and, hopefully, find traces of Gaetan and the men to follow. If they were looking for him, perhaps he could look for them. It wasn’t the best plan, but he simply couldn’t remain Alary’s prisoner any longer. He was afraid that one more day, or even one more hour, might see Alary cut something else off or decide to beat him again. He wasn’t going to stand by while that happened.

He had to make his move.

Tonight, they were on the outskirts of Warwick, a fairly large town that had seen its share of traffic throughout the evening. Once again, Kristoph was in the livery with his guards and the animals, cushioned by surprisingly fresh hay this night as the sounds of the tavern across the yard filled the air. There was laughter and the smell of meat in the air, and he could even hear what he thought was a citole. Someone was playing and singing.

As he lay back and listened to the sounds that were comforting and friendly in nature, and not reminding him of his dire situation, his friendly guard, Mostig, came out of the back of the tavern with a trencher of food in his hands.

Kristoph saw the man enter the livery and he sat up, eagerly awaiting his only meal of the day. Mostig approached him and delivered the food at his feet. There was a hunk of boiled meat on it and a heaping pile of boiled vegetables, and Kristoph began eating like a man who had never seen food in his life. He shoved it in his mouth, devouring it, as Mostig loosened his chains.

“It is crowded in the tavern tonight,” Mostig said. “There is a great Saxon lord inside, traveling with his daughter. Lord Alary has told him of you and he is interested.”

Mouth full, Kristoph looked at Mostig with curiosity. “Interested? What do you mean?”

“In you.”

“Why?”

“For his daughter from what I heard.”

Kristoph stopped chewing, struggling to swallow what was in his mouth. “For his daughter?” he repeated, puzzled. “I do not understand.”

Mostig shrugged. “The homely girl is not married yet.”

“But… I am already married.”

“That will not make the lord happy.”

Kristoph frowned. “You know I am married,” he said. “We have spoken of my wife and daughter frequently. I cannot and will not marry another woman.”

Mostig wasn’t unsympathetic. He and the Norman knight had been together constantly and they’d formed an odd bond of sorts. Mostig even considered them friends, as strange as that seemed. In a sense, he was concerned for his friend’s safety because he knew Alary. He knew what the man was capable of. A worried expression rippled across his face.

“But the lord offered to pay Lord Alary a great deal for you,” he said. “Lord Alary is considering it. Norman, if you marry her, then you will no longer be subject to Lord Alary and his whims. He can no longer cut your finger off or beat you or harm you. If you are sold, then you must go for your own sake. Get out of here while you can.”

Kristoph couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He stopped eating completely and fixed Mostig with a serious glare. “I told Alary my family would pay him well for my safe return but he would not take it,” he said, incredulous. “Yet, he will sell me to a Saxon lord as a husband for the man’s daughter?”

His voice was growing loud and Mostig hastened to quiet him. “Do not speak so loudly or Lord Alary will hear,” he hissed. “If you are sold, it will be the best thing for you. Do you understand? They will more than likely not keep you in irons. You will be… free.”

It was a hint to escape, as clear as the subject had ever been spoken of between them, and Kristoph backed off a little, studying the man and considering his words. Certainly, a husband would not be kept in chains. Kristoph pondered the idea a moment before speaking.

“Mostig, I have not said this to you before, but I will now,” he said. “You are a man without a family… help me escape and I shall see that you are amply rewarded. You could command a fine bride with the money I would reward you with. Does this not appeal to you?”

Mostig’s eyes widened. “I could not do it! Lord Alary would kill me if he discovered what I had done!”

Kristoph could see the fear in the man’s eyes. “You will come with me,” he assured him. “Alary would never see you again. You do not have to worry about such things. The money I could give you would keep you comfortable for the rest of your life, I assure you. Mostig, please – will you not help me?”

Mostig was staring at him with big eyes, perhaps seriously considering the offer. He was torn between his fear of Alary and the lure of a great reward. He scratched his head after a moment, watching Kristopher as the man resumed his meal.

“I… I do not know,” he finally said. “It would be a terrible risk. Lord Alary has allies everywhere in the north. We would have to flee to the south.”

Kristoph finished the last of the meat, chewing loudly. “And we could do that,” he said, trying to sound confident because he was attempting to convince the man to betray his liege. “Once I reach my Norman brethren, you would have nothing to fear. Mayhap, you could even serve me. I have hundreds of men but you would have a place of honor among them.”

Mostig liked that thought a great deal. With Alary, he had no place of honor. He was a soldier, just like all the rest. But what this Norman was promising him was appealing. He was a weak man, in truth, and simply wanted to find someplace where he belonged. Ever since he’d lost his family, that was his only desire. Now, the Norman was offering him such a thing. It was difficult to resist.

“Would… would I live in Normandy?” he asked timidly. “I have never been there, you know.”

Kristoph began to feel some hope. Was it possible he could sway his guard to help him? “You could live wherever you wanted to,” he said. “I intend to have lands here in England, so if you wanted to live here, you could. Or, you could go to my properties in Normandy. It would be your choice.”

Mostig liked what he was hearing and he was quite seriously considering everything he’d been told. Still, he was fearful, mostly of Alary. He’d seen what the man was capable of with traitors and he was genuinely concerned that his attempt to help a prisoner might be discovered. That fear kept him from accepting Kristoph’s offer.

“If I help you, I cannot do it now,” he hissed, hoping the walls around them didn’t have ears. “Lord Alary is discussing you with the Saxon lord right now and if we flee, they would soon catch up to us. We would not have much time to get away.”

Kristoph didn’t agree. “If you do not help me now, there may not be another opportunity,” he said, trying not to sound too forceful because he felt that he was losing the man’s interest in his offer. “If Alary sells me to the Saxon, I will be gone. How are you to help me then?”

He had a point, one that seemed to convince Mostig that the time to act was now. He was quite torn, however, with apprehension in both his expression and movement.

“If I help you, where will we go this night?” he asked. “It is very dark and there is nowhere we can run.”

Kristoph sensed that the man was finally coming around to his way of thinking. Mostig seemed to be good of heart, but he was weak of will. Kristoph sat back against the straw again, thanking God for his friend Mostig. In his plans to escape, he never thought he’d have an accomplice.

“You know this area,” he said. “Are there any towns nearby?”

Mostig nodded. “A few,” he said. “Smaller villages.”

“Then we will avoid them. When we leave, the first places Alary will search are the nearby villages. But I will tell you something; a secret.”

“What?”

“I do not believe my Norman brethren have stopped following us. They would not let me go so easily. I believe they are around, somewhere. All we need to do is find them.”

Mostig’s eyes widened. “Are you certain?”

Kristoph shrugged. “I know them. They would not give up.”

“That is an interesting bit of news.”

It wasn’t Mostig who replied. It was Alary, entering the livery with a pair of his henchmen with him, men who were always at his side to do is bidding. They were also the men who had beaten Kristoph in the first few days of his captivity and the men, he suspected, who held him down when Alary cut off his finger. They were mindless, brutal dogs.

Kristoph’s blood ran cold when he saw them enter the livery. He heard us! He thought in a panic. But how much did he hear? Kristoph would have to be extremely careful with this situation if he wanted to survive it. All of the hope he’d been feeling drained out of him like liquid through a sieve. Now, he felt empty.

Empty and apprehensive.

As Kristoph tried to gauge just how bad his punishment was going to be, Alary looked at Mostig.

“Excellent work,” he said to the man. “You have done well this night.”

Kristoph looked at Mostig, unsure what Alary meant as Mostig stumbled to his feet, looking at Alary in terror.

“I did not do anything, my lord,” he cried. “The Norman spoke of escape but I did not do anything!”

Alary looked very pleased. “I knew you were developing a friendship with him,” he said. “I have seen it from the start. Now you have tricked him into confessing that his Norman friends have not given up the chase, after all. I knew they had not but I also knew our captive would not tell me. You have done that for me, Mostig. Well done.”

Mostig was overwrought with terror. He looked at Kristoph with such horror upon him that it was palpable. “I did not…,” he breathed. Then, he looked to Alary again. “I would not betray you, my lord. Forgive me!”

Alary shook his head. “There is nothing to forgive,” he said. “You have shown me your true loyalties. Tell me you did this for me and I shall believe you.”

Mostig was trembling as he nodded his head. “I have done this for you, my lord, I swear it.”

Alary approached him, casually, putting out a hand to rest on the man’s slumped shoulder. “Tell me that you love me.”

“I do, my lord, most earnestly!”

Swiftly, Alary unsheathed a dagger that was at his side, a bejeweled weapon that was quite magnificent. He’d stolen it off of a dead Saxon lord a few years back and now it was at his side every moment. It was the dagger he’d used to cut off part of Kristoph’s finger. Before Mostig even realized what had happened, Alary slipped the blade between his ribs and straight into his heart. Mostig was dead before he hit the ground.

With the man in a heap, Alary stood over him.

“I lied,” he said, kicking the corpse. “I do not believe you!”

Kristoph had to admit that he was quickly reaching a greatly apprehensive state. He couldn’t even think of Mostig’s death. Now, he had to think about himself. He was still chained and, in a fight, he wouldn’t be very effective, but he knew they were rapidly approaching that state and he intended to fight for all he was worth. He wasn’t going to let Alary slip a blade between his ribs as easily as he’d done to Mostig. As Alary turned to him, he braced himself.

The moment of life or death, for him, was coming.

“So your Norman brethren are nearby, are they?” he asked, wiping the bloodied blade off on his trousers. “Where are they?”

Kristoph’s gaze never left Alary’s face. “I would not know,” he said. “And what I told Mostig was a guess. I have not seen any of them, if that is your meaning. For if I saw them, so would you and I would not be here right now. What I expressed was a feeling and nothing more.”

Alary was closing in with his two henchmen by his side, all of them looking at Kristoph with the expressions of hunters who had just sighted their prey.

“You seemed rather certain,” Alary said.

Kristoph simply shook his head, trying not to appear any too leery of what was coming. “What happened to the Saxon lord Mostig spoke of?” he asked, trying to change the subject. “I thought you were going to sell me to the man for his daughter.”

Alary shrugged. “His daughter was so ugly that even I could not resign you to such a life,” he said. “Moreover, the man did not want to pay my price.”

“I told you that my family would pay any price you asked for my release.”

Alary came to a halt and his henchmen along with him. “I wonder if your Norman brethren would pay to keep you alive.”

Kristoph was coming to desperately wish that he was unchained because he very much wanted to strike the first of many blows he knew were coming. He knew he was in for another beating, perhaps the worst one yet.

“Mayhap,” he said casually. “But know this; if you kill me, they will hunt you down. You will never be safe. I have told you this before, Alary. It is in your best interest to keep me alive and well so that my comrades will not punish you by stripping your skin from your body while you are alive. They will make sure you suffer a more painful death than I could ever suffer, so remember that before thinking to kill me.”

It was a threat, a line drawn between them that Kristoph was instructing the man not to cross. But Alary wasn’t smart enough to realize it. He saw it as a threat to his safety and nothing more than that. He didn’t realize that Kristoph was trying to save his life.

In fury, he struck out.

The first blow missed Kristoph because he ducked, but after that, the fight was on as Alary’s two men jumped on Kristoph and began beating on a man who was severely restricted by his chains. But Kristoph was strong, much stronger than Alary had realized. In the end, he’d strangled one of the men with his chains and kicked the other one unconscious, all the while as Alary stood back and watched.

This time, Alary didn’t step in to disable Kristoph. The man had taken a beating but it was clear he was ready for anything that came at him. He was strong, bound or not, and Alary backed off. He had a stronger sense of survival than most. Therefore, he left Kristoph alone that night, leaving the dead bodies of two of his men while the third, once he regained consciousness, limped from the livery and disappeared.

As for Alary, he spent the night in the tavern where it was warm and dry, pondering his next move with the Norman knight who was not so injured as he had wanted everyone to believe.

That night, the Norman knight showed his worth, and Alary realized he had a prisoner who was very capable of killing.

He would have to kill his prisoner before he was the man’s next victim.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


Legio Tertium Augustus

Someone was shaking her.

Ghislaine ignored the gentle shaking, going so far as to shove them away, but she heard someone call her name, softly, and her eyes flew open.

Ghislaine!

There was some light now across the land in the very early dawn as she blinked, having no idea where she was or how she got here until she pulled the skirt of the cote completely away from her head and saw Gaetan bending over her. He looked pale and worried as he gazed down at her.

“Ghislaine?” he said quietly, with concern. “Thank God you are alive. What happened? How did you end up here?”

She blinked. Rolling on to her back and wincing when her right leg pained her greatly at the movement, she stared at Gaetan as if hardly believing what she was seeing. Gaetan! Was she dreaming? Or was he actually here, in her midst? Then, everything came tumbling down on her – the fevered wound, waking up in the smelly dank cell where she’d found herself and, most of all, waking up alone. Gaetan had promised her he would not leave her behind but he had. She was running after him to catch up with him. She must have found him and not even realized it. But now, he was here.

He was smiling at her.

Whack!

A balled fist came up and caught Gaetan right in the mouth and his head snapped back as Ghislaine struggled to sit up. She was mad enough to throw another punch at him but she didn’t want to do it lying on the ground. She might even beat him to death in the process because he deserved it, in her opinion.

Her fury knew no bounds.

“That is for breaking your promise to me!” she bellowed, but there were tears on the surface. “You promised me that you would not leave me behind and you did! I had to come and find you!”

Gaetan was rocked back on his heels, a hand going to his lips and coming away with a smear of blood on them. He remained calm.

“Find me?” he repeated, confused and, frankly, rather hurt that she struck him. “What on earth are you talking about? I came to find you.”

“But you left me! You said you would not and you did! You lied!”

Gaetan was trying to figure out why she was so irate but it occurred to him that she must not have remembered much of the past day. Her fever had wreaked havoc with her mind so there was something going on with her that he did not quite understand. She was confused and making accusations that were simply untrue. He reached out to still her as she finally managed to sit up but she yanked her arm out of his grasp, sliding away from him, not wanting to be too close to him.

In fact, the anger in her expression shocked him. He didn’t like to see that where it pertained to him. “Ghislaine, I did not lie to you,” he said evenly. “Why did you leave the apothecary’s hut? What happened?”

She was furious and feeling ill. Moreover, her leg was killing her. “I do not know what you mean,” she snapped. “I know of no apothecary.”

“The man who tended your leg when you were with fever.”

Ghislaine looked at him, still feeling confusion and distressed, but now she truly had no idea what he meant. Still… she thought back to the town she had fled; she had awoken in a smelly hovel. Was that what he meant? A shaking hand flew to her head, pushing the mussed hair out of her eyes.

“The man who tended my…?” she repeated, bewildered. Then, she looked around, seeing all of Gaetan’s knights looking back at her in various stages of concern. She looked at each and every face, thinking that these did not look like men who had abandoned her. They didn’t have that look about them. Her attention returned to Gaetan as she struggled for calm. “Someone tended my leg? But you tended it. You and Aramis did.”

Gaetan glanced at Aramis, who was standing off to his right. Before he could reply, Aramis took a few steps towards Ghislaine and took a knee beside her.

“That was the first time,” Aramis said patiently. “You began running a terrible fever and we took you in to Worcester where an apothecary cleaned out your wound again. Do you not remember?”

A little more was coming clear now but Ghislaine didn’t remember any of it. It was frightening to realize that she truly had no memory of something that had happened to her. She looked at Gaetan. “Is that why my leg hurts so?” she asked.

Gaetan nodded. “It was full of poison so an apothecary cleaned it out and stitched it up again. You were sleeping after the procedure so we left to go find supper and when we returned, you were gone. Did you truly think we had abandoned you? That I had abandoned you?”

Now, the situation was making so much more sense. Ghislaine sighed heavily, beginning to feel quite foolish and dismayed. “I… I awoke in a strange place and I thought you had left me behind,” she said. “You said that you would not, but when I awoke and you were not there… I was afraid to remain. I had to find you.”

Things were becoming clear to Gaetan, too. He smiled faintly when he realized what had happened. “So you left? With your bad leg, you actually set out to find me?”

Ghislaine nodded, embarrassed. “You promised you would not leave me and I was going to find you and… you truly did not leave me behind?”

Gaetan shook his head. “Nay, little mouse. I told you I would not.”

He had. But she hadn’t believed him. But, as he’d proved to her since the beginning of their association, he was a man of honor. Norman honor. Her feelings of foolishness only increased as she noted the blood on his lip.

“I am so sorry that I struck you,” she whispered. “I… I have no excuse other than I thought you had lied to me.”

Gaetan’s smile grew. Then, he started to laugh, turning to the men behind him who were also starting to chuckle. He wiped at his lip again but there was very little blood.

“It was a good hit,” he admitted. “I supposed I deserved it if you thought I had broken my promise. But I did not, I swear it. We have been looking for you for the past several hours. Cam was following your trail but he got off task a few times when a rabbit or a fox would cross his path. But it was really Cam who helped us find you. Without him, we would still be looking for you and you would still be angry at me.”

Ghislaine smiled timidly, looking at the silly dog who was sitting a few feet away, his wagging tail thumping against the ground when her attention turned to him. She shook her head at the beast.

“He followed me from town,” she said. “I do not even know when he left me because it seemed as if he was always with me.”

“He waited for us on the bridge. Even he knew I would come for you and he waited to show me the way.”

Her smile grew, though it was still sheepish. “Then he is a good dog.”

Gaetan’s smile turned warm, his gaze only for Ghislaine. “Do you still despise him?”

Ghislaine let out an ironic snort. “I suppose I cannot now that he has saved me.”

As if on cue, Camulos stood up and made his way over to her, wagging his big tail and licking her on the chin. Ghislaine put her arms around the dog and hugged him as Gaetan stood up, glancing over at Aramis, who did the same. He noted that Aramis was watching Ghislaine with the dog, a grin on lips that very rarely saw one.

Jealousy began to creep into Gaetan’s veins but he struggled not to show it. Even though Aramis had graciously agreed to give up his pursuit of the lady, still, Gaetan didn’t quite trust him. He hated that suspicion but he simply couldn’t help it. Laboring to put that aside, he turned to Téo, who was standing off to his left.

“I will take the lady with me since we left her mare back in Worcester,” he said. “How far from Worcester do you believe we have come?”

Téo glanced at the land around them. “At least five or six miles,” he said. Then, he turned to Wellesbourne, who was standing several feet behind him. “Do you know where we are?”

Wellesbourne heard the question and looked about the landscape, trying to get his bearings.

“I think so,” he said. “The lady would know better than I would, but I believe there is a road to the north that will take us to Kidderminster.”

Still hugging the dog, Ghislaine heard him. She let the beast go, struggling to her feet as both Gaetan and Aramis rushed forward to help her. With Gaetan on one arm and Aramis on the other, they pulled her to her feet. When she staggered because of the pain in her leg, Gaetan swooped down and picked her up, effectively taking her away from Aramis.

But Ghislaine was unaware of the competition between them. She was in Gaetan’s enormous arms and nothing felt more right or more natural. She looped an arm behind his neck to steady herself, but it was such a delicious position to be in that she nearly forgot about Wellesbourne’s assessment of their location. She would have much rather lost herself in Gaetan’s eyes and would have, too, had she not caught sight of Wellesbourne in her periphery. She was compelled to give the man an answer or risk looking like a besotted fool.

In Gaetan’s arms, all was right in the world again.

“I truly am not even sure where we are,” she said. “When I left Worcester, I crossed the river and just kept walking. You say we are five or six miles to the east?”

Wellesbourne and Gaetan were nodding. Ghislaine began to look at her surroundings. “I wonder if we are near the disputed lands,” she said pensively. When Gaetan looked at her curiously, she explained. “There are lands in this area that are claimed by a tribe that calls themselves the Tertium. My brother, Edwin, has had some contact with them but they are very warlike and they keep to themselves. I have not known anyone who has had any contact with them other than in battle. It is possible we have entered their lands but I cannot be sure.”

Gaetan was listening with interest. “Tertium,” he repeated. Tertium meant “third” in Latin. “Bartholomew, have you ever heard of the Tertium?”

Wellesbourne nodded. “I seem to recall my father speaking of them,” he said. “The lady is right; they are warlike.”

“Tertium is a Latin word. Why would they call themselves that?”

Wellesbourne shook his head. “The Romans were all around here hundreds of years ago,” he said. “Mayhap it was a name given to them by the Romans. Or it could even be a name given to them by the church; who knows? I’ve not heard why.”

It didn’t really matter but Gaetan found it curious nonetheless. However, the fact that they were warlike concerned him. “If we are near their lands, mayhap we had better leave quickly,” he said. Then, he looked to Ghislaine. “You mentioned after we left Evesham that we were a day’s ride from Tenebris.”

Ghislaine nodded. “It is to the north. If we continue north on this road, surely it will lead to something I will recognize, for I do not recognize anything around us at the moment.”

Gaetan looked at her, his face very close to hers as he held her. The mere sight of that dirty porcelain-beauty face was enough to set his heart aflutter. He was more relieved than he could express that they’d found her but he wouldn’t dream of verbalizing that relief. At the moment, he was focused on getting them out of an area that was evidently either on or near disputed lands.

But his concern came too late. As he and his men turned and headed through the trees to the rest of the horses that were grazing on the side of the road, a piercing, singing sound suddenly burst overhead.

Gaetan knew that sound all too well and so did his men. It was the sound of a flying projectile, an arrow, and his warrior training kicked in. He fell to his knees, dumping Ghislaine onto the ground, and covered her with his body as two arrows hit the ground within very close vicinity. Several more sang overhead and all of the knights went to the ground, trying to protect themselves.

But it was a short flurry. When the arrows stopped flying, Gaetan leapt to his feet and pulled Ghislaine up with him, fully intending to make it to his broadsword, which was sheathed on his saddle. Around him, he could see his men unsheathing swords and daggers that were on their bodies, preparing for a fight, as the trees suddenly came alive with people.

But it wasn’t an organized army; dirty savages began to advance on them in groups, bows with arrows reloaded, pointing directly at them. Gaetan was handicapped with an injured woman to protect and he pushed her to the ground even as he stood up. He didn’t want her making herself a target for any further arrows that might come flying at them.

Quickly, Gaetan assessed the situation; arrows seemed to be their weapon of choice because he didn’t see any swords. But every man had a bow and arrow, and each knight under his command had at least five or six of them aimed straight at him. If those arrows let loose, it would take them all down. There would be no way to fight it.

Very quickly, he could see that they were in an extremely dire situation.

Gaetan had been a commander for many years and, as Normandy’s Warwolfe, it was recognized that he was the very best. Being a great commander meant that he knew when the odds were insurmountable and resistance was futile. This, unfortunately, was one of those times. They were cornered, all of them, and there was nothing they could do about it.

All they could do was surrender and pray the enemy would show mercy.

Jaw ticking with the sickening realization, he slowly lifted his hands to show that he had no weapons.

“Drop the swords,” he told his men, steadily. “Put them away unless you want to die in a hail of arrows.”

Du Reims, de Lara, de Winter, and de Reyne obeyed immediately. De Russe, de Moray, St. Hèver, and Wellesbourne were slower to respond. They were the battle beasts, men who refused to surrender even when it was the wise thing to do. Gaetan could see that they refused to relinquish and he barked at them.

“Drop your weapons!” he snapped.

Aramis dropped his, reluctantly, but the other three refused. The tension was growing as Gaetan had to give them the command yet again.

“I will not tell you again,” he growled. “If I make it over to you, I’ll break your bloody arms. The lady is without protection and every moment you refuse to lower your weapons jeopardizes her life. Now, drop your swords!”

After a moment’s hesitation, the remaining three surrendered, but they were exceedingly unhappy about it. Once the weapons were all down, there was a sense of relief on Gaetan’s part but also a sense of apprehension. Now, they would discover just how much mercy their attackers were willing to give.

Seated at Gaetan’s feet, Ghislaine was looking at the men coming out of the trees with great trepidation. Having never had any contact with the Tertium, she didn’t know if this was that tribe, but she suspected they might be. She watched warily as one man pushed through the others; he was dressed in what looked like a leather vest and he wore no trousers, but what looked like a short skirt made of leather strips. He was fair-haired and older, with some gray in his cropped hair. He had no bow and, in fact, looked as if he wasn’t carrying any weapon at all. As a horde of his men kept the nine knights, one priest, and one lady at bay, he walked right up to Téo.

There didn’t seem to be any hostility in his expression, merely curiosity. He was evidently quite interested in the mail and other things Téo was wearing. Téo stood stock-still as the man touched the mail, ran a finger over it, and even sniffed it. Then his gaze moved down to the broadsword at Téo’s feet. Téo had dropped it as ordered, but the man lifted it from the ground, holding it up, inspecting it from one end to the other. He seemed to like the weapon a great deal. As he was inspecting the hilt, Camulos wandered over to the man, wagging his tail.

The man eyed the very big dog, lowering the weapon at it as if to kill him. In a panic, Ghislaine shouted.

“You will not harm that dog!” she cried, struggling to her feet and wincing with her painful leg. “Cam! Come here!”

Tail still wagging, the dog rushed over to her and she grabbed it, holding it fearfully as the man looked at her as if only just noticing her. With the sword still in hand, he followed the path of the dog straight to Ghislaine.

Gaetan was still standing next to her and his body tensed as the man was lured to Ghislaine. He didn’t want to end up with ten arrows stuck in his body, but he didn’t like the interest the man was showing in Ghislaine. His protective instincts took over; he had no idea what the man’s intentions were but he knew what his intentions were. They were in a horribly precarious position but Gaetan had to take the chance – if the man got close enough, he was going to grab him. Surely the native men would lower their weapons if their leader was in danger.

At least, Gaetan hoped so. Either that, or they were all going to end up with a dozen arrows in them, like human pin cushions. He hoped it didn’t come to that.

He bided his time.

The man came right up on Ghislaine as she stood there holding the dog. He looked her up and down, clearly appreciating what he saw. Gaetan watched the situation, his heart pounding in his ears, waiting for his moment to strike.

It wasn’t long in coming.

When the man reached out to touch Ghislaine’s dark hair, Gaetan reached out and snatched the man by the arm, yanking him against him and throwing a massive arm across his throat. By his actions and the position of his arm, his intentions were obvious and the man grabbed hold of Gaetan’s arm, bracing himself so he wouldn’t be strangled. But Gaetan barred his teeth at the men with the bows, showing in action and in body language that he was ready to kill.

In an instant, the tables had turned and the hunted now became the hunter.

Gaetan was brilliant that way.

“To me,” he barked to his men. “Back away and get to your horses. Go!”

In his grip, the man in the leather skirt called to his men. “Vestra arma summittere!”

Lower your weapons!

Gaetan understood the words; it was Latin, but strangely and heavily accented. He’d never heard anything like it. He spoke to the man whose neck he was about to crush.

“Non intellegis me sermonibus?” Do you understand my words?

The man in his grip nodded his head, but hesitantly, as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing. As Gaetan’s knights began backing away, seeing that they now had the opportunity to flee, Gaetan continued to hold the tribal leader by the neck. But it wasn’t purely out of rage; he found that he was somewhat curious about this tribe, a seemingly very rustic group of people here in the wilds of Mercia. He was also quite curious with the man’s dress. It wasn’t like anything he’d ever seen before.

As he’d once told Ghislaine, it was always wise to know the language of the enemy. It was even wiser to know their ways. If Gaetan was going to conquer this land, then he wanted to know about it.

“Who are you?” he asked in Latin. “Who are your people?”

The man didn’t say anything for a moment, perhaps trying to decipher Gaetan’s pure Latin against the garbled tongue he spoke.

“Legio Tertium,” he said. “This is our land.”

Gaetan’s brow furrowed. “Legio Tertium?” he repeated, more to himself. Then, he translated. “Third Legion?”

The man in his grip nodded. “You are on our lands. You do not belong here.”

Gaetan could see that Téo and de Lara were standing nearby, listening. He wasn’t sure who else was listening other than Ghislaine, who was standing in front of him, looking rather pale and pained. He assumed it was because they’d all had a good fright.

“We came here by accident,” Gaetan said. “We came to find the lady, but mean you no harm. We were just leaving when your men attacked.”

The man in his grip was looking at Gaetan’s men suspiciously. “You brought your weapons.”

“Of course we did. Why wouldn’t we?”

“You have come to kill us!”

Gaetan shook his head. “What I do now, I do in defense of my men and of the lady,” he said. “I would not have taken you hostage but you gave me no choice. You moved against us first.”

The man was clearly flustered. “If you promise no harm will come to us, then let me go and I shall let you leave in peace.”

Gaetan didn’t know the man and he surely didn’t trust him. “You will forgive me for not agreeing to that term,” he said. “I have no guarantee that you will not kill us.”

The man was incensed. “I could have killed you from the trees but I did not,” he said. “That should show you my truthfulness.”

He had a point but Gaetan was still reluctant. “I believe you,” he said. “But you will forgive me for being cautious. Your men are less likely to shoot me down while you are in my grasp.”

Standing a few feet in front of him, Ghislaine understood what was being said for the most part, but not all of it. The man had a very strange accent and his Latin wasn’t conventional. She looked at Gaetan.

“I wonder if he speaks my language?” she asked.

The man immediately looked at her. “I do,” he said. “My people know the language of trading. It is how we purchase goods with the Saxonice. They are too lazy to know our language, so we were forced to learn theirs.”

Surprised, Ghislaine took another look at him. He wasn’t unhandsome but he was rather short, at least compared to Gaetan and his men. Still, he was a strong man and seemingly very agile. She studied his queer manner of dress.

“Why did you shoot your arrows at us?” she asked. “Why did you not simply come out and speak to us? We meant you no harm.”

The man eyed her. “When armed men enter our lands, we assume they are a threat,” he said. “We were on a patrol when we saw these men. We must defend what is ours.”

Ghislaine pondered his words. “A patrol?”

“We must protect our borders.”

Ghislaine already knew that about them. Truth be told, she was quite curious about this reclusive tribe. “You have engaged my brother in battle before,” she said. “This is Mercia, his territory, yet you do not swear fealty to him.”

The man’s brow furrowed. “Who is your brother?”

“Edwin of Mercia.”

That brought a reaction. “Nigrum Aeduini,” he muttered with disgust. “Black Edwin is your brother?”

Ghislaine nodded. “I am Ghislaine of Mercia.”

“Then you are The Beautiful Maid.”

Ghislaine looked a bit uncomfortable with her evident notoriety. She glanced at Gaetan, nervously, before replying. “Why would you say that?”

“Because Edwin has two sisters. You are not Edith, who is married to Harold Godwinson.”

“How would you know?”

“Because I saw her once, from afar.”

“You have battled Harold before.”

The man nodded with perhaps a twinkle in his eye. “I have battled many Saxons before.”

That was the truth. Since there was no denying her identity, Ghislaine eyed the man. “Now that you know who I am, what is your name?”

He didn’t hesitate. “Antillius Decimus Shericus,” he said. “These are my people and this is my land. It has been since the time of old, when the legions conquered this land.”

“Are you their leader?”

Antillius nodded. “I am, as was my father before me, and his father before him,” he said. Still addressing her, his gaze moved sideways to see the other knights standing around. “Who are these men you have brought with you, Lady Ghislaine?”

Ghislaine wasn’t sure she should tell him. She looked to Gaetan, who was gazing back at her quite emotionlessly. He wasn’t giving her any hint of what he wanted her to say. Her nervousness seemed to grow and she could feel her hands shaking. In fact, everything was shaking and she was feeling the need to sit down again because the world was starting to rock.

Camulos decided to pick that moment to move away from her. He had been standing in front of her as she held on to him, but when he moved away, everyone could see the massive bloodstain on her right leg, seeping through the bandages, the torn trousers, and her cote. It was even smeared on the dog. Ghislaine could see Gaetan’s dismayed expression as he looked at her leg and she quickly looked at it, too, seeing what everyone else was seeing. Blood was everywhere. With a gasp, she suddenly toppled onto her arse.

Everyone went running.

Gaetan dropped his arm from Antillius’ neck and rushed to her about the time Aramis and Téo and Lance de Reyne made it to her side. They were the closest. Blood was running everywhere and Gaetan ripped at her dirty cote, tearing a strip of material from the hem to wrap around her thigh to stem the blood.

“Bandages!” he bellowed to anyone who would listen. “Bring me bandages!”

Arrows, standoffs, and territorial tribes seemed to be forgotten as Ghislaine’s bloodied leg took all of the focus. Even Antillius, now quite free, went to stand over Gaetan’s shoulder as he and his men worked furiously to stop the bleeding.

“What has happened?” Antillius asked, genuinely concerned. “Why is she bleeding so? Did our arrows strike her?”

Gaetan was tying a tourniquet around Ghislaine’s thigh to slow the flow of blood. “Nay,” he said, grunting as he pulled it tight. “She was struck in a battle a few days ago and the wound became filled with poison. An apothecary cleaned out the poison, but that was only yesterday. The wound has not healed and the lady must have torn the stitches.”

It was clear she was bleeding heavily. Without proper care, she might not survive. Antillius tapped Gaetan on the shoulder.

“Bring her,” he said. “Quickly. There is no time to waste. I have a physician who will tend her.”

Gaetan was clearly hesitant. “If we can stop the bleeding….”

Antillius cut him off. “Will you take such a chance?” he asked, urgency in his tone. “Come with me if you want her to live. Hurry.”

Gaetan looked at the men around him; Aramis, Lance, Téo, and even Jathan had joined them. They had failed her once trying to heal the wound and because of that, Gaetan was fearful to try again. He didn’t want her life in his hands when he wasn’t a healer. He knew battlefield medicine, but so did every other knight. Yet, it wasn’t something he did on a regular basis because he employed several physics for his men. He genuinely felt as if he had failed her the first time. Now, he was torn.

“Taking her back to Worcester will take an hour or two, at least,” Aramis said, cutting into his thoughts. “She is bleeding heavily, Gaetan. She has torn her stitches wide open.”

Gaetan found himself looking at the wound as Aramis peeled away the bloodied bandages. It was messy to say the least.

“There are those hunting us at Worcester,” Lance put in. “They could capture us when we enter the city limits. We may not even have the chance to return her to the apothecary.”

That was a very real possibility. Gaetan didn’t want to return to Worcester only to be captured by the mob and separated from Ghislaine. Feeling cornered and as if he had very little choice, he turned to Antillius.

“How far is your physician?” he asked.

Antillius pointed towards the east. “Not far,” he assured him. “Bandage the leg as tightly as you can and bring her. I will send my men ahead to tell our physician to be ready.”

Gaetan nodded reluctantly. Then, his attention shifted to Ghislaine, who was now lying flat on her back and staring up at the sky above. She was so very pale. Leaning over her, he put an enormous palm on her forehead.

“We must take you to someone who can repair your stitches, Mousie,” he said softly. “All of this activity has torn them. That is why you are bleeding.”

Ghislaine’s gaze turned to him and Gaetan was struck, once again, by the faith in her eyes. She trusted him, no matter what the circumstances; she didn’t even have to put it into words. He knew simply by looking at her.

“I am sorry to have caused so much trouble,” she said softly.

He smiled at her, lifting a hand to kiss it gently. “I was a fool to have ever left you at the apothecary. It is my fault.”

This time, Ghislaine was well aware of the kiss on her hand. It was the most beautiful, tender expression she had ever experienced and she reached up, putting a hand on his stubbled cheek. It was a touch she would remember for the rest of her life.

“I should have known you would have kept your word,” she murmured, her fingers caressing his skin. “Forgive me, Norman.”

He gave her a lopsided grin. “It is Gaetan.”

“You are a Norman.”

He wasn’t going to argue with her about it. Grinning, Gaetan put a big hand over her hand as she fondled his cheek, feeling the touch more deeply than he’d ever felt a woman’s touch. There was something about it that went clear to his soul. Then he kissed her palm, warmth reflecting in his eyes as he looked at her.

“There is nothing to forgive,” he said, kissing her palm again before lowering her hand. Then, he returned his attention to Aramis and Lance, who had finished tying off a series of very tight bandages against her bloody thigh. “Can I move her now?”

Aramis, who hadn’t missed the tender scene, was feeling a great deal of disappointment and he struggled to maintain an even manner.

“Aye,” he said, unable to look at either Gaetan or Ghislaine. “The bandages should hold until we can reach their physician.”

With that, Gaetan bent over and scooped Ghislaine up against him, moving for his horse as Téo and Lance ran alongside him. Aramis couldn’t even bring himself to do it. As he watched Gaetan carry Ghislaine away, he felt as if his heart had just been ripped out. Oblivious to Aramis’ thoughts, Gaetan kept walking.

“I will follow you,” he said to Antillius as he moved passed the man. “Lead the way.”

Antillius nodded, watching them head to their horses before he snapped orders to his own men, who rushed back into the trees. Very shortly, those same men appeared on horseback, leading another horse for Antillius, and when the knights came off the road and headed back into the trees where the Tertium were waiting, the entire group tore off towards the west, through a vast meadow and disappearing into a heavy forest in the distance.

They were in Tertium lands now, a vast and wide place as ancient as the world itself.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Ne sais-du pas?

This time, Ghislaine remembered everything.

As blood seeped through the bindings on her right thigh, she’d ridden with Gaetan up hills and through forests, leaping across streams as they followed the swift Tertium on their nimble horses.

The Norman war horses, while fast, were heavy beasts, muscular like their masters, and therefore weren’t as swift as the lighter horses with the long legs. Seated behind Gaetan on his animal, Ghislaine held on tightly as they traveled over unfamiliar territory.

They were deep in Tertium lands.

There were no roads, no landmarks, only meadows, hills, and forests in the most primal sense of the word. Ghislaine knew Mercia, or at least most of the south and east of it, but here in the west, it was a wild place, largely ignored by her brother except for a few major villages like Worcester, Birmingham, and Shrewsbury. The area they were in was positioned between the larger portion of Mercia to the north, east, and south, while to the west, Wales loomed.

This was still part of the shadowlands; that is, mysterious and dangerous territories that stretched as far as the eye could see and a part of Mercia that her brother, Edwin, had essentially turned a blind eye to. There were too many warring and territorial tribes there, the Tertium included, and his focus was on Harold and the lands of his territory that he could more easily control.

Strength draining and leg hugely paining her, Ghislaine buried her face in Gaetan’s back, holding him close as they traveled over the land. Gaetan was reining his horse with his left hand while the right hand held Ghislaine’s right leg behind the knee, trying to keep it elevated and braced against his right hip as they traveled.

It seemed like they rode for miles and miles upon end. Ghislaine was growing groggy from the blood loss, from exhaustion in general, but suddenly, they were deep in a forest of ancient oak trees, in a clearing with a massive canopy of branches overhead and a stream that ran through the middle of it. It smelled of all things damp and leafy. There were people in the clearing. In fact, there was an entire village, with huts made out of rock that was dredged up from their farming fields and local river beds.

Deep in the forest, an entire world had sprung up.

Lifting her head when the horses slowed and they entered the outskirts of the hidden village, Ghislaine was very curious about her surroundings. People rushed out to greet their returning men but when they saw them in the company if nine very large warriors, a priest, and a lady, they seemed to back off, inherently fearful of anything from the outside. Their men had returned with what was termed in their language as an allii. Others. These were not people who were part of their world.

As Ghislaine saw all of the suspicious and fearful faces, she whispered to Gaetan.

“These people hate my brother,” she said quietly.

Gaetan looked around at the faces of the women and children. He could see their fear, their mistrust. He was calm in his observation, assessing the situation.

“Mayhap that is true, but Antillius offered to help you even knowing who your brother was, so do not worry,” he said. “Moreover, I am here. So is my sword. If they make any attempts against you, I will defend you.”

Ghislaine smiled faintly, looking up at him and meeting his eyes as he looked at her over his shoulder. “You would be my champion, then?”

He had a glimmer in his eye that set her heart to racing. “Among other things.”

There was something innately seductive in that reply but Ghislaine was prevented from answering when the horses came to a halt. Suddenly, Aramis was there, pulling her off of Gaetan’s beast and holding her against his broad chest just as Gaetan had done. Antillius came towards them, parting the crowed and pulling along an old woman who evidently took exception to being bossed around.

Antillius was pointing to Ghislaine, explaining the situation, and once the old woman understood, she went right to Ghislaine and tossed up the edge of her cote, seeing the bloodied bandages. She didn’t even pause to look at the injury; she could see that it was bad. She turned to walk away, beckoning for the lady to follow.

“This way, this way,” she said, pushing through the crowd that had gathered. “Bring her this way!”

Aramis followed, as did Gaetan, Téo, and the big hairy dog, but the others remained with the horses and possessions. They were essentially in enemy territory, so no one was going to follow Gaetan and leave their assets behind to be picked over by people who were circled around them, all looking at them quite suspiciously.

As Aramis, Gaetan, Téo, and the lady disappeared into the collection of rock huts, the rest of the knights stayed very close to the horses. They were watching the inhabitants of the village as closely as the villagers were watching them. Like an odd standoff, they simply stared at one another.

Mistrust was in the air.

“Look at this place,” de Moray muttered to de Lara. “This is fairly large village here beneath the trees. And look at the homes; neatly built, avenues laid out. This is not the design of barbarians.”

Luc was looking around as well; with Gaetan away, he was in command. “Nay, they are not,” he said. “But look at them – fair skinned, pale-haired, dressed in robes and skins. Even their manner of dress suggests some kind of civility.”

As the two of them were scrutinizing the crowd, Wellesbourne walked up beside them. He, too, was watching the people surrounding them.

“My father spoke of lost tribes like this,” he said, his voice low. “This is a group of people untouched by the world. They live by themselves and die by themselves. And look; did you see their monument when we came in?”

Marc and Luc hadn’t. They strained to see what Wellesbourne was pointing at, finally seeing what looked like a neatly stacked pile of stones with a pole of some type rammed into the top of it. It soared several feet above the ground and, curious, the knights moved away from the crowd of gawkers and went to investigate.

Moving around the front of the monument, they could see that it was a long staff of some kind of metal, probably bronze, with several round metal discs fastened to it, discs that contained images that were faded and weathered. Near the top of the staff was a trencher-sized disc with laurel leaves carved into a circle around the edges, and in the middle of it was what looked like the figure of a goat.

It was quite fascinating. As de Moray moved in closer to touch it, de Lara spoke.

“I have seen staffs like this before,” he said. “Near my father’s home in Bayonne there is one in the cathedral. Look at the top – see those letters? SPQR. That has to do with the ancient legions from Rome, I believe.”

“It does.”

The knights turned to see Antillius walking up behind them, looking up at the large bronze staff just as they were. There was reverence in his eyes as he gazed upon it.

“My ancestors carried this staff across the sea, across England, and settled in this land,” he said. “This is a shrine to those men who conquered the savage lands of Britannia but, specifically, the lands we live upon. This was the province of Flavia Caesariensis, the land of our ancestors. It is still our lands, although the Saxons have taken most of our territory. But not all of it; we continue to fight for what is ours but our struggle is never over. We fight for our continued way of life.”

That explained a great deal about these people and how they came to live in this extremely inaccessible area. Now, the knights were coming to understand the background of this isolated tribe. It was a remarkable story.

“The Romans have not been here for hundreds of years,” de Lara said. “They were in the Pyrenees, near where I was born, and all over Spain and France, but they are only a whisper of a dream now and nothing more. But here, you keep their memory alive?”

Antillius looked at the knight, a big man with a crown of black hair. “They are still here,” he assured them quietly. “Look at my people. We are the descendants of these great men who forged their way into a cold and unfriendly country. The term Tertium is the name of the legion we are descended from – Legio Tertium Augustus. It means Augustus’ Third Legion.”

He pointed to the top of the staff where faded letters were etched into the bronze and the knights looked upward, trying to make out the name of the legion.

“And you have survived here, as a race, all this time?” De Lara was incredulous.

“We have.”

“Your customs, your manner of speaking… this is all part of the ancestors you pay homage to?”

Antillius nodded, looking around to his people, who were starting to disburse now that the excitement of their visitors had faded. “We keep to ourselves and we protect ourselves,” he said. “That is why we fired upon you when we found you within our borders. We patrol our lands constantly for invaders and when we saw you, we naturally assumed the worst. We did not know you were searching for an injured woman.”

De Lara nodded. “In truth, she was looking for us but she was mistaken in both her sense of direction and her reason for searching,” he said, not wanting to explain it further at this point. “Thank you for showing mercy. We shall not forget your kindness.”

Antillius nodded faintly, his gaze moving from Luc to Lance, Denis to Kye, and over to Bartholomew and then Jathan. It was clear that there was something more on his mind than the history of his tribe or the injured woman.

“You are not Saxon,” he finally said. “I am acquainted with those who rule these lands and you are not from here. You mentioned that you are from Spain and France?”

Now, the reason behind their appearance had been introduced and Luc was reluctant to explain too much, at least not until Ghislaine was tended and they had the opportunity to flee what would undoubtedly be angry men fearful of a Norman invasion.

In fact, as Luc pondered the situation, he knew the Normans would not leave these people alone as centuries of Saxons and Danes and Celts had evidently done. Nay, the Normans would wipe them out if they did not comply and there was some sadness in that thought. His Norman brethren would assimilate the Tertium until their memories, their traditions, were no more.

“We are all from France,” he said after a moment. “We are here in England because we have a mission to attend to.”

Antillius cocked his head curiously. “What mission?”

Luc was careful in his reply. “One of our comrades has been taken hostage,” he said. It was the truth. “We are heading north to find him and free him.”

“But what about The Beautiful Maid?”

“She is our guide in these strange lands.”

Antillius clearly had more questions but he didn’t pursue it at the moment; truth be told, he suspected that wasn’t the entire truth. He found himself looking at heavily-armed seasoned knights, bigger and more fearsome than anything he’d ever seen. Surely there was more to their presence than what he was being told.

In fact, Antillius was very curious about the outside world and what went on away from his isolated life. He would often speak with the Saxons he traded with to learn such things. But before him, he saw a grand opportunity to learn more than the foolish Saxon farmers could tell him. Warriors from France, he thought with satisfaction. Aye, he would discover their purpose, if only to gain news of the world around him.

But something told him there was much more going on than he realized.

“Then you must be weary if you are on a mission to save your friend,” he said. “Come. I will show you where you can rest. There is a corral off to the north where you can put your horses but, first, let me show you where you may sleep while you are with us.”

The knights knew they couldn’t refuse his hospitality. So, while St. Hèver remained with the horses, the rest of them followed Antillius to a long stone structure that turned out to be a convening hall. There were elders in the village and this was where they met to discuss any issues of concern.

Built of the same rock as the rest of the village, the convening hall had a fire pit in the center of it and a sod roof, slightly pitched, with holes near the top of the walls for smoke to escape and ventilation. It also had stone benches and faded images of pagan gods drawn on the walls that, at one time, had been painted. But the colors had faded, leaving only shadows of images, something the knights found both disconcerting and fascinating. However, it was a roof over their heads, something they hadn’t had in days, and the simple comfort of it was welcome.

Antillius left his guests settling in to the convening hall while he went to seek his daughters to inform them of their guests, and then on to the elders of the village to tell them about the enormous warriors from across the sea. Certainly, they would all be interested to know what was happening on the outside, but in order for the warriors to speak more freely, they would need an incentive.

Copious amounts of alcohol, made from apples and fermented grains, were soon being prepared for the coming meal.

In vino veritas….
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After carefully examining the torn stitches in Ghislaine’s thigh, the old woman simply removed the broken stitches and then sewed the wound up again with thread made from hemp. It was very strong but it was also painful as the woman poked the sore skin and carefully stitched.

Ghislaine sat on the floor in the old woman’s neat house. It was a tiny structure with a tiny bed, a small fire pit in the center, and clutter that one would expect from an old woman living alone. Camulos, her guardian, was lying on one side while Gaetan was crouched on the other, holding her hand as the woman poked and stitched, squeezing her hand now and again as she gasped and made faces because it damn well hurt.

Aramis and Téo stood in the open door, watching the procedure, but they were both watching it from completely different perspectives. Aramis was watching Ghislaine and Gaetan, his misery gaining steam, while Téo was watching Aramis. In fact, that was the only reason he’d come. He’d seen the looks between Gaetan and Ghislaine, and subsequently Aramis and Gaetan, so he came to ensure that nothing got out of hand between Gaetan and Aramis.

It was clear that Gaetan had the lady’s attention but Aramis wasn’t so subtle about his interest towards her. Téo had seen this situation developing from the start and he was quite concerned for Aramis. The man didn’t say much, nor did he ever react to much, but he was reacting openly to Ghislaine. At some point, Gaetan was going to have his fill of it. Therefore, Téo had come to make sure nothing happened between two men vying for the same woman.

He was dreading the moment when it did.

“How does the leg look, Gate?” he asked Gaetan.

Gaetan was watching the old woman finish up her careful stitches. “Not as bad as I thought,” he said. “There was so much blood it was difficult to see, but it is not as bad as it could be.”

The old woman was on her final stitch. “It will heal,” she croaked in that odd Latin that Antillius also spoke. “The lady must stay still. She must rest until it heals.”

Ghislaine made out most of what the old woman said. She looked to Gaetan in distress. “I cannot stay still until it heals,” she said. “You must go to Tenebris and I must go with you. We cannot wait more than a day or two at most.”

Gaetan patted her hand. “You will not worry about that today,” he said. “Today, you will rest all day. Tomorrow, we shall discuss this further.”

Ghislaine wasn’t so sure. As she sat there and fretted, there was movement at the door and she looked up to see three young women approaching. Téo and Aramis, also by the door, caught sight of the young women and they immediately stood back so as not to crowd the timid women. Also, they were inherently interested in them. The women were, by all accounts, young and quite pretty.

But the young women were fearful of the big knights as they huddled near the door, eyeing the warriors while trying to gain sight of the old woman inside.

“Pullum?” one of them called. “Pater has sent us. He has told us to help you with the injured lady.”

The old woman finished with the last stitch and sat there, surveying her handiwork. But she paused a moment to wave the young women in, and they darted into the tiny hut in a frightened bunch.

“Aye, I will need your assistance,” she said. “This young woman has a wound that must heal. After I wrap the leg, you will assist the lady in bathing and cleaning herself. She is quite dirty and, I would presume, wishes to be comfortable. Will you tend her?”

The girls nodded, looking at Ghislaine, who was gazing back at the three of them somewhat warily. Ghislaine had very few female friends, given the fact that she had been a warrior most of her life, so female companionship was rare in her world.

In truth, it was also somewhat unwelcome. She didn’t like silly women and their petty problems. But she also knew she couldn’t refuse the hospitality being offered. As her gaze moved from the young women to Gaetan to see what his reaction was to all of this, the first young woman spoke again.

“I am Lygia, daughter of Antillius,” she introduced herself timidly. “These are my sisters, Verity and Atia. What is your name?”

Ghislaine looked at them fearfully before her gaze moved to Gaetan. Odd how she was quite fearless in the face of men and battle, but being approached by three young women had her tongue-tied. He smiled wearily at her.

“Tell them your name,” he said. “They will not bite you.”

Ghislaine’s focus moved back to the young women but when she spoke, it was hesitantly. “I am Ghislaine of Mercia.”

Lygia was a pretty girl with soft blonde hair and a big-toothed smile. “Welcome, Ghislaine of Mercia,” she said, sensing the woman’s standoffishness. Without anything more to say, she turned to the old woman. “We will go and gather what we need and return shortly.”

The old woman waved them off and they fled the hut, passing by Téo and Aramis as they did. They were the recipients of some rather interested expressions. In fact, Téo was still looking at them as they disappeared into the neat clusters of rock homes and only when they were out of his view did he return his focus to what was happening inside the hut. He thought one of the sisters, a tall lass with copper curls, was quite lovely, indeed, but he forced his thoughts away from her to focus on the situation at hand.

“Gate,” he said, “will you have us post a guard where the lady is to be housed?”

Gaetan watched as the old woman swabbed the stitched wound with vinegar and then packed moss on top of it before beginning to bind it.

“Aye, but only on the outside,” he said. “She has Cam inside to protect her and he has proven himself most worthy in that aspect. We will simply stand guard outside and be vigilant as to who comes and goes.”

Gaetan patted the dog affectionately as it lay beside Ghislaine. Aramis spoke up.

“I will take the first watch.”

Both Gaetan and Téo looked at him. Gaetan was becoming increasingly displeased with Aramis’ boldness towards Ghislaine, struggling to keep the situation in perspective. He said he would beg off and allow me to pursue her, he thought. But it didn’t seem that way.

“Very well,” Gaetan said evenly, “but I will remain with her at present. You and Téo must go and see to the men and to your horses. I will send for you when it is time for you to stand guard.”

He was effectively sending Aramis away. Téo, concerned what would happen if Aramis refused to obey, reached out to put a friendly hand on Aramis’ arm to encourage him.

“Come along, mon frère,” he said, trying to lighten the mood. “Let us see to the horses, as he says. That was quite a ride over here and I must make sure my horse didn’t suffer from the terrain.”

Aramis didn’t say anything but his gaze lingered on Gaetan, who was staring back at him without blinking. In fact, there was hazard in Gaetan’s face. Aramis could see it but, somehow, his pride wouldn’t let him back down. Still, he didn’t want things to escalate, at least not in front of the lady. He turned as Téo pulled at him, moving away from the hut and heading back to the area where the rest of the men were gathered.

But a coldness lingered in his wake.

It was a coldness felt by Ghislaine. She had watched Aramis and Téo move away but quickly lost sight of them. Aramis’ behavior confused her.

“What is the matter with Aramis?” she asked. “Why did he look so… odd?”

Gaetan was watching the old woman wrap the leg. It was a perfect question to open up a dialogue that needed to be spoken. In spite of the fact that there was an audience to their conversation in the old woman, he doubted she would understand what he said if he said it in French. He switched to his native tongue.

“Ne sais-du pas?” he asked her softly. Don’t you know?

Ghislaine shook her head. “Nay,” she replied in his language. “What has happened? Is he angry over something? He seemed upset.”

Gaetan shook his head. “He is,” he said. “With me.”

“Why?”

Gaetan looked at her, then. It was the perfect opportunity for him to say everything he wanted to say, everything he needed to say, and everything he was terrified to say. But if he didn’t do it now, there was no telling when he would have another opportunity. There might never be another chance like this.

Therefore, he summoned his courage.

Oh, he had told women he’d cared for them in the past. He’d even told one or two that he loved them, but he hadn’t meant it. He’d only done it as a means to an end. But to tell a woman he respected greatly, and wanted greatly, that he felt something for her… well, that wasn’t something he’d ever done before.

At thirty years and six, Gaetan was about to be truthful to himself and to a woman for the first time in his life. He wondered if he’d be able to survive the sheer strain of it.

It was time for honesty.

“Because it seems that Aramis has developed an affection for you,” he said quietly. “Have you not noticed how he is attentive towards you?”

Ghislaine’s brow furrowed as the shock of his words settled. Then, her eyebrows lifted in surprise when the full impact hit her. “He has?” she asked, her mouth hanging open. “But… I never… I never encouraged him or thought… oh, God’s Bones… he is fond of me?”

Gaetan could see her astonishment and, he thought, distaste. That didn’t make it any easier for him to say what he needed to say.

“Aye,” he said quietly. “But so has someone else.”

Her eyes widened with more astonishment. “Who?”

“Me.”

Ghislaine stared at him and her mouth, so recently hanging open in shock, now closed rapidly. Gaetan stared back at her, trying to read her expression, but he honestly couldn’t. He had no idea what she was thinking. He was becoming embarrassed about the entire thing but, now that he’d confessed, he may as well tell her everything.

He took a deep breath.

“I am called Warwolfe,” he said quietly. “I am the Duke of Normandy’s most prestigious knight and I lead a contingent of the greatest knights the world has ever seen. In action and in profession, there is no one more highly regarded than I am. I am the bastard son of a great warrior and descended from the House of Vargr, the kings of Breton. Additionally, I am a man of some wealth – not only have I inherited my father’s titles and lands, but from my maternal grandmother, I have inherited control of Lorient and her ports. The point is that I am a highly-regarded man of nobility with more money than most. There is great worth in that.”

Ghislaine was listening to facts that Jathan, long ago, had already told her. She knew all of this already, so it wasn’t a surprise. But her mind was so overwhelmed with the declaration that Gaetan was evidently romantically interested in her that Gaetan’s speech was entering one ear and going out the other. Blah, blah, blah…. He wasn’t telling her what she wanted to hear, what she was dying to hear. Her fluttering heart was pounding so dramatically that she was certain it was about to burst from her chest.

God, is it really true? She thought joyfully. It was enough to bring tears to her eyes.

“I know you are a man of great worth,” she finally said, her voice trembling with emotion. “Gaetan, wealth means nothing to me. It is the man beneath that means everything.”

Gaetan looked at her somewhat incredulously, thinking that it sounded like she was receptive to what he was saying. Tell her the rest, you fool!

“I do have great wealth, but there is something more you should know,” he said. Now, he was starting to stumble. “I am not married but I have… children. There are women I never married to who have provided me with children. I am not fond of these women but I will admit that I am a man who has taken comfort in women over the years. I even have women whose sole purpose in my household is to warm my bed. I am not proud of this but you must understand that I did not give thought to how a future wife might react to such things. I never thought I would marry and a wife was not of concern to me. Ghislaine, I realize that this situation might make you vastly uncomfortable and even ashamed, but I assure you, if you and I were to marry, there would only be one woman in my life, for the rest of my life, and that woman would be you.”

By the time Gaetan was finished, there was an expression on his face that Ghislaine had never seen before – something of hope and desperation, of a man who was as vulnerable as he’d ever been in his life. It was enough of an expression to soften Ghislaine completely but, more than that, he was admitting everything she’d ever hoped for. This strong and handsome man, a man she’d been attracted to since nearly the beginning of their association, was confessing things she’d never thought she’d hear from him. She blinked and tears spattered onto her pale cheeks.

“This is a dream,” she whispered. “It must be a dream because in my dreams is the only place you would ever say such things to me.”

Gaetan couldn’t tell, but he thought she might have been happy. He’d never been very good at reading women, but he thought she might – just might – be glad. A timid smile creased his lips.

“This is not a dream, I assure you,” he said softly. “But I will admit it is my biggest fear that you will not feel that I am worthy of you.”

She blinked again and more tears spilled. The brightest smile he’d ever seen nearly split her face in two.

“My sweet darling,” she said earnestly. “I have never known a more worthy man. I know of your past and I know of the bedslaves. Aye, I have been told. But it is of no matter. If you say that I am to be the only woman in your life from now until forever, I believe you.”

He was elated to the point of feeling lightheaded. “Truly?”

“Truly.”

“Then may I know if anything I have said is agreeable to you?”

She laughed through her tears of joy. “Everything you said is agreeable,” she said. “Gaetan, do you know how long I have adored you? I cannot recall when I have not. Hearing you say such things… I simply cannot believe it.”

His smile turned bold and he reached out, cupping her sweet face in his two big hands. “It is true,” he said, his heart bursting with newfound joy. “I adore you as well, my little mouse. But knowing that you return these feelings… you cannot know how happy you have made me.”

“As you have made me, Gaetan.”

“Are you agreeable to marrying me, then?”

“Of course, my dearest. More than you know.”

With that, Ghislaine reached out, pulling him to her and Gaetan’s mouth descended upon hers, tasting her lips for the first time as she responded to him. He remembered those lips from before, when she’d been sleeping. But now, there was warmth and tenderness, a potency that surged through him like wildfire. He knew she’d been married before and, because of that, he knew she wasn’t a maiden, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t one, either. He kissed her deeply, completely uncaring that the old woman who had just finished wrapping the leg was a witness to his most private moment.

All he cared about was the moment itself.

But the old woman was being jostled around because Ghislaine’s leg was moving about as Gaetan’s big body overwhelmed her. The old woman thumped Gaetan on the hip because that was the body part nearest her.

“Caution, good lord,” she rasped in her strange Latin. “You must be cautious of the leg!”

Gaetan didn’t want to focus on the leg; he was right where he wanted to be, with Ghislaine’s face trapped in his hands and his mouth on hers. But he pulled his lips away from her long enough to snarl at the old woman.

“Get out,” he hissed. “Leave us.”

“Be cautious of the leg!”

“I will, I will. Now, get out!”

The old woman looked at him, pursing her lips unhappily, but she could see that she was both unwanted and unneeded. Moreover, the lady didn’t seem to be complaining about his rough treatment of her in the least. The old woman had done her job, at least for the moment, but she had a feeling the way the warrior and the lady were pawing at each other that those stitches might be torn out again before the day was finished. Surely, the lady was in pain but she didn’t seem to mind. When the old woman saw the warrior plunge his tongue into the lady’s mouth, she lurched to her feet with a shriek of disgust and fled her hut, slamming the door behind her.

Gaetan, his lips against Ghislaine’s, simply grinned.

“We are finally without our audience,” he murmured.

Ghislaine had her arms around his head, pulling the man down to her as if to never let him go.

“Excellent,” she breathed. “But Cam is still here.”

Gaetan could see the dog sleeping against the wall behind her. “He will pay no mind.”

“He’d better not.”

Her lips fused to his and Gaetan couldn’t help but notice she was being quite aggressive with him, which he loved. He never imagined her arms around him could feel as good as they did. The moment she touched him, it was like it was the very first time he’d ever been touched by a woman. Nothing could have been more pure or more welcome.

“I cannot believe we are finally alone,” he said as his teeth nibbled on her jawline. “I never thought we would have such a moment as this with all of those annoying men hanging around us as they do. Did they not know I have been wanting to do this to you for quite some time?”

She giggled, quickly cut off by a groan when he latched on to her tender neck. “How long?”

“Ages.”

“You were not thinking of doing this when you spanked me upon the field of battle those weeks ago.”

He started to laugh, but his passion was so strong that it came out as a choking sound. He simply couldn’t give attention to anything other than his want for her.

“Mayhap not, but you will forgive me. I do not usually consider the battlefield a place to seduce a woman.”

“I am not any woman.”

“God help me, you are not.”

Ghislaine didn’t want to talk anymore. She wanted him in the worst way and she moved to unfasten the leather belt that was around his waist. Gaetan knew immediately what she meant. He was overwhelmed by the fire in his veins, the strength of which he’d never experienced, but it was a fire he’d felt before. He knew this fire that fed his manhood, not to be quenched until he was releasing himself deep into a woman’s body, but he was genuinely concerned about doing anything like that with Ghislaine. She wasn’t someone cheap to be used on a whim. Even as she unfastened his belt, he tore his lips from hers and looked her in the eye.

“As much as I would like to take all of you, we must be cautious of your leg,” he said huskily. “Moreover… I did not tell you of my adoration for you simply to have my way with you. I told you because it was the truth.”

Ghislaine yanked the belt off and it fell to the floor of the hut, heavily, because of his scabbard. “I know,” she said breathlessly. “But I want you to touch me, Gaetan. I want to feel your hands upon my body. Will you make me beg, then?”

He shook his head, a smile playing on his lips. “You will never have to beg me, ever.”

“Then prove it to me.”

He did.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


New Blood

Their hut was shaped like a cross, with a long room that served as both an eating room and a kitchen, and then two chambers off each side where family members slept. All of the girls were in one chamber while their father, now widowed these past few years, slept in the other.

Antillius’ cottage was cozy and well-kept thanks to three daughters who were as meticulous as their mother had been. This cottage was at least one hundred years old, probably more, built on the foundations of another cottage before it that had also stood for many years. The floor was hard-packed earth in the long room but in the bedchamber where Antillius slept, long ago, someone had laid down colored stones to make a mosaic. It was the portrait of a woman although no one knew exactly who the woman was. Antillius suspected it was another ancestor of his, for the woman was pale and fine-featured like he was.

Lygia, Verity, and Atia rushed into this neat little cottage on a mission. Old Pullum, the crone who was the physician of the village, had asked them to help a wounded woman, and help they would. There was very little excitement in their world so they were most eager for something new and different to accomplish, even if the lady had come with a contingent of several of the largest men they had ever seen. The men were dressed in sheets of metal, with big weapons hanging from their waists, and they were of curious interest to these isolated women.

Lygia, the eldest, was the taskmaster. She had seen twenty years and three, having lost her husband and infant daughter to a sickness two years before during a particularly bad winter. She’d moved back into the family home where her sisters, Verity and Atia, brought her some comfort. They were good sisters, even if they were a little flighty at times – Verity was tall, elegant, and with long copper curls, and Atia, the baby of the family at nineteen years, was a shorter, lighter-haired version of Lygia. But she was extremely bright, and helpful, and as Lygia gave the orders, Verity and Atia followed them precisely.

In the young women’s chamber, chests were opened and items brought forth. Lygia was rushing about, finding drying linens, while her sisters were pulling forth other things needed for cleaning. Linens in hand, Lygia came to a halt in the midst of her rush.

“Why must the lady remain in Pullum’s cottage?” she asked thoughtfully. “Why can we not bring her here? Our chamber is big enough to accommodate her. I should not like to leave the lady with old Pullum.”

Verity had a bar of soft tallow soap in her hand that smelled heavily of the violets they harvested in the forest. “But Pater said we should help, not bring the lady to our home,” she reminded her. “She is an allii, after all.”

Lygia frowned at her sister. “She is a wounded woman who requires help,” she said firmly. “Are you so cruel that you would leave a her with Pullum and not try to take her away from that old witch?”

“Did you see those warriors?” Atia interrupted her sisters’ discussion with her rather dreamy question. “I have never seen men so tall and strong. Where do you suppose they come from? They do not look like Saxon warriors to me.”

Lygia could hear the wistfulness in her youngest sister’s tone. “It does not matter where they come from, dear Atia, because they are not for you,” she reminded her quietly. “Phirinius is your chosen one. He would not like it if you paid attention to another man.”

Atia frowned. “Phirinius is a boy. Those warriors… they are men!”

“And you will put them out of your mind,” Lygia scolded, waving an impatient hand at her sister. “Gather the wash for the hair and find some clean clothes we can lend to the lady. From what I saw, she was wearing rags.”

Unhappy that her conversation about the strange warriors was thwarted, Atia turned back to what she was doing, pulling forth all of the things they used when they bathed – a skin scraper to scrape away the dirt, precious oil from the almonds they collected and pressed last month, and flat ale to wash the hair. Holding up the phial of the almond oil, she looked at it in the light, noting just how much they had left.

“Lygia is right,” she said. “We should simply bring the lady here. We have our tub here and Pullum has not the room for such a thing. Her cottage is very tiny. We should simply bring the lady here to tend her.”

Lygia considered Atia’s support a majority vote. She set the drying linens down. “Then let us go and get her,” she said. “If she cannot walk, we will have one of her men carry her here.”

The thought of seeing the strange warriors again had Atia heading from the chamber rather quickly. “Do you think she is a princess?” she asked. “She has many men with her. Mayhap she requires them for protection.”

Verity, too, seemed to be following her sister at a clipped pace, leading Lygia to believe that Verity might think something of these handsome strangers, as well, even though she’d not said anything. She was the quiet one at times. Lygia was on the heels of her eager sisters.

“It does not matter what she is,” she said. “And you will not ask her, Atia.”

Atia made a face at her sister. “Can I at least ask her about her warriors?”

“Nay!”

“Can I speak with her at all?”

Lygia cocked an eyebrow at her. “Only if you are polite and do not ask foolish questions.”

Quitting the cottage, the young women emerged into an open area beneath the massive tree canopy. Their cottage was set off from the rest, for privacy, and they even had their own bread kiln and stock corral for their pigs and goats. But in heading towards old Pullum’s hut, they had to pass by the central meeting area where the strange warriors and the lone lady had first entered, and Atia was very eager to see if those men were still around. Verity was only slightly less obvious about it, which gave her interest away completely. The two of them were searching eagerly for the strange warriors when they caught sight of the men over near the convening house. Atia grabbed hold of Verity.

“Look!” she hissed, pointing discreetly. “There they are!”

Lygia, who had been walking ahead of them at this point, came to a halt and waited for them to catch up to her. When the pair also came to a halt, gawking at the warriors in the distance, Lygia reached over and grabbed hold of Verity, pulling her and Atia along.

“Stop looking at them as if you’ve never seen men before,” she said. “You are making fools of yourselves.”

Verity was trying to walk but Atia was dragging on her, making the entire procession go quite slowly. Suddenly, their father came into view from behind the convening house and Atia began calling to him, jumping up and down and waving until Lygia grabbed hold of her.

“Stop it!” she hissed at her sister. “Are you trying to show everyone what an idiot you are?”

Atia yanked herself away from her sister and ran straight for her father who, having seen his youngest daughter waving at him, made his way towards his girls. Atia grabbed hold of his arm, pulling on him, as he smiled tolerantly at her.

“Have you gone to Pullum as I have instructed?” he asked his girls.

They nodded in unison but Lygia answered. “We have,” she said. “Pullum asked us to help bathe and tend the lady, but it would be too difficult to do it in Pullum’s hut. May we bring her to ours, Pa?”

Antillius considered it. “It might be better if we put her someplace where she would not be disturbed,” he said. “There would be noise in our cottage with many people walking about. There is an empty hut near the pool since the death of old Drucilla. Why not put her there? It would be quiet and peaceful.”

Lygia thought that was a good idea. “I shall have the copper tub put in that cottage for her,” she said. “We shall go and make her bed. Where are her possessions?”

Antillius shook his head. “With her soldiers, I would imagine,” he said. “I will ask.”

“About the soldiers, Pa,” Atia said, hanging on his arm. “Who are they?”

Antillius knew his youngest well enough to know that she wasn’t asking purely to be polite. Atia had an eye for young men and was quite enamored with the opposite sex as a whole.

“They are from France,” he told her. “They have come to our lands seeking a comrade who has been abducted and they are simply passing through.”

Atia was thrilled to hear they were from a mysterious, far-off land. That’s what France was to the isolated young woman, something she’d only heard about in stories. “Can we speak with them, Pa?” she begged. “I would like to hear of their travels and of their home. Please, can we speak with them?”

Antillius knew that question would come, at some point. He just didn’t think it would come so soon. He patted Atia on her soft cheek. “Not yet,” he said. “I do not know these men. I do not know their hearts. Let me determine that they are men of good character before I permit my daughters to be around them.”

Atia’s face fell with disappointment. “But –!”

Antillius grasped her chin and gave her a gentle shake. “Not yet,” he told her firmly. “We have allowed these men into our world but I do not trust them yet. We do not know them. You will stay away from them until such time as I deem it appropriate to have contact with them. If you do not obey me, I will take a branch to you, Atia. Do you understand?”

Atia sighed heavily, grossly disappointed. “Aye,” she said. “But I have heard you speak of finding new blood for our people, Pa. You have said yourself that our numbers are less and less every year, that less babies are born. Would not men such as these bring the new blood you have spoken of?”

Antillius had, indeed, spoken of that very thing at times; after centuries of inbreeding and sickness, his people were a dying race. He knew that. He had hoped for strong husbands for his daughters to bring new bloodlines into their tribe. And it was, indeed, possible that these warriors were the new blood that he had hoped for, but it was far too early to tell. He couldn’t even guess. As he told Atia, he did not know these men. He didn’t know their hearts or their deeds and, until he did, he would continue to be wary of them.

“I cannot know this and you will not speak of it again,” he said, kissing Atia’s unhappy face before turning to his elder daughters. “I have just seen Pullum over near the kitchens and she is finished binding the lady’s leg, so go and prepare the empty cottage for her. Get along with your tasks and I will see you later.”

The girls nodded and he headed off, moving in the general direction of their cottage. Lygia turned in the same direction, pulling her sisters along.

“You have heard him,” she said. “Let us prepare Drucilla’s old cottage for our guest. Atia, did you find something for her to wear?”

Atia made a face at her sister but that face quickly changed into a fake smile when Lygia turned to look at her. Lygia knew her sister was upset with her but that couldn’t be helped. Strangers in their midst had them all edgy with excitement and some fear, for it was extremely rare for them to have any visitors at all.

Truth be told, Lygia was already thinking ahead to the meal that night. She and her sisters would help supervise the meal, as daughters of the tribal chief, and she was already wondering how she was going to keep Atia from making a fool of herself over the handsome strangers.

Secretly, Lygia thought they were fairly handsome as well.
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Gaetan had bedded many women in his life, but not like this.

Never, like this.

In the old woman’s hut, as the sounds of a gentle rain began to fall outside, Ghislaine and Gaetan were only partially disrobed as their bodies came together in the ancient primal mating rhythm. Because of Ghislaine’s bad leg, she ended up on her hands and knees, her tattered trousers down around one ankle and her cote and shift up around her shoulders as the bulk of her tender white body was laid wide for Gaetan’s touch.

Her buttocks were elevated to him as he held her aloft by the hips, his manhood deep in her body as he thrust repeatedly into her, trying to keep any pounding off of her right leg. It was tricky, to be sure, and Ghislaine was contorted rather oddly, but the beauty of the moment, the sensuality of it, was beyond measure.

Having been married before, Ghislaine knew how to welcome a man’s body. She knew how to move with him, and how to give him pleasure, because the moment Gaetan had entered her, she’d tightened up the muscles of her slick sheath to maximize his bliss. Gaetan had groaned with delight when he felt her body contract around him but the excitement of it, and her expert touch, very nearly threw him into a climax at the onset.

He had to still himself, slapping her buttocks gently to distract both him and her from what she was doing, but the slap against her buttocks had given Ghislaine the first of what had, so far, been two releases. Gaetan had felt them both against his manroot, that great throbbing that signified a woman’s satisfaction.

He wasn’t able, at the moment, to touch any other part of her body because of the way he held her hips elevated against his, but that didn’t matter at the moment. Everything he was doing below the waist, with his manhood as he ground his pelvis against her buttocks, was enough for the moment. He never knew lovemaking could be so euphoric to his heart or so satisfying to his soul.

It was heaven.

But he could feel his climax coming on and he had been for some time; it had been an effort to hold it off, to enjoy the moment. This was the woman he had fallen in love with, that he would marry, and that would bear his legitimate children. That knowledge was the most powerful aphrodisiac in the world to him.

As he carefully lowered her onto her left knee to take the brunt of her weight while he kept the right leg elevated, his left hand roamed her soft and tender body, fondling her sweet breasts, listening to her groan with pleasure. Breasts that will nurse my children, he thought, but a body that belongs to me.

Me!

He found himself wishing she would conceive his son this day; that his seed would find its mark. Surely God would listen to his prayers as he prayed for a strong son to carry on his legacy from this powerful brave woman who was very quickly consuming him.

When his hand moved to the moist junction between her legs, Ghislaine endured her third and most powerful climax yet. It was enough to throw Gaetan over the edge and he released himself deep into her body. But even then, his hips continued to move as if he didn’t want the moment to end, drawing it out, savoring it, gently thrusting into her until he could thrust no more. Then, he lowered himself down next to her and very carefully took her into his arms.

Ghislaine was sure that she was only half-conscious. She was in a dream state, somewhere between life and death and utter bliss. Her eyes were partially open as she lay wrapped up in Gaetan’s arms, staring at a stone wall that had pots and buckets shoved up against it. Gaetan’s mouth was by her ear and he kissed it, gently.

“Considering how ill and injured you have been, I should be considered quite a brute for forcing myself upon you as I did,” he murmured. “I pray you are not injured further.”

Ghislaine put a hand up, holding his head against hers and savoring their closeness. “I believe I am the one who instigated it,” she whispered. “I pray you do not think less of me for it.”

“Think less of you? God, no. I think you are a goddess.”

She smiled, laughing softly when she heard his gentle laughter in her ear. “Thank you,” she said. “You are most kind, my lord.”

“You did not answer me – I did not injure you further, did I?”

“You did not. I am no worse off than I was before.”

“You really should rest. And I should see to my men.”

Ghislaine sighed faintly. “I do not like the thought of you leaving me now.”

He kissed her ear one last time before propping himself up so he could look at her. “Nor do I,” he said, “but unless you wish to announce to the world that you bedded me, I should leave for propriety’s sake. But I do intend to tell my men tonight that you have consented to be my bride. That way, when I tell them we want privacy, they will understand.”

His eyes were twinkling as he said it, bringing a grin to her lips. But that smile soon faded. “What will you tell Aramis?”

Gaetan’s humor quickly left him. “We had an understanding, he and I,” he said. “He would permit me to express my feelings to you first. If you did not return my feelings, then I gave him permission to pursue you. I suppose now he shall simply have to accept defeat gracefully.”

“And if he does not?”

“You will leave that to me.”

Ghislaine simply nodded. It would be more his business than hers if Aramis was not a gracious loser because the conflict would be between them and them alone. She reached up, touching his rough cheek.

“He is a nice man,” she said. “I do not wish to hurt him.”

He leaned down and kissed her on the tip of her nose. “I realize that, but there are things in life we cannot control and this is one of them,” he said as he pushed himself up to sit. “Now, you will stay here and rest that leg. I shall return shortly to see how you are faring.”

“Promise?”

He took her hand, bringing it to his lips for a sweet kiss. “I will never leave your side if I can help it, Mousie. You must remember that. And even if I do have to leave you for a time, you will not come chasing after me. I will always return to you.”

The words comforted Ghislaine deeply. She stroked his cheek, feeling like she was still living a dream. Would she wake up from this only to realize there was no spoken feelings between them? God, she hoped not. She would be shattered. At this moment, this stolen and golden moment, she was happier and more content than she had ever been in her life. She had Gaetan.

She had everything.

But any further words were cut off by a knock at the heavy oaken door. Startled, Gaetan immediately rose to his knees, pulling his trousers up and securing them in a hurry.

“Who goes?” he demanded.

There was a slight hesitation. “It is Lygia, my lord,” she said nervously. “We have come to help the lady.”

Gaetan wriggled his eyebrows at Ghislaine, a comical gesture, as he quickly helped her pull the skirt of her cote down. He also helped her smooth her hair and right her bodice, anything to remove the remnants of their carnal activities. When she was covered and straightened, he rose to his feet and went to the door, opening it.

Three lovely young women were standing in the entry, looking at Gaetan with some nervousness. It was Lygia who spoke again.

“I have come to take the lady to a cottage where she can rest and recover in peace,” she said. “It is not far from here.”

Gaetan glanced over at Ghislaine, who was sitting on the floor, leaning against the wall and trying to look quite innocent. Who, me? Having seduced a man? Never! He almost grinned, nearly able to read her thoughts.

“This cottage is fine for her needs,” he said, letting no smile break forth at Ghislaine’s attempts to play the innocent maiden. “You do not need to trouble yourselves by moving her.”

“Forgive me, my lord, but this hut belongs to old Pullum,” Lygia said. “It would be quite crowded for the lady, not to mention the fact that Pullum would not be the friendliest person to live with. The cottage we have prepared will be much better for her.”

Gaetan looked at Ghislaine to see what her reaction was to all of this. Meeting Gaetan’s eye, Ghislaine nodded somewhat eagerly at him before addressing the young women.

“It is very kind of you to do this,” she said. “I will come.”

Lygia moved in to help her stand but Gaetan was already there, sweeping her up into his big arms and carrying her from the cramped cottage. As Camulos trotted out on Gaetan’s heels, Lygia indicated for him to follow her as Verity and Atia followed behind, taking the opportunity to inspect every inch of the massive, very handsome warrior.

Lygia could see what her sisters were doing and she was embarrassed by it. Fearful Gaetan would become wise to what her sisters were doing, she hastened to keep his attention.

“I do hope your leg is not paining you too terribly,” she said to Ghislaine. “My father said that you had a battle wound.”

Cradled in Gaetan’s arms, Ghislaine replied. “We were ambushed while traveling,” she said. “It is an arrow wound and I have managed to tear the stitches, unfortunately. Your healer was very kind to stitch the wound up again.”

Lygia looked at her, greatly concerned. “What terrible fortune,” she said. “Are you feeling any better now?”

Ghislaine looked right at Gaetan, struggling not to grin. “Much, much better.”

Lygia didn’t miss the expressions of warmth that passed between the lady and the enormous warrior. In fact, it tugged at her heart because, once, she had looked at her husband with the same expression. Feeling sad, and perhaps even a little jealous, she turned away.

“Then I am glad,” she said.

Lygia didn’t say anything more after that, leading then through a series of neat rows of cottages until they reached a great pool of clear water beneath the oak trees. The stream ran right into the pool and then out another end of it to continue on, so there was a constant supply of fresh water in the pool. Women were washing their clothes on rocks on the edge of the pool while children played nearby. It was a bucolic scene as Lygia led Ghislaine and Gaetan to a cottage at the end of a row of small structures and opened the door.

“Here we are,” she said. “The lady will be quite comfortable here. We have already prepared a fire for hot water and we will tend the lady while you go about your business. We shall take great care of her, my lord.”

Gaetan didn’t doubt the woman for a minute. She seemed sincere enough and he was comfortable leaving Ghislaine in her care. Moreover, Ghislaine could take care of herself. Even wounded, she would be able to defend herself against these three rather pale-looking women. Gaetan had great faith in her abilities; Ghislaine wasn’t some foolish woman that needed looking after.

That was one of the things he admired so much about her.

Ducking under the door, Gaetan took Ghislaine right to a small bed that was built into an alcove in the one-room cottage. It was a comfortable little place, and warm with the fire in the crude hearth, and there were already two big pots of water steaming on the fire. Satisfied that Ghislaine would be well-tended, he turned to her.

“I must see to my horse and speak with my men,” he told her. “I will return as soon as I can.”

Ghislaine smiled, sorry to see him go, but so very glad that they had spent this precious time together. It had been one of the most moving and important moments of her life, now to know that Warwolfe, the most powerful Norman knight in the realm, belonged to her. And she belonged to him.

She loved him.

“You need not rush,” she told him, glancing at Lygia and her timid sisters. “I believe I am in good hands.”

Gaetan’s gaze lingered on her a moment, feeling the same thing that she was feeling. He was sad to leave but so very glad they’d been able to share some time together. Something about that moment he’d shared with her seemed to make his life complete, filling him with a contentment he’d never known.

With a subtle wink meant only for her, he left the cottage, leaving Ghislaine dreaming of her heroic knight, the Norman enemy she’d finally given her heart to.

And she didn’t regret any of it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Et pro Gloria dei

Gaetan had no idea what he was drinking, but whatever it was had a punch to it. Seated on the hard-packed earth floor of the convening hall around a table that was hardly taller than his knees, he leaned over in Téo’s direction.

“This drink is rather potent,” he muttered.

Téo, who was feeling the buzz himself, nodded. “Potent like an ax to the face,” he said, peering in the wooden cup he’d been drinking from. “What is in this stuff?”

Gaetan didn’t have a clue. All he knew was that two cups of it had made his head swim, and that usually didn’t happen to him because he had a strong tolerance for drink. Wellesbourne was on the other side of him and he leaned in Bartholomew’s direction.

“What is this drink?” he asked the man quietly. “You purport to know these lands. Is this some mad Mercian concoction we’ve been ingesting?”

Wellesbourne shrugged, but his head, too, was swimming. “It certainly seems to be.”

“Two cups of this drink and already my head is rolling like the ocean waves.”

“It is a cursed drink.”

Next to Wellesbourne, de Lara heard the conversation. He, too, wasn’t feeling so well, making it difficult when he tried to shake his head at Wellesbourne’s comment. “Everything is cursed to you, Bartholomew,” he muttered. “You see more omens than an old witching woman. Why is that?”

Wellesbourne eyed de Lara. “Because everything is cursed. How have you survived this long without knowing that?”

De Lara just laughed and took another drink from his cup, but Gaetan had stopped when he realized that the stuff was going to put him to sleep. He’d requested watered wine, or something else without such a kick to it, and a servant had brought him a bowl of juice from apples and blackberries. It was very sweet, but it was better than becoming drunk on cursed Mercian beer.

All nine knights were at the table along with Antillius and several of the elders of the village. There were even a few of Antillius’ men, who seemed rather intimidated by their visitors though not unfriendly. There were one or two that still tried to strike up a conversation with them. Jathan was missing, however, because he had gone to sit with Ghislaine, taking the watch from Aramis because Gaetan didn’t want the man anywhere near her until he’d had a chance to explain that Ghislaine was no longer an unpledged woman. Now, she belonged to him.

She was all he could think about.

Aramis hadn’t been happy with Gaetan in the least for sending Jathan in his stead to sit with the lady while they partook of the evening meal, but he didn’t argue. He simply did as he was told. But even now, he was sitting across from Gaetan, his dark and murky eyes glaring at him from across the table.

De Russe was an intimidating man when he wanted to be and it was clear that he was trying to convey his displeasure with Gaetan at the moment, but Gaetan wasn’t intimidated in the least. He was, however, growing irritated, something that was magnified by that damnable drink. Therefore, Gaetan tried not to look at Aramis because he was certain if he did, the next step would see him flying over the table and wringing his friend’s neck.

But he was distracted from the man when the food was brought forth, and it was quite a feast – both boiled and roast pork, pies with pork and carrots and local birds, fish in wine, and other delicacies. For people who lived such an isolated and simple life deep in the woods, it was a great display of both hospitality and prosperity, and the knights wolfed down the food before their hosts were even served. They hadn’t eaten since the meal at The King’s Head the night before, so they were quite eager to put food into their bellies.

Gaetan found a good deal of satisfaction with the roast pork, which had a wine sauce on it that was marvelous. There was far less conversation now that mouths were full, but Gaetan couldn’t help but notice that the same women who had pledged to tend Ghislaine were also the women who were serving the knights. He wouldn’t have noticed except Antillius, at the end of the table, grabbed one of them and swatted her on the behind, clearly unhappy that she was serving.

The young woman fled in tears but her two sisters were moving up and down the table, making sure the men had what they needed. Gaetan had to admit that the Tertium were very good hosts but he was inherently curious about them.

“Have you discovered anything about this place?” he asked Téo quietly.

Téo was well into his pork and bird pie. “Only that they are the descendants of an ancient Roman legion that settled here,” he said. “Antillius is quite forthcoming about his tribe’s history.”

“You have spoken with him?”

Téo nodded. “When you went with the physician to tend Lady Ghislaine, the rest of us spoke with him somewhat.”

Gaetan thought it might be best if he spoke with Antillius now, as the commander of the group, rather than get his information second hand. Swallowing the bite in his mouth, he leaned forward so he could address Antillius directly.

“You have my gratitude for your kindness towards my men and towards the lady, my lord,” he said. “I apologize that I have not had much time to speak with you, but the lady’s health was my primary concern when we arrived.”

Antillius was eating but he wasn’t drinking the same alcohol the knights had been served. Gaetan noticed that when a serving woman poured the same apple drink into his cup that Gaetan had requested. All things considered, it put Gaetan on edge a bit as he considered that their host may very well be trying to get them drunk. Either that, or there wasn’t enough drink to go around so he was giving it all to his guests. Still, Gaetan was glad he stopped drinking so at least one of them would have a clear head.

“There is no need to apologize,” Antillius said, cutting in to his suspicious thoughts. “The lady is doing better, I have heard.”

Gaetan nodded. “The wound was not as bad as it looked, fortunately,” he said. “Your physician was able to stitch it up and now the lady rests comfortably.”

“I am glad.”

Gaetan took a drink of the apple concoction. “I must also apologize for not introducing me and my men,” he said. “It seems rather late for proprieties, but permit me to give introductions – I am Gaetan de Wolfe of the House of Vargr, the kings of Breton. The men you have seated around your table are de Russe of Flanders, de Reyne of Morlaix, de Moray from Rouen, de Winter of the House of Bourbon, de Lara, the Count of Boucau, St. Hèver of Normandy, du Reims of Reims, and Wellesbourne of Wales. As I told you, our comrade was abducted and we are heading north to retrieve him.”

Antillius was looking around his table, rather shocked at the introductions. He was a man who soaked up information when he could get it so he knew that he had at least three men from ruling or royal families at his table, de Wolfe included. In truth, he was quite impressed.

“I am honored, my lords,” he finally said. “I fear I have set a simple table for such great men.”

Gaetan shook his head. “You have been a gracious host and we are grateful for what you have provided us.”

Antillius banged on the table and more food suddenly appeared, filling up the tabletop with a great deal of excess. “It is my honor,” he said. “And the lady – The Beautiful Maid of Mercia – although her brother is my enemy, I do not look upon her as my enemy. She is my honored guest. If you are allies of Black Edwin, I do not hold that against you.”

Gaetan glanced at the men across the table; de Russe, de Moray, and St. Hèver were looking to him to see how he would respond. Gaetan thought it best to be honest with Antillius to a certain extent. He saw no harm in it.

“We are not allies of Edwin of Mercia,” he said. “In fact, it is his brother Alary who has abducted our comrade.”

Antillius sobered at the mention of Alary’s name. “Ah,” he finally said, nodding his head in a knowing fashion. “Alary Insanus.”

Alary the Insane. Gaetan snorted softly. “That is fitting,” he said. “You know of him, then?”

Antillius nodded, but his expression was far from pleasant. “Aye,” he replied, seemed hesitant, but continued. “We have had contact with him and his men on occasion. I have heard of him burning down entire villages to punish women who rejected his advances or tormenting men he wanted something from. Last year, two of our young girls wandered away and we never found them again. Saxon allies we trade with told us that it was rumored that Alary had found the girls and sold them off to the highest bidder. We tried to find the girls, but to no avail. It was as if they had vanished.”

It was a disheartening tale but, given Alary’s scope of evil, not surprising. “I am sorry to hear that,” Gaetan said. “Has he ever tried to come to your village? It is not terribly far from his seat of Tenebris.”

Antillius shook his head. “He has been in our lands but he had never come close to our home,” he said, “although there are other tribes about that have attacked us from time to time.”

Gaetan listened with interest, mostly for his own education on the tribes in the area. “Warring tribes?”

Antillius nodded. “Mostly,” he said. “Or, they want our women. We keep a very close watch on our women. There is one tribe that tries quite frequently to steal our woman; we call them the Homines Ossium. No one really knows their true name, but they wear the bones of their dead ancestors in great necklaces because they believe the bones of the dead will bless them with the strength of the man the bones once served. Some of the necklaces are quite heavy and elaborate.”

Gaetan wasn’t sure he liked the sound of savages wearing bones. “Where do they live?”

Antillius pointed off to the east. “On the other side of the great river is a valley. They have dug holes into the sides of the hills and they live inside of them. They live like animals and they fight like animals as well. We tell our children frightening tales of the Men of Bones so that the little ones do not wander away from the village.”

Gaetan wriggled his eyebrows in agreement. “It sounds as if those tales are more truth than fable,” he said. “Someone told me these lands are called the shadowlands, where the land itself is cursed. Mayhap that is not far from the truth in some cases.”

Antillius shook his head. “It is not, I assure you,” he said. “Now, you have asked me many questions, King of the Bretons. I would like to ask you some questions as well.”

Gaetan grinned. “My ancestors were the kings of Breton,” he corrected. “The last time I checked, that was not my title.”

“But you have one.”

Gaetan nodded. “Marquis Aulerci. That is the hereditary title of the heirs of Mateudoi, the last King of the Bretons.”

Antillius was clearly impressed. “You must command a great many men.”

“I command enough.”

“I would believe that. Which is why I would like to know why you are only traveling with nine warriors. Should you not bring more men if you are to extract your comrade from Alary’s clutches?”

They were heading into an area where Gaetan wanted to be particularly careful. He didn’t want to speak on how Kristoph was abducted or how they, and an entire Norman army, had come to the shores of England.

“I have two thousand men with me but Alary discovered that we were coming for our comrade and threatened his life,” he said. “I left my men back in a town called Westerham. I believe my knights and I can rescue our friend. We are skilled and resourceful.”

Antillius cocked his head in a dubious gesture. “I admire your bravery, my friend, but surely Alary carries more than nine men with him,” he said. “Tenebris is a dark and mysterious place to the north. I do not know how many men he has there, but there will be more than just a few.”

“Any Norman knight in battle is worth twenty Saxons.”

“And you are confident as well.”

“You’ve not see us fight.”

Antillius grinned. Then, he laughed, looking around the table to the men who were stuffing themselves on the pork and pies. “You are as big as mountains, all of you,” he said. “It would be a terrifying thing to meet you in battle. I pray that I never will.”

Gaetan gave him a half-grin. “You almost did today when you ambushed us with your arrows.”

Antillius waved him off. “I fear we would have lost too many men in that fight,” he said. “We may have had the advantage, but in the end, I would have had to sacrifice a few. Our numbers are not so great that we can afford to lose men.”

“Why is that?”

Antillius’ good humor faded. “Our numbers are less and less every year,” he replied. “Our people have been here for hundreds of years, de Wolfe, and we do not marry allii unless it is absolutely necessary. That means we marry within our tribe and, over the years, we are less and less. There are fewer babies born every year. I fear that someday we will die out completely unless we find new and worthy men to marry our women.”

That comment caused every Norman but Gaetan to look straight at his food and pretend to be occupied with it, for no one wanted to get roped into a marital commitment with a father looking for worthy men for his daughters. Gaetan saw the heads go down and he laughed to himself.

“Not to worry,” he told Antillius. “I am sure you will find worthy husbands for your women, in time. It would be an honor for any man to become part of your tribe, as you are excellent fighters. I could see that earlier today even though a sword was not drawn nor a weapon thrown. It is clear your men are great warriors themselves. In fact, I shall deem all of them honorary Normans. It will be a bond between your men and mine so that, in the future, we shall remember that bond and hold to it.”

Antillius was greatly flattered. “We do not have allies,” he said. “We have always kept to ourselves. We are quite honored by your declaration.”

Gaetan held up a cup to the man as if to toast him. “And I will christen you and your family the House of de Shera, as you must have a Norman name now. Shericus is the ancient name of old, a name of great honor. De Shera is a name for a house that will evolve into greatness.”

Antillius grinned, looking at his men and seeing expressions of approval. As he turned to some of the men around him to discuss the Norman honor, Gaetan turned to Téo.

“God’s Bones, did I just say that?” he muttered. “Did I just completely change that man’s entire world and tell him that his name was not good enough in this new Norman realm?”

Téo was indulging in a compote of berries with honey and cream; it was most delicious. “You took an ancient Roman line and made it Norman,” he said. “That is what our kind does, Gate. That is the Norman way of thinking. We take the world and change it for the better.”

Gaetan pondered that, toying with his drink cup in one hand and stroking his chin with the other. But in the course of that deliberation, he noticed that de Russe was once again looking at him from across the table. His good mood fled.

“Téo,” he mumbled, his eyes never leaving de Russe. “I must tell you something.”

“What?”

“I have claimed Lady Ghislaine.”

Téo’s head came up and he looked at him curiously. “Claimed her? What do you mean?”

“Bodily.”

That became clear in an instant and Téo’s eyebrows lifted with some shock, but also with realization. Frankly, he wasn’t surprised. He knew Gaetan’s appetites when it came to women so it wasn’t a surprise in the least. But in the same thought, he knew it was about to become quite complicated given Aramis’ feelings for the woman.

Deadly, even.

“I see,” he said. He set his knife down; he suddenly didn’t feel like eating anymore. “Forgive me, but mayhap it was not wise to do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because surely you have known that Aramis is….”

Gaetan cut him off. “Of course I know,” he said. “He is sitting across the table from me, shooting daggers from his eyes as he stares me down. He and I discussed this delicate situation back in Worcester and he was most amiable then, but that has changed. He told me that he would step back and allow me to pursue the lady but his actions have said otherwise.”

Téo sighed heavily. “Gate, you have been my friend for many years so forgive me for what I am about to say, but you did not need another conquest, and certainly not a conquest in the sister of Edwin of Mercia,” he said quietly. “If there was one woman you should have kept your hands from, it should have been Ghislaine of Mercia.”

“I plan to marry the woman.”

Now, surprise was registering across Téo’s face. “Marriage?” he hissed. “What madness is this?”

Gaetan tore his eyes away from Aramis and looked at Téo. “No madness, I assure you,” he said. “I do not know how it happened, but somehow I have fallen in love with the woman. I have asked her to be my wife and she has agreed. Instead of judging me for it, I should think you would be happy for me.”

Téo had to make a conscious effort to close his mouth. He simply couldn’t believe what he was hearing and his first reaction was that it was all a whim on Gaetan’s part; Gaetan was not the marrying kind. Moreover, the man had bedslaves and everybody knew it. What would Ghislaine think about whores in her husband’s house? But Téo wouldn’t think to disagree with his friend in that fashion, so he kept his thoughts to himself. He knew that the right woman could change a man; perhaps that was the case.

But it was a damned surprise to him.

“I am happy for you,” he finally said. “’Tis a shock, that’s all. I never thought I would hear those words from your mouth.”

Gaetan nodded as if in complete understanding. “Nor did I.”

Téo shook his head, chuckling as if he still couldn’t believe it, and raised his cup to Gaetan. “May you know great happiness, Gate. And your mother will be thrilled.”

Gaetan smiled faintly. “Aye, Lady Dacia will be consumed with joy.”

“Now to tell Aramis.”

Gaetan’s smile fled and he looked across the table to see that Aramis was still staring at him. He set his cup down.

“There is no time like the present,” he said. “I cannot have the man competing with me for a woman who will be my wife. I would have to kill him.”

Téo’s blood ran cold, mostly because he knew Gaetan was not speaking figuratively. He was speaking literally. He simply nodded as Gaetan stood up and went around the end of the table, heading straight for Aramis and motioning the man to follow him outside. Aramis didn’t hesitate. He was on his feet and close behind Gaetan as the two of them quit the convening hall.

But Téo wasn’t happy about that. He wasn’t entirely sure the private discussion wouldn’t come to blows and, if that happened, the men would have to be pulled a part. He knew both men well enough to know that neither one would stop until the other one was dead, so that meant it would literally be a battle to the death. With Kristoph’s life on the line, they couldn’t be distracted with a situation like this. They had a mission to accomplish and time was growing short. He turned to de Winter, seated on his right.

“Get Wellesbourne and St. Hèver,” he muttered. “I will get the others. Gaetan has gone outside to address Aramis on a very touchy subject and if punches are thrown, then we must be there to stop anything from escalating.”

De Winter glanced at him over the rim of his cup. “You mean Lady Ghislaine?”

They all knew about it. It was possibly the worst kept secret, ever. Téo simply nodded and that was enough for de Winter. He set his cup down and did as he was asked while Téo explain the situation to de Moray, de Lara, and de Reyne.

Very quickly, the seven warriors were rising from the table and heading out of the rear of the convening hall as Antillius and his men watched them with confusion. They had no idea where they could all be going, all at once, and although Antillius thought it rather odd, he didn’t follow them. He assumed they’d return.

Little could he have guessed what was really going on.
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“Aramis, we must clear the air between us. Something has happened since we last spoke at Worcester about Lady Ghislaine and it is troubling me.”

In the darkness, Gaetan and Aramis faced off against one another. The village was dotted with fires this night, including one that was just outside the convening hall, creating enough light to see by. Gaetan could see Aramis’ hostile expression flickering in the firelight.

“Nothing has changed,” Aramis said steadily. “I told you that I would not press my suit with the lady until you did it first.”

Gaetan sighed heavily. “Aye, you told me that, but look at you,” he said, growing agitated. “You have been glaring at me all night and I swear if you had a sword on your person right now, you’d chase me down with it. This is not how you and I have conducted our friendship, Aramis. What has changed that you should look as if you hate me so?”

Aramis’ manner was stiff; it wasn’t easy for the man to talk about his feelings. That made him vastly uncomfortable. But Gaetan had a point. Perhaps, it wasn’t fair not to let him in on what he was thinking.

On how much he was feeling.

“I do not hate you,” he said, averting his eyes for the first time. “But I will admit… I am feeling quite inferior in this quest for Lady Ghislaine. You have everything, Gate – bloodlines, land, money, reputation. I am not so bad, you know. I have amassed a reputation for myself and my father is the Count of Roeselare. My bloodlines are older than yours, dating back centuries. When my father dies, I will have the titles and wealth that you have.”

“I know that.”

“And I was not born a bastard as you were.”

Gaetan shrugged. “That does not matter. None of that matters.”

Aramis took a deep breath, fighting for calm. “Mayhap it does not,” he said, “but every time I come around Lady Ghislaine, you chase me off as if I suffer a great plague. You are purposely keeping her away from me.”

Gaetan nodded. “Of course I am,” he said, feeling his dander rise. “Why would I not? You have given me permission to speak to her first and I cannot do that if you are always around, always trying to turn her attention away from me. Would you not do the same if the situation was reversed, Aramis? And be honest.”

Aramis opened his mouth to speak but thought better of it. He was vastly frustrated. “I suppose I would do what I had to do in order to keep her for myself.”

“Then why do you fault me for it?”

“Because even if she rejects your suit, she will not know me well enough to accept mine,” he said heatedly. “Am I not to be given a chance in this, Gate? Or are you doing all you can to eliminate the competition?”

“Wouldn’t you?”

The question hung in the air between them and Aramis, at his limits of frustration, simply turned away. “Mayhap I would,” he said. “But if I knew you were going to push me out of any contact with her, I might not have agreed to back away while you pursued her.”

Gaetan could see the man’s annoyance but he had no pity for him. This was a competition and Gaetan had done everything in his power to ensure he emerged the winner. He’d already won, in fact, but Aramis didn’t know that.

It was time he did.

“It is over, Aramis,” he said softly. “It is over and I have won.”

Aramis’ agitated pacing came to a halt. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that she has consented to be my wife.”

Aramis didn’t say anything for a moment as he attempted to digest the statement. “You have asked her?”

“I have.”

Like most driven men, Aramis hated to lose. He had the same competitive instinct in him that Gaetan and the others had. That was why they got along so well with one another. The understood each other. Because of that, it was extremely difficult for him to concede defeat because he’d built up this idea in his mind of Ghislaine and of a future with her, to the point where it blurred with the reality of the situation. He simply couldn’t surrender.

“You never intended to give me a fair chance,” he finally said. “All of that talk in Worcester about being fearful that you were not worthy of her was just talk. You were trying to make me feel pity for you and, fool that I am, I was honorable in a situation where you were not.”

Gaetan didn’t like having his honor questioned and most especially not by a friend. His manner stiffened. “How was I not honorable?” he fired back. “You told me I should ask the lady if she felt something for me, or have you conveniently forgotten what you said? I am not going to speak with the lady on personal matters with you hanging over her shoulder every second of the day, Aramis. I am allowed to have time alone with her.”

“But what about me?”

“There is no ‘you’ in this equation. There is only Ghislaine and me, and I will marry the woman. So, if you do not gracefully accept this situation, you will be very sorry. Is this in any way unclear?”

The situation between them was becoming quite strained. It was no longer two friends having a discussion, but two men competing for the same women. In matters of that nature, only the strong would survive and Aramis wasn’t about to surrender in a case where he felt he’d been wronged.

Slowly, he approached Gaetan until he was mere inches from the man; he had the height advantage by an inch or two, but Gaetan had the power advantage. He had the strength of ten men and the skill behind his sword to back it up. As the two men gazed at one another, staring down in a deadly game, Aramis was the first to blink.

“A lady can always change her mind, you know.”

Gaetan’s fist came up faster than Aramis could duck. The blow caught him in the chin and he went reeling backwards. It stunned him but didn’t knock him off his feet. As he charged Gaetan to retaliate, the host of knights suddenly emerged from the shadows, throwing themselves in between the battling titans.

Téo, de Lara, and St. Hèver had Gaetan while Wellesbourne, de Winter, and de Moray had hold of Aramis. De Reyne stood in between the two factions, trying to keep a distance between them.

“Nay, Gate,” Téo hissed. “Not over a woman. You will not destroy what you and Aramis have over a woman. Do you hear me?”

Gaetan was beyond rage at the moment. Had his men not stopped the fight, he was quite sure he would have killed Aramis. He, too, couldn’t believe it had come to this but, in the case of his heart and Ghislaine, he was willing to do anything to keep her, even destroy an old and dear friend. In fact, nothing else mattered at the moment. But he was prevented from responding when distant screams began to fill the air.

Back in the village, people were screaming and running; the knights could see them in the darkness. There was panic going on and that was enough to divert the men from their anger and set their warrior instincts on edge. No one could quite see what was happening and they began to gravitate in that direction, just a little, to see what the issue was when suddenly, a woman sprinted towards them carrying an infant against her chest.

“Homines Ossium!” she screamed. “They have come!”

Gaetan recognized the name of the tribe in an instant. They had only been speaking of them a few minutes earlier. The Men of Bones tribe had decided tonight was the night for another raid and all he could think about was Ghislaine, in that little cottage with only a silly dog and a priest for protection. In that instant, the warrior in him took over and he made a break for the convening hall where his possessions were. Behind him, the knights were running right along with him. They were nearly to the door when Antillius and his men emerged, great concern on their faces.

“What is happening?” Antillius demanded.

“Your Men of Bones have chosen this night for a raid,” Gaetan said as he burst past him, into the hall and to the corner where all of their possessions were stored. “What is your usual procedure for a raid, de Shera?”

Antillius didn’t even realize Gaetan had addressed him by his new Norman name. “We must herd the women here, to this hall,” he said. “That is the only way to protect them.”

Gaetan shoved his helm on his head, as did the others around him, all of them grabbing broadswords and any other weapons they could get their hands on. There was a tremendous sense of urgency in the air.

“What about the raiders?” he demanded. “Will they kill the men or are they only interested in the women?”

Antillius could only think of his daughters who, he hoped, were still in the kitchen next to the hall. “They only want the women,” he said. “But they will kill the men to get to them. This is our fight, Norman. You do not have to….”

Gaetan and his men were already bursting out of the hall, running for the village that was caught up in a maelstrom of panic. As Antillius armed his men and began shouting orders, Gaetan turned to his knights.

“I am going for Lady Ghislaine,” he said. “Aramis, you come with me. The rest of you find all of the women you can and bring them back to the convening hall. And if one of those raiders gets in your way… you know what to do. Do not let them get the women.”

The knights nodded, securing helms and gloves. Though this raid was unexpected, they were always prepared for battle. It was what they were born to do. Téo clapped Gaetan on the shoulder as he headed into the village.

“Et pro Gloria dei,” he said.

Gaetan responded to him. “Et pro Gloria dei,” he said, turning to the others behind him who were preparing to charge off. “For God and Glory.”

His men responded, most of them touching each other’s arms or hands, which was usual with them. It was a physical touch to confirm the bond of warriors, of the words they spoke. They never went into battle without doing that. As Gaetan finished securing his helm, he turned to Aramis, standing next to him.

He didn’t see the man he had been ready to kill seconds earlier. He only saw his brother.

“Et pro Gloria dei,” he murmured.

Aramis nodded, taking a balled fist and knocking it against the hilt of Gaetan’s sword and, in that gesture, Gaetan knew that everything would be well between them. There was no doubt. Brothers-in-arms superseded everything else.

Together, they raced off into the darkened village, off to save the woman they both loved.
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Ghislaine was enjoying the best sleep she’d had in weeks. Years, even. Tucked up, nice and cozy, in the little alcove bed, she was deliciously snug and warm with Camulos laying up against her, providing his doggy warmth. As she slept, it was with her arm over the once-despised dog.

Her experience with Lygia, Verity, and Atia had been a pleasant one. More pleasant than she had expected. The young women had made a very hot bath in a copper tub from the water that had been steaming over the hearth and they’d stripped her of her dirty, torn clothing and put her on a stool right in the middle of the tub. Ghislaine sat stock-still as they poured the hot water over her, making sure to be very careful with her bandaged leg, before proceeding to scrub every inch of her skin.

Ghislaine wasn’t used to being treated to a bath. In fact, her baths were usually quick events, certainly not something that anyone helped her with, so to have three young women make such a ritual out of it had been very odd for her, indeed.

Sitting upon the stool, Ghislaine submitted to their scrubbing with horsehair brushes and soap that smelled of violets. Her hair was washed with flat ale and scrubbed with a bit of the soap as well. She felt she was being buffeted by powerful winds as she was subjected to the brisk scrubbing and rinsing, drying and oiling, until she was sure several layers of skin had been removed. But the truth was that it felt wonderful and, for the first time in her life, she enjoyed her sweet-smelling bath.

Perhaps there was something to this bathing ritual, after all.

After drying and brushing and braiding her damp hair, she was put into a long soft tunic with a round neck and long sleeves. Atop the tunic, the women put yet another tunic on, this one shorter so that the longer tunic beneath showed through. The bottom tunic was white while the tunic on the top was a pretty blue shade. It was even embroidered around the neck in white thread. The top tunic also had laces on the side to make it fit the wearer, so two of the women made sure the tunic fit her shapely body before piling yet one more tunic on top of her, which was more like a cloak with a soft fur lining. Ghislaine was thrilled with it. Little doe-skin slippers were placed on her feet simply to keep them warm.

Brushed, washed, combed, braided, and finally dressed, Ghislaine was helped to the bed and tucked in by the three women who then excused themselves to allow her to sleep. Ghislaine was very grateful to them.

Odd how such a simple thing as bathing made Ghislaine feel happy and content. She might even come to like such a thing. Perhaps after she and Gaetan were married, he might allow her a servant or two to help her bathe like that every single week. Maybe even every day. Her world had always been one of warfare and politics, but in that gentle hour, it took three strange women to show her what a woman was supposed to be like. She could only imagine what Gaetan would think, seeing her cleaned up for the first time and not looking like a forest urchin.

He might even like it, too.

It was to thoughts of dear Gaetan that she fell into a heavy sleep, hardly even stirring when the dog jumped onto the bed and lay down beside her. But her sleep became dreamless and heavy, until the sounds of screams began to reach into her subconscious. Even then, she didn’t awaken until Camulos, alerted by the sounds, jumped off the bed and sat by the door, whining. Soon enough, someone was shaking her awake.

“My lady?” It was Jathan. “My lady, awaken!”

Ghislaine forced her eyes open but it was difficult. She could see Gaetan’s priest hanging over the bed. He’d been outside the door, guarding it, but now he was inside. She was about to ask him what the matter was when another scream, this one nearby, had her sitting bolt-up right. She looked at Jathan with wide eyes.

“What is happening?” she demanded.

Jathan shook his head. “I do not know, my lady,” he said, “but I am going to come inside and bolt the door. We should remain here for safety.”

Ghislaine quickly nodded and Jathan pulled the heavy oaken door shut, throwing a heavy wooden bolt. The hut didn’t have any windows but slits up around the top of the walls where they met the stone roof to allow for light and the ventilation of the smoke from the cooking fire. There really wasn’t any way for them to know what was going on but the advantage was that it also kept them very safe, like a prison cell.

The sounds of screaming were becoming more frantic outside. They could also hear what sounded like roaring or growling of some kind. There were men speaking in a language Ghislaine couldn’t quite make out. She looked at Jathan with a good deal of apprehension, hearing the sounds of a struggle going on outside.

Then there were sounds of splashing and men laughing. Ghislaine swung her legs over the side of the bed, laboring with her sore right thigh.

“I wish I had my dagger,” she hissed. “I do not have a weapon at all!”

Jathan put his finger up to his lips to silence her as he reached into the belt around his waist and handed her a fairly large dagger. It was heavy and sharp, and Ghislaine felt much better with it in her hand. But she remained silent as they listened to the screaming going on outside. It was terrifying.

Suddenly, there was a great pounding at the door. Ghislaine jumped but Jathan remained calm. He had his sword leveled, prepared to defend the lady with his life, but then the pounding came again and someone was shouting his name.

“Jathan! Open this door!”

It was Gaetan. Jathan threw the bolt on the door and it burst open, nearly knocking him down. Gaetan and Aramis were in the doorway and Gaetan grabbed Ghislaine without a word, picking her up and thrusting her at Aramis, who literally dropped his sword in order to catch her. Ghislaine’s dagger fell to the floor but Gaetan ignored it; he picked up the fallen sword and handed it to her instead. His expression was serious but calm.

“There are raiders in camp,” he told her quickly. “They have come for the women and we must get you to safety. Can you use this sword?”

Ghislaine looked at Aramis’ big broadsword, now in her hand. “Aye, I can.”

Gaetan nodded swiftly. “That’s a good little mouse,” he said, a hint of affection in his tone. But he turned serious again in a flash. “Aramis will be your legs but you must be his sword. I will be your shield. Come now; follow me.”

Together, the four of them plus the dog left the hut, out into the chaotic night where people were still screaming and running as phantoms chased them through the shadows. As they neared the end of the row of cottages that fronted the pond, a big man wearing bones all around his neck and chest jumped out and bellowed, lifting a massive club with spiked ends. Gaetan kicked the man in the gut and when he doubled over, he sliced his head clean from his body. As the head went rolling, the group continued running.

Ghislaine had to admit that she was terrified. She’d been in plenty of battles, that was true, but she’d been able-bodied and able to protect herself and fight. Now, she couldn’t walk or run, and she was at a distinct disadvantage. She watched Gaetan deftly kill two more men who had charged at them and even Jathan managed to badly wound a man who had tried to club him in the head.

As they neared the kitchens that serviced the convening hall, they saw Antillius and two of his men fighting against at least four men wearing bones around their necks. One of the men had Lygia by the arm, yanking at her, as her father tried to hold on to her. Ghislaine pointed to them in a panic.

“Gaetan!” she gasped. “That is Lygia! You must help her!”

Before Gaetan could move, Aramis put Ghislaine on her feet and took his sword from her. “Nay,” he said. “Gate, you take your lady to safety. I will handle these fools.”

Gaetan didn’t argue with him. He picked Ghislaine up again and, with Jathan running in front of them to protect their path, carried Ghislaine all the way to the convening hall where he had to beat on the door before someone opened it. Once inside the door, he set Ghislaine on her feet as Jathan and the excited dog came in after him.

“You and Jathan will guard the door,” Gaetan told Ghislaine, handing her a dagger from his waist. “If anyone comes through that door that is not an ally, kill them.”

Ghislaine nodded firmly. “I will, I swear it. I will not let anyone pass that is not a friend.”

Gently touching her cheek in a sweet gesture, it was all Gaetan could manage before charging back out into the night to help Aramis and Antillius. Ghislaine shut the door and bolted it, looking at Jathan to see that the entire event had the priest fairly rattled. But he held his sword tightly, preparing to kill just as Gaetan had ordered. He was, after all, a trained warrior even if those duties were something he struggled with.

Now that they had reached relative safety, there was an odd stillness to it all that was unnerving. Outside, people were fighting for their lives while inside, the frightened and injured huddled. Soft weeping drew their attention and they looked around to see that the convening hall was half-full of women and children, all of them shaken and terrified.

“I will watch the door,” Ghislaine told Jathan. “Mayhap you should pray with these women and comfort them.”

Jathan shook his head. “If Gaetan discovers I have left my post, I will be the one needing prayers.”

Ghislaine grinned at the man but she understood. “Very well,” she said. “When things settle down, mayhap your prayers would be welcome then.”

Jathan could still hear the sounds of the struggle outside. Battle, to him, never became any easier. It was all death and mayhem as far as he was concerned.

“I think I shall pray now,” he said.

“I think that is a good idea.”

He did.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


The Sleep of the Dead

He’d picked up the pace, Kristoph was sure, because of him.

Ever since the fight outside of Warwick that had left two men dead and another wounded, Alary had been keeping his distance from Kristoph as they headed north at an increased pace, but certain things had changed. Now, Kristoph found himself chained in the bed of the provisions wagon, secured more tightly than he’d ever been before and, since the death of Mostig, he hadn’t been fed with any regularity which, he suspected, was part of the plan. A prisoner weakened with hunger was less likely to fight back.

But not Kristoph. He was still prepared to fight back and escape, no matter what they tried to do to him.

Still, he had to admit that the hunger was drawing him down. He’d last eaten yesterday morning, a bit of cold and probably rank fatty beef that had been thrown at him. He’d sucked it down, fat and all. Anything to drink had come from the rain that had fallen off and on for the past few days but it hadn’t quenched his thirst much. It had only prevented him from becoming completely parched.

His misery had a name these days and that name was Alary of Mercia. The first thing Kristoph planned to do when he was free was kill the man. For every offense against him, Kristoph was going to make Alary pay many times over. Rather than thoughts of his wife and daughter keeping him alive, now thoughts of killing his captor were feeding that sense of survival.

It was something that Alary surely sensed these days if he didn’t outright know it. A madman at times, he wasn’t stupid. As the wagon bumped down the road on this morning that blended in to the many mornings before this as they traveled north from Harold Godwinson’s defeat, Kristoph thought on his situation, on the man holding him hostage, and on what was waiting for him at the end of this road. The men were hurrying more than ever to reach Tenebris. Kristoph knew he had to escape before they reached it.

It was either that or die.

Somewhere near the nooning hour, the skies cleared and the sun came out, drying up the wet ground as well as a wet Kristoph. He’d had no protection from the rain. The wagon came to a halt at some point and the men around him began to break out rations of biscuits and wine. Kristoph was starving but he knew they wouldn’t give him anything so he didn’t ask; he simply looked away, trying to look anywhere that men weren’t eating and drinking. Inside, his gut gnawed away painfully.

“Norman.”

That was what they called him these days. Norman. He didn’t even have a name to these people. Kristoph turned to see one of Alary’s henchmen standing beside the wagon, coming in his direction. Kristoph knew the man; he was the one who had survived the fight in Warwick, although he was still showing signs of the beating Kristoph had given him. His left eye was still bruised and he was missing two front teeth. Kristoph braced himself because whenever this man was near, bad things happened. He continued to watch the man as he came closer.

“If I unchain your arms to allow you to eat, will you swear upon your oath not to fight?” the man asked, standing out of arm’s length.

Kristoph’s hunger was stronger than his will to resist at the moment. He nodded shortly. “I swear.”

“If you break this promise, you will spend the rest of your life in chains. No one will help you.”

Kristoph simply looked at the man, his blue eyes circled with malnutrition and fatigue. “I told you that I would not. I may be many things, but a liar is not among them.”

The henchman hesitated for a moment before he motioned several men behind him. In a group, Alary’s soldiers moved forward to both watch over Kristoph and unfasten his chains. As a result of his poor treatment and the heavy shackles, both of Kristoph’s wrists and ankles were heavily chaffed and bruised. The skin was so very painful to the touch. As one of the soldier’s removed the binds around his wrists while another handed him a big loaf of dirty brown bread, Alary suddenly appeared at the end of the wagon.

Kristoph saw him and he paused a moment before taking a massive bite of the bread. There was grit in it, and sawdust he thought, but it didn’t matter. He was starving. As he ignored Alary and accepted a bladder of cheap wine to wash down the bread, Alary came around the side of the wagon bed.

Now, he was closer and Kristoph could no longer ignore the man. He was eating as fast as he could, fearful that Alary would grow enraged over something, anything at all, and take his food away, so he was determined to eat it as fast as he could. As he swallowed a massive bite and washed it down with the terrible wine, Alary spoke.

“I see you have recovered from killing my man back in Warwick,” he said. “But you did not kill Emred. Did you recognize him?”

He was gesturing to the henchman. Kristoph knew the man by sight but not by name. Returning to his bread, he nodded. “I recognized him.”

Alary watched him eat the bread like a lion devouring its prey. It was rather exciting to watch; it gave Alary a sense of power knowing he could starve this man so. Perhaps he couldn’t physically defeat him, and mentally he hadn’t been able to break him, but he could starve him. He could cause the man to eat as if he’d never eaten in his life. To Alary, that was a small victory.

“I have a need to speak with you, Norman,” he finally said. “There are things you should know.”

Kristoph was hesitant to ask the obvious question. He knew Alary was expecting him to. Therefore, he would not. “Oh?” he said.

He didn’t seem concerned, which caused Alary to smile thinly. “We are nearing Kidderminster,” he said. “By late tomorrow, we shall be at my fortress of Tenebris.”

Kristoph had suspected they were drawing near the end of this journey simply because of the increased pace of travel. “I see,” he said. “And once we reach there, then what?”

Alary leaned on the edge of the wagon. “I will not release you if that is what you are asking,” he said. “I still consider you something of value even though you’ve yet to provide me with any real worth.”

“Then why keep me?”

Alary shrugged. “I have told you why,” he said. “If I keep you, the Normans are less likely to force me to their will. News travels fast. I heard last night whilst we supped in the small town of Redditch that the Normans were marching on London. Everyone is fleeing north to get away from them and I know that, sooner or later, they will come north. When they do, you will be my assurance that they will leave me in peace.”

Kristoph was near the end of his bread so he wasn’t hesitant to speak his mind at this point. “I told you that it would not matter. They will come and they will take your fortress whether or not I am your prisoner. Do you honestly believe they would allow one knight to divert their plans of conquest?”

Alary didn’t like that answer. “You seem to have little faith in your worth.”

Kristoph was becoming annoyed. “That is because I have no worth in the grand scheme of things,” he snapped. “Did you really think William of Normandy would bow down to your pathetic plans? By all that is holy, if you are going to kill me, then kill me. If you are going to fight me, then fight me. I have never seen such a foolish excuse for a man in my entire life, so if you are going to do something to me, then get on with it. I grow weary of your idiocy.”

Alary wasn’t used to being spoken to like that. In a fit of fury, he reached out and slapped Kristoph across the face. It was hardly a blow and Kristoph’s head didn’t even move from the force of it, but the sharp sound reverberated.

“I hold your life in my hands and you speak to me in such ways?” he hissed. “You are stupid, Norman. Stupid!”

Kristoph was hoping to provoke the man into unchaining him just so they could have a fair fight. At least if he was free, he would have a chance of survival. He wouldn’t fight; he would run, and they wouldn’t be prepared for it.

Challenge him!

“Mayhap,” he said, “but you are afraid of me.”

“How dare you say that!”

“Then why do you keep me chained?”

“Because you are my prisoner!”

Kristoph cocked a smug eyebrow. “Because you are afraid of what I will do if you remove these chains. That makes you a coward. Remove these restraints and prove to me that I am wrong.”

Alary was so angry that his face was turning red. He landed a few more slaps on Kristoph’s face.

“I do not chain you because I am afraid of you,” Alary snarled. “I chain you because you are an animal and deserve to be chained. When we reach Tenebris, I am going to throw you in the vault and let you rot there!”

That wasn’t exactly what Kristoph had in mind but he took heart in the fact that in order to move him to the vault, they would have to unchain him from this wagon bed. Moving under his own power meant he still had a chance to run, a chance to escape Alary to freedom. It was a chance he was willing to take because he knew that once he entered the vault, the odds of him leaving alive were stacked against him.

“We shall see,” was all he said.

Enraged, Alary ordered him chained up again as the man headed back to his horse. He wanted to make it to Kidderminster by nightfall so that the following day, it would be a short trip to Tenebris where he would lock himself in. Kristoph knew this because he could hear Alary shouting to his men, declaring that there was no army in the world that could breach his walls.

They were the ravings of a madman.

As the wagon lurched forward to continue their journey, Kristoph found himself looking at the landscape, wondering where Gaetan and his brothers were but knowing in his heart that they were out there somewhere. He hoped they made their move soon, wherever they were, because once he was inside the walls of Tenebris, it would make his rescue considerably more difficult. If he couldn’t escape before they were able to help him, then the situation would be dire, indeed.

If you are going to make your move, Gate, now is the time!
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“Your assistance against the Men of Bones was appreciated more than you can know,” Antillius said. “You and your men are, indeed, great warriors.”

It was early morning in the village of the Tertium as Antillius and Gaetan stood near one of the big outdoor fire pits where men were warming their morning meal or simply warming their bones. It had rained off and on most of the night, even after the Homines Ossium had been repelled, and only now were people awakening to assess the damage left by the raiders.

Gaetan had only gotten a few hours of sleep himself, staying awake until just a few hours before dawn to patrol the village and ensure that the raiders wouldn’t return. Ghislaine had been moved back to her hut with Jathan to stand guard over her while Aramis had remained with Antillius’ daughters because the trio seemed to have been targeted by the raiders. But the rest of Gaetan’s men had patrolled the village as Gaetan did, well into the night.

This morning, the outlook was a little brighter and the damage seemingly minimal. Gaetan had just finished off a massive slab of bread slathered with the pork and wine sauce from the previous night, but he had steered clear of the “mad Mercian beer”, as he called it. He had consumed the apple drink, sweet as it was, but at least it didn’t make his head swim. Belly full, Gaetan now stood with Antillius, listening to the man’s praise.

“We were happy to help,” he replied to Antillius’ statement. “You said last night that the Men of Bones raid frequently. Are there usually so many?”

Antillius nodded. “There can be,” he said. “We have guards on the perimeter of our village but when the Homines Ossium attack, I have told them not to engage but to warn us quickly. I am afraid if they engage, they will be killed and we shall have no warning. I should not like to lose men that way. Our numbers are too few.”

Gaetan understood that. “Do you have dogs?”

Antillius nodded. “A few,” he said. “I saw the big dog that you have. A magnificent beast. If we had animals such as that, we would surely scare away our enemies.”

Gaetan grinned. “I will tell you a secret about that dog,” he said. “The only battle he is capable of is one with his tongue to your face. He will lick you until you surrender.”

Antillius laughed. “He is big enough that he does not need to be fearsome,” he said. “Based on his size alone, he would scare men away. You would not want to leave him with me while you went on your mission, would you? We have a few female dogs and I would love to have a few litters of pups from your beast. Mayhap more of the new blood I was speaking of last night. Even our female dogs must be given new blood if they are to survive.”

Gaetan could sense the desperation in the man trying to keep his way of life from dying out. “If you promise to give me my dog back when I return from reclaiming my comrade, then I will leave him with you,” he said. “But treat him well. I am quite fond of him.”

Antillius was thrilled. “I will give him his own cottage and all of the female dogs he can muster the strength to mate with,” he said. “He will be well taken care of until you return for him. But you… there is nothing I can do to repay you enough for what you and your men did for us last night. Usually, we lose a woman or two during those raids. That has been difficult for us to bear. But last night, when they were attempting to steal my Lygia….”

He trailed off, sickened by the idea that one of those barbarians might have captured his beloved eldest daughter. Gaetan could see the sorrow in the man’s face.

“Aramis is more fearsome than any bone warrior, I assure you,” he said quietly. “There was no way they could have taken Lygia from him.”

Antillius nodded. “I know that now,” he said. “I saw the man in action. But men such as you do not do such things from the goodness of your heart. You do it because it needs to be done, because it is your calling. But you do not do it without an expectation of a reward. You must be rewarded.”

Gaetan shook his head “You rewarded us with tending Lady Ghislaine’s wound, and with food and drink and shelter,” he said. “What we did last night was to repay you for your hospitality.”

Antillius turned to him, looking him fully in the face. “But your sword is worth more than food or healing a wounded woman,” he said. “De Wolfe, I will give you and two men of your choosing my daughters as wives. Now, please hear me before you refuse – I am not asking you to remain here with them, for you are men of the world and you would not be happy spending your lives in our little village. But I do ask that you marry my daughters and beget them with child. Then you may leave and not give them another thought. All I ask is that you give my daughters your sons to bear. My people are dying, de Wolfe. You know that. We need strong warriors from your loins if we are going to survive.”

Frankly, Gaetan was a little shocked at the offer but, in the same breath, he realized it was made from desperation. Antillius was a proud man with a proud heritage, so offering his daughters to strange men to essentially be broodmares must have been a humiliating experience. Therefore, he tried to be very gracious in his refusal.

“That is a most attractive offer,” he said. “Your daughters are beautiful women.”

Antillius nodded. “Their mother was very beautiful. They are also very smart and accomplished. They can speak several languages and each one knows how to run a house and hold. If your men marry them, I suppose they will want to take them away although I hope they will not. But that is the chance I am willing to take. They are the only things of value I have to offer you as a reward for fighting off the Homines Ossium, de Wolfe. Please consider it.”

Gaetan was quite torn. He didn’t want to insult this man who had helped them tremendously. But he certainly couldn’t ask his men to marry the man’s daughters just to do him a favor. It sounded as if he wanted strong half-Norman grandsons more than he actually wanted his daughters to become Norman wives.

“Truly, I have never known such generosity,” he said. “And I am honored. But I am already pledged to marry and half of my men have wives, so I am not sure if those who are not married are ready and willing to take a wife, regardless of how beautiful and accomplished she is.”

Antillius was embarrassed that he had practically been begging Gaetan and his men to marry his daughters. Somewhat dejected, he scratched his head and turned away.

“I understand,” he said. “It is difficult for a fighting man to take a wife. But… forgive me for saying this… if your men do not wish to marry, I would not be upset if, in a month or two, one or more of my daughters discovered she was pregnant.”

Gaetan was genuinely surprised. “Without a husband?”

“Without a husband.”

It was a solemn suggestion. Truth be told, a month ago, Gaetan might have considered taking him up on his offer simply because his sexual appetite could be insatiable. Bedding one woman was as good as the next and if she became with child, that did not concern him. It never had. But Ghislaine had changed all of that. He couldn’t even imagine touching another woman now, a very radical departure from the man before he met Ghislaine.

But he knew how desperate Antillius was to save his dying tribe. Only a despairing man would make such an offer.

“How do your daughters feel about such a thing?” he asked, somewhat gently. “To be bedded by a man, a stranger, and to hope for a child with no hope of a husband… surely that cannot be a pleasant thought to them.”

Antillius shrugged. “They will do as I ask,” he said. “If they do not bear children, even without a husband, then I fear their generation will be the last. We will die.”

Gaetan could see his point. This was purely for survival and there was a part of him that respected that. Reluctantly, he sighed. “I will ask my unmarried knights if any of them wish to take you up on your offer,” he said. “I cannot promise anything, but I will ask.”

Antillius nodded, feeling increasingly ashamed with what he’d proposed. But he didn’t regret it. If the Tertium were to survive, it was necessary.

“Thank you,” he said. “Now, you will excuse me. I have duties to attend to.”

Gaetan watched the man go, feeling a great deal of pity for him. As he continued to stand by the fire, his thoughts turned towards Ghislaine and wondered if she had awoken yet. He was anxious to see her, anxious to start a new day with her as part of his future. As he contemplating making the trek over to her little cottage, he caught sight of de Reyne, de Moray, and St. Hèver coming out of the convening hall where they’d tried to sleep for a few hours after patrolling most of the night. Spying Gaetan, they headed in his direction.

As those three approached, Téo, de Winter, and Wellesbourne emerged from the village. They’d kept patrolling even after the others went to bed and now, with daylight upon them, they were heading back to perhaps sleep for an hour or two after a very long night. Aramis was missing but Gaetan knew it was because the man was still with Antillius’ daughters. He watched as his men came upon the fire, some of them yawning from too little sleep, some yawning from no sleep at all. It was an exhausted bunch.

“Well,” Gaetan said. “I would assume everyone survived last night intact?”

The men nodded their heads to varying degrees. “At least we know now some of the indigenous people we will be facing in this forsaken country,” de Moray muttered. “I am going to have to write to my father and tell him about those bone-men. It was like fighting demons straight out of hell; most frightening.”

The others had to agree. “I fought one man who had an entire skull on top of his club, the teeth filed to sharp points,” St. Hèver said. “The jaw was open and he kept trying to swing those teeth right at my head. That was rather traumatizing.”

Coming from the man known as “The Hammer”, that was saying something. De Reyne grinned at him. “Did you run from him or did you fight?”

Kye cocked his head. “I thought about running at first, but I knew he would chase me and it would not do for a man of my stature to be seen running from an enemy, so I stood my ground and gored him in the chest. In fact, I want to find that club. I will use it against our enemies and see if I cannot frighten them into surrendering with that thing.”

The knights chuckled at the thought. “There mere sight of you frightens them in any case,” Téo said, his gaze moving to Gaetan. “And speaking of enemies, when will we continue on to Tenebris? I am increasingly concerned that Alary and Kristoph will make it there before we will now that we have been delayed.”

Gaetan nodded reluctantly. “I was thinking on that this morning,” he said. “In fact, I was just going to see how Lady Ghislaine was faring, to see if she would be able to travel in the next few days.”

The knights began to look at each other, glancing at one another as if there was something on their minds but they were afraid to speak it. Considering what had happened last night between Gaetan and Aramis, they knew that the lady was a very sensitive subject with Gaetan and no one wanted to be on the receiving end of a beating for speaking his mind.

But Téo wasn’t afraid of that. He said what they were all thinking because it was something that needed to be addressed.

“It was forcing the lady to travel with her bad leg that caused us to end up here, Gate,” he said quietly. “The lady should not be moved until her leg can heal and we cannot wait here while it does. We are close enough to Tenebris that we can continue on without her. And we should.”

Gaetan looked at him. “After all she has sacrificed for us? I am surprised you would suggest such a thing.”

Téo stood his ground. “What happened to the man who wanted to reach Tenebris before Alary did?” he asked, hoping Gaetan would realize there were more pressing things happening than the lady he was besotted with. “Based upon what the lady told us of her brother’s lair, we decided that our only chance to save Kristoph would be to intercept them before they could reach Tenebris. We are in a prime position to do that. Would you now risk Kristoph’s life for well-meaning loyalty you feel towards Lady Ghislaine?”

Gaetan’s manner began to stiffen. “It is more than well-meaning loyalty and you know it.”

Téo nodded patiently. “Aye, I do,” he said. “I am not trying to diminish that. But we must get Kristoph before Alary takes him behind the walls of Tenebris. Gate, we can always return for the lady. Just because we leave her to go and save Kristoph does not mean we will not come back for her.”

Téo was the voice of reason in all things so Gaetan had no reason not to trust him. But then he started looking around at his men and saw that they all had similar expressions on their faces; they were fully in support of what Téo was saying. He was coming to feel as if they were turning against him.

“You, too, Kye?” he asked St. Hèver. “Do you feel this way? Do you all feel this way?”

The subject of Gaetan’s focus, Kye was very careful in his answer. “Gate, we know you feel something for the lady,” he said, a man of forthrightness. “We understand you do not wish to leave her behind but, in doing so, you are jeopardizing Kristoph’s life. Téo is correct – we can always come back for her. But our mission to reach Kristoph should not be dependent upon whether or not the lady is able to travel. I believe I speak for all of us when I say that we will leave this morning to continue on our mission. If you wish to go with us, all the better. But if you do not, we are going anyway.”

Gaetan could see that they meant no disrespect. His men would never do that to him. But he was also coming to see that he’d been a bit of a fool when it came to Ghislaine. He had promised not to leave her behind and he swore not to break that promise to her, which had been a foolish promise in hindsight. This entire mission north had been to rescue Kristoph and now that he was in love with Ghislaine, his focus had shifted from his friend and brother-in-law to a love he’d never expected to know.

He was starting to feel very, very foolish for not seeing any of this sooner. With a heavy sigh, he was coming to understand that it was quite possible his men were right and he, in this case, might be wrong.

Had his focus really changed so much?

“I never meant to jeopardize Kristoph,” he said quietly. “I hope you know that. But I suppose I felt that this mission was Ghislaine’s as much as it was ours because it was her brother who abducted him. And the situation is more complex that you know. I feel enough for Lady Ghislaine that I have asked her to be my wife and she has agreed. If that is foolish, then I suppose I am a fool. All I can tell you is that she has changed my perspective on life tremendously. I never thought I would take a wife much less one I adored.”

It was a difficult confession for him to make; they all knew that. Téo put a comforting hand on Gaetan’s shoulder to let him know that his men respected him for his confession as the other men offered their sincere congratulations.

“It wasn’t as if we couldn’t guess this was coming,” de Lara said with a twinkle in his eye. “If I’d been smart, I would have bet how soon you would have asked her to be your bride and taken bets from the others. I could have made a fortune.”

The others grinned at him. Even Gaetan grinned, embarrassed now. “Then you can guess that is what Aramis and I were fighting over last night,” he said. “I have never kept secrets from you and I am sorry if you felt I have not been forthcoming about this. But in truth, I wasn’t even sure what was happening. It was hard to voice it.”

De Lara clapped him on the arm. “No need to apologize,” he said. “We have all had our time with women. Now, it is your time.”

Gaetan was feeling a bit better, glad his men weren’t making him feel as if he’d done something wrong. In fact, they were most supportive and with that support, Gaetan was starting to think a bit more clearly. He was able to see where his judgment had been a bit clouded as of late.

“You are absolutely right about Kristoph and the importance of intercepting Alary before he can reach Tenebris,” he said to Kye, to the rest of them. “I agree that we should leave this morning regardless of how the lady feels. She needs to rest if her leg is to heal properly, and we have a date with her brother. That being said, gather your possessions and prepare your horses. As soon as I bid the lady a farewell and thank our host for his hospitality, we shall depart.”

The men were feeling much better about the situation now that everything was out in the open. Gaetan was seeing reason and Kristoph was as good as rescued. But as they turned away to go about their business, Gaetan stopped them.

“There is something you should know in case Antillius mentions it to any one of you,” he said, looking rather hesitant. “As a reward for fighting off the Men of Bones, Antillius has offered his daughters as brides to any of you who feel you may wish to accept. I told him that I would present that to you. I also told him that I would tell you that even if you do not want to marry the women, he has given you permission to bed them. Antillius is convinced that he wants strong half-Norman sons from his daughters, whether or not you are agreeable to marriage. He is a desperate man, desperate to preserve his tribe, so take the offer for what it is worth – if you wish to leave your mark upon this tribe, Antillius invites you to do so.”

It was a rather shocking offer, reflected in their faces. Even Gaetan lifted his eyebrows to suggest he agreed with that shocking reaction. They’d been rewarded many times in the course of their careers, but never with something like this. They all started looking at each other to see if any one of them was going to accept the offer to impregnate one of Antillius’ daughters. Téo, a married man, was looking at the unmarried ones – de Moray, St. Hèver, and de Lara who, when they realized that everyone was looking at them, waved their hands and backed away because they didn’t want to be roped into a stud service.

As the knights were wrestling with the unusual proposition, Aramis appeared with two of Antillius’ three daughters beside him, heading towards the convening house. There was some laughter because the girls were giggling as Aramis, a man who hardly cracked a smile, seemed to be verging on it.

Shocked at the vision before them, those who were departing came to a halt to scrutinize the women they’d only seen in the dark last night for the most part. They were very pretty women, the two younger ones, and, suddenly, de Moray, St. Hèver, and de Lara weren’t so eager to run away. Lovely women had their attention. But Gaetan snapped his fingers at them.

“After we return from our mission,” he reminded them. “Remember? Any delay could cost Kristoph.”

It was a rather sarcastic reminder considering they had all but ganged up against him to impress upon him the seriousness of not waiting for Lady Ghislaine’s recovery to continue with their mission. Rebuked, the knights turned around again to continue on their way as Gaetan continued to watch the approach of Aramis and the women. He leaned in to Téo.

“Is it possible that Aramis actually looks pleased?” he muttered. “I have not seen that expression on him since… well, I cannot remember.”

Téo was watching as well. “If you are thinking he has forgotten all about Lady Ghislaine, then it is wishful thinking. Aramis would not forget something like that so quickly.”

Gaetan was forced to agree. Aramis didn’t have a fickle mind and, therefore, wouldn’t transfer his affections so easily. Téo had been correct – it had been wishful thinking on his part. Well, one could hope, couldn’t one? Clearing his throat softly, he excused himself.

“I must go and say my farewells to Ghislaine,” he said. “You will tell Aramis that we depart within the hour.”

A word from Téo stopped him. “Gate,” he said. “It is merely a suggestion, of course, but why not leave Jathan here with the lady? He can act as her protector as well as provide her with company. You may feel better about leaving her behind if you do. And he can prevent her from trying to follow us.”

Gaetan scratched his head thoughtfully. “An excellent suggestion,” he said. “Although I doubt Jathan could stand up to the formidable Lady Ghislaine should she try to follow us, I will leave him with her just the same.”

Leaving Téo to inform Aramis of their coming departure, Gaetan headed down through the neat stone village, inspecting it as he went along and seeing that there was, indeed, minimal damage from the raid last night. In fact, it looked as if there had been absolutely nothing amiss only hours earlier. There were women in front of their cottages, sweeping their stoops, who smiled timidly at him as he passed. Even children, playing on the avenue, came to a halt as he walked by. But one little girl, perhaps four years of age, began following him. Gaetan didn’t notice her until she ran up beside him and tugged on his tunic.

Curious, he came to a halt when he saw the child. Unfortunately, he’d never been very good with children and he wasn’t sure if he should speak to her or just keep walking. Not to be rude in front of all of the people who were watching him, he bent down to be more at the child’s level.

“Can I be of service, my lady?”

The little girl looked at him with her enormous brown eyes, bringing up a dirty finger to point at a missing front tooth. Gaetan peered at it.

“Did you lose your tooth?”

The little girl nodded and another child, a boy of about seven or eight, ran up behind her and began to pull her away from the big knight.

“She lost it last night when she was running away from the Men of Bones,” the boy said, his speech that odd mix of Latin and Saxon just like everyone else in the village. “She wanted to show you.”

Gaetan fought off a grin. “That is a terrible casualty,” he said. “I am sorry we could not prevent it.”

The boy looked him up and down, an expression on his face suggesting he rather liked what he saw. He was used to the men around him, sometimes weak or colorless, or both, but this enormous knight in mail and leather in his midst was an example of what men could grow in to. Perhaps that was what he wanted to grow in to, someday.

“You fought with swords,” the boy finally said. “I saw you.”

Gaetan nodded. “We did, indeed.”

“Will you teach me to fight with your big sword?”

Gaetan did smile, then; he couldn’t help it. He rather liked young eager boys, willing to learn, willing to fight. But he had tasks to attend to and time was growing short, so he simply nodded his head.

“Mayhap I will, someday,” he said. “In the meantime, learn to fight with the smaller blades that your men use. Understand how to use that blade before you use a bigger one. When it comes time for that, I will teach you.”

The child simply grinned, brightly, and Gaetan went along his way. It was a rather nice village, he thought, peaceful when it wasn’t being attacked by bone-wearing barbarians. He was starting to see why these people protected their way of life so fiercely – it was worth protecting.

Coming around the corner that led to the row of cottages where Ghislaine’s hut was situated, he saw the women at the pond, washing their clothes in the early morning. As he walked by the pond, every lady turned to look at him. He felt rather on display.

Approaching Ghislaine’s cottage at the end of the row, he could see Jathan sitting out in front of it, cleaning his weapon. Drawing nearer, the door of the cottage suddenly opened and Lygia appeared, closing the door very quietly behind her. She and Jathan caught sight of Gaetan at about the same time, and Jathan set his sword aside.

“Good morn to you, Gaetan,” Jathan said. “’Tis a fine day.”

Gaetan acknowledged the priest. “I have come to see the lady,” he said. “Is she awake?”

It was Lygia who spoke. “She is not, my lord,” she replied. “Her leg was paining her a great deal after she returned to her cottage last night and old Pullum gave her a potion to make her sleep. I am afraid the lady is dead to the world right now.”

Gaetan was disappointed. “I see,” he said. “I do not wish to wake her, but I wanted to tell her that my men and I are leaving this morning. We must finish our task and we cannot wait until her leg heals, but I wanted to reassure her that we will return for her. I will return for her.”

“I can tell her, my lord,” Lygia said. “Even if you tried to wake her now, she probably would not remember the conversation. Pullum’s potions are powerful.”

Gaetan was growing more disappointed by the moment. He was hoping for a sweet word and a tender kiss with Ghislaine. But as he pondered his disappointment, he noticed that Jathan had stood up and was gathering his things around him, preparing to depart with the rest of the knights.

“Nay, Jathan,” Gaetan said. “You are not going. You will remain with the lady as her protector and companion until I return.”

Jathan, too, now had the look of disappointment. “But… you may need me, Gate.”

Gaetan shook his head. “I realize that, but it is more important to me that you remain with Ghislaine.” He could see that Jathan didn’t understand, so he sought to clear up the man’s confusion. “It is far more important for her to remain here so that her leg may heal. Moreover, I am giving you a very important task of protecting my future wife. Will you do this for me?”

Jathan’s eyes widened. “Wife?”

A glimmer of a smile appeared on Gaetan’s lips. “Aye,” he said. “I know it is shocking, but believe me when I tell you it is the truth. The lady and I intend to wed, so it is very important to me that you remain with her while I go to retrieve Kristoph. Please, Jathan… will you do this?”

Jathan still wasn’t over his shock that Gaetan and Ghislaine were to be married, but he nodded. “Indeed,” he said. “If you wish it.”

“I do,” Gaetan said. Then, he looked to Lygia. “I would thank you for the great care you have taken of Lady Ghislaine and for the great care you will continue to give her while I am away. Please assure her that I will return as soon as I can. And I am leaving the dog here as well. I am assuming he is in the cottage with her?”

Lygia nodded. “Passed out like a drunkard on the bed next to her, my lord.”

Gaetan’s grin spread. “That sounds like my dog,” he said. Then, he looked at the door of the cottage. “May I take a look at her before I go? I promise I will not wake her.”

Lygia nodded and very quietly opened the door, allowing Gaetan to stick his head inside. He immediately spied Ghislaine over on the cozy bed, sleeping so heavily that she was snoring. His gaze upon her was warm, wishing with all his heart that he could speak to her before he left, but it was not meant to be. He hoped she understood. It only made him want to return to her that much faster.

With a sigh, he backed out of the cottage and carefully closed the door behind him.

“It is good that she is sleeping,” he said. “She needs to rest. Jathan, I will take my leave of you here. Make sure she knows I will return.”

Jathan was well aware of the determination of Lady Ghislaine. “And if she tries to follow?”

Gaetan turned to look at him. “Tie her to the bed if you have to. Do not let her come after me. That is a command.”

Jathan nodded his head, watching Gaetan head back in the direction he had come. He wasn’t particularly thrilled at being left behind when the rest of the knights were going to rescue Kristoph but, in a sense, he understood. Someone had to stay behind to protect Lady Ghislaine and he was the logical choice.

But he wasn’t happy about it.

As Jathan wrestled with his disappointment, Lygia was watching Gaetan until he disappeared from view. Then, she turned to Jathan.

“Would she really try to follow them?” she asked.

Jathan picked up his cleaning rag and resumed cleaning his blade. “My lady, you have no idea what Ghislaine of Mercia will do. I have never in my life seen a more determined or courageous woman.”

Lygia thought of the rather pale woman sleeping the sleep of the dead in the cottage. Other than being quite beautiful, Lady Ghislaine didn’t seem anything out of the ordinary to her. She was curious.

“Truly?” she asked. “Will you tell me why you say such things?”

Jathan looked at her, a hint of a smile on his lips. “Lady Ghislaine is worthy of the great tales told about her,” he said. “In fact, some day I may write them all down. Here, now; sit down and listen. I think you will be amazed.”

Jathan had been right. After the story of their trip north from the battle near Hastings, she was amazed.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Distraction is Deadly

Later that morning

Outside of the village of Rock Cross; Church of St. Peter and St. Paul

“We are on the right path,” Gaetan said as he dismounted his horse, speaking to his knights who were either on the ground resting or standing near the cold clear stream he’d left them by not an hour earlier. “The priest said that we are to continue up this road until we come to a larger road. The path to Tenebris will be to the east along that larger road, about half a mile. We will see the fortress on the rise through the trees.”

It had taken little more than half a day since leaving the Tertium village to come within a few miles of Kidderminster. They knew that Tenebris was nearby but without Ghislaine’s direction, they weren’t sure, exactly, where it was. They needed help. Passing a farmer on their way north, the farmer directed them to the Church of St. Peter and St. Paul, a relatively new church as far as churches went, but the only one in the area other than a larger church in Kidderminster. Gaetan thanked the farmer, threw him a coin, and then continued on to the church as they’d been directed.

Coming up the road from the south, the block-steeple of the church came into view and Gaetan left his men by a stream in a thicket of trees and proceeded onward to ask the priests if they knew where Tenebris was located. His concern was that the priests might know of, or be loyal to, Alary and he didn’t want word to reach Alary that nine Norman knights had been seeking him.

One knight making an inquiry would seem far less threatening.

Therefore, Gaetan went on alone, forcing himself to keep his mind on his task when all he wanted to do was think of Ghislaine. It was strange how much he missed her, considering he’d only known the woman a matter of weeks. Now, he couldn’t even remember traveling without her. His arms ached to hold her but he comforted himself with the knowledge that the sooner they regain Kristoph, the sooner he would return to Ghislaine.

Under the guise of being an old friend of Alary of Mercia, Gaetan was able to extract a satisfactory answer from the solitary priest at the church and he had now returned to inform his men. Once he finished delivering the news, he brought his horse to the stream to drink, crouching down beside the animal to drink himself while his men began to gather their horses in preparation for departing.

“We shall make it to Tenebris easily before nightfall,” Téo said as he pulled his horse up from greedily eating thick wet grass. “Do you intend we should remain here tonight and set out in the morning?”

Gaetan shook his head. “Nay,” he said, standing up and shaking the water from his hands. “Even with the delays we have suffered, Alary was still traveling far slower than we were. We should be at least two days or more ahead of him, but we cannot be entirely certain. On the chance that he has made better time than we estimated, I will send Wellesbourne and St. Hèver into Kidderminster to watch for his party passing through. If Alary has two hundred men with him, then he will be easily spotted. Meanwhile, de Reyne and de Russe can ride head to scout out Tenebris. We need eyes on the place to see its strength and layout.”

Intelligence gathering was necessary in a situation such as this and everyone agreed, for the most part. “What is the plan of attack?” de Lara wanted to know. “If Alary is carrying two hundred men, we must have something precise planned so that when he comes, we are ready.”

Gaetan pulled his horse out of the stream and moved to mount the saddle. “That is what the rest of us will be doing,” he said. “We will be scouting the road between Kidderminster and Tenebris to determine the best place for an ambush. That is the only way we will be able to take on a greater number.”

“That is assuming Alary has not yet made it to Tenebris,” de Lara said quietly.

That was the key to all of this. If Alary had already made it to his fortress, then they would have to think of something else. There was something ominous in that thought. Gaetan vaulted into the saddle and gathered his reins as his men began to do the same.

“Exactly,” he said. “Let us get along with what must be done.”

With that, they tore out of the thicket and back onto the road again. Beneath clear skies and a rather lovely day, they reached the main road from Kidderminster in under an hour. Suddenly, they were right where they wanted to be, on the very road they had been seeking, and Gaetan found himself looking in the direction of the city even though he couldn’t see it. Still, they were here, ready to intercept Alary’s army, and the moment wasn’t lost on him.

They’d been waiting for it for the better part of several weeks.

Now, Gaetan’s focus was where it should be as thoughts of Ghislaine were tucked away. He was on the eve of a battle and thinking of the woman he adored would only be a distraction, and every knight knew that distraction was deadly. His thoughts shifted to Kristoph and what the man must have suffered these past weeks being the prisoner of a madman.

Kristoph was strong, he knew, but even the strong had a breaking point. This was the instant where he showed Kristoph just what brotherhood meant – it meant that men were not forgotten and that the bonds of warriors were stronger than the bonds of blood.

This was that moment.

With a lesser traveled road and a heavy forest of trees to their back, the knights looked to the west where Tenebris was located. The landscape was a little hilly, but none of the bigger hills and dales they had seen further south. For the most part, it was flat. Gaetan looked from east to west along the larger road, which was heavily traveled from the ruts in it. There were, however, thick lines of trees on both sides of the road to the east, but those trees dwindled the further west the road went. In fact, he could see the trees tapering off altogether not too far to the west. Beyond was the flat lands of meadows.

“Look to the trees,” he said, pointing off to the east where the trees came right up to the road. “That is where we shall make our stand, right here before the forest thins out too much. If we catch Alary and his army there, they will have nowhere to go.”

Téo, Aramis, and Luc were up alongside him, looking at the landscape. “If Alary is smart, he’ll have two hundred men in close quarters to protect one another while they are traveling,” Luc said. “If that is the case, we use crossbows as the weapon of choice – three of us in the front, three along the flanks, and then three in the rear. We can hold an entire army hostage that way and extract Kristoph.”

Gaetan nodded, looking up to the height of the trees. “That was my thinking exactly.”

He spurred his horse down the road towards the trees they were discussing and his men followed. St. Hèver and de Moray entered the tree line to both the north and south side of the road, inspecting what was back in the forest, as the rest of them came to a halt about midway down a particularly dense line of trees. They were all looking about, inspecting it, noting the visibility from the road among other things. Satisfied, Gaetan was the first one to speak.

“Bartholomew and Kye will head to Kidderminster now,” he said, motioning both men out of the trees and addressing them when they came near. “Remember your instructions; you are to remain out of sight. Do not let Alary or any of his men catch sight of you or we may have serious problems. Once you sight them, come back to us as quickly as you can. We will need time to prepare for their approach.”

Wellesbourne and St. Hèver nodded sharply, goring their steeds forward and tearing off down the road, eastward bound for Kidderminster. As the two of them took off, Gaetan turned to Aramis and Lance.

“You two head out to scout Tenebris,” he said. “Careful you are not sighted. We do not want to alert them to our presence.”

Aramis nodded. “We will be cautious.”

Gaetan watched them go, thundering down the road and disappearing from view when the road curved. Now, it was him, Téo, de Moray, de Winter, and de Lara. Gaetan turned to the remaining knights.

“It will be up to us to determine the best place for an attack,” he said. “Go now and mark your spots. Come to me when you are ready and we shall put this plan into action.”

With confidence, the others began to spread out, searching for the best place from which to launch an ambush. As Gaetan watched them go, his attention inevitably turned to the east. He wished very much that he had his entire army with him, but there was no time to spend on regrets. Nine Norman knights had to fend off two hundred Saxon soldiers and pray the Saxons didn’t kill Kristoph before the knights could rescue him. That was the gist of the situation and everyone knew it. Gaetan wasn’t quite sure what he would do if he saw Kristoph murdered before his eyes, before he was able to get to him.

A praying man, he began to pray very hard that it wouldn’t happen.

Please, God… just give me the chance to get to him. That is all I ask….

[image: * * *]

Ghislaine only woke up because the dog had left her bed, jostling her when it did so. Then, he scratched at the door, wanting to be let out, so she sat up and tried to collect her wits before staggering over to the door and opening it for the dog to go out and do his doggy business. As she opened the door, however, she saw Jathan sitting against the wall of the cottage, sharpening a small dagger with a stone.

Jathan looked up, surprised, when the door opened and the dog ran past. Ghislaine smiled sleepily at him, yawning.

“Good morn,” she said.

Jathan put the stone and dagger in his lap. “Good morn, my lady,” he said. “Why are you awake?”

Ghislaine yawned again, looking out over the pond and the canopy above, with streams of light coming through the leaves and reaching to the earth. There were only a few people around the pond now, washing or simply sitting. In all, it was a graceful and serene scene.

“The dog awoke me,” she said. “I feel as if I have been asleep for one hundred years. What day is it?”

Jathan sat forward on his stool, looking over the pond and the trees just as she was. “It is the day after your arrival here in the village,” he said. “You have only been asleep seven or eight hours since last night. I thought you would sleep all day.”

Ghislaine couldn’t stop yawning. “Whatever that old woman gave me for the pain made me sleep.” She touched her right thigh, moving it around a little. “It does not feel nearly as bad as I thought it would. There is pain, but it is not terrible. I suppose it will heal in spite of my repeated attempts to re-injure it.”

She grinned and so did Jathan. “That is good to hear,” he said. “Resting for the past several hours has undoubtedly helped.”

“Undoubtedly.”

“Shall I call Lygia and her sisters for you?”

Ghislaine shook her head, smoothing down her hair which, in spite of having slept on it, was still in a relatively neat braid. “I do not believe so,” she said. “I believe I can fend for myself but I would like something to eat. Is it near the nooning meal? Mayhap I shall be in time to join Gaetan and the knights for the meal.”

Jathan’s smile faded. This was the moment he’d been dreading but he didn’t think it would come this soon. He’d expected the lady to sleep much longer so he wasn’t particularly prepared to tell her what he must. Still, she had to know. It wasn’t as if he could keep it from her. Taking a deep breath, he summoned his courage.

“You cannot,” he told her, seeing her turn to him curiously. “Gaetan and his men have gone on to intercept your brother. Gaetan came to tell you himself this morning, very early, but you were sleeping so peacefully that he did not want to wake you. He told me to tell you to remain here and that he would return for you as soon as he can.”

Ghislaine’s eyes widened as the smile vanished from her face. “He is gone?” she repeated. Then, it was as if the news hit her a second time and she suddenly grabbed Jathan’s arm, squeezing it. “He left?”

Jathan knew this would be her reaction but, to be truthful, it frightened him. Gaetan was the only one who could control the woman and, sometimes, even he couldn’t override her powerful sense of independence. He stood up even as she dug her fingers into his arm.

“He will return,” he stressed. “You needn’t worry. They shall find Kristoph and then they shall all return. You will see.”

Ghislaine couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Suddenly, she wasn’t so sleepy anymore. She was shocked, appalled, and bordering on panic.

“Nay,” she hissed, shaking her head as she released Jathan. “They cannot go without me. They will not survive!”

She was backing away from him, heading into the tiny cottage. Jathan followed. “Why do you say that?” he asked. “My lady, I have known Gaetan de Wolfe for many years. He is quite capable of surviving a battle, I assure you. He did it for many years before he met you.”

Ghislaine yanked on the little doe-skin slippers that Lygia had given her. “Of course he did,” she snapped. “But he has not survived here, in Mercia.”

Slippers on, she pushed past him and began heading towards the convening house. Jathan scurried after her, doing exactly what he had been dreading – he grabbed her by the arm to physically stop her.

“My lady, wait,” he said. “You cannot go after them. Gaetan gave me a direct command and if you disobey, he will punish us both. You must remain here.”

Ghislaine snatched her arm away from him. “I will not remain here,” she said. “I must go after him.”

“You cannot!”

“I can and you will not stop me.”

Jathan, beside himself, rushed at her from behind when she tried to walk away again and tackled her, grabbing her around the waist and picking her up from the ground. Gaetan had given him permission to tie her to the bed, which was exactly what he intended to do. But Ghislaine had other ideas. The moment he grabbed her, she threw an elbow back and caught him on the side of the head.

Startled from the painful blow, Jathan dropped her, but it was fortunate she didn’t land on her bad leg. She plopped right down onto her left foot and she began to run, as fast as she was able with her stiff and sore thigh. But Jathan, with a bloodied ear, caught up to her again and the fight was on.

People began to come out of their cottages to watch the lady fighting off the priest who kept trying to grab her. Ghislaine didn’t want to hurt the man but she was quickly growing irritated with his attempts to restrain her. She lost her patience completely when he accidentally grabbed her braid and pulled her hair, so she kicked him right in the groin with her bad leg. It was the only way she could do it since she couldn’t very well balance on her right leg; therefore, it became her kicking leg. Jathan fell to the ground in anguish when she made contact.

Realizing they were attracting an audience, Ghislaine ran as fast as she could towards the convening hall in the hopes of finding Antillius. She didn’t know where else to look for him. She was nearly to the long stone structure when the door to the convening hall opened and men poured forth, Antillius included. There were men by his side, speaking to him, but they quieted when they saw the lady approach.

“My lady?” Antillius went to her quickly. “What has happened? I have been told by one of my men that your priest attacked you!”

Ghislaine shook her head. “He did not attack me,” she said. “He was attempting to stop me from following Gaetan and his men. My lord, did you know they had left?”

Antillius nodded. “I did, indeed,” he said. “They left a few hours ago. Not long, really. Why? What is the matter?”

Ghislaine was already shaking her head, feeling a tremendous sense of urgency. She didn’t have time to explain her fears but if she didn’t explain them, Antillius might try to keep her here, too, and it was imperative that she follow the Normans. Therefore, she tried to remain calm as she spoke.

“I do not know how much Gaetan told you of him and his men, but they are Norman knights,” she said, breathlessly. “They, and thousands of their countrymen, came to the shores of England a few weeks ago and engaged in a battle with Harold Godwinson, who was my sister’s husband. I speak of him in the past because he was killed by the Normans.”

Antillius and his men were looking at her with increasing shock. “Godwinson is dead?”

“Aye. Gaetan did not tell you?”

“He did not.”

“I am sure he had his reasons, but it is true. Harold is dead.”

Antillius glanced at his nervous men before replying. “Then who rules now?”

Ghislaine could see the shock reflected in their eyes at the news. She felt rather badly for telling them, as if she was essentially calling Gaetan a liar for withholding such vital information, but the reality was that she needed something from them. She was trying to lay a foundation for her argument.

“The Duke of Normandy lays claim to the throne of England now,” she said. “You would have found out sooner or later and I am sure Gaetan did not tell you because he did not want to frighten you. Do not think poorly of him; he is not an unjust man. You must believe that.”

Antillius still had doubt and shock in his expression. “He told us that he had come to England to reclaim a man who had been kidnapped by your brother.”

She nodded. “That is true,” she said. “My brother, Alary, kidnapped Gaetan’s knight after the battle. That is why they are here – to reclaim their man. It is not to take your lands from you or kill your people. Right now, all they want to do is reclaim their knight. I was their guide, directing them through these new lands to help them find their man.”

Antillius’ shock was fading somewhat, although the news still had him shaken. “Did your brother, Edwin, send you with them? He has no love for Alary.”

Ghislaine shook her head. “Edwin has never met Gaetan or his men, nor was he at the battle where Harold lost his life,” she said. “This has nothing to do with Edwin. My lord, I know you consider Edwin an enemy and I am sure that you have difficulty trusting me as well, but I must beg a favor from you.”

“What?”

“You must help me save Gaetan’s life.”

Antillius’ brow furrowed in confusion. “He does not need your help,” he said. “I saw him fight off hordes of the Men of Bones last night. He and his men are the most powerful warriors I have ever seen.”

Ghislaine wasn’t sure how she could explain her fears to him, but she had to try. She truly felt Gaetan’s life depended on it.

“Norman knights are like nothing you have ever seen on the field of battle,” she said. “They are stronger, better equipped, and more skilled than anything on this earth. But that is in open battle; when it comes to the warfare our people conduct – in trees, in hiding, or covertly – Normans are extremely vulnerable. They fight head-on because that is what they know. But our people – your people, my people – do not fight that way. Right now, Gaetan has taken eight men with him and they intend to stop my brother and rescue their man. My lord, Alary has two hundred men with him who fight in this fashion. I am terrified that Gaetan and his men will walk straight into their deaths.”

Antillius was listening carefully. “Surely they are not that foolish,” he said. “Men like that do not live as long as they have by being foolish. I think you underestimate him.”

Ghislaine tried not to appear too contrite. “I do not mean to underestimate him,” she said, “and as long as I was accompanying them, I knew I could advise them on the way our people fight. This wound in my leg? I received it when we were passing through the shadowlands, south of Worcester. Knowing what I know of the people in that area, I was able to draw them out and avert an ambush. Now… now I must avert another terrible clash, or at least try. But I have no horse and no weapons. I am asking if you will provide me with these things so I can at least help them. Please, my lord, I beseech you.”

Antillius was over his shock of the situation for the most part. Now, he was pensive as he pondered her words. “If I let you go, I cannot imagine that de Wolfe would be too pleased with me,” he said. “He told your priest to keep you here. Lygia told me so. Now you are asking me to let you follow him?”

Ghislaine nodded. “I will do it with or without your help, but with your help, it would be much easier.”

Antillius believed her implicitly; she seemed like a rather stubborn female. He certainly didn’t want to lock her up like a prisoner but he wasn’t sure how else to keep her here if she wanted to follow Gaetan. He’d also heard from Lygia that Gaetan and the lady were betrothed, so he knew her request wasn’t purely from concern.

It was from devotion.

Antillius had seen the way Gaetan had looked at the lady and he knew a man in love when he saw one. He could only imagine the lady felt the same thing for him, else she wouldn’t be willing to risk her life so. But men in love were fickle things because he’d seen it enough to know and men like Gaetan de Wolfe couldn’t truly fall in love; war was their lover, their mistress, and their life. Women like Ghislaine, while beautiful, were only an infatuation to these war creatures.

They were another conquest.

Moreover, the survival of Ghislaine’s family didn’t depend upon her marrying Gaetan. But the survival of Antillius’ people very much depended on new blood and, with that thought, he began to formulate a plan of his own.

“Even if you go, if they are truly under attack, you cannot help them by yourself,” he finally said. “You would become a casualty, too. What you need is more men.”

Ghislaine nodded, trying not to look too scared or miserable in that knowledge. “I know,” she said. “Gaetan has two thousand men but Alary knew we were following him and he threatened to kill his captive if Gaetan did not stop following, so Gaetan left his army at Westerham. We cannot summon them in time.”

“You have not asked me if I will help.”

“But I have. I asked you for a weapon and….”

He cut her off. “You did not ask me if my men would help.”

Ghislaine looked at him as if the thought hadn’t occurred to her. There was astonishment and hope in her eyes. “Would you?” she gasped. “If you and your men would go to help him, surely he could win. Surely he could regain his man. My lord, if the Tertium were to go to battle as Gaetan’s army, then victory is assured.”

Antillius nodded. “Mayhap,” he said. “At least, Gaetan and his men would have a fighting chance against Alary and his hundreds. But even as I suggest this course of action, you must know that there is a reason behind it. I have explained such things to Gaetan but I am sure he has not spoken of it to you. You see, my lady, my people are dying out. I fear that my daughters’ generation will be one of the very last unless we are able to bring new blood, new life, into our tribe. I have nearly three hundred men in the village now but in the days of my father and his father, there were thousands. If I take those three hundred men into battle against your brother, I will lose some. There is no doubt that some will die. And that is an extremely expensive price to pay. As it is now, I can never replace those men.”

Ghislaine wasn’t quite following his line of thought. “I am very sorry to know that, my lord,” she said. “But I assure you, if you and your men go into battle for Gaetan, he will reward you greatly. Mayhap that reward will help save your people somehow.”

“That is what I am hoping. But I will name my price.”

“Of course, my lord. Anything you wish.”

“I understand that you and Gaetan are to be married.”

Ghislaine nodded, but it was with some embarrassment. She hadn’t known Gaetan had told him that. “Aye,” she said hesitantly. “I have agreed to be his wife.”

Antillius put his hands on her shoulders in a fatherly gesture. His expression, when he looked at her, was quite serious.

“Then only you can tell him to pay my price.”

“I do not understand.”

Antillius eyed her a moment before continuing. “I wish for a grandson or two from a magnificent warrior like de Wolfe,” he said. “I will ride into battle for you and I will help Gaetan, but I want something in return. I want you to give Gaetan permission; nay, I wish for you to command him to marry Lygia and give her many sons. If you truly love him, then no price will be too high to save his life. If you would like for me to help you save him, then this is my price.”

That wasn’t what Ghislaine had been expected. She felt as if she’d been hit in the gut, unable to breathe, unable to think. But his words settled deep and she yanked herself from his grip, hardly believing what she was hearing. It was the most horrific proposal she had ever heard in her life.

“You… you want Gaetan to…?” She couldn’t even finish.

Antillius could see her revulsion, her horror, and it infuriated him. “Do you think this is a simple thing for me to ask?” he said. “That I am willing to prostitute my own daughters must speak to you of my desperation that my people should continue. Even now, old men die and new men are not born. It is rare that male children, or any children, are born these days. As a reward to Gaetan and his men for defending us against the Homines Ossium last night, I offered them all three of my daughters in marriage. Before you judge me, understand how difficult that was for me to do. But a desperate man will do desperate things.”

Ghislaine stood there, looking at him with her eyes swimming in tears. Antillius had ceased to become their benevolent host and had now become something vile and wicked. She couldn’t understand a man who would propose such a terrible bargain, something so dastardly and ignoble.

“How can you ask me to do that?” she hissed.

“If you love him, you will do what is necessary to save him. Do you wish for a dead betrothed or a living man though he may be married to someone else?”

“But what you are asking is pure madness! Are you truly so cruel?”

“You asked me to name my price, my lady. It is your choice whether or not to pay it.”

“I will not!”

“Then de Wolfe will die.”

She blinked, tears running down her face, but inside she was filled with rage. He was asking her to make a decision that would change the course of her life. Her jaw began to tick, so enraged that she was grinding her teeth.

“He saved you from those horrible raiders last night,” she said tightly. “You owe him a debt!”

“And I saved you from bleeding to death. What he did last night was to repay that debt and now we are even. If you want something from me, Ghislaine of Mercia, then I want something from you. Look at you; you are injured and weak. Even if you rode to aid him, alone, you would be of little use with that bad leg. But I can offer you as many men as Alary carries to support Gaetan. He will have a far better chance of survival.”

Ghislaine was struggling not to break down because she was coming to realize that she may not have a choice in all of this. If she wanted help for Gaetan, then she would have to sacrifice him in order to save him.

Oh, God, is it true? Must I do this?

“But why Gaetan?” she asked, her lower lip trembling. “Why not one of the other men?”

“Because you do not hold sway over the other men. If you ask Gaetan to marry Lygia, then he will.”

“But it is not fair. What you ask is not fair.”

“Time is passing, my lady. The more we discuss this, the closer Gaetan and his men come to death.”

He was right. God help her, he was right. It was the first time in her life that Ghislaine had ever had to make such a choice. She had to think about Gaetan and not herself. She wanted him to survive and, in that want, she was willing to do anything. Even sacrifice her future happiness. No thoughts of her future love or future children. There would be none now. Gaetan would be married to Lygia and give her his sons. Yet, Ghislaine would remain empty. Hollow.

But Gaetan would be alive.

The decision was made.

“If that is your price, then I have little choice but to agree,” she said, hating herself even as she said it. “But know that I hate you with every bone in my body for demanding such a thing. You are a wicked, wicked man.”

Antillius felt as if he’d just won some great victory but in that victory was great sadness. Contrary to what the lady said, he wasn’t wicked by nature, but he was determined to save his people any way he could. Perhaps in time, the lady would understand that. Perhaps not. In any case, he knew he’d made another enemy of the great Saxon family but there was nothing he could do about it. He had what he wanted.

And so did she.

“Come with me and we shall find you a suitable horse.”

Ghislaine went with him, wiping tears all the way.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


The day shall end and the end shall be known

Kidderminster was a dusty dirty town that was quite crowded, Bartholomew and Kye discovered. It was a market town, which meant farmers from all over the area brought their wares to town to find buyers for them and even at this hour, past midday, the streets were clogged with farmers, carts, animals, buyers, and everyone else in between.

In fact, Bartholomew and Kye were very surprised to see such bustle but, given the fact that they were enemy knights in Saxon territory, they didn’t want to call attention to themselves as they milled through the town. The River Severn ran near Kidderminster and there was a big wooden bridge that crossed the road into the town. Down below the bridge on the riverbanks were thick trees and foliage, so the knights left their horses hidden in the undergrowth. Covering themselves with their cloaks to hide not only their mail and tunics, but also conceal their Norman haircuts and shaved faces, they headed into town.

The side of town they entered was the marketing side and it was full of people as the knights mingled with the crowds inconspicuously, keeping their eyes opened for any bulk movement of men coming through. The town itself seemed to be dirty, run-down, with collapsing buildings and people that were dressed in rags. As they moved, they saw several destitute citizens begging on the edge of the street, but the knights passed them by. They were not without sympathy for the poor but giving coinage to people who had none would attract attention they didn’t want. They moved on.

Heading deeper into the town, they were struck by the smell of baking bread mingled with the smell of human waste. The road was lined with houses, with people conducting their business from their homes, and off to the north they could see the church steeple framed against the deep blue sky. They walked past a woman carrying chickens in two big cages, and passed yet another woman and her family who were herding pigs through the town.

Passing into what appeared to be the center of the town, they came upon the town well where people were drawing their water from a great pool. There was also a man selling big hollowed-out stale bread bowls filled with boiled peas and ham, and the smells lured them in. They purchased two big bread bowls and wolfed down the food, thinking Saxon food to be quite tasty. Wellesbourne managed to get it all over the front of his cloak, which made him look rather slovenly. St. Hèver rolled his eyes at him and accused him of eating like one of the many pigs they’d passed by.

Bellies full, the knights continued past the church and through the city that was really little more than clusters of wooden houses with heavy sod roofs. They seemed to be walking against traffic for the most part and as they continued walking, they could see another entrance to Kidderminster in the eastern portion of the town’s wall. St. Hèver pulled Wellesbourne aside.

“Look,” he hissed from behind one of those short wooden houses. “An entry into town from the east. I have been looking around but have not seen another entry, so when Alary comes through, that must be where he will come from.”

Wellesbourne was looking around as well. “As I recall from being here once as a child, there is also an entry to the north on the other side of the church, but I do not think Alary would come from that direction”

“This is where he shall enter.”

“Exactly.”

St. Hèver scouted their location, seeing the houses spread around, the stockyards, even a cemetery across from the church. He tugged on Wellesbourne.

“Come on,” he said. “I’ll hide over by the eastern entrance. You find a spot near the church where you can catch a glimpse of the northern entrance just in case Alary comes in that direction. I’ll get as close to the eastern entrance as I can so I can see what is coming up the road. If I see something, I’ll signal you.”

“How?”

“Listen for my whistle.”

St. Hèver could whistle between his teeth loudly enough to puncture eardrums. Wellesbourne nodded and they split off, going to find a place to wait for a sighting of Alary’s army. But it would be an uncertain wait. The army’s appearance could be today, tomorrow, or even another day. Still, they were going to dig in. They were the advance team and the entire operation of rescuing Kristoph would depend on just how alert they were. Therefore, they selected their vantage points carefully and settled down.

Now, all they could do was wait.

Unfortunately, Kye realized early on in the waiting process that eating that huge meal had been a mistake. The knights were suffering from a lack of sleep and now with a full belly, it was a perfect time to sleep the afternoon away. Kye was seated against the perimeter wall of the town, a wooden wall about as tall as a man with a spiked end, and struggling to stay awake. He was wedged between a pig sty and a winter garden that had many rabbits in it, which a dog would come and chase off every so often. Then the dog would come over and sniff him before he would chase it off. That went on for a while until the dog eventually left him alone.

The afternoon continued on and the comings and goings at the wall entrance began to lag greatly. In fact, it seemed rather deserted as people returned home after a day of business. But Kye remained vigilant, watching those who were entering, on the lookout for soldiers or men with weapons. He had even stood up, several times, to peer between the slats in the wall, looking at the road that was leading into the village only to be met with a deserted scene. The road, at that time of day, remained empty.

But as time passed, Kye tried not become discouraged by the lack of an army. The knights were so terribly worked up for Alary’s appearance that expectations were admittedly high. But it was very possible Alary would not show today. Perhaps he was two or three days behind them just as Gaetan had suggested. The man was traveling slowly with an army, far more slowly than knights without encumbrances were, so to expect them on this day was more than likely unreasonable.

At least, that’s what Kye told himself. He had to force himself to be patient. But he settled back on his bum, leaning against the wall, and continued to watch the entrance. As the sun began to wane and the sky began to turn shades that suggested a coming sunset, he was thinking on finding Wellesbourne to see if the man had seen something worth reporting. Clearly, nothing more was going to happen this day. Just as he stood up, he thought he heard a distant rumble.

Looking up in the sky, there were clouds but nothing that implied a coming storm. But the rumble was still there, growing louder, and he turned to peer through the slats in the wooden fence. Immediately, he was met with armed men on foot, and armed men on horseback, and two wagons from what he could see coming up the road. The rumble had been from the wagons bumping over the rough road.

An army was approaching.

Kye fell to his knees again, huddling back behind the pig sty which provided him with a shield against anyone coming in through the wall entry. Certainly, this could be another army, and the truth was that he had no idea what Alary of Mercia looked like. But he did know what Kristoph looked like. It was his task to search each and every face in that approaching army to see if he spied a Norman knight he had known for several years.

Excitement filled his veins as he lay low, waiting. Meanwhile, he was praying that Wellesbourne saw the same army and was doing exactly the same as he was – laying low and trying to spot Kristoph. This was the moment they’d been waiting for. From his position behind the pig sty, Kye had a perfect view of the incoming army and it wasn’t long before the leading edge of the army began to enter.

Men dressed in heavy tunics, with axes slung on their backs as well as crudely made shields, passed through the entry and continued onward. They were followed by other foot soldiers, some with helms, more than a few with what looked like Norman helms and shields. That was St. Hèver’s first clue that these men might have been at the battle between Harold Godwinson and the Duke of Normandy; stolen Norman protection seemed to be peppered throughout the lines. Even one of the men on horseback, who was very well dressed with a fur cloak and well-made clothing had a sword at his side that was most definitely not Saxon.

Kye recognized the Norman workmanship.

More of the army passed through, moving at a good pace but still looking rather weary, as if they had walked a very long way. When the first of the wagons passed through, Kye struggled to see inside of it but all he could see on the flat bed were sacks and weapons and other things an army on the move might need. But then the second wagon came through. It had men around it, which blocked Kye’s view of what was inside. The sides were high, also, and there were provisions piled in it; he could see barrels and sacks, food needed for the men.

Kye had to move around the pig sty so he could see what was in that wagon because the men and the provisions were blocking most of his view. As the wagon moved past him and he changed positions, he could suddenly see a man chained up in the back of the wagon and, as his heart leapt with glee, a blonde head he recognized very well. Kristoph de Lohr was chained in the back of the wagon, looking unshaven and shaggy-haired, but it was definitely him. And he was alive.

Their missing brother had been found.

Kye was so excited that he was quivering. He had to get to Wellesbourne and tell the man what he saw. And then they had to race to Gaetan and tell him that Kristoph was alive and that Alary’s army was on its way. But the army was still trickling in and he didn’t want to give himself away by emitting a piercing whistle. Yet, he knew the longer he waited, the more chance there was of him not being able to make his way to Gaetan before Alary did. He was almost certain that Wellesbourne was seeing the same thing from his vantage point across the road so he had to assume that the man was preparing to race back to Gaetan as well. Any delay might cost them a great deal.

Therefore, Kye began to run. Skirting through yards, over fish ponds, through horse dung, and through alleys, he raced as fast as he could, making it to the end of town well before Alary’s army did and flying across the wooden bridge and to the river bank below where the horses had been left.

His horse was still where he left it, having eaten its fill of the plump grass and was now standing lazily, napping. That all ended when Kye vaulted onto the horse’s back and spurred it up to the road, heading off to the east where he knew Gaetan and the others were waiting. They would have a very short amount of time to prepare their ambush and they needed all of the advance notice they could get.

Kristoph was coming. And they had to be ready.
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Sunset was on the approach.

Gaetan stood on the side of the road, looking up at the sky through the canopy of trees and wondering if Ghislaine was still asleep. Perhaps she was awake by now, supping with Antillius and his three daughters, eating a good meal with a fire to keep her warm and a roof over her head.

That was the way it should be with her; the life of a fine lady and not a warrior. He knew he was going to have a fight on his hands when he told her that he didn’t want her to fight any longer. He wanted her to become the wife of a great warrior, to run his household and bear his legitimate children. He hoped he could explain all of that to her before she took a stick to him.

The thought made him grin. The most beautiful woman in all the land was a ruffian in disguise. Well, not exactly a ruffian, but definitely a trained warrior. He had enough of those and didn’t need another. What he wanted from her was something far less violent. He knew it would be difficult for her but he suspected she would want to please him.

Truth be told, she already did. God had been good to bring her into his life.

Forcing his thoughts away from Ghislaine, Gaetan turned back to his men who were still wandering in and out of the trees on the north side of the road. The land was relatively flat all around them but there was excellent ground cover, easily enough to hide them until they decided to come forth and ambush Alary’s army.

“Gate!”

De Winter was several yards away from him to the east, now calling his name. As Gaetan headed in his direction, Denis was pointing down the road.

“Riders,” Denis said. “I cannot tell who it is yet, but there are two of them. Mayhap it is Marc and Lance.”

Gaetan, too, could see riders coming around the curve in the road about a half-mile down. “And it just as easily could not be them,” he said, waving to the men standing on the road and trying to get a look. “Into the trees.”

They scattered, disappearing into the foliate to hide themselves. Gaetan was well off the road, back behind a broad tree trunk, peering around it to see if the riders were his own men coming down the road. Soon enough, the pair came within range and he could see that it was, indeed, de Moray and de Reyne. Gaetan and the other knights wandered back out to the road.

“Well?” Gaetan demanded. “What about Tenebris? What did you see?”

As de Reyne dismounted his sweating horse, de Moray spoke. “You are not going to like this,” he said. “We saw a rather small fortress with a tall wooden wall around it, a moat that we could smell from a mile away, and when we used the trees as cover to get a closer look at it, the forest around it was filled with corpses.”

Gaetan’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?” he asked, confused. “As if an army had not taken away their dead?”

De Moray wearily dismounted his horse. “This, I cannot tell you,” he said. “It did not look like an army to me. It was a pile of bodies, some of them so old and moldering that grass had grown up all around them and they had become part of the earth. Although the clothing remained on them, anything of value was stripped.”

It sounded ghastly and Gaetan did, indeed, make a face of distaste. “God’s Bones,” he muttered. “Dead everywhere?”

“All around the front of the fortress from what we could see. Once we made it to the rear of the fortress, there were no more bodies.”

That made absolutely no sense at all but it reminded Gaetan what Ghislaine had said of the place. “She said it was a dark and terrible place,” he muttered. “Ghislaine, I mean. She said that Tenebris was very dark.”

De Moray nodded, still trying to shake off what he’d seen. “More than you know,” he said. “I have never seen anything like it.”

The state of the fortress hinted at the darkness of the mind behind it, the man who had Kristoph’s life in his hands. Gaetan couldn’t shake off that sense of horror. “But what about the fortress itself?” he asked. “Is it well guarded?”

De Reyne entered the conversation. “We saw just a few men,” he said. “No more than a handful, really. There is a small motte and a keep atop it, but the fortress itself is very small.”

“Is it something we can breach if needed?”

De Reyne nodded. “I have no doubt,” he said. “It seemed to me that the moat flowed beneath the walls and into the compound, so that could be a relatively simple way to enter it.”

De Moray grunted. “Simple, aye, but that moat was filled with unspeakable filth. I should not like to crawl through that.”

Gaetan echoed that thought, but he was more pragmatic. “If we must, then we must,” he said. “But you saw no evidence of an army inside of it?”

De Reyne shook his head. “Nothing at all. It seemed deserted.”

There was relief in that knowledge. “Then Alary has not returned yet,” he sighed, pleased. “It means he must pass along this road to get there and when he does, we shall be ready.”

“Is it possible he has another property somewhere that he has gone to?” de Reyne asked. “I never heard the lady mention any other property, but it concerns me that Alary may not be returning to Tenebris at all.”

Gaetan could only shrug. “That has occurred to me also, but Ghislaine seemed positive that Alary would return here and she made a point of stating that he has no other properties. Even Tenebris belongs to Edwin, but I suppose there is always a chance Alary could have stopped somewhere else or gone on to an ally’s property.” He paused, thinking that possibility was most disheartening. “All we can do now is wait and see. If Alary does not appear within the next week, then we may have to consider other options.”

No one wanted to do that, not when they had come so far. Just as de Reyne and de Moray moved to take their horses off the road, the sounds of thundering hooves caught their attention. All eyes turned to the east to see St. Hèver riding towards them at breakneck speed.

Suddenly, everyone was on edge as St. Hèver came to a halt, kicking up rocks and dirt. His manner bordered on frantic. “Alary is coming through Kidderminster now,” he said, out of breath. “He will be on us in half an hour at the very most.”

The news electrified the knights. Any fatigue, or disappointment, or doubt abruptly fled as they realized the target of their search, the very bastard who had evaded them for weeks, was only minutes away.

Alary is coming!

“Did you see Kristoph?” Gaetan demanded.

St. Hèver smiled, a smile of utter relief and joy. “I did,” he said “He is in the provisions wagon, surrounded by armed men. I have a feeling he may have tried to escape once or twice because he was chained to the wagon. Bless the man; he has surely given them a difficult time.”

Everyone smiled at that, proud that their brother, their fellow warrior, had resisted his captors. It was such joy in a journey that had seen such fear and doubt. But it wasn’t over yet. The worst of it was yet to come and they all knew it.

No one knew it more than Gaetan.

“Where is Wellesbourne?” he asked. “Did he not come back with you?”

St. Hèver shook his head. “We were separated but I know he saw the incoming army as I did,” he said. “He should be coming along very shortly.”

Gaetan was satisfied by that but his attention naturally swung back to the approaching army. He needed all of the information he could get in order to plan the ambush.

“Tell me everything you saw,” he said. “The strength of the army, infantry and mounted warriors – everything you can think of.”

St. Hèver nodded as he dismounted his steed. “It is as we were told,” he said. “At least two hundred men, but what we were not told was that some of those men were mounted. I saw at least thirty mounted men, many of them carrying Norman weapons and armor. The men on foot seem to be well armed, also. There are two wagons and, as I said, the one carrying Kristoph is guarded. Moreover, they have him chained. Even when we get to him, we will have the encumbrance of those chains before we can free him completely.”

Gaetan absorbed the information. “I see,” he said, his mind working quickly. “Mounted cavalry, did you say?”

St. Hèver pulled off a glove so he could scratch his blonde head. “I did,” he said. “I know you wanted to ambush them, Gate, but from what I saw, they have enough to repel us and then some. They could make short work of us if we go at them head-on.”

Gaetan drew in a long, pensive breath and turned away. He had expected an army to have weapons, but what he hadn’t counted on was the mounted warriors. That made the situation a little trickier. Now, his plans had to change in order to accommodate this news and it wasn’t going to be easy. There was little time to plan a new strategy, but that’s exactly what he had to do.

God help him, he had mere minutes to make a new plan to save all their lives.

Gaetan glanced at the men around him, his Anges de Guerre; St. Hèver “The Hammer”, de Russe with his fearsome double-blades, de Reyne with his limitless bravery, and de Moray with his spear. De Winter carried l’Espada, the blessed blade of his Visigoth ancestors, and de Lara fought with an ax that all men feared. He was unbreakable. Finally, there was Téo, his friend and wise counsel, who wielded a morning star that decapitated enemies. These were his comrades, brothers he shared such a tremendously deep bond with, and brothers he knew would stand with him even against insurmountable odds.

This might be one of those times.

But he couldn’t give up, not with Kristoph’s life at stake. Still, Gaetan was starting to wonder if it was worth risking all of these lives so unfairly. These were great men, of great deeds, and he would die first before seeing any of them meet their ends. But hopefully, they wouldn’t have to. His quick, experienced mind had come up with a last-ditch plan.

He could only pray it would work.

“Get into the trees on either side of the road,” he told his men. “And when I say get into the trees, I mean climb into them and take your crossbows with you. Make sure you have a clear field of fire to Alary’s army and make sure the knight across the road from you is not in your line of fire.”

He was moving with a purpose and his men began to follow him. “What do you have in mind, Gate?” Téo asked eagerly.

Gaetan was moving into the foliage, far back where the horses were tethered. He headed to his horse in order to claim his own crossbow. “It is nearing dusk and the darkness will work to our advantage,” he said. “I alone will stand on the road and block Alary’s army with you men in the trees. I will tell Alary to release Kristoph or I will unleash my army, lying in wait in the trees. It will be dark enough that no one will be able to see what lies beyond the tree line, and that will be their downfall. Alary will not know that I only have eight men with me and not a thousand, and it is that fear that will force him into obeying.”

“A bluff?” de Moray said as he pulled his horse in behind the others as they entered into the trees. “A brilliant suggestion, Gate. Alary will not know if you are telling the truth or not.”

Gaetan reached his saddle and began to unstrap his crossbow. “Exactly,” he said. “If we do not have an army with us, then we shall create one. If Alary refuses my demands, then one or more of you place a few well-aimed arrows from the trees to convince him otherwise. Listen to the conversation carefully; if it seems we are going to battle, then take out Alary and his mounted men first. If we remove the head of the beast, then hopefully his men will be directionless and scatter. I will go for Kristoph so cover me as much as you can. Is that clear?”

It was a desperate move they were planning for but there was no other choice. The situation had changed and they would have to change with it or all would be lost. The knights began preparing for the upcoming fight, removing crossbows, arrows, and making sure their broadswords were strapped to their sides. Shields, strapped to the horses, were also removed and brought forth; they would be unusable with the crossbows but if they entered into close-quarter fighting, they would be needed.

The knights were businesslike and methodical in their preparation. There was a sense of anticipation but no sense of fear; this was simply what needed to be done, the moment they had been preparing for on the long journey north. Each man was ready, willing, and able to fight to the death for Kristoph’s freedom. And if Gaetan had been feeling some guilt over risking the lives of many for just one man, he needn’t have worried – to each one of them, this was what needed to be done. A brother needed to be rescued and they were going to fight to the death to do it.

As they finished collecting their gear, more hooves were heard out on the road and St. Hèver rushed to the edge of the tree line to see Wellesbourne approaching. He waved the man into the trees and, together, they headed back to the rest of the men, buried deep in the shielding foliage. Wellesbourne approached and saw the preparations for battle.

“You have seen him,” Wellesbourne said to St. Hèver. “Thank God you came before I did. The army was blocking my path to leave town and I had to rush round the walls to get to my horse. It took valuable time.”

Gaetan, in full armor with his shield slung across his back, faced Wellesbourne. “Where was the army when you left?”

Wellesbourne was winded from his wild ride. “They were just heading to the west side of town,” he said. “They are not moving slowly, as I suspect Alary wishes to make it to Tenebris by nightfall, so their pace is quick. They are more than likely thinking of the warm meal and bed that awaits them at Tenebris and not of any dangers on the road ahead.”

Gaetan nodded as he digested that information. “That is good,” he said, “because we intend to surround him with an army.”

Wellesbourne’s brow furrowed in confusion. “What army?”

Gaetan glanced at St. Hèver. “Explain it to him,” he said. “I must go take my position out on the road.”

Kye nodded. “Aye.”

Gaetan paused before he left, looking at his men once more. Eight of the best knights in the world and he was exceptionally proud of them. He could have very well felt apprehension at this moment but he refused. He could only feel pride, honor, and determination. It was enough to bring tears to his eyes.

Men of such bravery were surely immortal.

“Alary of Mercia cannot best us,” he told them in a tone that suggested pure confidence. “Although we cannot know what the end of this battle shall bring, suffice it to say that it shall end and whatever that end shall be, know that I look to each and every one of you as the bravest men I have ever known. It has been a privilege to fight at your side, good knights. It is you who have given me a sense of purpose and I shall always be grateful, no matter what comes. Et pro Gloria dei.”

The knights were looking at him by this time, pride and loyalty reflected in their expressions. They knew, as he did, that they were facing terrible odds. There was a very good chance that one or more of them would not make it through. But still, they were willing to risk their lives for their brother, for their comrade. There was nothing more worthwhile or noble in life.

It was the most important battle they had ever faced.

“Et pro Gloria dei,” Téo whispered to him.

Instead of the usual handshake, he embraced him as a brother would. In fact, all of the knights embraced Gaetan and each other. That was not usual with them but, in this case, it was vitally important to make that contact because if any of them met their deaths, then it was important for the parting to be well-made with embraces of brotherhood and of love. And those words, For God and Glory, were a blessing to each and every one of them, for if the end was near, then God would certainly be waiting for them. If they died, it would be with the love and devotion of their fellow knights.

It was time.

Gaetan headed out to the road, knowing that his men were taking positions in the trees behind him. Once he came through the trees and onto the road, it was dim with the setting of the sun but he knew, at any moment, he would not be alone.

He had a man to meet.
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Gaetan was standing right in the middle of the road as he began to see shades of Alary’s army. The sun was setting and the scenery around him ever-dimming and, true to what Wellesbourne had said, the army was moving at a clipped pace, clearly wanting to make it to Tenebris by nightfall.

Gaetan wasn’t sorry he would have to disturb those plans. With his crossbow in one hand, though not raised, he simply stood there as the army entered the portion of the road where there was a dense collection of trees on both sides.

As Gaetan watched them approach, he couldn’t help but notice they hadn’t slowed down. He knew they saw him because men had pointed in his direction but, still, the pace remained swift. The men were noisy, kicking up dirt as they went, and the sheer rumble of many feet, hooves, and wheels gave the army a steady roar.

Wellesbourne and St. Hèver had been correct; there were many mounted warriors, heavily armed. But Gaetan held his ground, even when they came closer and he began to see facial features of the men. Not knowing what Alary of Mercia looked like since he didn’t have Ghislaine to identify him, he would have to ask. As the army drew nearer still, he raised his crossbow.

The gesture was unmistakable.

“Halt!” he bellowed.

The men in the front of the army heard him and were looking at him with a mixture of curiosity and concern. But they didn’t slow down; they kept coming. Gaetan was forced to encourage them to obey his command; he released his crossbow, landing the arrow right in front of one of the men on horseback. A split second after he launched his arrow, several more came sailing out of the trees, all of them landing on the road in front of the advancing army.

It was enough of a startling move to cause horses to rear up and men to come to a halt purely out of fear. But the middle and rear portion of the army kept coming, running into those who had stopped, and now there was a great commotion as the army folded up on itself because they couldn’t go any further. When those in the rear tried to back up, more arrows hit the ground on the road behind them, blocking their escape.

Effectively, the army had been trapped.

Gaetan reloaded his crossbow and began to advance on the uncertain huddle of men. “Give me Alary of Mercia!” he shouted.

The men looked at each other fearfully, hissing and whispering, but Alary was not immediately produced. Gaetan advanced on them until he was about twenty feet in front of them. He leveled off his crossbow at one of the warriors on horseback.

“Give me Alary of Mercia or you men will die in a hail of arrows,” he said, looking to the well-armed warrior. “And you shall be the first.”

The warrior sat tall in the saddle. “I am not afraid to die.”

Gaetan’s answer was to let the arrow fly, right into the man’s throat. He hit the ground, dying a slow and agonizing death as Gaetan reloaded.

“Know that I have a thousand men in the trees with their arrows sighted on all of you,” he said loudly. “I would speak with Alary. That is all I wish. But if you do not produce him, then be prepared to die.”

The confusing situation, for Alary’s army, had just become deadly serious. There were more whispers about as Gaetan pointed his crossbow at another mounted warrior, who turned to run but there were so many men behind him that he couldn’t. Therefore, he leapt from the saddle and hid behind his horse to protect himself. Gaetan cocked an eyebrow at the cowardly warrior.

“Is this how a Saxon fights?” he asked. “Hiding from his enemy?”

“What madness is this?”

A man suddenly came up through the center of the army but he had a very big shield in front of him. Obviously, he’d seen the arrow take down the first mounted warrior and he was smart about his approach. He looked at the man dying on the ground, his features contorted with anger.

“By what right to you kill my men?” he demanded. “Who are you?”

Gaetan focused on the man; he was moderately tall, and slender, with a massive scar across his face running from his left temple, across his nose, and ending by the right side of his jaw. His hair was dark and he was rather unattractive. More than that, he had a sinister look about him. Gaetan took several long moments to digest the appearance of Alary of Mercia.

“Your men,” he said. “You must be Alary.”

Alary was in no mood for whatever this man wanted. He was positively enormous, dressed in mail and heavy tunic, with a sword on his side, a kite-shaped shield slung across his back, and a wicked-looking crossbow in hand. It took him a moment to realize he was looking at a Norman knight, for no Saxon warriors dressed as this man did. The light of recognition went on and the anger on his face changed to astonishment.

“He was right,” he said as if a great idea had just occurred to him. “His brethren were about!”

Gaetan heard him and he was fairly certain he knew what he meant. “You have something that belongs to me, Anglais,” he said. “You took him. I want him back.”

Alary kept the shield up but he took a few steps in Gaetan’s direction as if to get a better look at him. “So it is true. You have come for my Norman.”

“I have.”

Alary seemed to be both impressed and amazed by the fact. “How astonishing that you made it this far,” he said. But his eyes glittered rather knowingly. “Let me guess; my sister is with you. It was she who told you were to find me and, consequently, the prisoner I took from her. Is that it? She has asked you to avenge her?”

Gaetan wasn’t surprised that Alary could figure out what was happening. The man knew he was being followed as far back as Westerham and Lady Gunnora’s messenger those weeks back had clearly mentioned Ghislaine. It didn’t take a great intellect to figure out that the Normans and Ghislaine must have been working together. But Gaetan didn’t want to give the man any more information than he’d already guessed. They’d entered into a deadly game and Gaetan didn’t want to give Alary any more ammunition against him. The man probably already knew too much.

Therefore, he played it cool.

“There is no vengeance involved,” he said. “I have simply come to take my man. You will bring him forth.”

Alary didn’t move. He had a smirk on his face, as if he knew exactly why Gaetan was here and all of his secrets, besides. In fact, he was almost jovial.

“We will get to your man in a moment,” he said. “I want to know how you and my sister found one another. Did she come to you for help? Please, tell me everything. I am most curious to know how my sister has betrayed me.”

Gaetan wasn’t pleased with the man’s stalling tactics. He suspected there was some end to it but, at the moment, he couldn’t figure out what that could be. Still, he wouldn’t put it past Alary to try and undermine him somehow. He had to be vigilant.

“Your curiosity will have to wait,” he said. “It is growing dark and, soon, we will be standing here in total darkness and my army in the trees will not be able to see who they are hitting with their arrows. You will lose many men if I give the word so it would be in your best interest to give me my man. That is all I have come for.”

Alary looked around to the dark trees lining both sides of the road. Clearly, there were men in them, men with crossbows, but an entire army? He returned his attention to Gaetan.

“I told you not to follow me,” he said. “My scouts reported that we were not followed, but your man was certain his comrades had not given up. He told me so. How did you move an entire army north and I did not know of it?”

Gaetan smiled thinly. “My men have arrows trained on you at this very moment,” he said, “and that shield will only protect one side of you. If I were you, I would do as I have asked. Bring me my man. I will not ask you again. Next time, I will let my army do the asking.”

There was truth to that statement. Alary could only protect one side and he lost some of his smug appearance. He backed up a bit, so there were men behind him and around him, but even those men started to move away out of fear that Alary was an arrow target. When Alary saw what was happening, his humor vanished completely. He eyed Gaetan with nothing short of pure hatred, realizing he had no choice but to bring forth his prized prisoner. If he didn’t, he suspected very bad things were about to happen.

“Bring me the Norman!” he bellowed. “Bring him now!”

Back in the lines, men began to scramble. As Gaetan and Alary gazed at each other in a deadly staring game, back in the lines, Kristoph was being unchained.

Half-unconscious with hunger and fatigue, he hadn’t heard what was going on at the front of the army. But he’d most definitely heard the arrows hit around them, so he knew something was happening. When the guards around him began to unchain him, he began to suspect something quite serious was afoot, but he had no idea what it was until he was brought forward through the lines of Saxon men.

Exhausted, starved, beaten, and in need of both a bath and a shave, Kristoph made his way slowly. He couldn’t move very fast but he was trying. As he emerged from the army, dragged forward by two of Alary’s men, his gaze fell on Gaetan and it was all he could do to not burst into tears; he’d never seen anything so beautiful in his entire life than Gaetan de Wolfe, standing alone and facing off against an army of two hundred men. The man had the bravery of the archangels and Kristoph knew, at that moment, that he would be saved.

There was no doubt in his mind.

Gaetan, too, had never seen any sight quite so wonderful as he did when his gaze beheld Kristoph. But he wanted to burst into tears for an entirely different reason; the man looked like hell. He looked like a starved animal. Normally a muscular man of some bulk, he looked as if he’d lost half of his weight. At that moment, Gaetan’s joy and shock turned into anger so deep that he was having a difficult time controlling it.

He wanted to kill.

“Kristoph,” he said hoarsely. “Come here.”

Kristoph moved to obey but Alary grabbed him by the arm. “Not so fast,” he said. “Your man is a valuable prisoner. We must discuss his release.”

Gaetan realized he was shaking with fury. “There will be no discussion. Turn him over to me or every man in your army will die, starting with you. Is this in any way unclear?”

Alary didn’t like being threatened. Unsheathing a dagger at his side, the same one he’d used to cut off the portion of Kristoph’s finger, he pointed the tip right at Kristoph’s left kidney.

“What gives you the right to come to my country and make such demands?” he hissed. “You do not belong here, Norman. You and your kind have come here to take what does not belong to you and as long as I hold your man hostage, the Normans will do as I say!”

Gaetan could see, in that statement, that Alary was detached from the world at large. Only a fool would make such a statement. What was it Antillius had called him? Alary Insanus. Alary the Insane. Gaetan began to realize that there may be truth to that and his only hope would be to behave as Alary was.

Threats to a man who only understood the language of a madman.

“Holding one Norman knight against the entire Norman nation will not cause them to surrender,” Gaetan said. “Give me my man and I will leave you and your army intact. Continue to threaten him as you do and my army will emerge from the trees and kill every last one of you. Now, take your dagger away from him. Kristoph, come here.”

Alary didn’t move and Kristoph, feeling the knifepoint at his kidney, knew this was the moment of truth. He could move, but he knew Alary would probably shove that dagger deep into his body if he did. He might survive it; he might not. But he was willing to take the chance. All he knew was that this was the moment when he fought back against his captor where he had been unable to fight back before. He was free and he was going to remain free.

But Gaetan had to know that and he had to be prepared. Therefore, he said the only thing he could at that moment, his blue eyes fixed on Gaetan.

“Et pro Gloria dei,” he said quietly.

For God and Glory.

Gaetan knew exactly what that meant. Those were words that preceded a fight, and a fight was upon them. There would be no more talk, no more negotiation. Knowing this may be their end, if they went, they would go out fighting like the knights they were. This was their battle.

Swallowing hard and bracing himself for what was to come, he nodded his head, once.

“Et pro Gloria dei,” he murmured.

He braced himself.

What happened after that was something Gaetan would remember for the rest of his life. It seemed as if it happened in slow motion, but it happened in the blink of an eye. Gaetan saw it and then it was gone, like a flash, and all hell broke loose as an army of men he didn’t recognize came rushing out of the trees, swarming the Saxon army, and pulling men down with their bows and arrows and spears.

It was chaos. But it was chaos that saved them all.

The last thing he remembered seeing before unleashing his own crossbow was an arrow flying right at Alary’s head, piercing his forehead and going all the way through to the other side. As Alary fell to the road, dead, Kristoph yanked the sword from the sheath at Alary’s side and joined whatever fight this happened to be. Now, the captive had turned on the captors.

And they were going to pay.

Somewhere in the middle of it of the mass of swarming, fighting men, Gaetan caught sight of the iron staff from the monument of the Tertium held high above the fighting, flying once again in the face of battle as it did for its legion those centuries ago. Now, Gaetan finally realize who these men were.

The Romans, in all their glory, had arrived.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


When you love someone

“Gaetan!”

Gaetan heard his name screamed above the rumble of battle and he turned to see Ghislaine astride a hairy pony as she pushed through the fighting, using the bow in her hand to club men over the head with it.

In a panic, Gaetan pushed his way towards her, shoving and slashing at men, finally reaching her and pulling her off the pony. As the pony scattered, he carried Ghislaine out of the fighting, running with her into the trees, his only thought to take her to safety. He didn’t even know how long he’d run, only that it seemed like forever. He was blinded with his panic to get her to safety. But Ghislaine put a hand on his face, easing him, soothing him, and bringing him back to reality.

“You can stop, Gaetan,” she told him. “We are clear of the battle; all is well, I swear it. You can stop!”

He heard her words but he was still filled with terror for her safety. Slowly, he was able to come to a stop but he ended up stumbling to his knees, nearly dumping Ghislaine to the ground.

But she held on tight, arms around his neck. When they were on the moldering leaves of the forest, she finally let go, her hands going to his face.

“Are you well?” she asked urgently, eyes full of unshed tears. “Tell me you are uninjured.”

Gaetan had his arms around her now, kissing her furiously as he tried to speak. “I am well,” he said. “But what are you doing here? What has happened?”

Ghislaine was trying to speak but his mouth on hers made it difficult. “I had to come,” she gasped. “Jathan told me that you had left and I had to come. Gaetan, I could not let you face this alone.”

She finally put her hand over his mouth because he was kissing her hard enough to make her swoon. “But those men,” he said, kissing her hand instead. He couldn’t seem to stop kissing her. “You asked Antillius for assistance? Are those his men?”

It was so much more complex than that and Ghislaine was sick with grief at the question. How could she tell Gaetan that the price of his help was the end of their dreams? Of course, the man had to know. If she didn’t tell him, then Antillius would. But she didn’t want to tell him so soon. She, at least, wanted some time with him before the sorrow began.

Throwing her arms around his neck, she simply wanted to hold him against her, to remember this moment for the years to come when she was wrought with loneliness and sorrow. Squeezing her eyes shut, she fought off the tears that were threatening to rip her apart.

“We left the village a few hours after you did,” she said, her throat tight with emotion. “Antillius brought all the men he could to help you. I knew this area and I suspected that you would meet Alary on this stretch of road, somewhere between Tenebris and Kidderminster, so we came up through the forest and we saw your men in the trees, watching the road. Téo and Aramis saw us and they waited with us and told us when to attack.”

Now, it was all becoming clear. It was such a glorious bit of good news that Gaetan was having trouble grasping it all. He held her close.

“Your timing was perfect,” Gaetan said, relief in his voice. “It could not have come at a more perfect moment. But you? You came and I did not want you to. I left orders that you should not.”

“I know.”

“I told Jathan to tie you to the bed if he had to.”

Ghislaine was still holding him, unable to look him in the eye. “He tried,” she said, somewhat remorseful. “I had to disable him.”

Gaetan frowned before pulling out of her embrace, looking at her as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear her explanation. “What do you mean ‘disable’ him?” he asked. “What did you do, little mouse?”

“I kicked him.”

“Where?”

“It is a good thing he is a priest and will never want children.”

Gaetan’s eyebrows flew up in shock. “There?”

“Aye.”

“Where did you leave the body?”

Ghislaine tried not to look too contrite. “He could not ride, so he is back at the Tertium village. He says you can come back for him and Camulos when the battle is over.”

Gaetan knew he should scold her. But then, he started to laugh in spite of himself, his big white teeth gleaming in the weak light. “I should spank you at the very least,” he said. “But I cannot muster the will. You are very determined and I adore you all the more for it.”

She was glad he wasn’t angry with her. But in looking at the man, into that handsome face that she’d come to know so well, the tears began to return.

“And I love you, Norman,” she whispered. “I love you with all that I am. Everything I have done, I have done it because I love you. You must always remember that.”

His smile turned warm, adoring. A big hand cupped her face. “I am the most fortunate man in all the world to have your love,” he murmured. “As you have mine.”

“Gate!”

Téo broke the tender moment, coming up behind him through the trees with Kristoph in tow. Gaetan forgot all about Ghislaine for the moment and rushed to Kristoph, throwing his arms around the man in a moment he’d been praying for since he realized Kristoph had been abducted. His brother, his friend, was finally safe, and his relief knew no limits.

“Kris,” he muttered, hugging the man tightly before releasing him. “You cannot know how I have longed for this moment.”

Kristoph was wearily smiling at him. “I knew you would come for me,” he said. “I never had any doubt.”

Gaetan put an affectionate hand on his cheek. “I am glad you did not doubt us, for it was a harrowing journey to find you.” He sobered. “How is your hand?”

He meant the partially cut finger. Kristoph held up his hand to show him. “It has almost healed. I do not miss it, anyway.”

“But you are well otherwise?”

“Other than the fact I could eat an entire cow by myself, I am well. But how did you happen to find me? Alary was convinced you had stopped following us, but I knew better. I knew you were around, somewhere. But how did you know?”

Gaetan pointed to Ghislaine. “It is all because of her,” he said. “You do remember her, do you not?”

Kristoph looked at Ghislaine and his eyes widened. “Of course I do,” he said, taking a few halting steps in Ghislaine’s direction. “My lady protector. It was you who helped my comrades find me?”

Ghislaine stood up, slowly because of her aching thigh. “It was because of me that Alary took you,” she said. “At first, I went to the Normans for help with vengeance in my heart. I wanted them to kill my brother for taking you away from me. But in the end, it was my own arrow that ended my brother’s miserable life and I am not sorry for that. For everything he has done and all of the people he has wronged, I suppose it was the least I could do.”

Her statement wasn’t missed by Gaetan. “It was you who put the arrow through his skull?”

Ghislaine nodded solemnly. “Aye,” she replied. “He cannot hurt anyone again. If it had to be done… it is right that I should do it. He has given our family a terrible name. We have much to atone for.”

Gaetan went to her, pulling her into his arms, and Kristoph watched with some astonishment. “What’s this?” he hissed. “Why do you hold that woman like that?”

Gaetan started to laugh. “Because I am going to marry her.” He watched the amazement on Kristoph’s face. “Do not look so surprised; you should be happy for me. Ghislaine is the only woman worthy of me, Kris, and I am not ashamed to admit that I adore her. It was a good thing her brother abducted you ’else I would have never known her.”

He meant the last part a jest, but not entirely because it was true. Kristoph looked at Téo, who simply nodded with a grin, as if the joke was on Kristoph. As Kristoph struggled to absorb what he’d been told, because he had many more questions than answers, more of Gaetan’s men wandered into the trees.

Aramis, de Reyne, de Moray, and de Lara all went straight to Kristoph, hugging the man just as Gaetan had, thrilled that he was alive and well. It was a tender, touching scene as men reaffirmed their bonds of friendship, of brotherhood. Joy was in the air on this dusky evening as the Anges de Guerre were made whole once again. A day that could have ended very badly had the best possible outcome.

There was much to be thankful for.

“The battle is over for the most part, Gate,” Aramis said. “Alary’s men have scattered.”

Gaetan took Ghislaine by the hand. “Come along,” he said. “Let us go and see to it.”

Ghislaine allowed him to lead her back through the trees, with his men in tow, until they all ended up back on the road where it was now a bloody mess with scattered bodies everywhere. Off towards the west, the Tertium were still chasing some of Alary’s men but, for the most part, the majority of them were milling around the dead and dying Saxons, stealing weapons and anything of value from their bodies. Gaetan surveyed the brutal scene.

“Give the Tertium anything they want from Alary’s wagons,” he told his men. “They can even have the horses if they wish. I will not lay claim to anything. This was their battle, not mine. It is the least I can do.”

As his men nodded, de Winter, St. Hèver, and Wellesbourne emerged from the mess, also heading to Kristoph to do exactly what the others had done. There was much hugging and rejoicing going on as their lost brother was reclaimed.

Holding tightly to Gaetan’s hand, Ghislaine watched it all. As she’d seen from the beginning with the Anges de Guerre, there was the strength of bond between them that was more powerful than anything she had ever seen. Now they were a complete brotherhood again and the joy in the air was indescribable. It almost made all of the pain and hardship they’d suffered worth the end. Certainly, one could not experience such great joy without suffering such great pain.

But that pain was only going to get worse.

Antillius appeared with a group of his men, heading straight for Gaetan. Ghislaine stood back as Gaetan went to Antillius to extend his hand in thanks. Antillius took the man’s hand and shook it.

“Words cannot express my gratitude,” Gaetan said sincerely. “That you would ride to our aid… without you, it is possible that this battle would have had an entirely different outcome. Allow me to present Kristoph de Lohr, the man you risked your life for.”

He introduced his knight, who nodded his head at Antillius. “I am in your debt, my lord,” Kristoph said.

Antillius looked at the knight they had rescued, dirty and scruffy and beaten. “There is no debt to speak of,” he said. “We have been well compensated for our efforts. Fortunately, we did not lose a man. I have a few injured, but nothing that will not heal.”

Gaetan wasn’t sure what he meant. “Compensated?” he asked, confused. “I do not understand.”

Antillius’ gaze moved to Ghislaine. “You have not told him?”

Ghislaine was back to feeling sick and miserable. When everyone looked at her, expecting an answer, she swallowed hard. She’d hoped to tell Gaetan without an audience but it seemed that was not to be.

“I… I have not,” she said quietly. “There has not been time.”

Gaetan didn’t sense anything amiss, at least not right away. He looked at Ghislaine. “What did you pay him with? I was not aware you had any money.”

Ghislaine took a deep breath, fighting to keep from breaking down. At this point, she didn’t care that others were listening. All she cared about was Gaetan and how he was going to react to everything.

“I do not have money,” she said. “I… I made a bargain with Antillius.”

“What bargain did you make?”

Ghislaine was struggling. She tried to open her mouth but nothing seemed to come forth. Gaetan was waiting; everyone was waiting. Her heart was pounding and her knees were weak. As she opened her mouth and tried again, Antillius spoke.

“The lady was terribly grieved at the thought of your demise, as you and your men faced her brother,” he said steadily. “In discussing the issue with me, she was determined to go alone and help you but I knew her help would be useless. In fact, it might even be a hindrance. I therefore offered my men in place of the army you were forced to leave behind at Westerham, but at a price.”

Gaetan was listening closely but he was starting to get the feeling that there was something wrong in all of this. He was holding on to Ghislaine’s hand and he could feel her trembling.

“What price?” he asked.

Antillius looked him in the eye. “She wanted something from me and I wanted something from her,” he said. “She was willing to pay the price, although I understand that it was only to save you and your men. It was not because her heart was in this decision. She made it because she had to.”

Gaetan was increasingly concerned. “Be plain, Antillius. What bargain was made?”

Antillius continued. “You will recall that I offered my daughters to you and your men this morning,” he said. “You will recall why. My people are a dying race and I explained to you how important it was for my daughters to bear sons, strong sons, to continue our family. I am a desperate man, de Wolfe, but you already know that. When you and your men left this morning, there were no takers to my offer, so the lady agreed that there would be at least one taker.”

Gaetan didn’t like the sound of that at all. “What could she possibly agree to?”

“I agreed that I would allow you to marry Lygia in my stead,” Ghislaine said hoarsely. She was looking at the ground, unable to face him. “I told Antillius that I would insist you marry Lygia so that at least one of his daughters could bear sons from a man of new blood. And your sons will be the strongest and greatest of them all.”

Gaetan was horrified at the mere suggestion. “How could you agree to such a thing?” he demanded. “That you would give up –?”

Ghislaine cut him off as she burst into tears. “I had no choice!” she said. “If I did not agree, then they would not help you, and if they did not help you, you would die. Your men would all die. Do you not understand, Gaetan? I did it because I love you. I would rather have you alive and married to another than a dead memory of my life that could have been. I did it to save your life!”

Gaetan was beside himself. He looked at the top of Ghislaine’s head as she stood there and wept before turning to look at Antillius. For a man that had only gratitude in his expression just moments before, now there was only hatred as he faced off against the man he’d considered an ally.

“How could you make such a bargain with her?” he hissed. “You have put her honor on the line and now mine with your unreasonable demands. How in God’s name could you manipulate her like that? Because she loves me, she agreed to your demands. Only a vile man would take advantage of a woman like that.”

Antillius was faced with a very angry warrior. Not that he expected otherwise. He was torn between defiance and remorse.

“When your family is dying off, see if you would not make a deal with the devil to save them,” he said quietly. “I am sorry, de Wolfe. I truly am. But that was the price of my assistance. If you have any honor in you, you will abide by the lady’s bargain.”

Gaetan had never felt more hollow, more devastated, in his entire life. He understood Antillius’ point of view; he simply didn’t agree with the man’s methods.

“So you would force me into a marriage with your daughter, knowing that I love another woman?” he asked, incredulous. “Surely there is another way.”

Antillius was deeply pained by the grief he’d brought about. “I wish there was. This morning, I asked you if you would be willing to marry your men to my daughters but you evidently refused and did not have the decency to tell me. Therefore, I must do all I can to provide at least one of them with a good husband and to ensure the survival of my family. Please forgive me, de Wolfe, but this is something I had to do.”

Gaetan simply stared at the man. As a warrior of consummate honor, Gaetan was a man who stood by his word. He had never broken his word, not to anyone. Even though he’d not made this bargain, Ghislaine had and, if he didn’t go through with it, he would be destroying her credibility and his right along with it.

Oh, God… is it really true? Must I do this?

He was, therefore, at a loss; he couldn’t even look at his men, knowing they heard the real reason behind the unexpected help they’d received against Alary. It was heartbreaking in so many ways because now they, too, knew his honor was on the line. They were watching him to see what he would do. Would he refuse? Or would he keep a bargain that would destroy his emotions as well as Lady Ghislaine’s? His honor, especially in front of his men, was the most important thing to him. His men had to know he was unbreakable, no matter what the cost.

Realizing he had no choice, he turned away from the group, still holding Ghislaine’s hand.

“Give me a moment, if you will,” he muttered. “I must speak with Ghislaine.”

Antillius watched the big man as he turned away, pulling a sobbing woman up against him. He almost called out to them to apologize again but he thought better of it. His apologies meant nothing. If he was truly sorry, he would have broken the bargain himself but he wasn’t willing to do that. As he stood there uncomfortably, listening to the lady’s weeping, a deep voice spoke.

“There is no need for Gaetan to marry your daughter, my lord.”

Antillius found himself looking at Aramis, the man who had defended his daughters against the Men of Bones. He rather liked Aramis, in fact.

“Unfortunately, there is,” he said to him. “Mayhap it is not the most savory bargain, but you will not interfere.”

Aramis shook his head. “I must,” he said. “If you are looking for a husband for Lygia, please consider me instead of Gaetan. I would consider it an honor.”

Antillius looked at Aramis in surprise. In fact, even Gaetan came to a halt, having heard his knight’s offer. “Aramis?” Gaetan said hesitantly. “Nay, man… you cannot do this.”

Aramis turned to look at Gaetan, his dark eyes glimmering with warmth. “Do what?’ he asked. “Marry a lovely accomplished woman? Are you so selfish that you would try to keep me from every beautiful woman in Mercia? I am quite serious, Gate. I spent time with Lygia and her sisters last night and Lygia is a lovely woman. I would consider it an honor to marry her in your stead.”

Gaetan’s mouth popped open in shock as he looked to Antillius, who was looking at Aramis with equal shock. But somewhere amongst the disbelief, hope and joy sprang forth. “Is this true?” Antillius asked. “You would actually… but why did you not say anything before now?”

Aramis cocked a dark eyebrow. “When has there been the opportunity, my lord? We have had very little time to speak that was not full of death or panic.”

He had a point. Antillius looked to Gaetan, who was heading back in his direction with his attention solely on Aramis.

“Truly, Aramis?” Gaetan asked, astonished. “You would do this?”

Aramis looked at Gaetan. “Aye, I would.” His gaze moved to Ghislaine, who still had tears on her cheeks even though her sobbing had come to an abrupt halt. He smiled at her. “Sometimes when you love someone, you would do anything to make them happy. Is that not so, Lady Ghislaine.”

Sometimes, when you love someone… Ghislaine understood what he meant immediately. Because Aramis loved her, he was willing to do what was necessary to see her happy. In this case, it meant marrying Lygia so Gaetan would be freed from the bonds of Ghislaine’s bargain. Rather than see Gaetan forced into marriage so he could sweep in and be a shoulder for Ghislaine to cry on, Aramis saw greater honor in seeing her happy.

Aramis was prepared to sacrifice himself for her joy.

“Oh, Aramis!” Ghislaine gasped when she realized the depths of his offer. “Thank you!”

She launched herself at Aramis, throwing her arms around the man’s neck as he stumbled back from the force of the blow. Momentarily surprised by her action, he began to laugh as he timidly put his arms around her to give her a squeeze. But not too much; Gaetan was watching. In fact, when he saw the expression on Gaetan’s face, he took his arms away from her to show that he wasn’t touching her at all.

“See?” he said. “I am not touching her. It is she who is holding on to me.”

Gaetan had to laugh. It was the most astonishing moment of his life, realizing that Aramis was willing to sacrifice himself for his and Ghislaine’s happiness. The man he’d known for years, the man he considered to be a brother, was displaying just how extensive his loyalty was. Gaetan was humbled by the gesture, touched beyond measure. As he pulled Ghislaine off of the man, he turned to Antillius.

“Will you accept his offer, then?” he asked. “Lygia could find no greater husband than Aramis. He is one of the finest men I have ever known.”

There was no doubt in Antillius’ mind as to whether or not he would accept the offer. In truth, he was extremely relieved by it. Now, he didn’t have to break up a man and woman who were clearly in love with each other, and Lygia would be getting a very fine husband. He looked between Aramis and Gaetan, a smile on his lips.

“I am honored by the offer,” he said. “Of course I will accept it. I am sure Lygia will be quite pleased. But I have two more daughters… well, they need husbands also and….”

“The lass with the titian hair is quite beautiful,” de Lara said, interrupting him. “Although I have not met her yet, I would like to. Would you introduce us, my lord?”

Antillius looked to de Lara, thrilled beyond measure. “That is Verity,” he said eagerly. “I would be happy to introduce you. Thank you, my lord. Thank you ever so much.”

Behind de Lara, de Moray cleared his throat loudly. “I suppose that leaves the last one for me,” he said. “It would be my honor, my lord.”

Antillius was astonished. His bargain with Ghislaine had only brought a husband for one daughter, but the loyalty of Gaetan’s men to ensure that their liege and Lady Ghislaine were permitted to wed brought forth three marriage offers to make sure Gaetan didn’t have to worry about any of Antillius’ daughters. Ever. Now, they were spoken for and Antillius could not have been more delighted.

It was better than he had ever hoped for.

It was a good day, indeed.

“We shall return home on the morrow and feast,” he told them all. “Let us celebrate this great victory and this fine alliance between Norman and Tertium. I could not ask for greater allies and fathers to a new generation of strong sons with both Roman and Norman bloodlines. Truly, they will be the greatest sons of all.”

It was the ravings of a man who was extremely happy at the course the future had taken. Aramis, Luc, and Marc went to herd Antillius away from Gaetan and Ghislaine, moving with the man towards the dead on the road and turning the discussion away from the sudden betrothal of all three of them and back to the victory at hand. It was their way of giving Gaetan and Ghislaine some privacy for, undoubtedly, there was much to say between them. A future that had very nearly come to an end.

But a future that was now bright for all of them.

Around them, the other knights wandered off, including Kristoph, leaving Gaetan and Ghislaine alone in their disbelief with the turning of the tides. So much had happened that it was difficult to absorb it all. But in spite of the grief and shock they had endured, one thing was certain – they were still together and nothing could ever tear them apart. The bond they shared and the bonds of the Anges de Guerre were things that would never leave them. Norman or Saxon, it didn’t matter. Honor was honor, and love was love, and in this new world, both had a place.

“Are you angry with me for making such a bargain, Gaetan?”

Ghislaine’s soft question met his ears and he turned to look at her, that face he loved so well illuminated by the weak light as evening fell around them. Smiling, he shook his head.

“I understand why you did it,” he said. “I cannot say I would not have done the same thing if the situation was reversed. I suppose it only helps me to understand the depth of your feeling for me and I am more honored than you can ever know. I am not sure what I have done in my life to be worthy of someone like you.”

Ghislaine smiled, falling into his embrace when he wrapped his arms around her. “It is I who am honored,” she whispered. “But thank God for Aramis. I cannot believe he would sacrifice himself so.”

Gaetan held her against him, gazing down the road to see his three knights in the darkness, wandering through the dead with Antillius. “I can,” he murmured. “Only a man of great honor and feeling would make such a noble sacrifice, and that is the kind of man Aramis is. He did it for you but he also did it for me. That is the bond of brotherhood, my lady, something you would not understand.”

She looked up at him. “But I do,” she said sincerely. “I understand that you would die for each other a thousand times over. I understand that you would make great sacrifices for each other, as Aramis and Luc and Marc just did. And I understand that they would bargain away their own happiness just so you would have the chance to live.”

She meant her bargain with Antillius in her last sentence. Gaetan smiled down at her, feeling more love and contentment than he had ever known. If someone had told him those weeks ago when he came aboard his ships to the shores of Pevensey that he would have met a woman in battle that he would come to love with all his heart, he would have thought they were mad. Warwolfe was not a man prone to love, in any sense. But on this night, it was Warwolfe who finally learned that love takes many forms, the most beautiful of which were sometimes the most unexpected.

Gazing into Ghislaine’s eyes, Gaetan knew that the battle for England had only been the beginning, not only for the Norman occupation of the country, but for him personally.

It was the moment that Gaetan de Wolfe’s life truly began.


[image: ‡]
EPILOGUE


The Book of Battle

Immediate Present Day

“Usually, these boards are a closed session, but in your case, we’ve made allowances.”

Abigail already knew that. It was her viva voce, or viva, which was her final board review to determine whether or not she received her Ph.D. in Medieval History. She was here to defend her eighty thousand-word thesis that had taken her three years to write.

Sitting in a lecture hall at the University of Birmingham, she was facing a board of seven people, all of them hand selected from some of the most reputable and important Medieval and ancient historical academics in the world. She even had one guy from the Sorbonne in France whose sole focus was Medieval military battles – Hastings, Crécy, Agincourt, Towton, and everything in between. He’d been called in specifically because of the subject matter of the Battle of Hastings, but all of them had been invited to listen to something that no one had ever heard before.

The Book of Battle.

Abigail turned around and glanced into the audience behind her to see Queensborough and Mr. Groby sitting there, smiling encouragingly at her. Even grouchy Queenie seemed rather pleased by the whole thing. There was also another woman in the audience who’d been allowed to listen in because during the last year of Abigail’s studies, Anne Smith de Wolfe, a professional genealogist and owner of a company called Digging Up Your Roots, had been a massive help to her in ironing out the history of Warwolfe and his descendants. She was married to a de Wolfe, in fact, which made all of this right up her alley.

Now, it was time for Abigail to face the music, as it were. She had seven experts in her field, who had been experts longer than she’d been alive, and she was ready to take them head-on.

“We’ve all had the opportunity to review your dissertation, Abby,” her advisor, department head Dr. Sykes continued to speak. Then she grinned. “Of course, I’ve been looking at this and discussing it with you since it started, but our other panel members have only seen it as of late. I believe Dr. Sorkin wishes to begin the inquiry, so let’s start.”

Abigail turned to the scholar from the Sorbonne, who was looking at something on the table in front of him, his glasses halfway down his nose. When he realized the attention was on him, he glanced up at Abigail.

“The Book of Battle,” he said in his heavy French accent. “You list this as your main source.”

“Yes, sir.”

“This is not a published resource.”

“No, sir.”

Dr. Sorkin was silent for a moment. “Young lady, if what you say is true, this source is potentially one of the biggest finds in the world of Medieval history. You do know that.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Where is the book?”

Abigail looked at Dr. Sykes, who spoke up. “It is here,” she said, waving forward a department associate who had been sitting off in the shadows. “If you are worried about its authenticity, don’t. We’ve spent the past six months having it analyzed by independent sources. I will show you the reports. It’s completely authentic and we have two independent lab sources that date the book back to the era of William of Normandy’s conquest. This is the real deal, gentlemen.”

Dr. Sorkin was quite interested in the box the associate put on the table. In fact, they all were. As Dr. Sykes stood up and put on a pair of white gloves that were on top of the box, she spoke to Abigail.

“Abby, do you want to speak about this now?” she asked. “Because, honestly, I think this is the only thing everybody really wants to know about.”

A few titters of laughter came from the panel as Abigail nodded. She was a little nervous, but she knew this subject backwards and forwards. In fact, she was rather excited to finally speak openly about something she’d been keeping to herself for the most part for the past three years. This is what she’d studied hard for and researched until she saw the material in her dreams. Sometimes, she even saw her subject in her dreams.

Warwolfe.

This was the moment Gaetan de Wolfe and his men began to shine for all the world to see.

“As you know, my dissertation is entitled The unsung heroes of the Norman Invasion and their impact upon the Conquest,” she said. “It has been my goal, since the beginning, to give a voice to those men who helped the Duke of Normandy conquer England. The man didn’t do it all by himself and it was my goal to discover who made the biggest impact in his plans for conquest. Of course, as you know, information about the Battle of Hastings is fairly limited. There are only a few trusted sources in Barrow, Bates, Hallam, and other related scholars, but any first-hand account has been impossible to find. When I started visiting the Battle of Hastings museum a few years ago in my quest to find resources for my paper, I became acquainted with Mr. Peters Groby, who was a docent, but he had also lived in the village of Battle his entire life.”

She turned to point out Mr. Groby, who lifted a hand to wave at the panel. Abigail continued to speak even though she was looking at Mr. Groby and Queensborough, seated next to him.

“The man to Mr. Groby’s right is the man to whom I owe everything,” she said. She’d grown quite fond of Queensborough over the past two years. “Meet Mr. Queensborough Browne, a direct descendant of Sir Anthony Browne, who was a close confident of Henry VIII. It’s through Queensborough Browne that I was able to gain access to a Medieval journal that had been in his family’s possession since the Dissolution of the Monasteries. This journal, which is called the Book of Battle because of Battle Abbey, was written by a monk named Jathan de Guerre and when you read the transcript of the Book of Battle, you’ll see that he was probably the very first war correspondent. He gives a detailed account of not only the battle, but of a group of Norman knights known as the Anges de Guerre, led by a man known as Warwolfe.”

By this time, Dr. Sykes had the ancient book out of its box and the assistant was passing out copies of the transcripts. They hadn’t shared any of this before the viva because they had wanted this event to be the introduction of the Book of Battle to the world.

Dr. Sykes put the book on the table so that all of the panelists could get a look at it and, as they all stood up to see it, Abigail was essentially forgotten. For such an artifact to be presented to these historical scholars was like a drug to an addict; they were immediately filled with it, enthralled with it, and Abigail watched them as they fawned over it.

Turning her glance at Queensborough, she could see a hint of pride on the man’s face. From a man who had been terrified to even show her the book those two short years ago to a man who had now gained a great deal of pride for sharing it with the world, Abigail was thrilled with the change. An old man who was able, in the twilight of his life, to find something wonderful to be proud over. She smiled at him and he winked at her.

Bring them back to life, Miss Devlin.

She was about to.

“The Book of Battle details the quest of Gaetan de Wolfe and his men as they went on a quest to rescue one of their comrades who had been kidnapped by a historical figure we all know as Alary of Mercia,” Abigail said, talking even though no one was really paying attention to her. “Alary is also sometimes called Amary, but Jathan de Guerre definitely calls him Alary. This is an account like I’ve never seen before and neither has anyone else because it’s very detailed. It really reads like a novel, actually. Jathan lists the men that went with de Wolfe on this quest and discusses them in fairly close detail.”

One of the scholars at the table, Dr. Rapkin, was listening to her. He stepped away from the table as the others pored over the journal. “De Wolfe is a fairly well-known name in England, still,” he said. “They’re still the Earls of Wolverhampton, I believe.”

Abigail nodded, pointing to Anne de Wolfe back in the audience. “That’s Lady de Wolfe right there,” she said. “She has helped me tremendously in discovering the history of the entire de Wolfe family, starting with Gaetan. We’ve been able to clear up a few misnomers starting with an old de Wolfe family legend that Gaetan de Wolfe met his wife, Ghislaine of Mercia, at the Battle of Wellesbourne. The truth was that Ghislaine of Mercia, the sister of Edwin of Mercia, was a warrior woman and she was at the Battle of Hastings. That’s where Gaetan first met her. You’ll read about it in the transcript. It was Ghislaine who helped Gaetan and his men hunt down her brother, Alary, and the Norman knight he’d abducted. The Battle of Wellesbourne didn’t come until well after the Battle of Hastings. You’ll also see in the transcript that one of Gaetan’s men, interestingly enough, bore the name of Wellesbourne.”

Dr. Rapkin nodded, very interested in this unique subject. “After reading your dissertation, I did a little research myself on the de Wolfe family. He became the Earl of Wolverhampton after the Battle of Wellesbourne.”

“That is correct.”

“But the de Wolfes that inherited the earldom of Warenton are a separate branch.”

Abigail shrugged. “Partially,” she said. “Those de Wolfes came from William de Wolfe, who was the first Earl of Warenton. William was the third son of the Earl of Wolverhampton, the man who had inherited that title through Gaetan. Since William de Wolfe was the third son, he was not in line for that inheritance. He received the title Earl of Warenton from Henry III, but he is a direct descendent of Gaetan de Wolfe.”

It was clearing up some rather complicated family trees and, by now, more of the panelists were listening. “I also read about the Roman factor in your paper as it had to do with Gaetan’s quest northward,” Dr. Rapkin continued. “Can you please clarify how a lost Roman legion was part of the Norman conquest?”

Abigail grinned. “Well, you’ll see in the Book of Battle that they weren’t really a lost Roman legion, but merely descended from one,” she said. “The leader was from the House of Shericus, but it was evidently de Wolfe who changed the name to de Shera because he felt it should be in the ‘Norman fashion’. At least, that’s what Jathan wrote. Anyway, several great English houses – de Lara, de Moray, and de Russe – have links to these Roman descendants because they married women from the tribe.”

Dr. Rapkin rubbed at his chin thoughtfully. “And the House of de Shera? What became of them?”

Abigail glanced back at Anne once more. “With Lady de Wolfe’s help, I did a little research on the House of de Shera and discovered it was de Wolfe who gave them properties up near Chester when Antillius de Shera, who was a widower, married a Norman woman,” she said. “He had a few sons by her and it was the service of the sons to the Norman kings that gave them the Earldom of Coventry. The House of de Shera and the House of de Wolfe remained allies for hundreds of years after that.”

It was a very neat story, all wrapped up in her dissertation and explained to the last genealogical detail. Dr. Rapkin picked up a copy of the text from the Book of Battle, scanning it as Abigail sat there and waited for the next question. Considering the fascinating subject, it wasn’t long in coming.

“De Lohr, de Russe, de Moray,” Dr. Rapkin muttered as he read. “These are some of the greatest Medieval houses during that time. And all of them came with Warwolfe with the Duke of Normandy?”

Abigail nodded. “That’s right,” she said. “You know that Edward I named his giant trebuchet Lupus Guerre, which means war wolf, but I couldn’t find any definitive information that stated that he actually named it after de Wolfe. But one can only assume he knew of the Normandy’s greatest knight, so maybe that was his homage to de Wolfe.”

Dr. Rapkin was still looking at the transcript. “It would explain a lot, actually,” he said. Then he began flipping around the pages. “I saw somewhere that Gaetan and his wife had eleven children.”

Abigail watched him flip around. “That’s in my paper,” she said. “William, Aaric, Elizabetha, Matthias, Juliana, Stefon, Dacia, Edwin, Quinton, Jarreth, and Catherine.”

When he looked at her strangely for rattling off all of those names so quickly, she knew his question before he asked it.

“I have an eidetic memory. I see words,” she said.

He understood. Dr. Rapkin looked back at the papers. “And they all lived into adulthood?”

Abigail nodded. “Seven sons and four girls, all of them growing up to become pretty great in their own right, but Lady de Wolfe can tell you more about that since it’s her family. My focus was on Warwolfe and Ghislaine of Mercia, not their children.”

Dr. Rapkin simply nodded as he went to reclaim his seat, still looking at the papers in his hand. In fact, all of them were starting to settle back into their seats and Abigail took the opportunity to plead her case before the heavy questioning started. There were a few things she wanted to clear up.

“I had someone tell me once that writing about English history like this wasn’t my right because I’m not British,” she said. “As I explained to him, my love of England is in my blood. I may not have been born here, but my heart is here. I didn’t set out to change English history as we know it but I did want to give a voice to those men, those warriors, whose deeds and names had been lost to time. Maybe it was arrogant of me, but just maybe I actually did something that will make people look back on these knights – the Anges de Guerre – and appreciate them for their accomplishments. Yes, I know they conquered a nation, but it goes beyond that – these were men of great honor, and when you read the transcription of the Book of Battle, you’ll see how much they were devoted to each other. Nowadays, we just don’t see honor and duty like that. These men literally risked their lives for a colleague, just to rescue the man, and that’s a kind of heroism that is largely lost these days. People have forgotten what it means to love your friends like these men loved each other. I think that’s the greatest thing I took away from this whole project – the love these knights had for each other. They were the original band of brothers.”

By the time she was finished speaking, the entire panel was looking at her. They were reclaiming their seats, refocusing on the task at hand even though there wasn’t one of them that didn’t want to run off with the Book of Battle and bury themselves in a room with it for the next six months. Such history, and such artifacts, were rare in their field. But even more rare was the passion from this young woman who spoke of men who had been dead for almost a thousand years as if they were her real-life heroes. That alone infused her dissertation with a glow that was difficult to describe, but one that was most worth listening to.

“Then let’s talk about these men, Miss Devlin,” Dr. Sorkin said, a smile playing on his lips. “You speak as if you know them personally.”

Abigail was dead serious as she looked at them. “I do,” she said. “Let me tell you about them.”

As Abigail began to speak of Gaetan de Wolfe and his humble origins, Groby and Queensborough sat back and listened with the pride of fathers listening to their children. Abigail was articulate and intelligent, and she spoke of Warwolfe and the Anges de Guerre as if she knew them all personally. But, as she’d said, she did. She truly did. These weren’t simply men on paper; these were men who had lived and died but, now thanks to her, they were living once again. Now, the world would know what Abigail and Queensborough knew.

The world would know the importance of the Duke of Normandy’s greatest knights.

Therefore, this was a satisfying moment as well as a defining one, at least for Queensborough. He was proud; so very proud to have been part of something that brought the honored dead to life. From that old book that had remained buried in his family’s artifacts, he was glad he’d been the one that allowed the story to finally be told. It gave him a sense of satisfaction he’d never known before.

“She told you she would make these men breathe again, Queenie,” Groby leaned over and whispered to him. “Do you believe her now?”

Queensborough smiled, remembering those words from the day he’d first met the determined Abigail Devlin.

I’ll make you proud, I swear it. I’ll make these men breathe again.

She had. And somewhere in the halls of heaven, he was pretty sure Gaetan was smiling, too.

* THE END *
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Part 1


The Wilds of the North


 

There upon a midnight blue

The knights went riding two by two

Out upon the moonlit moors

Death consumed them, brought by war

Into their midst, a phantom came

Known by heart, this gentle rain

A lady’s name…

A river, she was called

Loved and cherished, one and all

This lady known to knights so bold

This is now the story told.

~ Prelude to The Wolfe


CHAPTER ONE


The month of December

Year of our Lord 1231

Skirmish of Bog Wood near Blackadder Water, the England/Scotland border

“By everything that is holy, I do hate a battle.”

A soft female sigh filled the damp and cool air. The reply was harsh.

“So help me, Caladora, if ye faint again I shall take a stick to ye.”

Five women stood high atop a hill, looking down upon a grisly scene far below in what was once a peaceful and serene valley. Where lavender heather used to wash amidst the lush green there were now broken, bloody corpses, the result of a fight that had lasted for a day and a night. Now, everything was eerily still with only the occasional cries of the dying. No more sounds of swords; only the sounds of death.

The sun was beginning to set over the distant hills, casting the valley in a shadowed light. To the women waiting on the high hill, it looked as if Hell itself was setting in to begin claiming its souls. It was ended, this battle; one battle in a mightier war that had been going on for as long as anyone could remember. The war for the Scots border.

The Lady Jordan Scott waited with her aunts and cousins, waiting for the signal from her father that would send them down into the valley to begin assessing their own wounded and making sure any enemy wounded were sent into the netherworld. She hated it; all of it. She hated seeing good men die, watching their life blood drain away and listening to their pleas for help. She hated the bloody English for causing all of this blessed pain and suffering because they believed themselves the superior race. All Scots were wild men in their eyes, unthinking and unfeeling, and somehow the English felt compelled to act as their cage-keeper.

But Jordan was anything but wild and unthinking. She had a heart and a mind and soul, sometimes softer than her clansmen would have liked. As the sun continued to set she pulled the hood of her woolen cloak closer, staving off the chill and the gloom. Just when the wait seemed excessive, a shout from one of her father’s men released the dam of women who now poured down into the valley. As the dusk deepened, the hunt began.

Jordan was one of the last one into the valley, dragging her feet even when her aunts casted her threatening glares. She ignored them. In fact, she moved away from them so they would not watch every move she made, removing her hood and picking her targets among the dead.

Her long, honey-colored hair hung loose about her as she bent over a young man and began to tug on a gold signet ring. It seemed to be securely stuck to his finger and she swallowed hard; her father would expect her to take out her dirk and cut off the finger, throwing the whole thing into her basket.

She wrinkled her nose at that prospect and let the dead hand fall back to the ground. She was not going to cut off the finger, no matter what her father said. She didn’t have the stomach for it. But the man at her feet suddenly groaned, and Jordan, startled with fear and without hesitation, yanked her dirk from its sheath at her forearm and plunged the blade deep into his soft neck. The man stilled, silenced forever by the cold steel of her knife.

Gasping with shock, Jordan stared down at the man and could scarcely believe what she had done. She didn’t know why she had done it, only that she had been terrified and afraid if she didn’t kill the man that he would rise up and kill her. Her breath came in short, horrified pants as she stared down at her kill. Sweet Jesu,’ had she deteriorated to such a scared rabbit that she would kill before thinking?

In disgust she threw down her dirk and stumbled away from the dead man, wondering if indeed her father’s warring ways were claiming her. Already, she had to get away from the destruction and clear her thoughts. She didn’t care if her family thought she was weak. They had tried to toughen her up, to make her strong and fearless, but she didn’t have it in her. She was sweet and nurturing, kind and gentle. There were those better suited to tend those on the battlefield and cut fingers off for the gold they wore; she was going to find a place to hide and wait until the hunting and killing was over.

Glancing over her shoulder to see if she were being watched, Jordan wandered away from the field of destruction and into a small valley. Nestled at the bottom among a few scrawny trees was a small stream, with water glistening silver in the moonlight.

It was peaceful and calm, and she could feel her composure returning. She knelt by the stream and washed her hands as if cleansing away the confusion and revulsion she felt. She knew she was a disappointment to her father on two accounts: not being born male, and not being able to sufficiently deal with the normal aspects of being a daughter of one of the fiercest warlords on the Scottish border. Although her father loved her dearly and never made her feel anything less, she knew deep down he wished she were stronger. Sometimes she wished it, too.

Her father did not pretend that he always understood his only child, especially where her loves for music and animals were concerned. Jordan could sing like an angel and could dance a Scottish jig like the devil himself, accomplishments for which he was enormously proud, but sometimes he just could not comprehend the female mind. He was a warrior, a baron by title, and his world was one of death and fighting, not the gentle world where his daughter dwelled.

Still, he would not be pleased if he found out she had run off like a scared goat and sought refuge this night. Jordan found a large boulder by the creek and sat on its icy surface, watching the water bubble in the moonlight. She wondered why she wasn’t like the rest of her female kin; bold and fearless. Above her, a nighthawk rode the drafts, crying out to its mate and she watched it for a moment before returning moodily to the stream.

“If you are thinking of drowning yourself, ’tis a bit shallow.”

The voice came from the darkness behind her. Jordan leapt off the rock, terrified as she whirled to face her accoster. She could make out a form of a man lying at the base of one of the bushy trees but could not make out much more in the darkness.

Panic rose in her throat and she realized with deep regret that she had left her dirk back on the battlefield. She could scream, but he appeared to be large and would most likely pounce and slit her throat before she could utter a sound. She froze, unsure of what to do next. She certainly did not want to provoke the man with the decidedly English accent.

“What…what do ye want?” she demanded shakily.

The moon emerged from behind the clouds, revealing the landscape in bright silver light. Jordan could see right away the man was gravely injured, as there was a great deal of dark blood covering his legs and the ground beneath him. It didn’t take her long to figure out that he was unable to rise much less attack her. Her courage surged and she was sure she could run back and retrieve her dirk before he could move upon her, the damnable English devil. She would do to him exactly what he would do to her given half a chance.

But on the heels of that thought came another. Jordan’s blood ran cold with abhorrence; she had just killed one man and punished herself endlessly for it. Now she was planning the death of another. More of her father’s violent influence was a part of her than she cared to admit. Perhaps this wounded man was innocent of any killing at all, she thought naïvely. Mayhap he was a victim of the situation, forced to fight by the hated English king. Perhaps he didn’t want to fight at all and then found himself a casualty.

Jordan forced herself to calm, realizing that the man could not hurt her. She took a step to get a better look at him yet still kept a healthy distance between them.

“Speak up,” she told him, feeling braver. “What are ye doing here? What do ye want?”

She heard the man sigh. “What do I want?” he repeated wearily. “I want to return home. But what I want and what will be are two entirely different things all together. What do you intend to do with me?”

Jordan eyed him beneath the silver moonlight. “I intend to do nothing with ye,” she replied softly. “I dunna need to. From the looks of that wound, ye will be dead by morn.”

The man laid his head back against the tree in a defeated gesture. “Mayhap,” he said, eyeing her in the darkness just as she was eyeing him. “Will you tell me something?”

“What?”

“What is your name?”

She saw no harm in giving her name to a dying man. “Jordan.”

His head came up from the trunk. “Jordan? A sound name. Yet it is usually a man’s name.”

Jordan moved a few steps closer. “My mother, being a pious woman, named me for the River Jordan,” she replied. “Jordan Mary Joseph is my full name. Moreover, I was intended to be a male child.”

The man’s eyes grew intense and Jordan felt a shiver run down her spine. It struck her just how handsome he was, English or no, and her cheeks grew warm.

“You are most definitely not a male child, Jordan Mary Joseph,” he said, almost seductively. “How old are you?”

“I have seen twenty years,” she replied, flattered and disarmed by his statement.

“Then you are married with children,” he stated. “Was your husband on the battlefield?”

“I have no husband,” Jordan said flatly. At twenty, she was embarrassed that she had not yet wed; it was a sore subject and one she certainly did not wish to discuss with him.

“No husband?” he repeated, evidently shocked. “Why not?”

She frowned. “Ye ask too many questions, English.”

He did not reply. He lay back against the tree again, closing his eyes. His strength was draining and Jordan guessed that his death was swiftly approaching.

As she gazed at him, she began to feel pity for the knight. He was perhaps ten years older than her, and was still a young man. He was very big with enormous hands and big, muscular legs, and his facial features, although surrounded by mail and a helm, were chiseled and handsome. She was coming to feel sorry that his life would soon be over from a wound sustained in a senseless, meaningless skirmish.

A thought occurred to her; she knew that she could make his last hours more comfortable with what she carried in her satchel. The healing items were meant for her own people but she simply could not leave the knight and not help him. It was her soft heart tugging at her, concern for another. She hoped her Scot ancestors moldering in the ground would forgive her treasonous act.

“English,” she said softly. “Would ye let me tend yer wound?”

One eye opened in mild surprise. She could see suspicion in the mysterious depths.

“Why?” he whispered. “So you may finish what your clansman started?”

“Nay,” she answered, although she didn’t blame his distrust. “So that I may make yer last hours a bit more bearable.” When he did not reply, she frowned at him. “I promise I wunna intentionally hurt ye. Ye can bleed to death or ye can let me help ye; ’tis all the same to me.”

After an eternal pause, he reached up with effort and tore the helmet from his head, revealing dark wet hair plastered to his pasty head. Clumsily, he began to remove his armor.

Jordan closed the distance between them with small, rapid steps and knelt beside him. His hands were heavy and unwieldy and she batted them away, finishing the job of the removal herself. She fumbled a bit with his cuisses, or thigh armor, because the wound was along the edge of the armor where it met his breeches. A vulnerable point, she noticed. She felt a little apprehensive being so close to an English warrior and deliberately avoided his gaze. She could feel his eyes on her, watching every move she made. Her palms began to sweat as she stripped off the remainder of the protective gear.

As Jordan bent over her work, her pink tongue between her teeth in concentration, the knight studied the fine porcelain features and the huge round eyes of the most amazing green color. He could see it even in the moonlight. Her eyebrows were arched ever so delicately, and her lashes were long and dense. She had stopped biting her tongue long enough for him to see that her lips were soft and sensuous.

Her hair licked at him as she moved and the scent of lavender was unmistakable. Her hair was dark blond, straight and silky. Every time she threw the satiny mass over her shoulder to keep it out of her way, he was greeted by the perfume of the purple buds and found it utterly captivating. Even as he stared at her, he could not believe this woman was a Scot; she embodied everything he had always believed they were not. In fact, it took him a moment to realize that she was physically perfect. If God himself had come to him and asked him to describe his perfect mate, he would have described Jordan feature for feature. It was an odd realization.

Unaware of the knight’s thoughts, Jordan glanced up and met his gaze and was faced with the most fascinating shade of hazel she had ever seen. Yet for his size and his strength, and the fact that the man was obviously a seasoned knight, they were the kindest eyes she had ever encountered. Unnerved, she tore her eyes away and continued her good deed with draining concentration. The man intimidated her in too many ways to comprehend.

With the armor off, Jordan could see the wound in his thigh was substantial. He had packed linen rags on it in an attempt to stop the bleeding, but he had quickly become too weak to do much more. It was a deep, long gash that ran nearly the entire length of his long thigh. She tore his breeches away in an attempt to have a clear field to tend the wound, noticing that his legs were as thick as tree trunks.

Jordan picked bits of material and mail from the wound, wiping at the clotted blood and dirt that had invaded the area. The further involved she became, the more she could see that the gash was all the way to the bone.

Jordan retrieved her bag and began to pull out her aids: whisky, silk thread and needle, and strips of boiled linen.

“Here,” she said, thrusting the open whisky bottle at him and keeping her eyes on the wound. “Drink this.”

He accepted the bottle from her and he took several long swallows. She took it back from him and set it beside her, pausing with a furrowed brow and thinking that even if he survived the wound, he would surely loose the leg. She did not know that he was still watching her face intently, marveling at the incredible beauty of it.

The knight, in fact, did not make it a habit of gawking at women. Outside of an occasional whore, he had never had a remotely serious relationship with a woman, although there had been many a female who had tried to woo him. He had a great deal of respect for the opposite sex, but Northwood Castle was his life and a wife did not fit into his plans.

“Will I live, Lady Jordan?” he asked after a moment. “Or should I prepare my greeting for St. Peter?”

She sighed and picked up the whisky bottle. Reluctantly, she met his eyes for a brief moment to convey a silent apology before dousing the entire length of the wound with the burning alcohol.

The knight’s only reaction was to snap his head away from her so that she could not see his face. Not a sound was uttered nor a twitch of the muscle seen. Remarkable, she thought. She had never seen anyone take the pain of a whisky burn so well.

Some women preferred to wash the whisky away with water before closing the wound, but not Jordan. The liquor itself did incredibly well in helping heal wounds and preventing infection, so she left it on and took her threaded needle and began to sew up the laceration. She worked quickly, knowing the pain was unbearable and was continually amazed that the soldier had yet to utter one word. She had seen men scream and faint in similar situations.

When she was finally finished, she laid a strip of clean linen the length of the wound and bound him twice about the thigh to hold it in place; once at the top of his leg and once near the knee. She worked so fast that she knew she was not doing a very good job. She just wanted to be done with her charitable act hurriedly, lest she be discovered. She was increasingly concerned that her aunts and cousins would come looking for her. She knew that jostling him about must be excruciating, yet he had not so much as flinched.

Only when she had stopped completely did he turn his head back to look at her, and she swallowed at the agony she read in his eyes. She found new respect for this Englishman who bore his pain with stoic silence. She began to hope that he would live, although she did not know why. She furthermore wished she had done a better mending job on his leg, taking the time she took with her own wounded.

“I dunna know what good I have done for ye,” she said quietly.

He grasped her soft hand tightly in his clammy one. Jordan stiffened, startled by the action and fighting the urge to yank her hand away.

“You are an angel of mercy,” he whispered. “I thank you for your efforts, my lady. I shall do my best not to betray them.”

His sincerity was gripping. Gently, she removed her hand and put her things away. The half-moon was high above and the scattered clouds had disappeared, bathing the land in a silver glow. Jordan felt as if she had done something good this night, albeit to the enemy and she felt better now than she had earlier when she first descended to the stream. Mayhap fate had led her to the stream purposely to find the soldier and tend him. She suddenly felt like returning to the battlefield to continue with her expected duties.

“I must return, English.” She rose and gave him a long look. “I will forget that I saw ye here.”

She turned to leave but he stopped her.

“My name is Sir William de Wolfe,” he said with quiet authority. “Remember it, for I shall return one day to thank you properly and I do not wish to be cut down while bearing a gift.”

It took a moment, but even in the moonlight he saw her face go white and her jaw slacken.

“Sweet Jesu,’” she gasped. “Surely ye’re not the English captain they call The Wolf?”

He looked at her, sensing her surge of fear. He sighed; he did not want her to fear him. This was the one time when he wished his reputation had not preceded him.

“I simply said my name was de Wolfe, not The Wolf,” he murmured.

She looked extremely dubious. “But ye were in his command?”

He shrugged vaguely. “Now, back to what I said,” he said, shifting the subject. “I will return with a proper reward for you. Will you accept it?”

She could not be sure that the knight wasn’t, in fact, the hated Wolf, but it was truly of no matter now. It was done. Perhaps she did not want to believe he was the hated and feared devil, so she chose to believe as such. How could she live with herself if it was discovered that she had tended to the man that had killed more kinsmen that she could count? She knew she could not, so she forced herself to believe his words. Furthermore, her aunt had said The Wolf was dark and devilish. This man was uncannily beautiful in a masculine sense.

After a moment’s pause, she finally spoke. “English, if ye survive this wound then I will gladly accept yer gift.”

He smiled weakly, deep dimples in both cheeks and her heart fluttered strangely in her chest. He was indeed the most handsome man she had ever seen, even if he was English. But she had the most horrible lurking feeling that he was indeed who she feared he was. It made her want to run.

“Luck be with ye,” she said as she abruptly turned and trudged back up the hill.

William watched the figure in the billowing cloak, his pain-clouded mind lingering on the silken hair and beautiful face. He had never seen such a fine woman. Angel was certainly an apt term. If she were to be the last person he saw on earth then he would die a contented man.

He suspected that she did not believe his evasive answer but, thankfully, had made no more mention of it. The thought that she feared and hated him brought a curious tightness in his stomach that he quickly attributed to his helpless state. He did not want to admit that it might be regret.

He was growing weaker with each breath. His strength was waning as he leaned back against the tree, wondering if he would again see the light of morning. He closed his eyes for he could not keep them open, and without realizing it, his mind drifted into unconsciousness, safe and warm and dark.


CHAPTER TWO


April, Year of our Lord 1232

Langton Castle, 17.7km northwest of the English border

“What a lovely day,” Caladora exclaimed softly. “This is the first day the sun has dared show itself in months.”

Jordan eyed her cousin from behind her tapestry loom. “Bright the day, I give ye, but there is still a chill in my bones.”

“Yer always cold, Jordan.” The comment came from another cousin, Jemma. The brunette-haired lass stabbed at a pretty piece of embroidery. “Yer hands are like ice even on the warmest days.”

“Always,” Jordan concurred regretfully.

Caladora Scott, daughter of Nathaniel and Anne Scott, sat back to her needlework. Tall and lovely in a fragile way, she had the luxurious red hair with highlights of gold, a color enhanced on her older brothers Robert and Benjamin.

Jemma Scott, on the other hand, was as short and dark as Caladora was tall and fair, but she well-proportioned and busty. She was a very pretty girl and a possessed the true fire of a Scot; with three older brothers, she had learned to take care of herself. Her father Matthew was forever chiding his daughter on the true qualities of a lady, lest he never marry her off, but her mother Lilith had given up lecturing Jemma a long time ago.

Jemma would marry in due time, her mother knew, but her husband would have to possess the patience of Job and the strength of Samson to handle her. She had been betrothed shortly after birth to a young lad from the McKean clan; however, the lad had died at five years of age and Matthew was reluctant to promise her again due to her wild nature. No man wanted to tame the wild horse.

“Isn’t it wonderful that the English have finally come to their senses and have given us a few months of peace?” Caladora sighed, distracting the others from their wandering thoughts.

Jordan shrugged, biting at her lip in concentration. “We shall see how long it lasts. I dunna trust the English.”

“And what of the messenger that arrived yesterday?” Jemma wanted to know. “My father said he came from the English king himself.”

Jordan scowled. “Pah. He was probably sent here to demand our unconditional surrender.”

“Jordi, ye are a cynical soul,” Caladora said.

“ ’Tis my right to be cynical,” Jordan replied. “I have seen war and death by the English for nigh twenty years now. I canna trust them.”

There was a knock at the solar door. A soldier in the green and red Scott tartan entered and bowed deeply.

“Ladies, Laird Scott requests Lady Jordan’s presence in his hall immediately,” he said.

Jordan secured the loom sticks and brushed her hands against her brown brocade surcoat. “Mayhap me Da wishes me to chase off the English messenger,” she muttered.

Caladora and Jemma giggled at their cousin’s jest and returned to their sewing when the door slammed shut.

Jordan found her father alone in the cavernous great hall of Langton Castle that smelled of smoke and rushes. Generations of Scotts had walked these floors, had spoken within these walls, and it reeked of family and war and the passion that was in every Scotsman. Thomas sat in his large oak chair, his graying brow furrowed. He watched his beautiful daughter sweep gracefully into the room, her surcoat swirling and her long hair flowing.

His heart was breaking. For the sake of his clan, his family and peasants alike, he was being forced into a precarious position and Jordan was to become the sacrificial lamb. He dreaded telling her that her future was to be irrevocably changed. His stomach was twisting in knots of anxiety so much that he wished he could die rather than have to tell her what was to come.

His sweet Jordan Mary Joseph, the only child he and his beloved Elinor had been blessed with. With Elinor gone, Jordan had been his life and his salvation, and now he would lose that, too. He wondered if his grief would kill him.

“Greetings, Da,” she kissed him.

Thomas forced a smile and grasped her hand. “Sit wi’ me, Jordan.” He moved to the side and allowed her a corner of the huge chair. “Give the old man a hug.”

He put his arms about his daughter and held her tightly for a moment as he collected his thoughts. Jordan could sense something in his manner and she was puzzled. He was usually loud and supremely confident, but not today. He seemed pensive and subdued. She didn’t like it.

“What’s amiss?” she asked.

Thomas looked at her, memorizing each feature. He knew he had to tell her before he lost his courage. He’d already put it off as long as he could and if he delayed further, he might never tell her at all. With every breath he took, his bravery was waning.

“Yesterday a messenger arrived from King Henry,” he began.

“I know, I saw him,” she replied.

“He brought a missive,” Thomas replied, trying to keep his manner calm and even. Jordan was sharp and would pick up on any apprehension. “Apparently the man is as weary as we are of the border wars and wishes to seal a peace.”

Jordan’s eyes darkened. “Dunna trust him,” she said. “He will strike when yer guard is down.”

“I think not,” her father said patiently. “We will both be sacrificing a great deal for this peace and neither would do anything to jeopardize it.”

His words didn’t make much sense but she knew she didn’t like them. She was suspicious and forced her father to look at her.

“What sacrifice?” she demanded. “What are the demons demanding from ye? Our land? Money? What then?”

Thomas was riveted to her green eyes, intensely so. He dreaded bringing forth the words but he had to. “Ye,” he finally murmured. “ ’Tis ye he is demanding, lass.”

Jordan stared at him as the news set in. Then her eyes widened enormously until they threatened to pop from their sockets. Thomas tried to anticipate her reaction, wanting so badly to beg forgiveness and plead understanding.

He could not bear it if she hated him forever. He wanted to explain everything to her, to make her understand that he made the best decision he felt he could. He prayed she would grasp his battle-weary reasons. He was so very tired of fighting and dying for a bloody bit of land.

“What?” she gasped, then louder. “He what?”

Steady, man, Thomas told himself. Be strong. “I promised ye in marriage to a noble of the king’s choosing to cement a peace alliance,” he said evenly. “This will be a great honor for ye, Jordan. You will be the instrument of peace for our clan and for the generations yet to come. Do ye not understand that, lass?”

“Nay.” She shot up from the chair. “I dunna want to marry an Englishman. They are our enemy, men who have killed our kin and our friends. How can ye ask me this?”

Thomas remained strong in the face of her frightened and furious barrage. “I am not asking ye, I am telling ye, and ye will do as I say,” he said, somewhat coldly. “Jordan, I am Laird of Clan Scott. Ye are my only daughter. ’Tis yer duty to do what is asked of ye, whether or not it is agreeable. Do you think that if I had any other options that I wunna take them? I am not doing this to punish ye, lass. I have no choice.”

Jordan just stared at him. Then, she had to sit down or fall down. From fury to despondency, her manner swiftly changed as realization settled deep. It was sickening as well as terrifying. All of the dreams and hopes she had ever held for her future had been dashed in a series of brief, brutal statements. She was reeling.

“Do ye realize what ye are asking of me?” she finally whispered. “Ye are asking me to bed with our enemy, to bear his children, to be loyal to his house and hold. That is not a punishment, Da; it is a death sentence.”

He approached her. “It will be what ye make of it.”

She glared at him. “It will be what my husband makes of it.”

Thomas could not lose control of the situation now; he was struggling not to feel pity for her. He had to let her know that there was no room for discussion.

“What I have done to seal a peace is certainly nothing new in the trials of history, Jordan,” he said. “Yer new husband, I am sure, is just as distraught over this arrangement as ye are. If ye will show him a quiet and obedient wife, then I am sure that he will treat ye accordingly. The messenger has already been sent on his way with a reply to King Henry, and I am sure we will hear from the man within the month. Ye had better prepare yerself.”

It was done. Jordan hung her head miserably and Thomas swore that his heart would break lf he had to look at her another minute. But he was not beyond showing compassion for what he had done to her. Moving to his daughter, he gently touched her honey-blond head.

“Jordi-girl, I love you more than anything in this world,” he said softly, feeling her pain along with his own. “I dinna want to do this, but I must think of the entire clan’s future. Ye are our best hope for peace. Would ye rather that I had pledged Jemma or Caladora in yer stead?”

She sighed in defeat. “Of course not,” she murmured. “ ’Tis my duty as daughter of Laird Scott and I wunna let ye delegate the duty to anyone else simply because I am a-feared to go. But what if my new husband is a horrible man and locks me in the tower to rot? What if he beats me or sends me to whore? What if he doesna honor the treaty at all?”

Thomas stroked her hair. “We will have to trust the English, Jordan. I know it is difficult, but we must show faith.”

She shook her head slowly. “You ask much,” she said. “After all of the pain the English have caused, ye ask a great deal.”

Thomas sighed faintly. “That’s why I am making the greatest sacrifice of all,” he whispered. “I am sending my own flesh into the enemy camp as a show of good faith and I expect the same from them.”

She watched her father’s expression and began to forget her own fear and anger. At that moment, she started down the path to understanding the extent of her father’s love for her.

Jordan had been selfish, of course, for she had only thought of her own feelings as if she were the only one who had any. Thomas was hurting, too. He’d had to make the most difficult decision of his life and she was making it far more difficult by arguing with him. If there had been another way, she knew he would have done it. As much as she loathed the idea of marrying an English lord, she would if her father wanted her to.

“Oh, Dada,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I am afraid. I am so afraid. To live out my life with people who hate the very sight of me is a horrible sentence to bear.”

Thomas’ insides were aching for her. “I know, my sweet lass,” he muttered. “It is killing me to know that. But….there was nothing else I could have done. I can only hope that someday ye will find it in yer heart to forgive me.”

Her head came up. “For what? For doing as ye must?” she asked. “There is nothing to forgive. I can only hope now that the English king selects a suitable husband for me. At least someone I could grow to tolerate over the years.”

Her father cracked a smile. “And someone who can tolerate yer endless singing and fondness for clothes.”

She smiled back in feigned outrage. “My singing is not endless and there is nothing wrong with liking pretty things.”

He gave her a wry smirk. “You have a coat for every day of the year.”

The mood was lightening as he teased her and Jordan rose to the taunt. “Mayhap if I make my new husband go broke, he will send me home,” she teased lightly, watching him roll his eyes in agreement. She watched his tired face, glad to see he was smiling somewhat, as she sobered. “I wunna disappoint ye da. I shall be the very model of a Scot lady.”

Thomas smiled bravely and hugged her fiercely, drawing strength from her. “I know,” he said softly. There was nothing more he could say.

The time would be upon them before they knew it.


CHAPTER THREE


July, Year of our Lord 1232

Norham Castle (also known as Northwood Castle – the local name)

Ground Zero on the Scotland Border, England side

The messenger returned to the English court with the joyous news of peace from the Scottish border. The powerful feudal earl, Thomas Scott, had pledged his only daughter as an offering of peace to help calm the border wars. Henry was pleased.

Because the bride was offered for peace in the long and bloody border disputes, it stood to reason that the groom should also be a border lord. It was not a difficult selection, for the English lord Thomas Scott had the most animosity with was a widower named John de Longley, Earl of Teviot and brother to the current Bishop of Durham. Norham belonged to the bishopric of Durham and de Longley maintained the garrison with the best fighting force on the border. At fifty years old and with three grown children, de Longley was informed by royal missive of his chosen destiny.

At Northwood Fortress, high above the ramparts in his lavish bower, Lord de Longley sat in front of his hearth staring grimly into the flames. He could scarcely believe what the king had decided for him. A bride, at his age. And a Scot bride at that. Lord, he was too old for this nonsense. It was not enough that the border wars he had struggled with for years were finally calming, now the king wanted to throw a porcupine into their bed by saddling him with a she-devil.

John ran his hand through his thin, graying red hair; he was not a handsome man and he had absolutely no interest in anything about his Scottish bride. Yet, he would marry her, as was demanded of him, and he would be honor-bound to keep peace on the border. Providing, of course, that her father was honorable as well. Lord de Longley would not take the offensive, but he would defend what was his.

The earl took a healthy swig of his mulled wine, contemplating a future he was not looking forward to with particular glee. His two eldest children, Analiese and Alexander, had been furious at the directive. They did not want a stepmother, and particularly not a Scot invading their home. Adam, his youngest son and newly arrived home from his fostering at Beverley Castle, was more concerned with his upcoming knighting ceremony to care much about it. He had been gone from home since he was a young boy and was therefore not accustomed to the routine of things as his older siblings had become comfortable with. The Scot bride was of little interest to him; she was simply another stranger to become familiar with.

But the issue was complicated. John’s wife, the mother of his children, had been killed by a marauding band of Scots years ago, enough to ease the ache but not enough to quell the anger. He had to keep reminding himself that this girl had nothing to do with Helena’s death, hoping his offspring would take the same fact into consideration when dealing with the lass. But to say he was satisfied with the arrangement was a lie.

Lord de Longley wondered darkly what he was going to do with the wild young lass. Not only did he not want her at Northwood, but he would have to protect her from his men. They had all lost friends and relatives in the border wars, and this bride would be a living symbol of all they had lost. She would only bring trouble to his home.

He closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead, trying to ease its ache. A fine mess the king had handed him. As he was contemplating his cloudy future, there was a knock on his heavy oak door.

“Come,” he bade.

The door opened, spilling forth a figure dressed entirely in black leather and gleaming armor. The room immediately filled with the heady scent of power – complete and utter power.

The knight was exceedingly tall and muscular, and moved with the grace of a stalking cat. Thigh-high boots echoed loudly against the stone floor as he approached, fairly shaking the room. De Longley had long ago ceased to react to the presence of his captain, although lesser men had actually fainted from the sight of him. There was not a man in England or Scotland who could not feel the presence of The Wolf when he entered a room.

The knight stopped next to his liege’s chair, waiting silently like a huge and imposing sentinel. At well over six feet and dark as the devil, he stood like stone, larger than life and by far more terrifying. It was a few moments, however, before the earl glanced up at him.

“Ah,” de Longley mumbled. “You have come.”

“My lord,” the man greeted in a deep, husky voice, like the voice of the devil.

“Sit, William, sit,” de Longley said and pointed to the adjacent chair.

Sir William de Wolfe sat opposite his master, his hazel-gold eyes focused intently on the man. He had served the earl for twenty years and was concerned to see him so distressed. As captain of the earl’s eleven-hundred man force, it was his job to serve his master in every possible way. He could see now that the earl had an important reason for summoning him by the expression of his face.

“William, our magnificent King Henry has burdened me with an awesome responsibility,” de Longley said with muted sarcasm. “It seems that at my age I am to be a bridegroom.”

“A bridegroom, my lord?” William repeated with surprise.

“Indeed,” the earl continued, acknowledging his captain’s astonishment. “What’s more, ’tis a Scot bride I am to take, a peace offering from those barbarians for an absence of hostility along the border.”

William let out a low whistle and Lord de Longley chuckled. “My feelings exactly, lad,” he said. “Therefore, it will be your duty to retrieve this woman from her home and return her to me. It will furthermore be your duty to protect this woman from any and all harm. ’Twould not be a good thing to have an accident befall her, as I would not only have the Scots breaking down my door, but Henry breathing down my neck as well.”

William nodded solemnly, belying the disbelief he felt. A Scot bride here at Northwood? Lord, the men would be at her like termites on wood, he thought grimly. She would be lucky if she survived the week. The hatred and animosity ran long and deep.

De Longley broke in to his thoughts. “On the morrow, you will take as many men as you deem necessary and proceed to Langton Castle, a little less than a day’s hard ride into Scotland near the Bog Forest,” he said with more enthusiasm than he felt. When William didn’t reply, he eyed his silent captain. “William, I need not stress how important this mission is.”

William was as concerned as his lord over this crisis, but he offered the expected answer. “I will protect this woman with my life, my lord.”

“See that you do,” the earl said, knowing it was an unnecessary statement. He paused, studying William’s preoccupied face inquisitively. “You are lost to me, lad. What are you thinking?”

William’s features were steady for a moment before washing with an oddly gentle expression, entirely out of character for him. His mouth worked for a moment, as if searching for the words to explain. After a frustrated attempt, he cleared his throat and tried again.

“My lord, do you remember when I was wounded a year past; the wound that nearly claimed me?” When the earl nodded, he continued with some hesitation. “I had crawled away from the battlefield into a group of trees to await death when a Scot lass came upon me. I expected her to disembowel me, but she did not. Instead, she tended my wound and saved my life.”

De Longley listened intently. “I asked you who sewed your wound, William, and you simply told me an angel,” he said, remembering the day his captain had returned from the dead. It had been a dark day when William had not returned with the army and they were convinced he was lost until a search party located him days later. “So it was a Scottish lass that saved you?”

“Aye,” William replied softly. “Strange; I have been fighting the Scots for most of my life and viewed them all as barbaric vermin. I have seen too many good men cut down by these primitive dogs. But this woman… she was not like that at all. She was so… different.”

“So my William grows soft on Scottish lasses?” Lord de Longley teased gently.

“Not at all, my lord,” William grinned with embarrassment, looking down at his gauntleted hands.

The earl was very amused at this show of emotion from serious William. The man was pure perfection – no weaknesses, no faults, and little emotion. The earl had known him for twenty years and had never seen this side to him. He swore the man was actually blushing. He could not resist the opportunity to spur him.

“Was she beautiful, this lass?” he asked, drinking from his pewter cup.

William fixed the earl with a look that amazed him, an expression of tremendous sincerity and depth. It was unusual for the emotionless man.

“My lord, no one is greater an admirer of English women than I,” he said, “but in all honesty I have never seen an Englishwoman that could compare in beauty to this Scot. When I said she was an angel, I meant it literally.”

“Truly?” the earl raised his eyebrows. “William, this is not at all like you to expose your fondness for a woman. Pity, I shall never meet this lass who has branded you.”

William smiled wryly. He had not thought of the fair Jordan in a long time. The months following his wound she had permeated his mind like a soft wind, gentle, yet unmistakable. For the sake of his promise to her, he truly wished to return to Scotland someday on a peaceable mission to reward her for her kindness.

He had convinced himself that the only feelings he held for her were those of thanks and appreciation, and nothing more. Yet every time he thought of that beautiful face, he felt a tug at his gut like none he had ever known. Every time he smelled lavender he was catapulted back to the damp spot on the dark Scot earth while Jordan’s delicate hands ministered to him.

As time passed and the border wars continued on, he knew the impossibility of seeing her again and reluctantly pushed her from his mind. But he would find her someday to thank her; he felt strongly that his honor was at stake. But her smile, the last gesture she gave him, stayed with him.

He forced himself to push her aside again; it was getting a little easier with time to forget about her.

“If that is all, my lord, then I shall go and inform my officers,” he stood on his long, long legs. “We have preparations to make.”

“Aye, prepare them.” The humor was gone from the earl. “And, William, I want only the officers carrying daggers; none of the men-at-arms. Swords and spears only.”

William eyed him disapprovingly. “My lord is sending us into enemy territory,” he pointed out. “Why would you insist…?”

The earl put up a curt hand. “No daggers,” he repeated. “It will be much more difficult for one of the men to kill the lass with a sword or a spear than it would be with a dagger. I want only the officers to carry daggers. Am I understood?”

“Completely, my lord,” William answered formally.

He left the chamber without another word. Out in the dim and cold corridor, he paused a moment to collect himself. A Scot bride. Damn the king for bringing this element into Northwood. Life was hard enough this far from London without having the fear of the enemy from within.

He knew how the men were going to react and he did not blame them. But he was not God; he could not be everywhere at once, watching everyone to make sure they were not contemplating murder. But he could be with one person all the time; the woman. He would have to be with her every hour of the day and night until he felt the threat had passed, if indeed it ever did.

If she were the vile sort, then he might just take a dagger to her himself. He fervently hoped that it would not come to that.


CHAPTER FOUR


Jordan had not slept the entire night. Well before dawn she had carefully dressed in a green woolen surcoat with a square neckline that displayed her torso and round breasts very nicely. The front of her hair was pulled off her face and secured with a strip of ribbon, allowing the rest of her hair to flow in soft silken curls to her waist.

She looked extraordinarily beautiful, but felt like a lamb to the slaughter. No amount of mental encouragement could bring about the bravery she so desperately sought. She spent weeks working up to this moment, frightened to her very bones, afraid of the unknown horrors awaiting her. Ever since she had been a child, she had been taught that the clans south of the border were her enemy. Now she was to live in the heart of them.

Down in the bailey of Langton stood three large wagons laden with goods for her dowry. Bolts of Scottish wool, barrels of whisky and finely milled soaps sat alongside her personal possessions. Everything in the world of any value to Jordan was loaded into the carts which now waited in the damp early dawn for transport to Northwood Fortress. They were a silent testament to the future that awaited her, silently taunting her that there was no turning back.

The sun rose steadily, no matter how Jordan prayed that it would never rise again, and the day promised to be bright and beautiful. Outside on the castle grounds, the village was coming alive, preparing for the important day ahead. She could hear shouts and voices and squeaking wheels as the courtyard rose to a steady hum of activity. Jordan gazed out over the scene, a lump in her throat as she realized this would be the last time she would ever hear those comforting, familiar sounds.

Behind her the chamber door opened, and Caladora and Jemma entered. While Caladora sat quietly, Jemma moved for Jordan. The dark little lass was dressed in the red and green of Clan Scott, her brunette hair in unbound curls down her back. She came in bearing a wrap of sorts. It was a shawl intended for her cousin to wear when the English came to retrieve her. But with that wrap came a small, bejeweled dagger. She silently exposed it to her cousin so the woman would get the message. Jemma wasn’t about to send Jordan off without some measure of personal protection.

Jordan eyed the weapon without enthusiasm. “This isna a war, Jemma,” she said, her voice sounding oddly weak. “ ’Tis to be a wedding.”

Jemma’s jaw set hard. “ ’Tis always a war with the English, Jordi, and well ye know it.”

Jordan’s eyes strayed to the open window, envisioning the scene below. “It will be what I make of it,” she said, echoing her father’s words. “If I fight them, they will fight me. I canna live the rest of my life fighting my husband like a she-cat.”

“But ye canna give in to them,” Jemma insisted. “One good thrust to yer husband on the wedding night and there will be no husband at ’tall.”

“I willna do it,” Jordan returned forcefully. “But there be other ways to win a war, Jemma, not just the physical ones. Yer cousin will make ye proud, have no doubt. I shall show them what Scot pride is.”

Caladora was far removed from the conversation, sitting on a small stool nervously. Jemma eyed her younger cousin for a moment before moving closer to Jordan.

“Take me with ye, Jordan,” she whispered. “Caladora would be so much baggage to ye, but I would make a fine lady. Take me.”

Jordan shook her head vehemently. “I shall not place ye in any danger. Caladora needs ye here. What would she do if we were both to leave her?”

Jemma cocked a dark brow irritably. “Probably wither away,” she said dryly. “Jordi, she will have my mother and Aunt Anne. You will have no one.”

“Untrue. I am taking Maggie and Elspeth with me,” Jordan replied.

“Pah.” Jemma spat. “Maids. Servants. Ye might as well be taking two trained dogs for all of the good those two will do ye. Ye need me.”

Jemma was stubborn. Jordan was more stubborn. She stared her cousin down firmly.

“Nay, Jemma, I shall not be taking ye,” she repeated.

Jordan turned away from her cousin, a gesture that infuriated Jemma. Her bright amber eyes narrowed as she followed her cousin back to the window.

“Take me or I will follow ye,” she threatened coolly. “Ye know that I will. I can do it.”

Jordan hadn’t thought of that. Jemma was indeed quite capable of tracking her back to Northwood. She turned back to her cousin, scowling.

“I forbid ye, Jemma Scott,” she said staunchly. “If ye so much as….”

Her demands were cut off by a loud rapping at the door, followed by the door swinging open and crashing in against the wall. The girls startled at the noise, only to see Jemma’s brothers, Donald and Cord, standing in the archway. Both young men were quite breathless with excitement.

“Uncle Thomas wants ye in the bailey now, Jordan,” Cord demanded.

After a split second of terror-filled hesitation, Jordan forced herself to gather her wits and complied. There was no longer any time for anxiety-filled thoughts or for wild wonderment. The time was upon her and she obeyed.

Without a hind glance, she gathered her skirts and disappeared through the open archway. The two young men followed her, slamming the door loudly in their wake.

Jemma and Caladora were left staring wide-eyed at the closed door, agog at the rapid chain of events. Jordan had been here, only a moment ago, and now she was gone. Like a frightened doe, Caladora turned to her cousin as if Jemma could do something, anything at all, to ease their minds and make the situation all right.

“Will we ever see her again?” Caladora whispered fearfully.

Jemma’s amber eyes flashed. “Aye,” she said confidently. “That I will.”

Caladora was not as naive or as ignorant as Jemma and Jordan gave her credit for. Her anxiety for Jordan was now compounded by Jemma’s shielded thoughts, thoughts Caladora knew instinctively were not good. She grasped Jemma’s arm.

“What are ye planning, ye little devil?” she asked. “Jordan told ye to stay put.”

Jemma looked surprised that Caladora knew exactly what she was thinking, but recovered quickly.

“I know what she said,” she snapped, turning for the door. “Mind yer own business, Caladora Scott, or I shall tell Gray Kinkaid that ye have a heart for him.”

Caladora’s jaw dropped. “Ye wouldna dare. And where are ye going?”

Jemma opened the door. “To watch Jordan’s departure from a better place.”

The door slammed. Caladora knew she was lying through her teeth.
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Jordan had been standing on the great stones steps of Langton’s keep for some time, watching as the castle prepared itself for the necessary intruders. Her father and Uncle Matthew, Jemma’s father, were at the gates while her Uncle Nathaniel, Caladora’s father, settled the men-at-arms and bellowed at the servants to vacate. She was absolutely sick with fear, so terrified that the English soldiers would do terrible things to her once she left the safety of Langton.

The horn from the sentries sounded again and she startled, her heart pounding in her ears. The envoys from the army were at the gate, and laboriously, the massive wood slabs began to swing open. Her breathing quickened and her palms began to sweat. She was so caught up in the opening gates that she failed to notice her aunts and male relatives taking up positions around her like a protective ring.

The chaos of the bailey was rapidly dissipating as servants and peasants vanished into safe hiding and cubbies from which to watch the exchange. Most had never seen the English this close before and it was as if demons from hell were entering their sanctuary; in their minds, there was little difference between the two.

Uncle Nathaniel whooped and Jordan’s wagons were brought forth out into the open. She paid little heed, for her attention was entirely focused on the gates that were now almost completely open. Two rows of honor guard had taken position on either side of the gate, effectively creating a gauntlet that led directly to her.

Jordan prayed at that moment that she would not do anything to embarrass herself or her kin. She knew that if she opened her mouth she would vomit or if she closed her eyes she would faint, so she simply stood frozen like stone and prayed to God to give her strength to face what she must. The anticipation of actually seeing English soldiers within the confines of Langton was overpowering. A strange tingling filled her limbs.

A silence settled over the crowd as three English knights rode beneath the gatehouse and into the outer bailey. All three were perfectly attired, huge and ethereal, and the hostility in the air of the compound was tangible. The massive destriers that they rode danced and snorted their way into enemy territory, and Jordan wondered if indeed the horses could sense the hate around them. There was no way to miss it.

As the knights approached, Jordan found herself oddly entranced with them. Their gleaming armor was flawless and she could see the well-kept chain mail covering them from head to toe beneath the plate armor. They rode their animals as if they were a physical part of them, not even moving so much as an inch as the nervous destriers bucked and kicked. They wore intimidating helmets with the faceplates down, and she found that she was disturbed by the fact that she could not see their faces. She wondered if they were even real men; they looked to be statues.

She also noticed the spurs. She had heard that true English knights wear spurs of pure gold, a symbol of their rank. All three men wore smooth, shining gold spurs.

Jordan’s father and uncles stood several feet away from her at the bottom of the great stone steps. The three knights stopped a good distance from them and dismounted in perfect synchronization. One knight, the man riding in the middle, handed his reins to one of the others and deliberately approached the awaiting Scots.

“Who is Laird Thomas Scott?” The knight’s voice was husky, rich, and deep.

“I am,” Thomas replied. “Who are ye?”

“Sir William de Wolfe, Captain of Northwood Castle,” the man replied. “I have come on behalf of John de Longley, Earl of Teviot, to retrieve his bride, by order of our illustrious King Henry. Will you surrender her peacefully?”

A small bell went off inside of Jordan’s head when the knight revealed his name. Had she heard that name before? It occurred to her that it sounded distantly familiar, though she could not imagine where on earth she had ever heard it. Still, it tugged at her and she waited for the warrior to remove his helmet.

Thomas’ face grew dark, his calm facade vanishing. He glared at the helmeted warrior who stood at least two heads taller than he did. Jordan saw the open hatred in her father’s eyes and wondered what had made him lose his carefully controlled manner.

“Take off yer helmet,” Thomas growled.

The knight didn’t hesitate. He pulled it off with his smooth grace and tucked it beneath his arm in one gesture. His hazel-gold eyes focused with arrogance on the Scot.

“God’s Bloody Rood.” Thomas spat with amazement. “ ’Tis ye after all, ye English devil. By God, The Wolf in our very midst.”

The two other knights accompanying The Wolf also pulled off their helmets, their faces like stone, one very blond and one dark-blond. But Jordan was not looking at them; she was reeling with the shock of her life.

It was as if some unseen force had kicked her in the stomach. Her head swam and she could not breathe and she was afraid she was going to become sick in front of God and two countries. Of all of the knights in England, it was him.

The knight she had tended those weeks back in Bog Wood had come back to haunt her. Jordan closed her eyes hard and opened them again, only to be confronted by the most handsome face she had ever beheld. It wasn’t possible. How did he survive? Her knees threatened to collapse; somehow, God was punishing her. Her blood rushed to her head and began gushing wildly in her ears, but she fought the urge to faint. She could not embarrass herself, not here. She had to fight it. Her world was reeling and she fought desperately for control.

In hindsight, perhaps she should not have been shocked that she had saved the life of the infamous border Wolf. He had given her his name and she had chosen to believe he wasn’t the man known to be the scourge of her people. But she had. The man had been menacing her people for several years and she had tended him as she would have any other soldier. Her shame and horror was unbelievable.

As she reeled, more horror gripped her; if her father found out, there would be hell to pay. Would The Wolfe even recognize her? Would he thank her publicly, in front of her kin? Terror shot through her when she remembered his promise to thank her for her kindness. If he were planning on doing it now, her life would not be worth the ground she stood upon. She must have faltered because someone put a hand on her back to steady her. Jordan could not even summon the will to thank them.

“So my daughter is to marry yer lord?” Thomas’ angry words broke into her turbulent thoughts. “And ye are to take her to him, are ye?”

“I am,” William replied evenly. “Will you surrender her to me?”

Thomas looked terribly indecisive but he had to show faith or Jordan would be terrified. He stepped close to the English captain so that only he would hear his words.

“I will tell ye that I hate yer bloody guts, ye bastard,” Thomas rumbled. “For all of the pain and misery ye have caused my kin, I would gladly run ye through right now. But I canna, for I have pledged something even greater than my hatred – my honor. My daughter is to be Laird de Longley’s bride. Ye take her, Wolf, and treat her with the respect of a countess or so help me, I will gut ye myself and take great delight in yer pain.”

William held the same expression he had since he took off his helmet. He wasn’t the least bit offended or frightened by the earl’s words, but the more he stood in the bailey of the enemy castle the more uncomfortable he became. It would only take one man, from either side, to start something and then there would be no end to the melee. Better to get the wench and get the hell out of there.

“Understood, my lord,” he replied quietly. “If you will direct me to your daughter, I will be grateful.”

Thomas held the man’s gaze a moment longer before turning on his heel and the two of them headed towards the keep. Jordan, from her position at the keep entry, saw her father and the knight swiftly approach and her panic began to bloom; mayhap the knight would not even remember her; it had been dark that night and he had been horribly ill. She silently beseeched God for help, praying that the knight would not remember her and that she had been wiped from his memory.

He arrived sooner than she had prepared for and suddenly, their eyes locked. His gaze was shocking, piercing, yet she could read no emotion, no flicker of recognition, and she was slammed with relief. So many emotions were swirling though her brain that she felt as if she were a weak, quivering mass of flesh. She simply could not think rationally any longer as she averted her gaze and stared at her feet.

“This is my daughter, Lady Jordan Scott.” Thomas was completely unaware of his daughter’s turmoil and wondered why she was looking at the ground. “Jordan, this is yer new husband’s captain. Greet the man.”

Jordan curtsied a bit too deep because her knees were shaking so. “Sir knight.” William acknowledged her silently. Truth be known, he didn’t trust himself to speak; he would have sounded winded because he had not taken a breath since he first lay eyes on Jordan’s beautiful face, looking pale and fearful. He simply could not believe what he was seeing.

The more he gazed at her lowered head the more disbelieving he became. Good God, it is her. His angel of mercy in the flesh. He never truly believed he would ever see her again and to have her standing before him, as his charge no less, was too incredible to comprehend. He almost laughed aloud at the stroke of fortune, or misfortune, considering this woman was to be his lord’s bride.

There was no mistaking her incredible beauty and he wondered if she would even remember him. Turning abruptly to her father, he spoke.

“My orders are to return her immediately to Northwood,” he snapped forcefully. “I assume she is ready to leave?”

Thomas’ eyes narrowed at the hostility in the man’s voice. “Of course she is.”

“Very well,” William said authoritatively and spun on his heel, bellowing as he went. “Bring forth the wagons.”

The bailey deteriorated into a rolling mass of running, shouting people. Jordan’s father grabbed her arm and the two of them hurried after the knight.

William reached his destrier and plopped his helmet back on his head, much too forcefully. His shock at seeing Jordan was getting the better of him. He held his hand out to her.

“The lady will ride with me,” he said.

Jordan balked. “I can well ride, sir knight, I have my own palfrey.”

He grasped the destrier’s reins. “You will ride with me.”

His tone was calm but left absolutely no room for disobedience. Both Jordan and her father sensed it. Thomas pulled his daughter into his arms, squeezing the breath from her. Hot tears stung his eyes.

“Jordi-girl, I miss ye already,” he whispered. “I love ye, lass. Always remember that, no matter what.”

Tears welled in Jordan’s eyes. “I love ye, too, Dada,” she said softly. “Come see me. Soon, please?”

Thomas pulled back. “I will, I promise.” He turned his hostile eyes to William. “Take good care of her, Wolf. She is the reason we willna be meeting on the battlefield anymore.”

William’s visor was up, but he did not return the hostile look. “I am well aware of that, Laird Scott,” he replied. “And whether or not it means anything to you, I have pledged to protect your daughter with my life. She will be safe, I assure you.”

Thomas did not want to outright insult the English captain, especially when he held Jordan’s life in his hands, so he gave a curt nod before giving his daughter a nudge in the knight’s direction.

Reluctantly, she turned to William. When she saw those hazel eyes again, peering at her though the upturned visor, all of the shock and astonishment she felt earlier seemed to creep up anew. Her mouth went dry and she ran a pink tongue over her full lower lip.

“Very well, sir knight, I am ready,” she informed him with a firm voice.

William reached down and picked her up, setting her easily atop his massive horse. Without a word, he vaulted up behind her and heard her grunt as his armor bumped into her soft body. Putting a thick arm around her waist, he dug his heels into his horse and was gone from the bailey with the other two knights close behind.

The last glimpse Jordan had of her beloved castle was the huge gates whisking past, and then they were out into the countryside. She knew, at that moment, that her life would never again be the same.


CHAPTER FIVE


Not a word was said between them.

Since the moment Jordan mounted the charger, she had kept as still and as quiet as she could, not even so much as turning her head to look about her. She decided the best course was to be silent and allow the captain to begin any and all conversations. Terrified, she concentrated on keeping her head down and her eyes averted.

When they had joined the main body of the army, she discovered there were six more knights in addition to the three that were riding with her. Nine massive, deadly English knights. Jordan had never been more frightened in her entire life, and even though she could not see their faces, she knew they were watching her intently. Head lowered and hair hanging down to cover her face, she wished for invisibility. Or at least she hoped they would ignore her. She was terrified that if someone spoke to her, she would faint dead away.

They rode south at a rather leisurely pace until the sun was high above before stopping to rest. Jordan knew it was for her benefit and was very grateful. Her back was killing her from sitting so stiffly against the captain and her bottom was already sore. When he lifted her down from the horse, her legs almost gave way from sheer disuse.

Some men began to break out bread and jerky, but she wasn’t hungry. Instead, she wandered aimlessly to a small stream, making doubly sure to keep away from the bulk of the English soldiers who seemed to be eyeing her with unsavory flare. The way they stared at her made her skin crawl. She didn’t even know where the captain had gone, and she felt very alone. Self-pity was growing.

The water was icy and refreshing and she ran a finger in it absently, her mind far back at Langton. She wondered what her family was doing at this moment; were they glad to be rid of her? She wondered if they were laughing and celebrating happily to be rid of the squeamish girl with no taste for battle. She pouted and slapped at the water, feeling lonesome and sad and disoriented. But in the back of her mind, she knew that all of her worries about her family were foolish; they loved her and were terribly sad she was gone. So was she.

Above, birds twittered loudly in the trees. She glanced up and saw a nest, knowing the birds were angry to have the intrusion of humans. She clucked up at them and spoke soothing words, not noticing until it was too late that there was a very large body next to her.

“Would you like some wine?” It was the captain.

She went rigid. “Nay, thank ye.”

He sat the bladder down and pulled off his gauntlets; he was already helmetless. Kneeling, which was no easy feat in a suit of armor, he splashed cold water on his face and shook his head, pelting her with droplets. She tried not to look at him, her stomach quivering with nerves.

“Lady Jordan Scott, named for the River Jordan,” he repeated her own words, spoken long ago. “I never thought to see you again.”

So he did remember. She felt a jolt of surprise and another jolt of fear. Mayhap he remembered the slip-shod job she did in repair of his wound. Mayhap he also remembered the merciless pain of the whisky burn. She wondered with rising panic if he were going to drown her in the creek as punishment, although she knew her thoughts were daft. She was daft.

Yet…she had noticed he did not limp. Mayhap her half-hearted repair was blessed by God and the leg had recovered properly. Forcing herself to calm, there was only one way to find out.

“Yer leg healed?”

He slapped the scarred thigh. “Good as new, thanks to you,” he replied, then looked her fully in the face. She returned his stare openly and he smiled at the astonishment he saw in her eyes. “I did not think it possible, but you have actually grown more beautiful since the last I saw you.”

A faint blush crept into her cheeks and she choked on a swallow. “ ’Twas dark that night, sir knight. ’Twas difficult to see much at all.”

“I could see you,” he insisted softly. “Have you been well?”

She nodded curtly, her only answer. She found herself looking away from his consuming gaze, staring down at the bubbling water.

“I was surprised to see ye,” she said after a moment. “Yer wound was so terrible I was sure ye were to die from it.”

“Nay, my lady, I did indeed survive,” he replied, “but I am sure I would not have had you not come to my aid. I owe you my life.”

She shook her head nervously. “All I did was stitch ye up and leave ye there to die. I dinna do much at all.”

“ ’Twas enough,” he said. “And I shall be forever grateful to you. Thank you.”

She was blushing furiously by now, much to her horror. Sweet Jesu,’ what an effect this man had on her. Never in her life had she met anyone who could make her feel like melting with a word or a glance. Her fear was abating quickly.

“Ye lied to me,” she blurted after a moment, shifting the subject away from her.

He looked concerned. “When did I do this disgraceful thing?”

“Back on the battlefield after I sewed yer wound,” she said. “I asked ye if ye were The Wolf and ye told me no.”

He looked thoughtful. “As I recall, I told you my name was de Wolfe, not The Wolf. I never actually lied.”

Her eyes narrowed skeptically. “A technicality, sir knight. Ye should never lie to a lady.”

He nodded his head as if admitting his error. “There was no point in frightening you even more than you already were. I saw no harm in evading your question.”

She had to admit she agreed with his reasoning. Lowering her lashes, she glanced down at the stream again. “When did ye recognize me?” she asked.

He rose to his full height. “When I first laid eyes on you,” he said. “There is no mistaking your face, my lady. ’Tis the most beautiful face in all Scotland and England.”

She smiled and looked away, embarrassed to the hilt. To be truthful, William was embarrassed, too. He was gushing like a smitten boy, not at all within his character.

“I am being too bold, my lady,” he said softly. “Forgive me.”

She simply nodded, not knowing how to respond to him. His manner made her feel extremely comfortable and her terror was gone, although it was replaced by a new sort of nervousness that made her cheeks grow warm. In a struggle to change the subject, she again took note of the armor that had so impressed her.

“Does yer sword have a name, sir knight?” she asked. “I have heard that all Sassenach knights name their swords.”

He glanced at his blade, strapped to his waist and thigh. “I gave it a name, once, in my youth. I called it mighty Jupiter. But I have not used that name in years. Now I simply call it Friend.”

She nodded, repressing an urge to comment about The Wolf’s reputation for swordsmanship. “My Da has read to us the story of the Anglos and the Saxons,” she said. “I know that Charlemagne’s sword was named Joyosa and that good king Arthur bore Excalibur.”

He inclined his head. “That is correct. I am surprised your father saw it fit to read to you the legends of the English. Up ahead, at Carter Bar, is where the line is drawn between the Celts and the Norman-Angles.”

She looked at him. “I know. ’Tis why I am here.”

He found himself studying her face, ingraining her features into his brain for future reference when he needed something pleasant to think on. He hoped he had not offended her by his last remark.

“You seem to know a bit about knights, my lady,” he commented.

She smiled shyly and looked away. “Just what my Da tells me. He used to be a good soldier when he was younger. Now he is content to command from afar.” She suddenly became distant. “He keeps his armor, his mail and plates, everything, hung in a closet. His manservant still polishes it regularly, as if someday he will be called into service again. But it just sits alongside his mighty sword.”

His brow furrowed slightly. “I was under the impression that your father was an active commander in battles.”

“He is active, but he doesna lead his men as he should,” she said. “He lets Uncle Nathaniel and Uncle Matthew do that. He commands the entire battle from the rear.”

William had fought the man many times and hadn’t known that. “Why?” he found himself asking.

“ ’Twas a promise he made to my mother on her deathbed.” She looked at him, her eyes soft. “He promised her he would never again lead an army into battle so I would have less of a chance of becoming an orphan. I was their only child, ye see. It nearly killed my Da to make that promise, but he did to please my mother. My uncles said he was the best swordsman they had ever seen.”

William didn’t reply, puzzled and strangely touched by the story Jordan seemed distant a moment longer before suddenly smiling, as if forcing herself from the subject.

“I am glad ye did not acknowledge ye knew me in front of my kin,” she said. “My Da would have become suspicious and run me through for sure.”

“For what?” he demanded.

“For consorting with the enemy.” she insisted. “If my Da even suspected that I had ever tended an English wounded, then he would brand me traitor and kill me.”

William pulled his gauntlets on. “Nay, he would not have,” he said. “I have pledged my life to protect you, Lady Jordan, be it at Langton or at Northwood. Your father would not have laid a hand on you.”

The chivalrous declaration flattered her. When he extended a gloved hand to her, she accepted and he pulled her effortlessly to her feet. Their eyes locked and Jordan felt volcanic emotions swirling between them. The feelings were so intense that her arms tingled painfully in response and she had no idea what she was feeling or why her whole body ached when he had simply touched her hand. It was disarming but not at all unpleasant, and she wondered if he had felt it, too.

She was embarrassed for feeling that way from the touch of an English knight. She should be insulting him, cursing him at the very least for being her enemy, but instead she was letting him touch her… and she was liking it. What an unworthy Scot she was.

Once again, she mounted the gigantic horse and tried to get comfortable with her sore bottom. William bellowed for his squire and began dropping pieces of armor faster than the boy could pick them up. Jordan watched him curiously. When he was finished, he was armorless from the waist up, wearing only a padded linen tunic.

He glanced up at her, rolling up the sleeves. She detected no warmth, no friendliness in his gaze and wondered what she had done that had made his behavior change so abruptly since leaving the stream. He seemed cold and distant again, as he had back at Langton.

He mounted the horse behind her and she closed her eyes for a brief moment at the sensual shock of being pulled up against his massive chest. Without the armor, he was infinitely more comfortable but to have him so intimately close flustered her. She should demand that he put his armor back on, but she just could not seem to form the words.

“I thought you might be more comfortable without all of that armor crowding you,” he said quietly into her ear.

She nodded shortly, puzzled. The silky voice and the hard gaze she had just met a moment ago did not match. Was this man always so confusing?

The caravan moved on, Jordan resting against William’s muscular body. The heat he radiated coupled with the rhythmic sway of the horse drew at her and she found that she was completely exhausted. But she fought the sleep that tried to claim her, fearful that if she were to sleep, somehow she would find herself in the clutches of an English soldier with evil on her mind. Even though William had pledged to protect her, how could she be sure? She didn’t know the man, his mind or his convictions. For all that she knew, she should be trying to protect herself from him.

She tried to sit forward a little, putting a minuscule amount of space between William’s body and her own. A minimum safe distance. Yet between the movement of the horse and her own weariness, she soon found herself resting against him once again.

Sweet Jesu,’ but she felt content when she was pressed to him. It was an indescribable feeling of pleasure and satisfaction such as she had never experience before. Although she was still denying it, her instincts told her that William’s pledge was honorable and true, and that he was a man of his word.

He said he would die for her. Somehow, she believed him, although she didn’t want to. She somehow knew that she could sleep completely in his arms and that nothing at all would harm her.

It was so queer, this trust she felt with him. Strange and wonderful and the same time. All she had was his word, the word of an Englishman no less, that no harm would ever come to her. And she believed him.

Darkly, she began to feel traitorous. What had she told Jemma? That she would show the English what Scot pride was? That she would make her family proud? Feeling the emotions that she was for the captain was certainly no way to make her family proud.

But she was in a new world now, and she had to do what she had to do to survive in it. If no one but her knew what she was feeling, then no one would suspect that she was a weak, silly woman whose weak, silly emotions could rule her head. Only she would know her shame. The shame in actually not hating an Englishman.

For the moment, she had stopped fighting and fearing it wasn’t long before he felt her relax completely and her breathing grew steady. He shifted her so that she lay across him, her head nestled against his massive bicep and her creamy breasts half-pressed into his chest. She slept the dead-sleep of a child, her rosy lips parted mostly in sleep.

As tumultuous as Jordan’s thoughts were, Williams were worse. He gazed upon her for a moment impassively, as one sees after a weaker and smaller being. He felt secretive, allowing himself to drink in the beauty of the woman who had infatuated him for the better part of a year. He still could not believe she was real; not one of his faded dreams, and he found that holding her in his arms was one of the more pleasant experiences of his life. Better than he had imagined.

One of William’s officers, a young knight named Jason Grey, rode alongside. He could have almost been William’s younger brother with his darkly handsome looks. His brown eyes raked appreciatively over Jordan in his captain’s arms.

“A beauty, to be sure,” he commented seductively.

William felt a strange sense of possessiveness creep into his veins. Calmly, he glanced down at his burden.

“Aye,” he said evenly. “Jason, go to the wagon and retrieve a cloak for my lady. It looks to rain.”

Jason reined his animal around and dashed back along the column.

William let out a sigh of release. He hadn’t realized he had been holding his breath. It occurred to him that having his angel of mercy so near him was going to create a tremendous conflict in his mind. He had to control himself where she was concerned, no matter what kind of debt he felt to her. It was an unpaid debt he felt toward her, correct? No more than that, he told himself. He felt obliged to protect this woman because she had undoubtedly saved his life, and, because he had been ordered to.

…right?

Uncertainty flooded him. Good God, man, is there more to this than you are allowing yourself to admit? Impossible. He had no use for a woman, Scot or English. He had not the time, nor the desire.

But there was one thing that tugged at him persistently; he had met this woman a mere two times in his life and she had left an indelible mark on him as if she had burned her presence into his very soul. No one had ever done that. Aye; he would admit that fact and that one alone.

As William wrestled with confusion, Jason brought back the matching cloak to the dress she wore. Between the two of them, they managed to cover her quite nicely. William’s horse, smelling the fox lining, snorted and danced at the strange scent. He clucked to the animal and spoke softly to it, and soon the warhorse calmed.

“And what, pray, do you think the old lord is going to do with her, my lord?” Jason barged into his thoughts.

“Marry her,” William replied, uninterested in his knight’s innuendos.

“Of course, but what is he going to do with her?” Jason was taking delight in his perverse thoughts. “He is fifty years old. She will surely kill him with her vigor.”

William glanced impassively at his young subordinate. Jason was usually mildly amusing, but not today. He sighed and looked away.

“I have no time for this, Jason,” he said shortly. “Send Paris to me.”

Jason, puzzled at William’s curt reply, nonetheless went obediently to find Paris.

Paris de Norville was William’s right hand. Tall, well-built, with a sensuous face and a crown of well-kept blond hair, he was immediately at his captain’s side. He also knew William better than anyone and could not recall ever seeing such an expression on the man’s face. As he reined his horse close, he scrutinized William.

“My lord is taking a personal interest in this treasure?” He nodded his head in Jordan’s direction.

He ignored the comment. “How is it with the men?”

Paris looked off into the spring-green countryside. “Rumbles, grumbles, and innuendos. All that sort, but for the most part they do not seem to care much about her.”

William nodded, absorbing the information. “Just the same, Paris, if I am not with her, you will be. I will take no chances with her welfare.”

Paris nodded. “Agreed, my lord,” he replied, looking over at the figure sleeping beneath the cloak. “She is damn beautiful for a Scot, is she not? No wonder her father was so protective.”

William did not dare look at his friend; Paris knew him far too well and he was afraid that the man would read the mass confusion he was feeling. Already, he could feel the man staring at him.

“Aye,” he said simply.

The army continued until just after dusk when William ordered a halt. Tents were pitched and fires started. They were just inside the English border now and he was feeling a bit easier. His mood was lighter as well. Tonight the men would dine on roast mutton.

Jordan awoke with a start when the horse stopped. She hadn’t awoken the whole time William was barking orders and he smiled at the humor of it.

“What’s wrong?” she gasped. “Where am I?”

He held her tightly to keep her from thrashing her way right off of the horse. “We are making camp, my lady, unless you care to sleep on a moving horse all night,” he said.

She looked at him as recognition dawned, realizing where she was. She ran a shaky hand across her brow.

“Nay, my lord, I wunna,” she murmured. “I am quite anxious to get off this swaying beast.”

William dismounted the destrier and held his arms up for her. Gratefully, wearily, she slid into them and he lowered her gently to the ground. Their eyes met and Jordan experienced a painful, unfamiliar jolt of excitement. She was positive he could read it on her face. Embarrassed, she turned away.

If William noticed, he didn’t say so. While he personally saw to the settling of his men, Paris and three other knights sat with Jordan and the two Scottish maids she had brought with her. Paris politely built a fire, smiling openly at her, but Jordan stared at the ground. Without William to protect her, she was terrified of the strange knight.

The other three knights seemed to be interested in anything other than her. Every so often they would glance over at her, a sort of appraising glance, and then look away as if mulling over their findings. When they looked away, Jordan would spy at them to see if she could tell what they were thinking. She knew they hated her, just as she despised them. She wondered darkly if they wanted to throw her into the flames of the fire and say it was an accident.

One knight, a young, massively built blond with untamed curls, had the surliest expression she had ever seen. She was decidedly afraid of him, whereas the other two, a handsome dark-blond man with massive neck and shoulders, and an extremely tall dark-haired knight seemed to be looking at her with curiosity.

She recognized the man with the thick neck; he had ridden into Langton with William, as had the tall blond. He seemed to have a naturally gentle expression, one that was difficult to put into words, and looking at the pure size of the man, she found it difficult to believe he was gentle in any way. His eyes were inquisitive on her, honest, and she actually met his gaze for a moment.

It was an odd standoff game, everyone staring at everyone else and no one saying a word. Jordan was feeling vastly uncomfortable.

Paris stood back from the fire, watching her intently. Educated and charming, he was an arrogant rogue who had more ladies than he knew what to do with. Women seemed to love his cocky manner and charisma. Looking over at his lord’s bride, he could see why William had kept her so close to his vest. She was terribly exquisite.

“Tell me, Lady Jordan, have you traveled from Langton before?” he asked pleasantly.

She jumped at the sound of his voice. “Nay, my lord.”

“I see,” Paris replied. “Then you have never been to Edinburgh?”

“Nay, my lord,” she repeated, then added. “But my mother was born in Edinburgh. We have kin there.”

Ah, so she can speak in a delightful honeyed voice, he thought to himself. Her burr was distinct but not too heavy.

“And what sorts of entertainment do you enjoy at Langton?” he asked, making conversation. She seemed dreadfully ill at ease.

She met his eye then. “We dance and sing a good deal,” she said timidly. “And my Da reads aloud to us on occasion, though I dunna understand much of Greek poetry.”

“Greek poetry,” the surly young knight scoffed. “God, I had no idea Scots could even read.”

Paris shot him a deadly look. “I do not believe you have been invited into this conversation, Deinwald.”

Deinwald continued to smirk. Jordan, startled by his loud declaration, suddenly felt as if she wanted to cry. It was the hatred she had only felt before, now spoken aloud. The lines were established.

“Do you have a favorite prose, my lady?” Paris asked, warming to the conversation and ignoring the loud mouth knight.

Her lower lip quivered. He had inadvertently reminded her of something her father had said to her in private the night before. He had been drunk, trying to drown his guilt in whisky, and had sought her out. He had held her, reciting the story of Danae and Perseus, and of Zeus who had abandoned them reluctantly. ’Twas not her favorite prose he spoke, but it was the one that stuck with her.

“Last night my father recalled a song of the Greek Simonides, something he found particularly appropriate,” she said quietly and with feeling. “ ’Twas a long prose, but I remember the words he emphasized to me, the words Zeus spoke expressing his pain at having to send Danae and Perseus away:

‘If this danger were danger to ye,

yer small ear would attend my words.

But I tell ye sleep, my baby, and let the sea sleep,

let our trouble sleep; let some change appear

Zeus, father from ye.

This bold word and beyond justice

I speak, I pray ye, forgive it me.’”

The fire crackled in the center of the small group, the only sound heard. Paris was stunned into silence with the beauty of the words and the meaning he saw in them. The other three knights seemed equally sedate. Jordan glanced up from her trance, smiling weakly at him.

“I think he was telling me not to fear my future, and to forgive him his decision,” she said softly.

Paris managed a nod. “Aye,” his voice was strangely quiet. “My assumption as well.”

Paris was a great admirer of the Romans and the Greeks, and was amazed at this woman’s intelligence. The words she spoke had been flawless; he knew the passage. He was suddenly seized with determination to know everything about her.

“What else did your father read of?” he asked.

She blinked thoughtfully. “He read to us the story of Jason and the Argonauts. And he is a great admirer of Alexander the Great.”

“Holy Jesus, Joseph and Mary,” Deinwald muttered and shook his head. “A laird who would be emperor.”

The hostile young knight made her uncomfortable again, breaking the pleasant spell. Paris didn’t look at him; his eyes were fixed on Jordan’s sad face.

“One more comment, Deinwald, and I cut your tongue out,” he said icily. “ ’Tis Lord de Longley’s future father-in-law you speak of. Bank your mouth, although I know how difficult it is for you.”

Jordan felt a little better with the blond knight defending her against Deinwald. They sat together a few moments in silence, with Jordan staring at her hands and reluctant to say anymore. Paris could see how nervous she was and having Deinwald airing his views did not make her feel better. He felt a stab of pity for his lord’s beautiful new bride. Better to keep her talking and relieve her, he decided.

“My lady, allow me to introduce you to three of Northwood’s finest.” He indicated the other knights, the dark blond and then the brunette. “That bear of a man is Sir Kieran Hage, and that tall tree is Sir Michael de Bocage.”

Jordan turned out of politeness to greet the knights and was not surprised when they both smiled openly and bowed gallantly. She could only manage a slight nod of her head in their direction, mostly looking at the man with the thick neck; Sir Kieran. Her instincts told her that he was a man with character such as William, although she knew not why.

“And that,” Paris cocked an eyebrow at petulant young knight with the curly locks, “is Sir Deinwald Ellsrod. Now that you have been properly introduced, please feel free to insult him as harshly as you can muster. ’Tis become a sport with us.”

Deinwald glared at her before turning away and looking back over the camp. Paris would have liked nothing better than to slug him. He brought his gaze back around to see Jordan looking at him.

“You have not told me your name, sir knight,” she said.

He smiled a sort of cocky grin. “Paris de Norville, my lady. Second-in-command of Northwood’s army.”

He was a handsome bugger, obviously so. The type women swoon over, and she could furthermore see that he knew his own charm. But his smile was genuine and he had been more than kind to her.

“A pleasure to meet you, Sir Paris,” she said.

He raised an eyebrow. “I assure you, the pleasure is mine. Now, tell me; do you know much of Alexander, Lady Jordan?”

“Aye,” Jordan looked up timidly from her lap. “He was a great warrior, not only to the Greeks, but to the Egyptians and the Persians and the Syrians. He actually ruled his empire from Babylon, but it was so vast he could have ruled from anywhere in the civilized world.”

Paris was pleased. Alexander the Great was his hero, and he was well versed in the man and his tactics. He never believed a lady would be the least bit interested in an ancient soldier. He smiled broadly at her; he was beginning to like her a great deal.

“My lady, one day you and I will have to discuss Alexander in great length,” he said. “And you must give me your opinion on his war machine.”

She returned his smile shyly. “I would like that, Sir Paris,” she said, then suddenly brightened. “My Da read us the story of Helena and Paris once. ’Tis yer namesake, is he?”

“Aye,” he replied. “I suppose that is who I reminded my mother of. Mayhap she had high hopes for me.”

From over Paris’ shoulder, still with his back to them, Deinwald snorted. “She should have named you Cyclops. That is who you remind me of.”

Paris smiled wryly at Jordan before turning around. “And your name shall be Brainless for tempting fate as you do. One day someone will cut your heart out for one insult too many.”

“And I shall be the first in line to shake his hand,” Sir Kieran said dryly.

“And I s-shall build a shrine and burn virgins once a day in his honor,” Sir Michael cut in.

“A severe contradiction,” Deinwald glanced at the extremely tall man. “I have never heard you utter the word ‘I’ and ‘virgin’ in the same breath.”

“Gentle knights.” Paris roared so they would cease their train of conversation. “Remember that we have a lady present, if you please.”

Jordan could not help but snicker until Deinwald glared at her and she lowered her head. But the smile was still there.

A very young knight, hardly more than her age, joined their group. The older knights teased him roughly over something Jordan could not quite catch, but she really did not care anyway. She was beginning to feel her fatigue. Paris gently pulled her into the conversation by introducing the young knight by the name of Corin de Fortlage. He smiled happily at Jordan as one would when gazing at a sweet plum pudding and gallantly kissed her hand. She almost giggled at his school-boy charm.

But the frivolity stopped when William appeared and the knights gave him their full, undivided attention. Jordan was amazed that the frivolity that had been there only an instant before was gone as the men looked eagerly at their captain. Even Deinwald’s churlish expression had vanished. She was beginning to see what a presence William commanded with his men, and it fascinated her. She thought she had been the only one to feel his overwhelming presence.

“Go get your food,” he ordered.

Everyone obeyed except for Paris. He was smiling at Jordan until William stepped between them.

“Take one of Lady Jordan’s maids and bring back her supper,” he instructed. “She is famished.”

“Nay, my lord, I am not,” she countered softly. “If ye will show me where I am to sleep, I shall be thanking ye.”

William looked her up and down, hands on his hips. “It has been a long ride, my lady. You need your strength.”

Her beautiful face turned up to him, the light from the fire caressing her features.

“I will eat doubly on the morrow, then, I promise ye,” she pleaded softly. “I only wish to sleep now.”

He was in deep trouble. If his life depended on it, he could not have denied her. He was appalled at himself and amused at the same time. He was not used to having his orders countered and repressed the urge to demand she eat. But he could not very well force-feed her if she was not hungry, so she might as well sleep as she requested.

Disgusted at his lack of backbone where she was concerned, he raked his fingers through his dark brown hair.

“Very well,” he extended his hand to her. “Paris, take charge of both maids for this night. I will take charge of the lady.”

Paris watched them walk away, William’s hand holding her wrist, disappearing into the darkness. His eyes glittered in the firelight. He had never seen his friend so…soft. It wasn’t so much in his voice, or his actions, but in his eyes. Paris let out a long, speculative sigh.

“Watch yourself, William,” he whispered to himself. “Watch yourself.”


CHAPTER SIX


The huge gates of Houndslow Castle, seat of the McKenna Clan and sometimes known as McKenna Keep, yawned open for the approaching rider. The sloppily dressed soldiers watched curiously as the weary man and his horse came pounding into the unkempt compound, not a one of them even offering to take the horse as they came to a halt.

No matter, though. The rider nearly fell from the horse, stumbling to the stairs of the run-down castle and taking them like a drunken man before being swallowed up by the open door.

If the outside of the keep was appalling, the inside was worse. A foul, heavy stench hung in the air and clung to every occupant like a cloak of death. It was a dank, dirty structure that could have just as well been a barn for animals.

The McKenna were a slovenly people and saw no horror to their existence; it had always been so. Dunbar McKenna sat in a shabby room off of the grand hall, contemplating the fly in his wine as the exhausted rider entered the room.

He glanced up at the young man, his only acknowledgement, before looking back to his drink.

“Ah,” he said. “I heard tale you were riding from Langton. What is it you have come to tell me?”

The man sat heavily on the nearest dilapidated chair, wondering if it were going to collapse under his weight.

“He’s gone and done it,” the man said. “By God’s Blood, if the man has not gone and done it.”

Dunbar drank the wine, fly and all. The cup clattered to the floor where it lay with several others as he rose and faced the window, hands clasped behind his back thoughtfully. “Then I pity him,” he said finally.

“I always knew Thomas Scott to be somewhat of an idiot, but I never knew the man to be weak,” he said. “Who did he pledge?”

“Who else? Jordan,” the rider replied, needing drink but not really wanting it from McKenna stores.

Dunbar mulled over that information. “So he pledged his beauteous Jordan, his only child, to the English warlord,” he chuckled bitterly. “For peace.”

“Aye, he did,” the young rider said. “He could have pledged Caladora or my sister, but he dinna. He pledged the only Scott woman worth anything.”

“Pity,” Dunbar repeated. “I was hoping to obtain the girl for me own boy, Abner. As ye know, I have pressed Thomas Scott for years to broker a contract, but he wouldna. It seems me boy wasna good enough for his baby Jordan. But by pledging her to the English lord he is insulting the entire McKenna clan. He is saying that the English are better than we.”

Malcolm Scott shifted uneasily in his chair. He knew Dunbar McKenna to be a volatile man and capable of much violence. He hoped that the man would not take this obvious insult out on him.

Malcolm was the second son of Matthew Scott, Thomas’ youngest brother. He had never quite fit in to the family with his mean streak and shabby character, and by befriending Abner McKenna, he had come to know Dunbar and think of him as more of a father than his own.

Which was why Dunbar was the first laird outside of Clan Scott to know that the English king had sent a missive proposing peace. It had then become Malcolm’s job to inform Dunbar of the decision so appropriate action could be taken against the Scotts.

The McKenna were an aggressive clan and they would rather take a dirk in the heart than live peaceably with the English. For them, there was only war. It was the common hate and the common love that they all shared. Even though they were not truly allied with the Scott clan, they were more than happy to come to their aid in a border skirmish. Anything that meant killing the English.

The McKenna were a smaller clan, numbering only about one hundred fifty men, in comparison to the six hundred that the Scotts claimed. But the McKenna were widely considered the rabble of the border and were simply tolerated because no one truly wanted to oppose them for fear that they would turn their aggressions on them instead of the English.

But, clearly, something had to be done about Thomas Scott’s treasonous act, especially in lieu of the fact that it cut into Dunbar’s greater plan. He was hoping to rely heavily on the Scotts when he united the border clans and proceed to raid and destroy every English fortress along the border, breaking down the English powerhold so that, eventually, the Scots would retain all control of their stretch of the border. This included tariffs, goods and services; anything that would fill coffers.

The McKenna of the McKenna Clan sighed darkly; if he did not regain control of Thomas Scott, then his plans could be ruined. He had been suspicious of the English messenger when Malcolm had first told him of the arrival, but he truly had no idea what the missive contained. Yet, in faith, he had suspected something. Thomas Scott had been waging a fierce war against one of the largest English fortresses for some time and Dunbar believed the message might possibly be a peace proposal.

He could not complete his plan without the Scott Clan. He needed their support, as daft as his scheme was. Yet Dunbar could be convincing, and he knew once he gained support from one clan, ’twould be a small matter of snowballing the effect until the entire border was united, once and for all. No one knew of his strategy as of yet, not even Malcolm. When the time was right, all concerned would be enlightened.

With Dunbar, it was always a grand scheme. The grander the better, and if it did not work out, then he always found someone else to blame and moved on. But this plan was by far his greatest, except that Thomas Scott had thrown a ferret into the hen-house with his damnable peace overture.

He had to do something about the Scotts. Mayhap if he could convince the English that somehow Thomas had gone back on his word, then he would not have to go to Thomas directly. Aye; a little underhanded work was just the cure for an errant laird.

Dunbar signed. “Then we shall take action,” he said. “Malcolm, how many bolts of Scott tartan can ye muster?”

Malcolm looked thoughtful. “Mayhap five or so. Why?”

Dunbar turned to him with a wry smile. “Think, lad; undoubtedly the English lord Jordan is pledged to will send a mighty escort to return her to England. They will be passing into enemy land, lad, their only safety guaranteed by the word of Laird Scott.” Dunbar sat in his heavy oak chair with a look of thoughtful glee. “Say, upon return, the English army is attacked from over the border by hundreds of Scotts. ’Twill look as if Thomas has gone back on his word, changed his mind and is attempting to rescue his daughter. We shall leave enough of the English alive to return to their laird and report what has happened. This will bring the whole bloody question of a treaty to an end.”

Malcolm was a little stunned. “Ye mean…ye mean to dress yer men in Scott colors to make it look as if the Scott’s are attacking?”

“Exactly, laddie,” Dunbar said smugly.

Malcolm nodded. “Well and good. But what of Jordan? Do we, in fact, rescue her?”

Dunbar shrugged. “She would recognize that the men baring Scott tartan were not Scott soldiers. She should be killed.”

Malcolm balked. “I shall not take part in murderin’ my own kin. And I might remind ye that Jordan was not happy about the arrangement. She’s not a willing bride.”

“But she’s doing it, is she not?” Dunbar shot back. “Aye, Malcolm, she’s as guilty as sin. Even if she is not happy, as ye say, she’s still doing it.”

Malcolm was torn with indecision. Dunbar had been more of a father to him than his own and he wanted to please him, but he wasn’t sure about murdering Jordan.

Dunbar could see the dilemma and stood up. “Now, lad, ye’ll inform me when the army is to arrive so that we can begin making preparations. And I shall be needing that tartan as soon as ye can get yer hands on it,” he clapped Malcolm on one shoulder. “Yer a fine, loyal Scot, lad. We canna have an English ally so close to us, can we? Aye, nor can we have a weak Scot ally. Thomas Scott is not fit to be laird. But ye are.”

Malcolm looked up at him with puzzlement. Dunbar smiled.

“Think on it, lad,” he said. “With Thomas Scott gone, it would only be a matter of time before Nathaniel and Matthew followed him in death. Then that would leave Benjamin, Donald and Cord between ye and being laird of Clan Scott. Ye could easily take care of those three foolish young lads.”

“Kill them myself?” Malcolm echoed.

“Aye, but kill is such an ugly word,” Dunbar said. “I prefer ‘eliminate’ myself. Or, if ye hasna the stomach for it, then I am sure we could arrange to help ye out. Anything for an ally.”

Malcolm’s head was spinning. What Dunbar was suggesting was incredible. Slowly, he stood, only to be embraced by the stinking man. Dunbar, in faith, was quite pleased with himself for throwing young Malcolm a bone to chew on without revealing his true plans.

“Be gone wi’ ye, lad,” he told him firmly.

Malcolm did go, still reeling, still uncertain.
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It was later that night. The camp fires glowed softly into the chill night, the faint crackling of wood and the smell of smoke filling the air.

William liked this time of night, when most of the camp was asleep save for the sentries and a few servants. He found he did his best thinking at night.

And think this night he did until his mind was a muddy bog. All he could see and hear was Lady Jordan. Lady Jordan sleeping in his arms, Lady Jordan smiling at the creek, Lady Jordan telling him flatly that she did not wish to eat. He thought of her until she overwhelmed him, running his hands over his eyes as if he could wipe her from his sight. Why did this woman infatuate him so?

A body sat next to him over the fallen log he was using as a chair, startling him from his thoughts. Just by the movements he knew it to be Paris.

“Posts are set for the night, my lord,” Paris said.

“I know,” William replied. “I checked them myself a half hour ago.”

“Then pardon my incompetence,” Paris said dryly. “I should have realized that The Wolf had already been on the prowl.”

“Cease your jibes, Paris, I have no patience this night,” William said, talking into his folded hands.

Paris regarded his captain with a faint smile on his lips. He knew exactly what the problem was. It had been obvious all day.

“What has that woman done to you?” he asked with a slow shake of the head.

William’s head came up and he looked sharply at his friend. Paris fully expected to be reamed up one side and down the other, but instead William let out a sharp exhale and faced back to the fire.

“Shut your mouth,” he said simply.

Paris pursed his lips. “I do not know how,” he said. “Tell me, William….what are you thinking?”

William breathed deeply, not answering for a moment. He seemed hypnotized by the flames of the bonfire in front of him. Paris didn’t think he was going to answer him until finally, quiet words began to come forth.

“When I was injured in the border clash last year…do you remember?” he spoke hesitantly. “Do you recall that you found me a few days later…?”

Paris cut in with a nod of his head. “Aye, I do. You were walking deliriously, with your leg nearly cut off. I remember it as if it were yesterday. I thought we had lost you.”

“Do you also recall that my leg was tended, stitched up, and you asked me who did it?” William continued. “What did I tell you?”

Paris cocked an eyebrow. “You told me an angel had come to save your life,” he said. “ ’Twas all I could get out of you.”

William stared into the flames for a moment. Then, slowly, he turned to look Paris in the eye.

“That woman in my tent; that Scot,” he said quietly. “She was the angel. That was the woman who saved my leg and my life.”

Paris’ eyes widened. “What? Her?”

William didn’t say anymore. He continued to stare into the fire, his mind a hundred miles away. Paris sat with him, wanting to pepper him with questions but, for once, not following through with his desires. It was clear that William was troubled by the situation, but Paris could not honestly figure out why. Did William not want this woman to marry their lord because she was a Scot or because…possibly because William himself wanted her?

God only knew, she was beautiful. Too beautiful for their ancient lord, although the earl was a decent man. But so was William. Paris had never known a more brave or moral man. The thought that powerful and perfect William had possibly fallen for a woman brought a smile to Paris’ lips. He never knew he had it in him.

Then mayhap it would help his captain to talk about his feelings. William was as closed-mouthed as they come, but mayhap he would unload to Paris. He had done it before. And, besides, Paris was damn curious. He weighed the consequences and decided it was worth the probe even if William slugged him.

“My lord is troubled,” he began nicely enough. “Can I help?”

“Nay,” William replied.

Undaunted, Paris pressed on. “Try me. Mayhap I can. Do you not trust me with your private thoughts?”

William looked over at him and Paris inwardly braced himself for a blow. But it did not come. Instead, William merely shook his head.

“I do not even know my private thoughts,” he said quietly. “How can I give them to you?”

A dead end. Paris was about to give up when William suddenly stood up as if agitated. “Paris, have you ever known me to be a fool for woman?” he demanded.

Paris shook his head. “I have never known you to be a fool.”

William clenched and unclenched his huge hands. “This woman affects me like no one has ever affected me. I say yea, she says nay, and I bow to her wishes without a fight. She makes a request and with every fiber of my being I am moving to grant it.” He was pacing. “It is possible that the debt that I feel to her makes me weak, that I would cut off my own arm if she wished it simply because I am indebted to her for saving my life? Is that possible?”

“It is possible,” Paris concurred, shocked to see the power of emotions within his friend. “But is it not also possible that you feel something other than being indebted to her?”

William stopped pacing and stared at him. “What do you mean?”

Paris cast him a long look. “Evaluate the situation for what it is, William,” he said softly. “She is a beautiful, desirable woman and you are a virile, powerful man. Is it not possible that you are attracted to her as a woman, that you may lust for her, and that thought is making you daft?”

“Nay,” William snapped. “Oh, hell… I do not know. But I do know one thing – she is to be de Longley’s bride, no matter what I feel.”

“Mayhap not,” Paris said. “But you had better deal with your emotions now and sort them out or you will be living for the rest of your life in a castle with a woman who turns you to putty with a glance.”

“She does not,” he said indignantly.

Paris was surprised to see that his usually calm captain was raging like a bull. He could not remember when he had ever seen William this passionate about anything. His captain’s nickname, The Wolf, was bestowed upon him because he was as cool, vicious, and cunning as his namesake. On the battlefield, he was feared and admired for his skill and sheer strength, and Paris in all of his travels had never seen a better soldier. Perhaps that is why he pledged his loyalty to William; he had finally found a man who could best him in a fight.

To see him like this, pacing and disturbed, amused him greatly for he truly believed nothing could upset this man. He had not obtained his auspicious reputation by being an emotional bundle.

“My lord,” he began in a tone that made William stop and look at him. “Could it be that you have found the woman of your dreams and you are destitute because she cannot belong to you?”

Instead of becoming incensed, as Paris expected him to, William actually seemed to grow sedate. He looked away from Paris, the muscles in his jaw ticking beneath the stubbled skin.

“Impossible,” he replied hoarsely. “There is no woman of my dreams.”

A direct hit. Paris knew it and was gladdened and saddened at the same time. William longed for a woman he could not have, yet a woman he would spend his entire lifetime serving.

He stood up and went to his captain, thousands of words of comfort and encouragement tumbling in his mind, but he could not sort them. Words seemed inadequate. He no longer felt the need to tease William but to offer him some sort of solace.

“Yes, there is, and her name is Jordan,” he said with understanding. “There is no shame in admitting she infatuates you. But, pray, admit it to yourself and deal with it now or it will eat you up.”

William glanced at him, trying to remain totally impassive but failing. He attempted to match Paris’ knowing gaze but could not maintain it; the man was right and they both knew it.

“Paris, if you breathe one word of this conversation, I shall….”

Paris threw up his hands. “Say no more, my lord,” he said. “I know exactly what will happen to me, and by your own hand. Your secret is safe with me.”

“I have no secret,” William insisted weakly.

Paris cocked a disbelieving eyebrow at him. “Of course not.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


When William finally did go into his tent later that evening, he was surprised to see that Jordan was still awake, sitting on a small collapsible chair.

He dismissed the two knights he had placed there for her benefit. Marc Fitz Gerald, a knight who had fostered with William, had long reddish hair that gave him the look like a Viking. He had taken his captain’s orders literally and never left Lady Jordan alone for a moment, whereas Lewis Arnsworth, young and taken with her beauty, had spoken to the lady in broken Gaelic and generally acted the part of an eager puppy. Once, she had asked for some water and he had spilled it all over himself in his haste to pour it for her.

Marc put a firm, fatherly hand on Lewis’ shoulder as William moved into the tent and all but shoved him out. The young knight would have been fully content to stay there all night. If William noticed the foolish behavior, he didn’t let on. When his knights had gone, he eyed Jordan curiously.

“I thought you said you were tired,” he said. “Why did you not go to sleep?”

She frowned at him. “Do ye think that I could sleep with my two watchdogs scrutinizing every move I made? Nay, sir knight, I was content to sit right here until I could go to sleep privately.”

He nodded silently, unlatching the leg armor he still wore and letting it fall to the floor. His squire, from nowhere, surged into the tent and began to pick it up.

Jordan watched the young boy. He moved eagerly and efficiently, but she thought he looked more like a frightened rabbit. The boy eventually scurried out, leaving William clad only in his quilted linen tunic and snug breeches that clung to his muscular legs. Jordan was a little taken aback at the sheer size of the man; she had seen those legs, once, but had failed to remember just how big they really were. He was intimidating, but she was not frightened of him. It was a strange, giddy sort of intimidation.

“Are you hungry?” he asked, still standing over by the tent flap.

She shook her head. “Nay, my lord. I am exceedingly tired.”

“As you wish,” he replied, walking towards her. “I apologize for the tent. ’Tis quite barbaric for a lady. But at least we will be dry should it rain.”

It took a moment for his words to sink in. Slowly, she looked up at him.

“We?” she repeated suspiciously. “We?”

He fixed her with a firm gaze. “I promised Lord de Longley that I would protect you always, day or night.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Then ye are saying that…ye plan to sleep in the same tent as me?”

“Not only in the same tent, my lady, in the same bed,” he replied, pouring himself a cup of wine.

It was ridiculous and completely improper. Her mouth opened in astonishment. “In the same be…?” she gasped in outrage. “I will sleep alone, sir knight. I am not here for yer convenience, to warm yer bed.”

He gave her a wry scowl. “Do not flatter yourself. I am simply following orders.”

Now she was deeply insulted as well as angry. So she was not good enough to warm his bed, eh? But, then again, why should she care? The more she tried to fight off the snub, the angrier she became at herself and at him.

“Then, pray, what else do ye plan to do with me?” she demanded. “May I at least relieve myself in private, or must ye tend me that as well?”

Her anger left him unfazed. “Nay, my lady, I will not tend you so long as I can see the top of your head.”

“Oh.” she gasped furiously. “I do not know much of English women’s habits, but we Scots find that there are certain tasks that we must complete in private.”

He faced her. “My lady, I will allow you all the privacy you desire so long as it does not compromise your safety.”

She eyed him, visibly calming. She looked down at her hands, turning them over in her lap and he could tell that she was not finished with her tirade. He wondered what was going on in that lovely blond head.

“So yer men would kill me at the first opportunity, then,” she stated quietly. “They know that I am their enemy.”

The woman went from one emotion to the other with such speed it left his head spinning. Now she was subdued and docile again, and her vulnerability was apparent.

“You personally are not their enemy,” he replied. “ ’Tis what you represent.”

She chewed on that for a moment, her head still bowed and her hands still twisting. Then, to his surprise, he caught the glisten of a fat tear on her cheek.

Jordan was humiliated that hot tears were forcing their way from her eyes. She was so tired and emotionally unbalanced that everything was spilling out all at once. Unlike most ladies, Jordan could not and did not even try to keep her feelings under control. She was trying to right now, as not to embarrass herself in front of an English knight, but she’d had little practice.

“I told my Da not to send me into the lion’s den,” she whispered. “I wunna live to see my next birthday. Every person in the Godforsaken country hates me and wants to kill me.”

William felt a stab of pity for her. If the roles were reversed and it was he who was thrust into the heart of Scotland, he was not even sure that he would not be terrified. She had taken all of the events of the day remarkably well, but he knew everyone had their limits. She had reached hers.

Setting down the cup, he went to her and sat down beside the chair. He tried not to look directly at her, but from the corner of his eye he could see her shaking with quiet sobs. There was a soft white hand resting on her knee and he impulsively reached over and clasped it in his big, warm grip. He half expected her to pull away and was pleased when she didn’t.

“No one is going to kill you, Lady Jordan,” he said softly. “I swear it on my oath as a knight of the realm. As long as I have breath in my body, you shall be safe from harm.”

She turned to face him; she was very, very close. He found himself gazing into those incredible green eyes and his mind went to mud. She was so unbelievably beautiful, even with her eyes wet with tears.

“Why would ye pledge this?” she demanded gently. “Ye are my sworn enemy, English. Do ye not hate me?”

“Do you hate me?” he countered huskily.

She blinked at him as if the question confused her. Then, slowly, she shook her head. “I should.”

“So should I, but I do not,” he replied. “How could I possibly hate the woman that saved my life?”

Her gaze was intense on him and he could almost see the thoughts rolling through her brain. The tears were gone now and she seemed to be a little more at ease. He didn’t even realize he was still holding her hand.

“When I first saw ye today, English, I though ye might have come to kill me,” she said.

His eyebrows rose in mild surprise. “Why on earth would I do that, my lady?”

She dropped her head again shyly. “Because I dinna do a very good job of tending yer wound those many months ago and I thought ye were there to seek revenge.”

When she repeated her thoughts, they particularly sounded silly. She wished she hadn’t said anything at all. For his part, William was surprised.

“Why would I do that?” he asked, perplexed and concerned. “You saved my life, my lady. I do not make it a habit to kill people who have shown me kindness, not even Scots.” He peered more closely at her. “Did you really think that?”

She was embarrassed to admit it. “Aye, I did,” she said.

He smiled. “Then I am sorry, but I am going to disappoint you.”

She glanced up at him and found herself grinning timidly. She felt much better about the entire situation. William’s easy manner and words had done much to ease her mind.

They continued to sit a moment in silence and Jordan found herself glancing curiously at him. He was so handsome, so kind, that she wanted to know about him, as he knew of her.

“Where do ye come from, English?” she asked hesitantly, afraid he would tell her it was none of her affair.

To her surprise, he answered. “My father was the Earl of Wolverhampton. My family has a large keep near Worcester, a gift from the Duke of Normandy to my great-great grandfather.”

“So ye’re an earl’s son?” She wasn’t surprised. The man reeked of noble breeding. “Are ye the only son?”

“Nay,” he replied. “My brother Robert inherited the title some years back. My middle brother, Jonathan, is a knight serving the Earl of Norfolk. And I am the youngest.”

“And ye have served at Northwood all yer life?” she asked.

“Since I was eight,” he replied.

“Then ye grew up with the men that serve ye?” It would be her last question, she promised herself. She did not want the man thinking she gabbed too much even though she was quite curious to know everything.

“Basically,” he said. “I have known most of them since I was a lad. They are good men, sworn to protect and obey.” He glanced at her with a twinkle in his eye. “Even you.”

She raised a doubtful brow. “Well, I think that knight of yers, what’s his name? Deinwald? He may have other thoughts about that. He doesna want me around, I can tell.”

William cocked an eyebrow and looked off into the dimness of the tent. “Deinwald knows what is expected of him.”

She suddenly felt as if she had said too much. She did not know Deinwald; how could she know his mind? Quickly, she sought to make amends lest he think she was badmouthing his vassal.

“The other knights have been most gracious,” she said earnestly. “Sir Paris has been exceedingly kind and seems to want to be friendly. We have had a wonderful conversation about Alexander the Great, and….”

He rose abruptly, cutting her off. “I know you are tired,” he said curtly. “I shall leave you momentarily so that you may prepare for bed. But I shall be right outside the tent should you need me.”

He was moving rapidly for the tent flap and she was afraid she had said something terribly to offend him. She did not want to offend the only ally she had.

“Sir knight,” she called softly after him.

William paused by the door flap, stopped by the sweetness of her voice. Taking a moment to compose himself, he turned to her.

“What is it, my lady?” he asked.

She stood from her chair. “Did I say something to offend ye?”

“Nay, my lady, you did not,” he replied after a brief hesitation.

She looked awkward. “Then why are ye leaving so quickly? If I said something, then I apolo….”

He shook his head. “No need, my lady, for you have done nothing,” he assured her. Then he smiled faintly. “Prepare for bed. We will have an early start.”

He left her standing there, half-comforted, half-confused at his abrupt behavior.

Outside, William would have liked nothing better than to punch himself silly. God damn. Why did he react like that when she spoke favorably of Paris? It was as if he was suddenly, overwhelmingly jealous that she spoke of another man. Damnation. He was even sweating over it.

He had to remain in control of himself if he were going to get through all of this. Angrily, he kicked at the ground. He hated feeling this way, so unnerved. The worst of it was that he still could not decide if it was lust or….something else he felt for Lady Jordan. But his reaction to her speaking of Paris was a testimony to itself. Paris had been right; he had to deal with these emotions and stop denying them or they would destroy him.

Inside the tent, he began to hear the faint strains of a song. Intrigued, he listened closely and heard her high, clear, sweet voice singing of Tristan and Isolde. She sang so beautifully that he was captivated for quite some time before he realized what the story was telling him.

Good God. He reeled away from the tent flap with his eyes wide. Was he about to live out that ancient story? Much to his growing horror, he realized he had never been more confused in his life.
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William returned to the tent an hour later. He had left Paris in charge shortly after his confusion had overwhelmed him, going to check the posts again, trying to sort himself out. It had helped greatly to put his mind on his work again, and he found that he was completely rational again when he returned.

He found Jordan curled up on the furs, her cloak and another heavy fur covering her. The brazier was barely flickering, offering no warmth at all against the cold night. In the dim light, he could see her quivering with the chill in her sleep.

He removed his boots and one hit the floor with a loud noise. He was positive it would wake her but was not really surprised to see that it didn’t. After all the noise she had slept through that afternoon, he doubted that boots falling to the floor would wake her. Fully clothed, he lay on top of the furs that covered her, perhaps a foot or so away. A safe distance, he hoped. He didn’t want to be too far away from her, wanting to be close enough to defend her should it be necessary. After the turmoil he had been going through over the past hour, he wondered if it was even a wise decision to be in the same tent with her. Wise or not, he didn’t want to put anyone else in charge of her.

After several long moments, he dared to turn his head and look at her. Jordan was lying on her side, facing him as she slept the sleep of the dead. Her glorious hair was askew and William found himself staring at her for a very long time. She was quaking with the chill and he wondered if he should cover her with more furs. It would have been quicker and warmer to use his body heat but to hold her against him, which was probably not very smart, so he decided to cover her with another fur. Rising from the pallet, he gathered the last fur he had and laid it gently over her. In the process, he inadvertently touched her soft white hand with his index finger.

Her hand was like ice. True to form, Jordan stirred and her eyes flew open, focusing in on him immediately.

“What is the matter?” she asked sleepily. “Is something amiss?”

He shook his head. “You are freezing,” he whispered as he lay back down. “I was covering you with another fur.”

She nodded, pushing the hair from her eyes. He could see the hand trembling as she did so, so very cold. Watching her struggle with the furs, trying to eek a measure of warmth from them, caused William’s resolve to weaken and something inside him snapped. Almost roughly, he reached out and wrapped the furs tightly about her. Then, he pulled her against him.

Jordan muttered a few protests and briefly tried to resist, but when she felt his delicious warmth, she reconsidered. He was like a furnace.

“Stop being so stubborn,” he commanded softly. “It would not do for you to catch a chill and become ill before we reach Northwood. Lord de Longley will not want a sick bride.”

She stopped trying to push him away, but she lay rigid against him. “I am not being stubborn,” she replied, although she had her arms around her torso protectively. “But I am not sure this is….”

He cut her off. “My lady,” he grunted as her elbow dug into his gut. “It would be much better for both of us if you relaxed.” He moved the offending joint to a better position.

Everything in Jordan’s mind screamed of the impropriety of this intimate position but, God help her, she liked it. He was warm and comfortable and she had never felt so contented or safe. She was evil, she knew, for allowing this to take place. But he felt so good, and she really was freezing.

Caution be damned, she put her cold hands against his chest and felt him start a little at the shock. William’s massive arms wound around her and she was aware of a tingling sensation in her stomach, the spark of giddy excitement. If she would allow herself to admit it, it was a wonderful sensation.

“Are you always this cold?” he sounded irritated.

“Aye, always,” she replied. “My blood is not a thick as it should be.”

She squirmed a little to get closer against him, ramming her head into his chin in the process. He grunted and put his hand on the top her head.

“Stop moving,” he told her.

She disobeyed him for the next few seconds before finally settling in with a sigh of contentment.

As Jordan drifted off again, William lay there with his eyes wide open. Lavender. He smelled her lavender scent. He had smelled it when she had first sat before him on his destrier and the scent of it now was much stronger. It seemed to caress him, tease him, and taunt him until he felt the urge to groan aloud with the seductive torment of it. He could only pray that he would fall asleep quickly, but so far, sleep was elusive. With her in his arms, he wondered if he could even sleep at all.

Jordan wasn’t asleep. She, too, was feeling a good deal of tumultuous feelings at William’s nearness. Try as she might, she could not fall back to sleep. Laying in his arms was too new and wonderful a sensation to lose to something as mundane as sleep.

“What kind of man is Lord De Longley?” she whispered against his chest.

William heard the soft question. “I thought you were asleep.”

“I am not,” she murmured. “I canna sleep. Will ye answer my question?”

He thought a moment. “He is a decent man,” he finally answered.

Jordan was silent a moment. “He….he dunna want any part of me, does he?”

William was careful in his reply. “He is old, my lady. He feels he is too old to be a bridegroom again.

She fell silent as she contemplated that statement. It was simply a nice way to tell her she was unwanted.

“Will he lock me in the tower?” she asked.

He pulled back and looked at her as if she was daft. “Where in the hell did you get that idea?”

She pulled back, too, accidentally driving her knee into the flesh of his upper thigh as she did. He grunted, eyeing her as she put her hand to her mouth in a silent apology. Then she sat up beside him.

“I have heard all about English lords and their cruelty,” she insisted. “I know that they lock their enemies in towers to rot, or torture them for pleasure, or worse. I have even heard that they cut off the heads of enemy warriors and stick them on poles. Dunna deny this, English, for ye would be lying.”

He gazed up at her. “I will not deny it, but Lord de Longley is not that sort.”

“Then what sort is he?” she demanded. “He has been making war with my clan for more years than I have been alive.”

William cocked an eyebrow. “What sort is your father that he has been making war on Lord de Longley for more years than you have been alive?” he countered. “Do not make the border wars out to be all of England’s fault, Lady Jordan.”

Her eyebrows shot up in outrage. “ ’Tis Scot soil ye English crave.”

“That, my lady, is a matter of opinion.” He did not want to argue the point with her anymore. Reaching up, he pulled her down to him. Jordan reacted quite naturally by putting her hands up to brace herself against the impact, but in the process made contact with his eye. He muttered something and squeezed his smarting eye shut, closing her in an iron grip.

Angry and flustered, she pushed against his hard chest. “And dunna hold me so close,” she spat, frustrated. “ ’Tis not proper.”

He grabbed her hands to still them. “It may not be proper, but it is safe and warm. Now be still before you bruise me all over. I wish to sleep now.”

“Sleep.” she screeched. “Ye malign me Da and expect me not to defend him? He is a fine and decent man and if ye say otherwise, I shall…I shall…..”

“I did not say otherwise,” he said mildly, cutting off her tirade. “I simply asked what sort of man he was, as you asked of Lord de Longley.”

She was instantly still. He could feel her breathing hard against him and wondered what else she was plotting to say. To his surprise, she chuckled softly.

“Ye are as sly as a fox, sir knight,” she muttered.

He smiled to himself and felt her relax against him once again. He had to resist the urge to caress her back; he found that his hands fairly ached to touch her. Jordan was just drifting off to sleep when she heard his voice again.

“Of what were you and Paris talking when I interrupted earlier this eve?”

William had no idea why he should blurt out this question now, but he had been wondering what the conversation had been about. When he had returned to them at the fire, Paris and Jordan had been smiling at one another quite companionably. He began to think that perhaps his jealousy had started at that moment.

Jordan was so sleepy she could not quite remember. When earlier? Ah, he must mean when he left Sir Paris and sat me with the other knights. Now, what had we been talking about?

“Conspiring, my lord,” she teased him; she was too tired to think on it.

Now he was damn curious. Was she being evasive in a taunting sort of way? He would find out now or she would never get to sleep.

“I see,” he said evenly. “What about?”

She was nearly asleep, her face half buried in his shoulder.

“We plan to run away together,” she whispered.

“Is that so?” he replied. “I wonder what the king would have to say to that.”

She stirred, bringing up her head. Her sleepy face was an inch from his own, her heavy-lidded eyes looking at him.

“I was jesting, my lord,” she said. “I believe we were speaking of Greek poetry and Alexander the Great. I did not mean to infer that Sir Paris was traitorous.”

“You did not,” he said. “I know Paris well enough, I think. But I hope he did not bore you with such talk.”

“Nay, my lord, ’tis I who was speaking of it,” she replied. “My Da is a devotee of Alexander.”

“I see,” William said, satisfied to know the conversation’s contents. “Paris is a great admirer of the Romans and the Greeks. He would talk you into your grave on the subject.”

“Hardly, my lord,” she grinned sleepily. “Have ye not heard of the Scotsman’s gift for gab?”

“Aye,” he replied. “And I see you have it. Go to sleep now.”

“Aye,” she sighed, cuddling to him once again as if she had been doing it all her life. He responded in the same comfortable manner, nearly unaware of it and completely relishing the feel of her.

Content, they fell asleep together in the cold stillness of the night.


CHAPTER EIGHT


The army was disassembled and moving before dawn. Hot breath hung in the air from man and beast alike, mingling with the blanket of fog that had settled over the land. The smell of wet foliage was heavy in Jordan’s nostrils, and she had spent a good deal of the morning sneezing off the effects.

Jordan was dressed in a heavy linen surcoat with the thick matching cloak, yet she was still freezing. Ever since William had left their bed to tend to his duties she had been freezing. Mornings like this were soaking wet and she kept her hood on to keep the wet off her face. It seemed a gloomy, depressing day.

She was standing with Paris and Marc and her maids by the wagons, waiting patiently for William to retrieve her. The caravan was preparing to move and she became concerned that he had not yet come for her, yet neither Paris nor the other knight seemed to pay much attention to her. They were staring off down the road, as if they could see something she could not.

Shortly, William’s squire rode up to Paris and, after a brief conversation, dashed off again.

Paris turned to Jordan. “My lady will ride with me this morn.”

Without a word, Jordan mounted his big roan and the two of them rode towards the front of the column. She wondered if William was angry with her after her outburst last night and had chosen Paris to bear her burden. She was angry at herself for being hurt by his actions, as if they had formed any sort of relationship whatsoever.

There were times, however, when she caught something so intense in his eyes that it left her breathless. As beautiful as she was, she’d had no experience with men whatsoever because her father kept them well away from her. She knew nothing about them, their thoughts, or their ways. But she knew without a doubt that Sir William could not possibly be interested in her personally and was simply showing her kindness. She was to be his liege’s wife, and that was that.

Jordan and Paris rode at the head of the army for nearly an hour. William and most of the other knights were nowhere to be seen and she fought off the desire to ask Paris where they all were. She was somber and was pouting, and had not even realized it. Paris knew, however. He could feel it in the rigid way she was riding.

Suddenly, they heard a host of pounding hooves riding up behind them and Jordan had to hold on for dear life while Paris’ destrier did a wild, excited dance. There was some shouting going on but she could not make out a word of it.

William appeared beside them, dressed in full battle armor. He threw up the visor on his helmet and looked directly at Paris as if Jordan didn’t even exist.

“Give her to Jason,” he ordered. “I need you with me.”

Jordan was immediately and unceremoniously passed over to the strong young knight. She was a little concerned to notice that all of the knights were in full armor, shield slung over their left knees for quick access. She had been around enough battles to sense the tension in the air. She knew something was very wrong.

Even with the tension in the air, it was William who held her attention. To actually see The Wolf in action was something few Scots had lived to see and tell about. The pure power and command presence radiating from the man was awe-inspiring, even to a woman. Without seeing him swing a sword, she could see that there was basis for every rumor she had ever heard about him.

Paris slapped on his helmet and quickly latched it to the lip extending from his breast plate. Behind them, the other knights began screaming orders and she could see the column begin to dissolve and head for the surrounding wooded areas.

Her infatuation with William dissolved as fear shot through her. Sweet Jesu,’ she had been so caught up with the captain that she hadn’t grasped the severity of the situation.

“What is happening?” she demanded warily.

William reined his huge horse beside Jason. He still had yet to even look at her.

“I want you to take Lady Jordan and ride for hell to Northwood,” he ordered the young knight. “We shall try to buy you enough time to reach safety.”

“Are they Scots?” Jordan asked loudly so that he would have to respond. “Then mayhap I know them. One word from me will send them away.”

He turned to her, his face obscured by the helmet. “My lady, there are near six-hundred of them, twice the rank I carry. They have crossed the English border after us and I doubt one word from you would send them away.”

She looked at him a long moment and he saw her face go pale. “Are they bearing Scott tartan?” she whispered in a strangled voice.

“Aye,” he said, spurring his horse after his men.

Jordan’s breath caught in her throat. She ran hot and cold with the knowledge that her father had betrayed her. Sweet Jesu,’ was it possible? She had always known her father to be just and fair, and simply could not comprehend that the man had gone back on his word. It wasn’t true.

Her mind was reeling with disbelief. It was a horrible, vicious mistake on William’s part. Mayhap it only looked like Scott tartan to the untrained eye. But even as she thought that, she knew it was impossible; William had been fighting the border wars long enough to know the difference.

Her heart broke into a hundred pieces. But she would not truly believe it until she saw it for herself, she had to see it for herself.

If the worst were true, then she was no longer a peace offering but an enemy captive. She would certainly spend the rest of her life locked up in the tower, forgotten and hated. She had to find a way to get away from the knight that held her and join the battle for two reasons – to see if it was indeed her father’s army and, if so, to join them to save her own life.

Sadly she knew that if it were true, if it were her father’s army, then she would lose a great deal of respect for him. To live at Northwood as a prisoner or at Langton in shame was not much of a choice.

But she had to know. Her mind began to form a plan borne from desperation. A thought occurred to her; she was a woman, wasn’t she? Weren’t they said to have irresistible wiles?

Her eyes narrowed cunningly and she stealthily removed a soft kerchief from inside her cloak and, as casually as she could muster, let it fall to the ground.

“Sir knight,” she said sweetly. “I seemed to have dropped my handkerchief. Would ye be good enough to retrieve it for me?”

Jason seemed to take delight in touching her inappropriately. His hands were on her waist, her hips, and her buttocks as she sat against him. In fact, he caressed her buttocks rather provocatively, and she was disgusted and was horribly unnerved. When he tried to grab her right breast, she clamped an arm down and thwarted his attempt. Laughing low in his throat, he slid off the destrier and bent down to pick up the kerchief.

His backside was turned up to her and the opportunity was too good to waste. Planting her foot against the armor, she pushed as hard as she could. Jason, weighted down by a hundred pounds of armor, went rolling with the momentum.

Digging her heels into the destrier as hard as she could, Jordan reined the animal in the direction the army had taken and prayed she could control the massive animal long enough to reach it safely. She had to know.

The horse had pounded out nearly two miles when she began to hear the unmistakable sounds of a battle. Screaming, yelling, and clanging of metal on metal floated on the still-thick air. Jordan paused, trying to follow the sounds. Her face was pinched from the exertion and the cold air, and her hair was kinking up in the damp mist and was sticking to her face, but she ignored it. Kicking the horse in the ribs, she reined it back into the woods. The sounds were definitely emanating from in there.

She broke from the road and through a bank of trees, racing through the dense forest before coming through the other side and into a clearing. Her heart was pounding wildly from fear as she yanked the snorting animal to a halt, taking a moment to survey the scene.

The fog partially shrouded the armies, making them appear like ghostly figures. She could see very little except for a select few men sword fighting. With sweaty palms, she steered the animal along the edge of the trees, making her way north to where she thought the Scott skirmish lines might be. If her father were here, she had to find him.

There were a few fighting soldiers near her; she strained to get a good look at them in the mist and saw that, indeed, a couple were wearing Scott tartan. She felt bile rising in her throat; Sweet Jesu,’ was it true, then? Was her father a liar? She felt sick, wishing she could turn the horse and ride as far as it would take her until they both tumbled into the sea and she was free from her misery. But not before she told her father what she thought of him. All of his cursed talk of honor.

The horse was snorting and dancing furiously. Like any good warhorse, he heard the battle and wanted to be in the middle of it. It wasn’t too much longer before he pitched her off and went charging headlong into the fog.

Jordan picked herself off the wet earth and muttered a silent curse at the daft animal. She continued along her original path, her cloth shoes quickly becoming soaked from the wet grass. She was so distraught that she did not notice she had lost feeling in her toes.

Suddenly, she caught a glimpse that sent her head to spinning; McKenna hunting tartan. She was more puzzled than ever. The McKenna were not allies of the Scotts. In fact, they were fairly close to being an enemy. What on earth was going on here? She knew for a fact that her father would have never sought out the McKenna for their assistance. Or maybe he did. She didn’t know anything for sure anymore.

The sun filtered through the mist and revealed the battle as if a curtain had suddenly been lifted. It was much larger than Jordan had thought and she was frightened anew as she viewed the unfurling scene.

Clinging to the trees, she picked her way along the perimeter, trying to recognize any of the Scot soldiers. Her despondency was growing as she saw that she could recognize no one, yet they were fighting in her tartan. Her tartan. Who were these men?

Confused, she grasped hold of a Scot pine as if it could keep her from collapsing to the ground in a heap. Her gaze was desperate as she watched the battle unfold before her. Far off to her right she caught sight of one of William’s knights cutting a man in two. From the sheer size, she guessed him to be Sir Kieran.

Glints from armor reflected in the rapidly brightening sunlight, catching her attention. She could pick out more knights now, most on horseback, a couple on foot. She wanted to find at least one of them, to tell them she had no idea who these soldiers were, but they were too far away and she knew it would be foolish to leave the safety of the trees. She had to get a message to William so that he would not think her family was dishonorable.

And then, suddenly, he was there.

William sat atop his great warhorse, partially shrouded by the fog, wielding his sword like the archangel Gabriel. She watched, horrified and fascinated, as he fought effortlessly, dispatching enemy soldiers like untried boys. It almost appeared as if he were toying with them, but the force by which men were sent to the ground was evidence of the pure power from William’s sword.

He was a phantom warrior sent from the bowels of hell. His battle armor gave him a gargoyle-like appearance through the haze. Many an enemy would engage him. Sparks were flying as metal crashed upon metal with bone-jarring force, yet he would cut down one man easily and move on to the next.

One opposing soldier came up on his blind side, lashing out with his huge sword. Jordan’s hand flew to her mouth; she was sure the man would make contact. Instead, she saw William bend forward just enough for the sword to miss before answering with a back-handed parry that caught the man in the back of the neck, bringing instant death.

Her mouth hung open, agape. William would have had to have had eyes in the back of his skull to have landed a blow like that.

Jordan had seen battles before, but never in her life had she seen a soldier that moved with such grace and such strength. The more she watched, the more she realized that he was almost moving casually, as if he were completely at ease with what he was doing.

Half the time he kept his shield lowered; he was so skilled that it was almost an unnecessary piece of equipment.

William was deliberate in his fighting. He seemed to have eyes and ears all over his person, for there was not a man who could sneak up on him unnoticed. He set a pattern, making sure he threw his enemy off-balance before delivering a quick, final blow. It was simple strategy that took little time if executed right. Even his destrier was a fighting machine; all hooves and teeth. Even though the man and his animal were fighting separately, they moved as one. Never once did William jostle in the saddle.

Jordan began to watch William through new eyes. She knew him to be powerful and respected, but now she actually knew why. A slow smile spread across her lips; he was absolutely magnificent.

As she continued to watch, he began to fight a man with a strange, spiky metal staff who was nearly as tall as he was from where he sat on his horse. William was laying blow after powerful blow on the upheld staff but was making no headway. It was like striking a tree.

Suddenly, the enemy swung the great staff sideways and caught William in the back. He teetered for a moment but regained his balance. Meanwhile, the giant had landed two more shattering blows to William’s back and was making it near impossible for him to fully regain his seat.

Panic surged through Jordan like nothing she had ever experienced. She wildly thought to run to him and attack the giant from behind, just enough to distract the man so that William could kill him. But she wasn’t near large or strong enough. She continued to watch in mounting horror as the huge enemy pounded William with his massive staff.

Then, for a few moments, William appeared to gain the upper hand, deftly fending off the smashing blows while landing one good enough to send blood spurting. Jordan almost relaxed until the giant unexpectedly brought up his staff and caught William square in the head, powerful enough to send his helmet spinning into the air.

Jordan screamed at the top of her lungs, loud and shrill. She was convinced that she had just seen William beheaded and her hands flew to her face as if she could block out the visual impression. But in her mind’s eye it was as real as rain. She began to weep uncontrollably, horrified at what she had just witnessed.

She was so grief-stricken that she didn’t hear the shouts from the knights, informing each other that, somehow, Lady Jordan was on the outskirts of the battlefield. Inevitably, each one of them began to fight their way toward her.

But William was far from dead. The blow knocked him backwards on his horse and even as dazed as he was, he managed to bring his sword around and drive it sideways into the giant’s ribs as easily as slicing mutton.

But he had heard the scream and the shouts from Kieran and Michael, knowing it was Jordan who had emitted such a terrifying shriek. God be damned. He had ordered her to Northwood; what in the bloody hell was she doing here, in the middle of a battle? He was going to take her over his knee when he caught up to her and….

Oh, God… she was here in a battle.

Angry as hell and scared to death for her safety, he managed to halfway right himself in the saddle. Twisting his spinning head, he could see her over by the trees. Fear surged through him like a hurricane.

“Jordan!” he bellowed.

Her hands flew off her face in stunned disbelief. “William!” she screamed.

He was trying without much success to regain his balance; his head weighed a hundred pounds. He had to get to her with an urgency he had never known before. Behind him, a destrier blew past with a rush and headed straight for her. Without even looking up he knew it was Paris; he recognized the animal’s legs.

Jordan was fixed on William as if he were the only man on earth and failed to notice Paris as he bore down upon her. Like an avenging angel, he swept her into his arms and rode madly for the woods, the road, and beyond.


CHAPTER NINE


The battle was over for the moment. Malcolm was only glad that the English had not taken any captives because the McKenna soldiers were a stupid lot and it would not take much for one, or all of them, to spill the truth. But it was a chance Malcolm and Dunbar had been willing to risk for the opportunity that was at stake.

When the battle had dwindled and Abner had called a retreat, Malcolm and the others had skulked back into the woods where most of the soldiers were sent back to McKenna Keep. A few of them, however, had remained hidden in the woods, pacing the English army’s moves.

They sat underneath a group of damp, dense trees, wrapped in their hunting tartans; waiting for Malcolm and Abner’s next orders. There were eight men in all; all swarthy Scots; all filled with hate for the English. They listened intently while Malcolm and Abner reasoned out another plan.

“I say that the attack was successful,” Malcolm was saying. “We wounded quite a number of the bastards.”

Abner, his blond hair wet with filth and the dampness in the air, shook his head. “Aye, but we lost a fair number of our own, including Ralph. He was my Da’s greatest warrior.”

The others nodded solemnly and Malcolm hoped they didn’t believe he was personally responsible. He cleared his throat.

“Be that as it may, we still caught them by surprise,” he said. “I think our next step will be…will be to sneak in to the camp and take Jordan.”

“Take her? Hell!” Abner snorted. “We slit her throat while she sleeps. The English will think that one of their own did it and Thomas Scott will declare a blood war on ’em.”

Malcolm fixed Abner with a hard stare. “I wunna be a party to killing my own cousin.”

Abner glared at him. “What ye want is of no matter. We will do what must be done.”

Malcolm was silent. He was also outnumbered. He chewed his lip for a moment thoughtfully.

“Then who does it?” he asked quietly. “It wunna be me.”

Abner shrugged. “One of us’ll do it.”

The lot of them were quiet for a long while, each staring into the darkness with their own thoughts. An owl hooted somewhere above their heads.

“She left with the captain of the guard,” Malcolm said quietly. “The huge man on the grey destrier. Did ye see him on the battlefield? I bet he keeps her with him.”

Abner nodded. “Aye, I saw him,” he said grimly. “He’s the one that killed Ralph. Almost sliced him clean through the middle with that big sword of his. Aye, he was the fiercest of all. Musta killed twenty of our men by himself.”

“I wunna challenge him,” said one man. “If he’s with her, I wunna be the one to slit her throat. Most likely get mine will be slit instead.”

Abner and Malcolm looked up, seeing that the others nodded in agreement.

“What’s the matter with ye?” Abner demanded. “Have ye all become coward because of one English bastard?”

“Abner, we’ve fought that man before, dunna ye remember? The one they call ‘The Wolf,’” another man said. “He’s got protection from the devil or something. Not one of us can even get close to the man before we’re cut down. I wunna fight him, I can say that. He’s strong enough on the field, but one on one I wunna fight him.”

Abner stood up angrily. “Then ye’re no man of mine,” he snarled. “He’s just a man, like any other.”

“He’s a man, all right, but not like any other,” said the first man He was a seasoned soldier and had seen many years of the border wars. “I dunna know his Christian name, but they call him The Wolf because he’s damn near invincible. Ye canna kill him, and if he’s the one protecting Jordan, then we might as well go back to the keep.”

Abner stood still a moment. “The Wolf. I have heard of the man. That was him?”

“Aye,” the older soldier said. “I first saw him fight near 14 years ago when he was a lad. He was good then. Shoulda killed him when I had the chance.”

“Not just him, but he had at least eight other knights that fought like demons,” another man piped up. “I dunna want to go up against any of them, not without proper armor or weapons.”

Abner turned to Malcolm. “Ye say he took Jordan himself? What else did he say, man, ye were there?”

Malcolm looked thoughtful. “He announced himself to Uncle Thomas, said his name was…Wolf. Sir William Wolf, I think. Then he took Jordan and left. That’s all there is to it.”

The mood among the men was bleaker than it had been just moments earlier. None wanted to return to Dunbar McKenna and inform him of their failure, especially Malcolm. He took this mission very personally. Yet none wanted to confront The Wolf, either. Finally, Malcolm rose stiffly.

“I shall go,” he said. “Jordan’s my kin. I shall go.”

They all looked at him as he waited expectantly for someone to agree to go with him, yet no one wanted to.

Abner let out a blustery sigh. “Then I shall go, too. Ye hold off The Wolf and I shall slit yer cousin’s throat. Tate, Dougal, come with us.”

Malcolm looked as if he wanted to argue about Jordan’s fate, but he kept his mouth shut. He didn’t want her killed, but sacrifices would have to be made. The man that Abner ordered to attend as well looked about as happy as he felt.

“Come on, then,” he said after a moment. “Send the others back. We’ll finish the job.”

The party split up; four men returning to the safety of the keep and four men descending into The Wolf’s lair. ’Twas not an appealing prospect for the latter.
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William was not angry with Jordan. He was positively livid.

He was also exceedingly weary. His hair was wet with perspiration and his face was unshaven and grimy. He still wore all of his battle armor, save his helmet, and he had a big gash on his neck. Still, he continued to bark orders and involve himself in every operation, all the while keeping Jordan seated in the center of his tent. Even with his anger, Jordan felt safe with him. Outside the tent, with all of those battle-weary English soldiers, was definitely not the place she wanted to be.

After an eternity of orders, conferences, and the like, the tent was finally vacant save she and William. He still had not looked at her. Moving to a jug of wine, he poured himself a healthy amount and drank the whole thing in two swallows.

“Our enemy wore Scott tartan,” he remarked.

The sound of his voice made her jump; it was laced with venom. “I know,” she replied. “But they were not Scott men. I would have recognized them.”

He turned to her, scrutinizing her. “How many men does your father carry?”

“Near six hundred,” she replied.

“And you would recognize each and every one of them?” he countered sharply.

“Aye,” she was not ruffled. She had expected the interrogation. “Dunna forget, sir knight, that I tend my father’s wounded soldiers. There are none that I have not seen, because my father does not take on new men-at-arms unless they be relatives of the men already in service.”

He poured more wine. She cleared her throat. “They wore the tartan incorrectly, as well,” she went on. “My father’s soldiers are always impeccably dressed. These men were sloppy. And another thing, I think, the most important thing, was that McKenna tartan was mixed in. We are not allied with the McKenna.”

He glanced up. “I saw the McKenna. But you have fought with the McKenna before, Jordan. I know.”

“Aye,” she confirmed. “But my Da ended that association several months back. He doesna like Dunbar McKenna.”

William took a smaller drink of wine and turned around to face her, she thought, pondering her information.

“So you are telling me that this army was not your father’s?” he asked forcefully.

She shook her head vigorously. “Aye, ’twas not,” she said. “My father is a man of his word, English. He wouldna have done this.”

He thought on that for several minutes. She could see his jaw ticking even though the rest of him was as still as stone. She was beginning to think that the questioning might be over, and it had gone much better than she had ever hoped. But she was very wrong.

With the initial questions out of the way, William could focus on the real problem bothering him. He had done a very good job of keeping his anger in check, but every time he thought of the danger she had put herself in, he got hot all over again. He had to admit to himself that it wasn’t so much that she had disobeyed him, but the fact he had been so bloody terrified for her safety. Every time he thought of how close she came to being injured, or worse, it fed his rage. He prayed to God to give him the control he would need to get through this.

“I told you to ride to Northwood,” William said finally.

She shook her head. “Nay, ye dinna. Ye told Sir Jason to ride to Northwood,” she replied. “Ye dinna tell me anything.”

His hazel-gold eyes glared at her Jordan matched his gaze, trying not to be intimidated by him. Swearing under his breath, he turned away from her. He was becoming more infuriated by the second.

“Do not you realize the danger you were in?” he suddenly exploded.

She startled at his booming voice. She’d never even heard the man raise his voice much less boom. She began to shake.

“I had to see if it was Scotts ye were fighting. ’Twas worth the risk,” she answered.

He whirled around to her. “Worth the risk?” he repeated incredulously. “Damnation, Jordan, you deliberately disobeyed me. We were fighting to buy you and Jason enough time to reach safety, and instead, you returned to the middle of it. It was stupid.”

She blinked at the insult, dropping her head. “ ’Twas not stupid if ye consider why I thought it worth the risk,” she said softly. “I had to see for myself if my father had betrayed his word. Moreover, from the moment the army attacked, the marriage contract was void. I ceased to become a valuable commodity and instead became a prisoner. Dying in battle would be preferable to rotting away in the tower.”

He stopped mid-rage and looked at the top of her lowered head. “There you go with that tower nonsense again,” he said, the fire out of his tone. “Furthermore, ’tis Lord de Longley’s decision whether you would still become his bride or whether you would become a prisoner. You do not seem to realize that you no longer control your destiny.”

She lifted her head and his heart constricted to see tears in her eyes. Yelling at her was like yelling at a helpless pup; he felt like an ogre.

“If I controlled my own destiny, do ye think for one moment that I would be here sitting in front of an English knight?” she returned softly. “But I do apologize for being stupid. I shouldna have distracted ye on the battlefield like I did. But I was scared and sickened by all of it, and when that giant man attacked ye I thought….”

She dissolved into faint sniffles and he relented. He felt like a sadistic fiend for reprimanding her, even though she deserved worse.

With a sigh of defeat, he knelt beside the chair and wondered why in the hell this woman’s tears affected him so. Paris was right, he thought grimly. This woman had the power to turn him to putty.

“My lady,” he said softly.

She ignored him, sniffling into her hand. He tried again.

“Jordan,” he said, more firmly, and put a finger under her chin, lifting her face to look at him. Her sobs nearly broke his heart. “You are not stupid and I am sorry I called you that. I did not mean it. But you must trust that I know what is best for you and your safety. I have promised my life to protect you – remember?”

When she nodded, he smiled gently at her. “And as for that giant on the battlefield, he could not kill me. I have fought him before and I know his weaknesses. ’Twas simply a matter of time before he made a mistake I could take advantage of, which I did.”

“But I thought he had cut off yer head,” she wept.

She began to sob again and he chuckled softly, pulling her head down against his neck. He should not have done it, but he could not help himself. Her concern was touching.

“There is not a sword made yet that can destroy me,” he whispered into her hair. “Do not fear, my lady.”

Much to his astonishment, both arms went around his neck and she continued to cry her heart out. Before he even realized he was doing it, his instincts took charge and his arms enfolded her protectively. He was seized by a tremendous urge to defend and guard her, for always. The feeling gripped him like an iron vise and he knew that all the rationalizing in the world would not chase it away. He was overwhelmed with it, and with her. He was more than infatuated and nearly ill with the prospect.

“My lady,” he cleared his throat softly. “Stop your tears. You will make yourself ill.”

Jordan pulled back, wiping at her eyes. “I am sorry, sir knight,” she said, then glanced timidly at him. “But I saw ye fight. Ye were magnificent. ’Twas almost worth the scare to be able to watch ye in action.”

He smiled faintly, gazing into that lovely face. “I have been a soldier for many years, my lady. I should hope that I would be proficient at it by now,” he said modestly.

“Proficient?” she repeated. “Sweet Jesu,’ ye were a sight to behold. I have never seen anyone fight as ye did, and I have seen a good many battles. Now I know why they call ye The Wolf. Ye were positively fearsome.”

He didn’t know what to say. Her praise made him feel terribly self-conscious and he lowered his gaze.

“Thank you, my lady,” he said simply.

Jordan could see what affect her words were having on him. She could swear the man was actually blushing. From what she knew of William, she did not believe it was possible and could not resist the urge to needle him. Tears forgotten, she tilted her head so she could look at his lowered face.

“Why on earth are ye shy about it?” she asked, grinning. “Yer the greatest knight I have ever seen, even if ye are English. Why, ye are better than…than good king Arthur. Or Galahad. Or even Cuchulain.”

He looked at her. “What do you know of Cuchulain?”

She was smiling impishly, seeing that he was surprised she had knowledge of the man.

“I know that he is the greatest Celt warrior that Ireland ever had,” she said, then jabbed a finger at him. “Mayhap someday ye shall be called the greatest English warrior the empire has ever known. All hail the tale of the magnificent Sir William de Wolfe, guardian of peace and vanquisher of evil. Sworn to protect silly, mindless Scot maidens.” She was full of her tale, her enchantment full-blown. “How does that sound so far? A proper tale?”

He smiled lopsidedly; she was certainly a bundle of charm when she wasn’t being so darn sensitive. It was a side of her he had not seen yet but rapidly discovered that it could disarm him over all else.

“Well and good, but do not forget that I am also perfect in every way,” he said with mock-seriousness.

“Of course ye are,” she feigned dismay at her forgetfulness. “Perfect in every way. Perfectly boastful. Perfectly tyrannical. Perfectly arrogant. Perfectly….”

He put up his hands. “Enough already; I understand the message.”

They smiled at each other warmly a moment before his eyes narrowed. “Perfectly tyrannical, am I?” he asked.

“Terribly,” she told him firmly.

“Good,” he replied, “which brings me back to our original discussion. I will not have you disobeying my orders again. Is that understood?”

She sobered a little, but he had not entirely destroyed the mood. “Perfectly, English,” she replied with a touch of sass.

He was half-joking, half-serious. “I mean what I say, my lady. I will tolerate no insurrection.”

She shrugged lazily. “I am Scot. That is all that I know.”

He was on his feet, hands on his hips and trying to look as severe as he could. “Then if I must teach you a lesson, I will gladly do it.”

Her eyebrows drew together. “Is that so? What could an Englishman possibly teach a Scot?”

He pursed his lips, fighting off a grin. “Is that a challenge or are you speaking before you think again?”

She stood up from the chair and thrust up her chin defiantly. “Ye’ll not teach me a thing, English. That is no challenge, ’tis a fact.”

“I see,” he said. “Then you are saying that you know everything that there is to know. Amazing for a woman who admitted not five minutes ago that she was stupid.”

She shot him such a menacing look that he laughed aloud and her heart leapt wildly in her chest.

“May I prepare for bed now?” she asked primly, pretending to ignore the fact that he had bested her in an argument.

“Aye,” he replied, still smiling. “I shall call Jason to bring your possessions.”

He caught a flash of something in her eyes before she nodded quickly and lowered her head. It puzzled him. “What is it, my lady?”

She shook her head vigorously. “Nothing, sir knight. Nothing at all.”

She was lying. The change in her mood was abrupt and he wondered why. What had he said? All he had done was give her permission to prepare for bed, and that he would send Jason for her things. Then, it occurred to him.

…Jason?

“Is there a problem with Jason, my lady?” he asked.

She hesitated before shaking her head. It was the hesitation that gave her away. He went to her, putting a finger under her chin and tilting her head up to look at him.

“What is it with Jason?” he asked, somewhat quietly.

She blinked back at him and he could read the fear. His stomach twisted with a spark of rage. “What has he done, my lady?” he asked. “You will tell me now.”

He caught a nervous twitch in the corner of her eye as she drew in a ragged breath. Truth was, she was torn between telling him the truth and lying. She didn’t want to be alone with Jason, considering the man could not keep his hands to himself, and she was afraid of him. She didn’t know what to say, afraid William would explode either way, but he was waiting for an answer. Frightened and tired and frustrated all over again, her eyes welled up with hot tears.

William sighed heavily and dropped his hand from her chin. “Answer me, my lady,” he said softly. “Please.”

She wiped at her eyes quickly. “Well,” she stammered. “He… I dunna want to be alone with him.”

“Why not?”

She grunted softly, hesitant to say. But she knew she must. She’d come this far. “Because… because his hands… when I was on his horse, he liked to… touch me.”

William stiffened and stood his considerable height. That scared her all the more.

“Touch you?” he repeated, infuriated. “How did he touch you?”

She lowered her head. “In… in a way a husband would touch his wife.”

He grabbed her and she gasped with surprise, her eyes finding his. “Where?” he demanded. “Show me where he touched you.”

She gestured at her legs, her buttocks, and finally her breast area. It was all she could do, ashamed. Instead of raging, as she expected, William cooled. But that was merely a facade for her sake; inside, he was mad enough to kill. It took every ounce of willpower he possessed not to storm out and murder Jason. Damn that boy. He had always known him to be wild and irresponsible, but he never believed him to be a molester.

He dropped his hands from her. “When did this happen?” he asked almost casually.

Because he was calm, she calmed. “When ye put me in Sir Jason’s charge.”

“And he took liberties with you?” he asked.

She nodded a little sheepishly. “His hands were everywhere,” she said. “He only stopped when I stole his horse.”

A flash of incredulousness touched William’s face. “How did you manage that?” he asked. “When I left, you were both aboard his destrier.”

She sighed, ashamed at her rapscallion behavior. “I pretended to drop my handkerchief. When he bent over to pick it up, I kicked him in the arse and rode away as he tried to get up.”

William stared at her a moment before she saw a strange gleam in his eye. He tried to fight off a smile but he wasn’t doing a very good job. Before he realized it, he was laughing uproariously.

Jordan watched him curiously. She’d never seen him laugh and she was torn between wanting to join in and wondering if he was laughing because he was so angry at her. She decided wisely not to join in, although his laughter was infectious.

Paris entered the tent, thoroughly perplexed. His eyes met Jordan’s wide ones for a brief puzzling moment before he focused on William.

“My lord is hysterical,” he said, eyeing William critically. “Shall I send you to live with the loons?”

William wiped tears from his eyes. “Not at the moment,” he replied. “Lady Jordan has an…amusing story.”

Hesitantly, Jordan repeated what she had told William, leaving out the part where Jason touched her in places that he should not have. Paris, too, burst out laughing.

But William eventually sobered, his hazel-gold eyes riveted to Jordan as if he suddenly remembered what he had been so angry about. She felt her anxiety creep upon her again as William then turned to Paris.

“Where is Jason?” he rumbled.

Paris wondered why he was suddenly so serious. “Outside, I believe, supervising the posts. Why?”

William didn’t answer him, instead, grabbing Jordan by the hand and pulling her with him. She tripped and yelped, and he stopped yanking long enough to frown at her.

She looked up at him like a frightened doe. He continued on, perhaps not so rough, until they had exited the tent flap with Paris in tow. Once outside the tent, he emitted a piercing whistle from between his teeth and his squire came on the run. Snapping orders, the boy ran to do his bidding and returned shortly with Jason in tow. It was obvious Jason had no idea what lay in store for him. William’s face was unreadable.

Jordan watched the situation unfold apprehensively. She wondered what more he was going to say to Jason and wondered miserably why he insisted she listen. She did not care anymore; she simply wanted to go to bed. This whole affair had upset her terribly and her stomach ached.

But William didn’t utter a word. Instead, he lashed out with a huge fist and caught Jason dead center in the face. The lad literally flew backwards and crashed to the wet earth with a dull thud, compounded with a grunt of pain.

Jordan gasped in shock, her hands flying to her mouth as if she hadn’t meant to cry out. She continued to stare in disbelief as Jason rolled on the ground, his hands on his face and blood streaming from between his fingers.

William was like ice as he stared down at his struggling knight. “Consider that your lesson for touching Lord de Longley’s bride,” he said. “If I hear of any more transgressions, there will be more than your blood on the ground.”

He whirled on his heel, leaving Jason in anguish as Paris unemotionally jerked the lad to his feet.

“Luke!” William bellowed.

The squire was by his side, his eyes wide with astonishment at what his captain had done. “My lord?” the lad squeaked.

William was all business. “Gather Lady Jordan’s necessities and put them in my tent,” he ordered, suddenly calm. “Put water on to boil for her bath.”

“But, my lord, we carry no tub with us.” Luke whined.

“I know, but we have pots big enough to hold her,” he responded. “See to it, lad, and be quick about it.”

Luke dashed off. William turned to Jordan. He had calmed with dizzying speed, although Jordan was still breathless from his actions. Their eyes locked for a moment.

“There was no need for that action, sir knight,” she said quietly.

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “ ’Tis I who will judge what is needed, my lady, when it comes to the discipline of my men.”

Her initial shock was becoming irritation. “I am not challenging yer authority, simply the action taken. Ye hurt him far worse that he hurt me.”

He brushed past her into the tent. “That is not the point, Lady Jordan, as I am not in the habit of explaining my actions to anyone.”

He had fairly cut her off with that statement. She watched him for a moment, angry that he had told her to keep out of the affair when she had been the cause of it. She followed him back into the tent, pausing at the door. She knew he thought she was a tremendous agitator, disobeying his orders and then making him punish his own men. She hung her head and kicked at the ground. He was most likely wishing he had never known her.

William was trying to ignore her for all it was worth, but he was having a difficult time of it. When she hung her head and dug her toe into the earth, he almost relented but he fought it. He had to remain in control and not show her how he truly felt. It frightened him to know that she could control his emotions so easily when he had always taken great lengths to preserve himself.

He poured himself more wine and drank deeply. Bloody hell, if she hadn’t been standing there he would have ripped young Jason apart limb from limb; his anger had been so great. He fought off an urge to laugh at himself. He never thought his natural instinct to protect the weaker sex would make him a madman.

But it wasn’t just any woman he was protecting. It was Jordan. The woman who saved his life. The woman who was to be his lord’s wife.

He caught her movement from the corner of his eye, she was looking beyond the tent opening.

“May I at least tend his wound, my lord?” she asked, then turned to catch him in her gaze with deadly accuracy. “As I once tended yers?”

She had called him clever once, but there was no mistaking her own slyness. He met her gaze evenly before taking another drink.

“Nay,” he replied.

She glared at him. “Why not?” she demanded. “Ye probably crushed the man’s nose and he probably lays swallowing his own blood as we speak.”

William gazed at her impassively. “He deserved far worse than what he got.”

She could not believe what she was hearing. “I canna believe ye are so… uncompassionate.”

“But I am compassionate, my lady, to those deserving,” he peered strangely at her. “Why do you defend a man who treated you less than kindly?”

“I am not,” she replied quickly in frustration. “ ’Tis just that…that I hate violence. I havena the stomach for it, I never had.”

He regarded her. “But your father is a warlord.”

“That dunna mean that I like it,” she insisted. “I have seen too many young men die and I have come to abhor violence of any kind.”

He was silent a moment. “Then I apologize for forcing you to watch while I dispensed justice,” he said.

She smiled ruefully. “ ’Tis better that I watched, I think. Had I not, ye might have run him through.”

He smiled faintly at her and she felt flushed at his attention. Sweet Jesu,’ this man could make her feel so strange with a mere glance. She was coming to like it.

“Come and sit,” he said. “Drink some wine. It will help warm you.”

She obeyed slowly, accepting the wine from him. “Ye still will not allow me to tend him, my lord?” she asked.

He looked down at her, hands on his hips. “You are not going to let this rest, are you?”

She shook her head. “Nay.”

He wiggled his brows in resignation. “Mayhap later.”

She flashed him a brilliant smile that made him grow weak in the knees. “Thanks to ye, my lord.”

They sipped their wine in silence, he standing and she sitting. He stood slightly behind her and found himself stealing glances at her. Even disheveled and dirty, she was flawlessly lovely.

“Are you still cold?” he asked.

She lifted her shoulders. “I am always cold. The wine helps.”

She heard clanging of armor and turned to see he was removing his. She watched it clatter to the ground, piece by piece, until he was free of it He wore a linen tunic and dark breeches underneath, and she had to look away. Even through the clothes, he was magnificently built. The man was starting to boil her blood.

To her surprise, he knelt in front of her. She blinked with shock as his huge hands disappeared underneath her skirts and she felt him grasp her feet.

“God, Jordan, you are as cold as a corpse,” he swore softly.

She tried to protest but he ignored her. Removing her shoes, he pulled her feet onto his warm abdomen and nearly pulled her from the chair in the process. She gasped at the heat and at the surprise of his intimate action, but almost immediately she could feel thousands of little pin pricks as her feet began to gain their circulation. A fire could not have done any better.

She was soon warmed, yet she was stiff, thinking that her feet on his stomach was entirely too intimate and she knew a true lady would never allow a man to touch her so. For all of the righteous thoughts she was thinking, another part of her relented. After all, there was no one around to see them like this. She rather liked it.

William watched her lowered head with some amusement. He could imagine what she must be thinking. God’s truth, he wished he could put more than her feet against his bare skin. He fleetingly wondered if he dared go to bed tonight without his tunic on. But he put that thought from his mind, he could guess how she might react and he certainly did not want to be accused of trying to seduce his lord’s virgin bride. Virgin bride….

His smile vanished. He removed her feet and rose quickly, so fast that she lost her balance and would have fallen from the chair had he not reached out to steady her.

“I will see what is holding up your bath,” he said, leaving the tent before she could reply.

She frowned at the empty tent flap. Why did he always do that? Leave so abruptly, as if she had scorched him or something. He was so confusing she wondered if she would ever be able to anticipate him.


CHAPTER TEN


Outside, William was informed that the pot and the water were on their way. He nodded curtly just as Paris came up behind him.

“Jason fares as well as can be expected,” he commented to his captain.

William did not look at him. “I do not recall asking how Jason was.”

Paris moved so he could see William’s face, crossing his arms across his massive chest. He tried not to smirk; he was afraid William would throttle him the same way he had Jason.

“My lord is troubled,” he said, concerned.

William rolled his eyes and turned away. “God, not that again. Leave me alone.”

Paris could not help it and he started to laugh. William whirled on him, but he didn’t flinch. Instead, he bit his lip.

“Damnation Paris,” William growled. “Shut your mouth.”

Paris choked a little, trying with effort to obey. “Aye, my lord.”

William caught on to his friend’s merriment and choked out a little chuckle, trying hard to remain angry but not succeeding.

“You know what I am going to do to you, don’t you?” William threatened.

Paris shrugged carelessly and leaned close so that only William could hear his answer. “If you do anything to me, I will run right to Lady Jordan and tell her everything.”

William’s eyes narrowed in disbelief. “Tell her what?”

“That you are in love with her and to watch out for The Wolf,” he stated smugly.

William’s eyes widened. Paris was grinning so confidently that he was seized with a sort of good-natured fury. How could he possibly know that, especially when William himself had no idea as to what he was feeling? How dare he be so smug.

His big hands reached out for Paris’ throat and the two of them slammed back to the damp ground.

Inside the tent, Jordan heard the thud and the grunting that followed and curiously went to see what was going on. Upon opening the tent flap, she was instantly horrified to see William and Paris rolling over the ground with their hands around one another’s throats, tossing and struggling in their quest to throttle one another.

Panic seized her; she had to do something or they would surely kill one another. Turning back into the tent, she looked wildly about for something to stop them. A sword? Nay, one of them would grab it from her and use it on the other. Then she spied the wine jug, rushed to it and snatched it. She ran back out to where William now lay atop Paris as he was turning his friend’s face blue. Jordan was mortified to see that a crowd had gathered but no one was doing anything to stop them.

Raising the jug, she doused them with wine for all she was worth. She didn’t know what else to do.

They ceased immediately; the wine stung their open eyes and William sputtered the liquid all over Paris’ face as it coursed over his lips. Paris snapped his head away but was too late; wine went into his eyes and he shook his head like a wet dog.

“Are ye mad?” she hollered. “What were ye doing, trying to kill one another?”

William peered up at her, blinking his eyes against the sting. “Why did you throw wine on us?” he asked calmly.

Her eyes bulged and her fists dug into her hips. “Because yer no better than little peasant boys, rolling around in the dirt like pigs,” she said angrily. “You should be ashamed of yerselves, fighting in front of yer men.”

William pushed himself off of Paris, who grunted loudly at the shifting of weight. Both men picked themselves off the ground, noticing the crowd of smiling soldiers was dissipating.

“That will give them something to talk about for a while,” William remarked, wiping at his eyes.

“ ’Tis beneath my dignity to roll around on the dirt, William,” Paris bemoaned, straightening his askew armor. “Why didn’t you just throw a damn punch? ’Tis much more honorable to fight standing up.”

“You would have been on the ground anyway had I thrown a punch,” William said, then looked at flaming-mad Jordan. “You did not answer me. Why did you throw wine on us?”

“To stop ye,” she said as if he were the biggest moron on earth. “What on earth were ye two fighting over?”

He wasn’t about to tell her. From the corner of his eye he caught Paris’ attention and silently warned him to keep his mouth shut. As far as he knew, Paris would make good on his threat.

Paris, for his part, caught William’s warning, but he could not resist the urge to give his lord the scare of his life. Rarely, if ever, had he had a chance this good and the rascal in him took over.

“ ’Twas my fault, my lady. I insulted our great captain and deserved the punishment,” he said with mock sincerity.

William swore under his breath and fought off the urge to clamp back down on Paris’ neck again. Damn him. What did he think he was doing?

She scowled at Paris in disbelief. “Ye insulted him? What is the matter with ye, man. He’s yer captain. He could slit yer throat for such a thing. What a stupid thing to do.”

Paris was a little taken aback at the passion at which she defended William. He suddenly felt like a boy being scolded by his mother. His joke was backfiring and he was not at all pleased.

William was also surprised, and if he admitted it, flattered, by her loyalty. He knew Paris’ game and saw that it wasn’t working out as Paris had hoped. It was all he could do to keep from laughing in his friend’s face. Yet, before things got out of hand, before the game did in fact turn in Paris’ direction, he decided to hastily end the conversation.

“ ’Tis nothing you need be concerned with, my lady,” he assured her quickly. “Go back to the tent.”

She knew he was telling her it was none of her business. Pursing her lips, she let out a frustrated shriek before throwing down the jug and marching back the way she had come.

William watched her backside appreciatively, as did Paris.

“William,” Paris said softly.

“What?”

“If you do not take her for a lover, I will,” he said.

William didn’t look at him. “Over my dead body.” He followed her back into the tent.
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The bath did wonders to ease Jordan’s nerves. Sitting in a huge cooking pot, she washed her hair twice with lavender-scented soap and scrubbed herself so clean that she was raw.

Her maids had helped a little, but she had chased them away as soon as she was finished soaping because she wanted time alone to herself to think. She could not do that with Maggie and Elspeth in the room; they chattered like two hens.

She wanted time to reflect. On what specifically, she did not know, but she wanted time to think about everything that had happened since leaving Langton. Sweet Jesu,’ so much had happened it seemed like she had lived an entire lifetime in two days. And it frightened her to know that on the morrow they would reach her new home of Northwood.

Northwood. The name sounded foreboding to her. It sounded like some dank, isolated place set far back from the real world. And what about William? Would she even see him once they reached their destination? And if so, what kind of relationship would they have?

She hung her legs out of the pot, thinking darkly that he would probably ignore her from that point on. Right now, he was forced to associate with her. But given the choice, would he still speak to her? Probably not, considering she had just poured wine on him. She was positive he thought of her as a nuisance and a troublemaker. And why shouldn’t he? She hadn’t given him any reason to believe otherwise.

Her heart was heavy. At Northwood, she would have no friends. She was terrified that her new husband would loathe and despise her and make her life hell, in spite of what William had told her about the man. Was she destined to be unhappy forever? Probably. She didn’t want to marry the earl.

She would be alone. She was already alone. The only reason she felt remotely safe was because of William. The man absorbed her fear and she trusted him completely, but she knew he was only doing his duty. He had told her so. She was angry at herself for being distressed over the fact that William wasn’t protecting her because he wanted to. It was because he had to. She wanted him to want to. She wanted him.

The revelation struck her like a slap in the face. She sat straight up in the tub and water sloshed over the side. Bloody hell, he was English. She didn’t want anybody, much less an English knight. But as soon as she thought it, another more forceful thought crashed in on the heels of it; he was the kindest, most handsome man she had ever met, English or not. He was a simple man; flesh and blood and emotions. English, Scot, no matter; feelings knew no boundaries.

Sweet Jesu.’ Jordan thought, closing her eyes and submerging herself up to her neck in the warm water. What have I done to myself? What a fool I am.

She dressed herself slowly, her mind a bog of swirling emotions. She sat in front of the brazier in a heavy linen shift and matching robe, so huge it was like wearing a coverlet, and ran a brush through her hair over and over as it dried. Her thoughts were a million miles away.

William chose that moment to enter the tent. One look at the angelic Jordan sitting by the brazier was enough to make him want to turn and run like hell simply to protect himself. But he could not, even if he were able; she looked so beautiful that he could not take his eyes from her.

“You are finished?” he asked, clearing his throat.

“Aye,” she did not look at him. “I am. Please take the water away.”

Three soldiers rushed in at William’s signal and hauled the pot away. When they had gone, he walked across the tent to where she was sitting and paused a few feet away, opening a collapsible chair. She wondered what he was doing and when she did force herself to look at him, she saw he had set a large white bundle on his lap.

“You have not eaten,” he said. “I had Luke pack you some food.”

She didn’t say anything, watching as he unwrapped the bundle and exposed the contents of cheese, apples, a hunk of cold meat, and a half loaf of brown bread. She hadn’t realized how hungry she had been until she saw the food.

William watched her eat. She didn’t look at him once, nor did she speak a word. He was curious to know why she was so quiet, but imagined that it had something to do with the earlier fight. Maybe she was mad at him.

“Was your bath satisfactory?” he asked.

She nodded, tearing off a piece of bread and putting it in her mouth.

He cocked an eyebrow at her, feeling the least bit uncomfortable. If, in fact, she were angry, should he apologize? But why in hell should he? After all, she was the one who had thrown wine on him.

“Are you angry with me?” he asked before he could stop himself, and was immediately sorry as soon as the words came spilling out of his mouth. Men didn’t ask those questions.

Jordan looked up at him for the first time, her mouth frozen in mid-chew. She looked as if she wanted to say something, but quickly shook her head and lowered her gaze.

Now he was piqued. “Then why haven’t you spoken to me?”

She shrugged, breaking off a small piece of cheese. “I have nothing to say, sir knight.”

“To me or just in general?” he asked.

She put the cheese in her mouth, but her movements had slowed considerably. “In general,” she said softly.

He watched her move like an old woman, slowly, lethargically. All of the fire from not an hour before was gone. He wanted very much to know what was upsetting her.

“Enough, Jordan,” he finally said, quietly but firmly. “What is bothering you?”

Abruptly, she set the food down and stood up. “I am tired. I wish to sleep now.”

He watched her from his seat on the floor. “Not until you tell me what the matter is. We will stay up all night if we have to.”

She whirled around to him. “Are ye deaf? I said nothing. Can I go to sleep now?”

He scratched his head and stood up. “Are you angry because Paris and I were fighting? I could see that we had frightened you, but….”

“William,” she interrupted him in a low voice.

She had never called him by his Christian name. The way she said it was like a caress, so soft and soothing and disarming. Hell, he didn’t even know up until this point if she even remembered his name; she always called him ‘English.’ He wanted to hear her call him by his given name again. Always.

Jordan was looking at him with those mesmerizing green eyes and he felt as if he were being swallowed whole. She took a few hesitant steps toward him, putting her hand up. He stood stock-still, wondering what she was going to do with that raised hand, when it came to rest gently on his chest.

“Dunna ask me anymore,” she murmured. “Please?”

His brows drew together. “But if I have….”

She shook her head and put the hand that was on his chest to his mouth. “Dunna ask me what is wrong. Ever. I beg ye.”

He could smell the lavender on her fingers. Instinctively, he reached up to grasp her hand. Her palms were sweating.

“Then answer me and I will not ask again.”

Honestly, she could not think of one rational thing to tell him. There were too many worries fluttering about in her mind. The more he asked her, the more likely she might be to spill everything out. But she could see he was going to demand an answer until she gave him one.

She lowered her head. “I am tired, that’s the truth,” she said. “And I am….scared.”

He frowned, “What of?”

He still held her hand and it was distracting her. “Of everything, English, of my life to be. I dunna know what it will be like at Northwood and I am worried.”

“You worry too much,” he said. “I already told you that de Longley is a decent man. You need not fear him.”

“I dunna fear him,” she insisted. “I…just fear my future. Isna that natural?”

“Yes, providing you have a basis for that fear. But you do not.”

“How do ye know?” she scowled. “Ye are the captain of the troops. I am an enemy Scot. I do not belong. I will always be an outsider, even in my own home. I will have no friends, just my maids. I will be alone for the rest of my life.”

“I am your friend,” he said softly.

She looked up at him and her stomach fluttered wildly. His eyes were so kind and sincere she knew he was telling her the truth and she found her heart rejoicing at his simple statement.

“Are ye? Truly?” she asked, slightly breathless.

He nodded. “Unless you do not want me.”

“I want ye, English.” Sweet Jesu,’ did that come out wrong. She blushed to the roots of her hair and dropped her gaze. She heard him chuckle softly.

“Fear not, my lady. I know what you mean,” he said. “ ’Twould be most unknightly of me to assume otherwise.”

She grinned in spite of herself. “I spoke before I thought again.”

He sobered. “I hope not.”

She snapped her eyes up to him and she tore her hand away. No. No. No. She could not think these thoughts, these daft emotional thoughts. Sweet Jesu,’ she could not be strong if he were to encourage her in any way. He didn’t even realize her internal struggle, yet he was making it most difficult when he said or did things that broke down her resistance.

She spun away from him. “Dunna do this to me, English.” she whispered before she could stop herself.

William went rigid. Good God, why did she say that? And the way she said it. All of his control flew out of the window; he had to know why she said that. He was advancing on her when Paris suddenly appeared in the tent flap.

“My lord,” he said gravely. “You are needed.”

William moved to Paris, trying to regain control of his soaring emotions. He was at once glad for the diversion, but also angry Paris had entered before he’d had a chance to pursue her comments. Damnation, he was going mad.

“What is it?” he demanded harshly.

Paris was indeed serious; he didn’t so much as cock an eyebrow at William’s tone. “Outside, my lord,” he instructed.

William followed him. Jordan sank wearily onto the collapsible chair just as Sir Kieran entered the tent, smiling pleasantly at her. He took position by the tent flap, his gigantic arms folded across an equally gigantic chest.

Jordan sighed sadly. She should not have said such things to William; she could see how angry he had become. Thank God Paris had saved her from a sure scolding. She hoped he would be calm by the time he came back. At least calm enough not to strike her.

Jordan glanced over at Kieran. “Are ye to be my watchdog tonight?” she smiled. He really was devilishly handsome, with his flashing brown eyes and light brown hair. Not as strikingly gorgeous as William nor as sensual as Paris, but handsome in a very manly sort of way.

“Just until William returns, my lady,” he replied.

She continued to stare up at him a moment. “Do ye want to kill me?”

He was completely stumped. The smile vanished. “Do I what?”

She turned away, staring at the brazier. “Nothing.”

She heard his timid footsteps come up behind her and stop. She almost wished he’d strike her down and end her torment. She’d not only embarrassed herself, but she probably lost her only English friend. Why did she speak before thinking? One of her many, many flaws, she thought grimly. And now, she had spoken completely out of turn with Kieran. She did not even know why she had asked him that. Her mind was not working properly.

“My lady, why would you think that I would want to kill you?” he asked sincerely. He had a deep, gentle voice.

She shook her head and let out a sigh of exasperation. “Forget I asked ye, please. I shouldna have.”

He didn’t move or speak. After several moments, she turned around to look at him.

“Sit down, man,” she commanded softly. “Dunna stand there staring at me.”

He raised his brows before moving into a crouched position several feet away. William was massive, but Kieran was unbelievable. And it was all muscle, too; she could see his bare forearms and they were like roped steel.

Jordan could see that he was still very puzzled but was politely obeying her request not to ask again. She stared back into the brazier.

“Because I am Scot,” she explained quietly. “After the battle today, I assume everyone wants to kill me because I am Scot.”

She heard him sigh. “I see,” he said. “Nay, my lady, I do not want to kill you. You have done nothing.”

She turned slowly to him, looking at his strong profile.

“Thank ye,” she said. “Yer a kind man. For an Englishman.”

He laughed. “Thank you, my lady,” he replied. “And may I say that you are a beautiful lady. For a Scot.”

She looked sharply at him to see if he was teasing her, but he could see no malice in his smile. She was suddenly embarrassed at his compliment. First William, now Kieran. She was going to become swell-headed if this kept on. But, God’s truth, she was beginning to enjoy the attention.

She smiled back. “Most Scot women are beautiful,” she replied.

He drew his brows together. “What about your maids? Surely you cannot mean them.”

“Every woman is beautiful in her own way,” she insisted.

“As you say,” he replied dubiously. “They look more like men than some men I have known. No offense.” he added quickly.

She giggled. “Be that as it may, they are loyal servants and their hearts are indeed beautiful,” she said.

He nodded sheepishly, hoping he had not offended the earl’s new bride.

She studied him more closely. “Tell me, sir knight, how long have ye served under Sir William?”

“We have known each other since we were squires,” he said. “I have served under him for six years.”

“Then ye have known him a long time,” she said.

“Aye, my lady,” he replied. “We have been through much together.”

He meant battles. With Scots. She dropped her gaze and fell silent. Kieran saw her downcast expression and was again fearful that he had again said something to offend her.

“Sir William is a good man,” he said, hoping she would forget about whatever he had said. “He is the very heart of this army. All of us would die for him.”

Her head came up. What had William told her? That he would die for her? Strangely, she felt special, as if she were included in this brotherhood in some way.

“ ’Tis a well-trained army,” she replied. “How many soldiers are there?”

“Five hundred.”

Her eyes widened. “Five hundred. But I thought….”

He smiled, following her thoughts. “This is a light brigade, my lady,” he told her. “We left four hundred men back at Northwood. Hell, I didn’t think we’d even need this many men, but William insisted.”

“Why? Because he thought he would have to burn Langton down to get me?” she asked, half serious, half in jest.

But Kieran took her seriously. “Mayhap. Once the treaty was agreed upon, you became Lord de Longley’s property. Mayhap William was afraid you would change your mind.”

She shook her head, “I dinna have any choice one way or the other.”

He knew that. She was so young and vulnerable and lovely that he would have burned Langton down himself just to get a word from her. It was too bad she was being used as a pawn in a much larger game.

“You did not want to come.”

She looked at him. “Would ye?”

“Nay,” he said. “You are brave.”

She sighed heavily. “Nay, I am not. I am scared all of the time.”

“You have nothing to fear,” he said sincerely. “We are sworn to protect you.”

A flicker of an ironic smile touched her lips. “Whether or not ye want to, right?”

“I do not do anything I do not want to,” he said stubbornly. “Unless William orders it.”

She chuckled at him. “And when he ordered ye to protect the earl’s betrothed, ye thought he was mad.”

He shook his head. “When I first saw you, you looked as if you needed protection. So I wanted to protect you.”

Her smile faded, touched at his gallantry. “Yes, ye were friendly. But not Sir Deinwald. He dinna look happy to be around me.”

He snorted. “Deinwald’s grandfather was full Scot. He likes to forget that.”

Her eyes lit with mirth. “I wunna let him. I shall speak Gaelic to him now every time I see him.”

Kieran laughed. “That will make him madder than a nest of harassed hornets.”

“Then I shall do it,” she said decisively.

He continued to chortle. “My lady has an evil streak.”

“A small one,” she agreed.

“Me, too,” he replied with a twinkle in his eye. “Teach me some Gaelic insults to speak to Deinwald.”

She decided right then that she liked Sir Kieran Hage.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


William and Paris entered the tent fifteen minutes later. Jordan immediately noticed the kicking, fighting child Paris had hold by the scruff of the collar. She peered closer; there was something familiar about the voice but it was difficult to tell with all of the hissing and cursing.

Kieran shot to his feet much faster than she would believe possible for such a large man. He suspiciously eyed the waif and William was aware that Kieran had put himself between the intruder and Jordan.

It went without saying that Kieran was doing his duty protecting the earl’s bride until William looked at his face; his expression was battlefield-fierce. He’d never seen Kieran look so…protective before. Jealousy shot up his spine like a wildfire and startled the hell out of him.

But he banked it well. He was growing accustomed to these emotional surges now where Jordan was concerned and it was becoming easier to gain control of himself. Walking around Kieran, he beckoned to Jordan.

“My lady,” he said. “We require your assistance.”

Jordan’s eyes widened. “Me? What can I do?”

He took her arm and gently led her over to where Paris stood with the peasant youth. “Tell me if you know this….person,” he said.

Jordan had to lower her head to get a look at the face; the child was looking at the floor. But it took her less than a second to recognize the features and her heart sank.

“Jemma Scott!” she exclaimed, yanking off the cap her cousin wore. Dark silky hair went cascading to the tiny waist.

“Aye, ’tis me!” Jemma crowed. “I told ye that I would follow ye. Dinna believe me, did ye?”

Jordan went rigid as if Jemma had just issued her a personal challenge. Her eyes bugged and her fists clenched and suddenly, without warning, she began beating her cousin with the cap she held.

“Ye stupid little wench!” Jordan yelled. “How could ye? How could ye do this?”

William grabbed her by the arms, pulling her away and fighting off the compulsion to laugh loudly. Paris yanked her cousin back out of the line of fire.

“Ladies, ladies!” Paris admonished sternly.

They ignored him, and the others as well. There was only the two of them and their spitting-mad anger.

“I told ye I would come whether or not ye took me!” Jemma fought against Paris’ grip.

“And now yer a prisoner, ye idiotic girl.” Jordan snapped back. “You always were a stubborn, stupid….”

“Aye, and it is yer own fault!” Jemma screeched.

“My fault?” Jordan was flabbergasted. “I shall hear none of that. I told ye to stay.”

“And I told ye I was coming!” Jemma countered.

William let them yell. People often said things in anger that one would never otherwise get out of them. Wisely, he stood silent while the two women raged. From what he could gather, this was either a sister or cousin of Jordan’s. They obviously knew each other well.

“Ha!” Jordan cried. “This is none of yer affair and ye canna stand to be left out, is all it ’tis. Ye’re jealous because I am going to be married.”

“Ha!” Jemma mocked her. “And it ’tis an English husband ye’ll be getting. I’d rather marry a pig.”

“ ’Tis the only mate that would have ye,” Jordan countered nastily.

Jemma shrieked and fought against Paris to let her go so she could take a swing at her cousin.

“You will cease!” Paris ordered to her, to them both.

Jemma twisted on him, her amber eyes flashing. “Ye dimwitted clod, treating me as if I were an animal!” With that, she drew back her small foot and kicked Paris as hard as she could square in the shin. When he flinched and loosened his grip, she plowed both fists into his abdomen.

Air escaped from Paris’ lungs as she knocked the wind from him. Stunned, but not senseless, he snatched her arm and twisted it behind her back before she could attack her again. He could not believe she had actually assaulted him.

“Why, you little witch! That hurt!” he said, more outraged than injured.

Jordan, her anger shifting from Jemma to Paris when she saw how he was manhandling her cousin, jerked free of William’s grip and dug her sharp nails into Paris’ forearm. They were all surprised to see docile Jordan turn into a she-cat with her cousin being threatened and Paris was completely unprepared for the knee to his armorless leg.

“Ouch!” he yelped in surprise.

William was highly amused to watch Paris on the defensive from two small women. But he took mercy on the man and pulled Jordan away, pinning her arms to her side. She was hollering in Gaelic and he decided he’d had quite enough. Shifting her, he managed to keep both of her arms pinned with one of his own while covering her mouth with her free hand.

“Silence!” he roared. “Both of you.”

He felt Jordan jump, but Jemma disobeyed him and was still cursing Paris in Gaelic. Paris slapped his hand over the offending mouth.

With the tent suddenly silent, William smiled but there was no humor to it. Kieran had to turn his head; he was close to collapsing with laughter.

“Much better,” he said calmly. “Now, Lady Jordan, am I to understand that this is a relative of yours?”

Jordan nodded and he removed his hand from her mouth.

“Aye,” her eyes were splitting daggers. “She is my cousin, Jemma Scott. She said she was going to follow me, but I dinna believe her to be serious.”

“Hmm,” William glanced at Jemma. She was small and darkly pretty, but not nearly the beauty her cousin was. He looked more sternly at her. “We were attacked today, lass. What do you know of it?”

Jemma’s face went blank with surprise. Then she scowled, angry again. “I know nothing.”

William handed off Jordan to Kieran, his stare sending shivers of fear down Jemma’s spine. She was terrified of this man, but she tried desperately to maintain her level of fury for all to see. Now was not the time for cowardice.

William was nearly standing on top of her, his eyes cold and glittering. “You are a liar.”

“Nay, I am not,” Jemma protested loudly. “I will tell ye that I did hear the army, but I was trying to stay close to ye by hugging the trees and hiding in the grass in the fields. I am no spy.”

“I did not say you were,” his voice was gritty. “I called you a liar. You called yourself a spy.”

“I am not a spy.” In spite of her anger, she was close to tears. This man scared the hell out of her and twisted her words.

Jordan’s heart was in her throat, terrified that William was going to decapitate her cousin as an enemy.

“Sir knight,” she said in a soft, controlled voice. “She is telling the truth. Jemma is no spy. She is disobedient, willful, and stubborn, but she is no spy. I swear to ye on my mother’s grave.”

He knew that. But, in case Jemma did know something about the attack on his army today, he wanted to find out and intimidation could be a wonderful tool. To his surprise, she was holding her own rather well. Hell, Jordan looked more frightened than she did.

He slowly moved away from Jemma, his hands on his hips and his head lowered thoughtfully.

“Lady Jemma, what do you have to say in your defense before I pass judgment?” he asked.

“Pass judgment?” Jordan paled. “What do ye mean?”

Jemma was in no mood to plead her case. Now that he believed she was not a spy, she was mad because he had called her a liar.

“I have nothing to say to ye,” she snarled. “I came to serve my cousin, not answer to ye.”

Paris fought off a grin. “Ye have a lot to learn,” he mimicked her burr perfectly.

Kieran could not take it anymore; the man was long gone into convulsions of laughter. Jemma and Jordan, however, were outraged and unleashed a barrage of insults at Paris.

“Paris.” William warned him, then turned back to the women. “Ladies, enough already. God, my head is pounding from all of this shouting. Everyone… shut up.”

Paris could see Kieran doubling over and was nearly lost himself. Jemma and Jordan looked to kill each other as well as the men, and William tried hard not to look at his knights. He would surely lose control should giggles overtake him. He continued to fight to maintain his calm facade.

“Now,” he continued calmly. “Lady Jemma, if in fact you are not a spy, I see no reason why you should not be allowed to accompany your cousin. However, I will brook no disobedience from you. You will take orders and obey them as everyone else and there will be no argument. If I so much as catch wind that you have raised your voice, I will truss you up like a goat on a spit and have one of my knights take you back to Langton. Do you understand me?”

Jemma looked to be properly put in her place. She wanted to scream that she would never take orders from an Englishman, but her common sense won out and she wisely kept her mouth shut. If she wanted to go with Jordan, then she had to tame her tongue. A most difficult task.

“Aye,” she grumbled. “I understand.”

“Good,” William responded. “Paris, since you found her, you may see to her safety. Now everybody get out of here so that Lady Jordan may get some sleep.”

Paris’ mouth went slack. Letting go of Jemma, he moved to William. “A word, my lord?”

William had not yet agreed when Paris was all but dragging him over to the far side of the tent.

“You intend to saddle me with that…that she-devil?” Paris hissed.

“You have your orders.”

Paris’ jaw ticked with angry disapproval. “Those are not orders, they are a death sentence.”

William straightened. “Paris, I forbid you to lay a hand on her no matter what she does. Is that clear?”

Paris sneered at him. “I have never struck a woman and I do not intend to start now, even if she does deserves it,” he said. “I meant that she will probably kill me the first chance she gets.”

“Then tie her up while you sleep if you must, I care not,” William said. “I have my hands full with Jordan.”

Paris cocked an ashy-blond brow at him. “I have a better idea,” he said hopefully. “You take Jemma and I shall take Jordan. Jemma seems much less hostile toward you.”

There was no way William was going to let Jordan out of his sight but he would not let on to Paris that it was for mostly selfish reasons. With a twinkle in his eye, he turned the tables.

“Do not tell me you are afraid of one small female,” he said.

Paris pursed his lips in irritation. “By your command, then,” he said. “I knew it would be foolish to even suggest such a thing. Oh, and by the way, I loathe you, my lord.”

William nodded to him slightly, crossing his arms. “And I, you.”

They broke their little conference and Paris went over to Jemma, scrutinizing her impatiently.

“Well, my little banshee, it seems that you and I are to be constant companions,” he said distastefully.

Jemma looked just about as happy as he was. They glared at each other a moment before Paris loosely indicated her clothing.

“Is that all you have to wear?” he demanded.

Jemma’s eyes narrowed. “Forgive me, my lord, but I had not the room to carry my silk surcoat.”

He put his hands on his hips. “I will be seen with no peasant washerwoman.”

Jemma was near to explode. Her small face turned red and her mouth worked and Jordan could see that she would be sent back to Langton this night if she did not intervene. Rushing to Jemma’s side, she grabbed her cousin’s arm and squeezed.

“My lord, Jemma is welcome to all that I have,” she said quickly. “I will bathe her and send her to ye a proper lady.”

Paris’ eyes softened on Jordan. “You are most generous, my lady.”

Without so much as another glance, Paris quit the tent and was followed closely by Kieran. William sighed; it seemed as if they would get no sleep tonight.
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A hasty bath was prepared for Jemma and Jordan roughly scrubbed her cousin, showing her just how much she disapproved of her actions. Jemma muttered and grumbled, but she did not raise her voice as William had instructed her. Jordan thought it amazing that Jemma had yet to yell, considering how roughly she was bathing her.

Scoured to within an inch of her life, Jordan ordered her out of the tub and dried her vigorously. As Jemma used the linen cloth to dry her hair, Jordan dressed her in an emerald green brocade surcoat with a slim bodice and long, slim sleeves.

The dress fit her well enough, but it was at least 3 inches too long in the skirt. Jordan frowned.

“Ye’ll just have to lift it high when ye walk, otherwise it will become a muddy mess,” she told her cousin. “Here, put the breeches and slippers on.”

Jemma obediently did as she was asked while Jordan took over the hair duty. She brushed it vigorously with her horsehair brush, holding it up and letting the strands fall individually so that the air would dry it. The brazier in the room was giving off little heat but she did her best. At one point she brushed particularly hard and Jemma let out a yelp.

“Ooch, woman, do ye try and pull my hair from my head?” she said angrily. It was the first hostile thing she had said yet.

Jordan eyed her. “Shut up and let me finish. I should be asleep by now, not bathing my idiotic cousin.”

Jemma scowled. “Dunna call me that. We’ve already said what needed saying.”

Jordan brushed harder on purpose and Jemma jumped up, yanked the brush away, and glared at her. “I shall do it myself,” she snarled.

Jordan’s jaw ticked and she pulled her silk bed robe closer about her as she watched Jemma dry her own hair. She was so angry at her cousin but, truthfully, she was glad as well. Now it seemed that she would not be facing her future alone.

“Does Aunt Lilith know ye’re here?” she asked.

Jemma shook her head. “Nay,” she replied. “I told no one. Except, I think Caladora might have guessed.”

Jordan shook her head. “Poor Callie. She will be lonely without us.”

Jemma brushed slower. “I know. But ye need me more than she does. She has our kin and ye are all alone.”

Jordan smiled a little. “Ye’re a good soul sometimes, ye know? Even if ye are daft.”

Jemma looked at her. “Then ye want me here?”

Jordan nodded in spite of herself. “Aye, I do,” she said. “But ye had better behave, especially with regard to the knights. They do not play games, Jemma. Believe me.”

Jemma nodded thoughtfully. “The big man with the dark hair, William? Is he The Wolf?”

“Aye,” Jordan replied, feeling a strange warmth in her belly. “He is a gentle man. Kind, too.”

“He is a brute,” Jemma sniffed.

Jordan sat down and watched her cousin finish with her hair. Her thoughts were pensive, lingering on William.

“Do ye want to know something?” she said softly. “I think that he would do anything I asked of him.”

“Why?” Jemma asked, perplexed.

Jordan shrugged. “I dunno. ’Tis a gut feeling I have, and the actions I have seen from him,” she tried to explain. “I bet I could get him to do most anything.”

Jemma smiled mischievously. “What would ye bet?”

Jordan caught on to the game immediately and grinned. “I would bet my burgundy silk surcoat and cloak, the one you love so much,” she said confidently.

Jemma stopped brushing for a moment. “Ye would?” she exclaimed. “Ha. I accept. What will ye have him do? It has to be most humiliating.”

“Wait,” Jordan cautioned. “Ye have not told me what ye will bet should ye lose.”

Jemma thought quickly. “I have nothing with me, so ye may name yer price if and when ye win.”

Jordan shook her head. “Nay, I shall name my price now. Ye have to be nice to Sir Paris should I win.”

“What?” Jemma was outraged. “Be nice to that beast?”

Jordan smiled. “That is the price.”

“Very well,” Jemma waved begrudgingly. “So be it. Now what will ye have The Wolf do?”

“I dunno,” Jordan said. “But I will know when the time is right. I will prove to ye that I have power over these English knights.”

Jemma smiled jubilantly. “What a wonderful thing,” she said. “If it ’tis true, then I shall bow humbly before ye as the greatest Scott that has ever lived. The Scott that will finally bring the English to their knees.”

Jordan’s smile faded. She did not want to conquer them, only prove an arrogant point to her cousin. But Jemma still saw this entire situation as a war.

“We are no longer at war with them,” she said after a moment. “I would not be cruel in my humiliation. Simply a joke.”

“Not be cruel? Why not?” Jemma demanded.

“Because the knights of Northwood have been kind to me,” Jordan said, and shot out of her chair with much more passion than she had intended. “These men have been patient and generous for the most part and I will not be heartless in return; not even to satisfy yer bloodlust.”

“They are English!” Jemma said, back to fighting with her and completely forgetting her promise to William. “They have no heart, no soul, and no conscience. I wonder just how many of our kin the Northwood knights have personally killed?”

“And I wonder how many of our kin have killed their family and friends?” Jordan fired back. “It goes on both sides of the wall, Jemma. We are not the only ones who have suffered.”

Jemma was red. “By God, how can ye defend these bastards? Is it possible that they have infected yer thinking with sweet words and kindness to make ye forget who they are?”

Jordan was shaking with fury. “Shut up, Jemma. Ye are a stupid, vicious person and I will not speak to ye anymore of it.”

Jordan turned away and Jemma threw down the brush, hitting the tub with a resounding clang. “Ye’re a damn traitor, ’tis what ye are,” she snarled. “Ye like it here, don’t ye?”

Jordan whirled on her cousin with lightning speed, her hands forming claws as she moved for her. She was mad enough to kill because Jemma was voicing the same thoughts she herself was having. But she had to deny it to her death, even if it meant getting the living daylights beat out of her by her smaller-but-stronger cousin. She would die denying the kind feelings she felt for the English knights, and for William.

Fortunately for her, William had heard the screeching and chose to enter the tent just as Jordan was moving for Jemma. Quick as a flash he grabbed Jordan, pulling her away and calling for Paris.

Paris was right behind him. Not surprised they were fighting again, he firmly took Jemma’s arm and pulled her to the tent flap. But William stopped him before he could leave with her.

“Put Lady Jemma on the back of Corin’s destrier and send him to Langton,” he said in a commanding tone. “I warned you, Lady Jemma. I will not tolerate a troublemaker.”

Jordan was so mad she started to cry. He thought she was crying because he was sending Jemma back. He immediately wished he had not issued the order, but he would not back down.

“Get her out of here,” he told Paris.

“No. Wait.” Jordan sobbed. “ ’Twas my fault, my lord. I… I antagonized her. If ye will notice, ’twas me who was advancing on her, not the other way around. Ye may send me back if ye wish, but Jemma… she did not start anything.”

William was mightily torn. He did not want to back down on an order, especially not in front of the women. He was a man who kept his word, and he would. But mayhap not tonight. Mayhap he would let them all sleep on it. Much to his dismay, he realized he was about to rescind a direct order.

Angry, he jerked his head at Paris. “Out of my sight. I will deal with her on the morrow.”

“Aye, my lord,” Paris pulled Jemma from the tent.

Jordan was sobbing softly in his arms, her back to his chest. He should have let her go but he did not want to. She needed comfort and he meant to give it.

“Are you all right?” he asked softly.

She nodded her head and pulled away from him, wiping her hands at her face. “Jemma has the power to drive me to tears sometimes,” she said lamely. “She can drive one quite mad.”

She was lying. She was crying because Jemma had called her a traitor and she was right.

He smiled at her. “It seems she has that effect on Paris as well, though I have yet to see him in tears.”

She sniffed and smiled at him, wiping her eyes daintily. “Wait until morning.”

He grinned, showing his even teeth. He was pleased that she was calming and hoped that now they could get to bed. The thought of sleeping next to her tonight left him warm and eager. But it would seem that Jordan had other plans.

“Where is Sir Jason so that I might tend him?” she asked.

William’s jaw dropped a little but he recovered. He had forgotten all about her earlier request and hoped she had, too.

Right now he was not sure if it was a good idea for her to see Jason in her agitated state. She and Jemma were near ready to kill each other and now she wanted to go and see a man that could have easily killed her.

Still, he had promised. Reluctantly, he indicated for her to follow him.

Jordan picked up her skirts and began to pick her way through the muck because of her clean slippers. At that rate it would take her all night. Muttering to himself, William bent down and swept her into his arms.

“Sir knight, I am quite capable of walking,” she said primly.

He ignored her. Pouting, she nonetheless put her arms around his neck as he trudged off around the compound.

Jason lay on a fur pallet in a tent lit by a fish oil lamp. Someone had fixed him some sort of poultice to hold over his face and he was unaware when William and Jordan entered.

William sat her down gently and stood back with his hands on his hips.

“Jason,” he said coldly.

Jason twitched, then sat forward quickly. Only his black-ringed eyes were visible over the pack. William looked at him impassively.

“Lady Jordan wishes to observe your wound,” he informed him.

Jason dropped the poultice to reveal a hugely swollen face. Jordan did not even recognize him and inwardly winced at the pain he must be feeling, not to mention the hate and anger towards her. Those thoughts were emphasized by the glare in his brown eyes.

“I have no need for her,” he growled.

Jordan pursed her lips irritably, unimpressed by his hostility. She had expected as much and did not blame him.

“Dunna act the martyr, Jason,” she told him. “Let me look at yer face.”

His eyes spit venom at her. “I’d rather die first.”

William had just about enough of the blatant hatred the boy was directing toward Jordan. He obviously had yet to learn his lesson.

“That can be arranged,” he said it like he meant it.

Jordan did not want William antagonizing him. She put up a hand to quiet him pleadingly before turning back to Jason.

“Then suit yerself,” she said. “Ye were quite a handsome man, Sir Jason, and it is possible that I could help ye, but if ye are too proud to accept help from a Scot, then ye deserve to be disfigured.”

He glowered at her, torn between being flattered that she had called him handsome and being furious that she had insulted him. Deep down, he knew he had been less than chivalrous to her all along. Because she was Scot he had treated her little better than an animal and as someone who did not deserve his respect. He had convinced himself he hated her in spite of her beautiful face and gentle manner and he had to continually fight to maintain his level of hostility.

He had lost a brother and a father to the Scots. His bitterness ran deep and this woman threatened him. He was afraid that it was possible to actually like her and thereby dishonor his family. He let the other knights know how disgusted he was with their behavior where she was concerned, treating her with respect, when the truth of the matter was that he found himself wanting to respond to her that way as well but his pride prevented it.

Jordan waited a moment for her words to sink in and see if there would be any reaction. Not receiving one except for a menacing stare, she sighed and turned to William.

“ ’Twas a waste of time, sire,” she said apologetically. “He is as stubborn as an ox.”

William simply nodded and moved to take her arm. He had tried to warn her off and she knew it, so there was nothing more to say. It was late and she was tired and if Jason was going to be a mule, then, so be it. She would not feel sorry for him anymore.

“Wait,” Jason said. It sounded as if the word had been kicked out of him.

Jordan turned around eagerly but William’s eyes glittered threateningly at his knight. He would stand for no more insults.

Jason’s eyes went back and forth between Jordan and his captain. He then visibly braced himself.

“You may…look,” he forced, and with a glance at William added, “My lady.”

Jordan dared not smile; Jason might think she were mocking him. Silently, she went to him and examined his face. His eyes watched her intensely and she was taken back several months when she had tended William’s considerable wound. He had stared at her in much the same fashion, but she had been much more nervous. Where Jason’s eyes were suspicious, William’s had been openly curious. The heat she felt from Jason’s gaze was not the same heat she had felt from William’s. Jason did not trust her and William had trusted her implicitly.

She raised her hand to touch him and he flinched away from her, but she smiled as encouragingly as she could and ever so slowly put her fingers on the sides of his nose and touched him as lightly as she could. When he realized she wasn’t going to hurt him, he relaxed heavily.

After probing his face for a few minutes, she dropped her hands and met his questioning eyes.

“Well, yer nose is broken,” she said frankly. “But I think the rest of yer face was spared any major damage. I shall pack yer nose and bandage it so that it heals straight.”

She turned to look at William. “Where can I find some clean linen?”

He gave her a long look before moving from the tent. She thought she detected a hint of amusement in his gaze. Puzzled, she turned back to Jason. “I shall fix ye good as new.”

Jason looked worried and raised a timid hand to his face. “You are going to bandage my face?”

She laughed softly. “Dunna look so worried,” she said. “Ye’ll be wearing yer helmet anyway so no one will see ye.”

He nodded reluctantly, still touching his face.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Malcolm, Abner, Dougal and Tate skulked to the perimeter of the English encampment without any trouble at all. They took the time to case the entire camp, seeing where the guard was the weakest and were trying to determine just where The Wolf’s tent might be. It was agreed that most likely Jordan would not be in a tent of her own, and furthermore probably would be in his.

On the northeast perimeter, Abner and Tate slit the throats of two soldiers and dragged them into the forest. Abner took one of the dead men’s daggers before leaving the bodies. The four men dashed into the camp, staying low and diving for cover behind the first available tent. There was little activity, being as close to dawn as it was. Silently, they began to move for the larger of the tents situated in the middle of the camp.
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Jordan was sleeping soundly but William was wide awake. He did not want to miss one minute of her softness and warmth in his arms, wondering how in the hell he was going to sleep alone again after this. ’Twas a terrible thing to be infatuated with his lord’s future wife.

He sighed miserably and she stirred, snuggling even closer in her sleep and making him all the more miserable. Her head was a half an inch from his mouth and he dared boldly to kiss her hair softly. He should not have done it, but he could not help himself. She was the sweetest thing he had ever experienced.

Sir Ranulf Kluge stuck his head into the tent. The oldest knight in William’s corps, he was thick and crusty and the best trainer of men in the realm.

“My lord?” he called softly.

William bolted from the bed, going to his knight. Jordan still slept limply, even with the jostling.

“What is it?” he asked.

“A moment, sire,” Ranulf beckoned him outside.

Jordan was alone, unaware of the mortal danger she was in. She slept even as the Scots skirted the edges of the tent, looking for a gap large enough between the ground and the staked edges that they could slip through. They wanted to make absolutely no noise or commotion, anything that would attract attention. The entire operation had to be noiseless and look as if one of the English had done it, and he would conveniently leave the dead soldier’s dagger as mute testimony.

There was a breach large enough that Tate could stick his head into. After a moment, he drew back excitedly and motioned to the tent. They had their target.

Tate and Dougal went in first, being the smallest. Malcolm followed, leaving Abner still outside.

The tent was dark except for the fading brazier in the middle of the floor lay Jordan, covered with furs and sleeping deeply. Malcolm took a deep breath, he did not want to slay her. Mayhap if he only kidnapped her, the point would still mean the same. Without Abner pushing him endlessly, Malcolm came to his own decision, he would take Jordan now. They would decide what to do with her later. He simply could not kill his own kin.

He pounced on her and she nearly jumped through the roof. His hand over her mouth, sealing off her screams, he put his face close to hers so that she would see who had her.

Jordan could not help but see who it was. Her eyes opened wide with surprise and fear at the sight of her cousin’s sweaty face. It never occurred to her that he had come to kill her, but she did believe he had come to bring her home.

She did not want to go home. She shook her head at him, her muffled cries managing to squeeze out from between his closed fingers.

“Be quiet.” Malcolm hissed into her ear. “Do ye want the whole of England to hear ye?”

She did, in fact, because she needed help. She did not want to get Malcolm into trouble, but she could not comply with his wishes.

Malcolm hauled her to her feet as she tripped over her bed robe, putting a dagger at her neck. Panic filled her veins as she wondered why Malcolm had a knife at her throat and it began to occur to her that Malcolm was not here to take her home. He was here to kill her.

Malcolm… the black sheep of the family. He had never fit in with the Scotts and he had never tried. He spent most of his time away from the keep doing God only knew what and had caused his parents great grief. He was strange and volatile. She realized that he was going against her father’s alliance with the English, and that he would do anything to sabotage it. Yet with all of her panic, she had to get control of herself if she were going to survive this. She had to remain calm and not allow Malcolm to suspect what was racing through her mind.

She put her shaky hand on his, hoping he would think she was going with his plan and take his hand away. Tate and Dougal, having taken a few of William’s possessions for keepsakes, began backing out of the break in the tent. Malcolm began to move, too, and in his distraction pulled his hand away from her mouth slightly.

It was all she needed.

“William!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.

What happened next occurred with blinding speed. Abner, hearing her scream, used his dagger to slit open the entire side of the tent to create a quick exit for his men. William, several feet away from his tent listening to Ranulf and Corin, moved faster than anyone could ever remember seeing a mortal man move. He was into the tent like a dark shadow, his huge fists dropping Dougal where he stood and grabbing Malcolm around the neck in the same motion.

Malcolm released Jordan as William fell on top of him. Abner, panic-stricken that The Wolf was only a few short feet away and realizing that the entire camp was alerted now, took off at a dead run. Corin tore after him, running as only a young man can, while Ranulf felled Tate with a crushing blow to the jaw.

The warning horns went off all around the camp and the soldiers were up and moving, ready to take on the army of invaders they were sure were upon them.

Paris heard the horns and bolted from bed. Jemma, alarmed, watched his face fearfully as he pulled on his boots and strapped on his sword. He was grim and severe, not at all like the knight she had come to know over the past couple of hours. He looked deadly. He turned to her.

“Get up,” he said. “I shall not leave you alone.”

Back in William’s tent, Jordan was crying hysterically as William grappled with Malcolm. However, it took only a few seconds for William to pound the man once in the temple and leave him passed out on the floor. Swiftly, he rose and went to Jordan to see if she was injured. To his astonishment, she threw herself at him and clung to him for dear life.

“Are you all right?” he demanded hoarsely.

Tears wetting her cheeks, Jordan could only nod. Before she could speak, the tent flap flew open and the majority of William’s knights were there, swords in hand and ready to do battle.

Brusque Ranulf took charge, thrusting Dougal at Kieran and jerking Tate to his feet for Michael. Deinwald went to stand over Malcolm, looking severely at the man.

“What in the hell happened?” Deinwald demanded.

William looked at Jordan for an explanation. She swallowed, struggling to calm her tears.

“That is my cousin, Malcolm,” she said in a shaky voice. “He came to me and put a knife to my throat.”

“How in the hell did he get into the camp?” William wondered, then jerked his head at Deinwald. “Better check the posts, man, and see who is missing.”

“Aye, my lord,” Deinwald was gone.

With the tent clearing and men on the move, William turned his attention to Jordan.

“Why?” he asked, “did he want to kidnap you? To take you back to Langton?”

Before she could answer, he turned back to the other knights. “I would wager good money he had something to do with the attack on us yesterday morn. Put those other bastards in irons. I shall deal with them in a minute.”

“What about him?” Ranulf pointed to semi-conscious Malcolm.

William’s face was like ice. “I shall deal with him now.”

Ranulf and Marc hoisted Malcolm to his knees, flanking the man with their swords in hand.

Paris entered the tent with Jemma clutched in one hand. It took Jemma all of one second to see her brother on his knees in the middle of the tent and she went mad.

“Malcolm.” she shrieked. “Sweet Jesus, what in the name of hell are ye doing here?”

Paris looked confused but glared dangerously at the figure on his knees. “Who is that?” he asked to anyone who would answer him.

“My brother.” Jemma yelled.

“My cousin.” Jordan cried on her heels.

Paris pointed to the man with his sword. “Is this why the alarm sounded?”

“Aye,” William replied. “Better go calm the troops. Might as well get them assembled, too. It’ll be dawn in an hour or so.”

“Malcolm Scott, what in the bloody hell are ye doing here?” Jemma demanded again.

Jordan was still crying. “I shall tell ye, Jemma,” she sniffled. “He was going to kill me. He held a dirk at my throat.”

Jemma’s jaw dropped in astonishment. “Is that true, Malcolm?” she asked, outraged. “I shall kill ye myself, ye little bastard. What goes on in your brainless head?”

William did not need Jemma’s anger. He had quite enough of his own. “Take her out,” he told Paris.

Jemma protested loudly as Paris literally carried her from the tent. He could feel Jordan shaking behind him and turned to her, gently guiding her onto a stool.

“Sit here and try to calm yourself,” he said in a low voice. “I shall take care of your cousin.”

Before he could turn away from her, she reached out and grabbed his hand.

“Dunna kill him, English,” she whispered.

His brows drew together. “That is for me to decide, my lady.”

She shook her head. “Ye misunderstand,” she said softly. “He is…not right sometimes. Please dunna kill him, I beg ye. No matter what he has done, he is still my kin.”

Momentarily, he was lost in those pale green eyes. He had to tear himself away or he would be done for.

“I shall do what needs to be done,” he said, squeezing her hand briefly before pulling away.

William fixed his attention on Malcolm. The young Scot was still pale but very lucid. He and William gazed at each other with equal hostility.

“What were you doing here, little man?” William delivered the first insult.

Malcolm stiffened. “I was going to take Jordan home.”

“With a knife at her throat?” William countered sternly. “Try again. And no more lies or I swear I will cut out your tongue.”

“I was trying to frighten her into submission.” Malcolm was telling the half-truth. “I wasna going to kill her. She is my kin and she belongs at Langton.”

William looked at him with contempt. “She belongs where her father says she belongs,” he said. “Was it you who led that bloody attack on my forces today?”

Malcolm’s indecision gave him away, even though he delayed for no more than a split second.

“What attack? I came here with my loyal friends to free Jordan. There were only four of us.”

William knew he was lying through his teeth. “I see,” he said. “Strange that you are wearing your tartan in battle dress. In fact, I caught a glimpse of your friends as well and they are all dressed in the same manner. Just like the army we fought this morning.”

Malcolm’s jaw moved and he dropped his eyes. He paused a few moments before continuing. “Then the rumors I heard were true. ’Twas Uncle Thomas ye musta fought this morning. I heard he was planning an attack from the rear, but I dinna want to believe it.”

Jordan snapped out of her stupor. She jumped up from the chair, her pretty face flushed. “That’s a bloody lie and well ye know it,” she said, shaking her fist at him. “My Da would never be so dishonorable.”

“I am sorry to be the one to tell ye, Jordi, but yer Da has been planning the attack since he agreed on the treaty terms,” Malcolm insisted. William noticed how sweat was beading on the man’s brow. “He thought he could take the army by surprise to show yer King Henry just what he thought of his attempts at peace.”

“Ye’re lying.” she shrieked. “I swear I shall cut yer heart out for this blasphemy, Malcolm. Ye’re a dead man.”

William could not think with Jordan so agitated. Quickly, he turned and pulled her against him as he moved for the tent flap. Outside, Michael was standing guard.

“Take her,” William thrust Jordan at him. “Take her to your tent until I come for her.”

Michael nodded and took Jordan’s arm. He led her a few tents away and held back the flap for her. She entered the cold and dark tent, sniffling and shivering. The past two days had been heaven and hell and she was spent emotionally. That, combined with the lack of sleep, was making her daft. Walking woodenly to the center of the tent, she collapsed onto her bottom and hugged her legs for warmth and comfort.

Michael de Bocage gazed at her bowed head. She was certainly having a rough time of it, no matter how hard they were all trying to keep her safe and comfortable. He would have liked to talk to her, maybe to get to know his future mistress a little better, but William was always around her and made it difficult. He knew William was following his orders by keeping her with him at all times, but to Michael, there seemed to more to it than that. He would never voice his opinion, of course, but that was what he thought. He could not say he blamed the man, though.

Michael was as tall as a tree. William was well over six feet, and Michael was at least two or three inches taller than him. He was as wide as a tree, too, but had a waistline a woman would envy. Even for his size and obvious strength, Jordan had noticed that he did not move as gracefully as some of the other knights. He was a bit clumsy.

He and Kieran seemed to be rather close, as William and Paris were, for she noticed they were always riding together or working in a pair.

Michael went to his brazier and using a flint, tried to breathe some life into it. “Just a m-moment, my lady, and it shall be warm.”

She looked at him, realizing he had a stammer to his speech. But she was so miserable that she had not the strength nor the desire to answer. She watched him as he started the blaze, noticing that the back of his dark hair was shorn very short while the longer front fell like a curtain over his eyes. He kept sweeping it away with his hand. And his eyes, as they reflected the light, were a deep blue. He was a handsome man.

The fire in the brazier began to burn brightly and he smiled happily at her. “There, I told you,” he said. “You m-may go to sleep now if you wish. We will not be ready to leave for another hour at least.”

“Thank ye, my lord,” she said without energy. “But I am not tired.”

She put her head down on her raised knees, merely intending to rest her eyes. In five minutes she was asleep.
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Paris had taken Jemma directly back to his tent. She was agitated, but not from being handled like a sack over his shoulder. Her brother was in deep trouble and she was puzzled, angry, and frightened. As soon as Paris sat her on the ground, she moved away from him and began pacing nervously.

“What is Sir William going to do to Malcolm?” she demanded.

Paris eyed her, taking the time to strap on the rest of his armor he had left behind in his haste. “ ’Tis difficult to say, my lady.”

It was no answer and they both knew it. She was growing more frightened by the moment. She realized if she were going to get any answers, then she was going to have to calm herself and speak civilly to the English knight.

“Will he kill him?” she asked with quiet urgency.

Paris strapped on his cuirass and his breastplate. “That, my lady, will be for the captain to decide. I cannot speculate on his ruling.”

Jemma watched him as he once again became an armor-clad English warrior, a killing machine. Hated Sassenach, she thought. And her brother was on his knees in a nest of them. Of course he was a dead man; she knew that from the first. But why had he attacked Jordan? She was desperately confused, wanting to know her brother’s mind. Even though he was her kin, she didn’t know him at all.

She started to ask Paris another question but found her throat constricting. Much to her shame, hot tears trickled onto her cheeks and she turned away quickly so he would not see her humiliation.

Paris knew she was crying without even seeing her. He had an uncanny intuition when it came to women. Without a word he went to her, placing his large hands on her shoulders and guiding her into a collapsible chair. She didn’t resist his efforts.

“I have to go out for a while,” he said gently. “While I am out, I will go and see how your brother is faring and let you know. All right?”

She nodded, sniffing and wiping at her face. He re-evaluated her, sitting calmly without all of that spit and fire, she was really quite vulnerable. And very pretty.

“Why do not you get some sleep?” he encouraged quietly. “It will do you good.”

She nodded, rising and going to the corner of the tent where her borrowed satchel lay.

“Nay, my lady, I meant my bed,” Paris clarified.

She looked at him and her watery eyes flashed momentarily. “I will be sleeping alone, sir knight.”

He sighed, seeing the real Jemma return before him. “Aye, as alone as Job,” he replied with sarcasm. “Which is precisely who I feel like at this moment.”

Pleased that she would have the pallet all to herself, she forgot her sniffles and went over to the pile of furs. He watched her as she made herself comfortable, shaking his head at the stubborn little wench. As he pondered her mercurial personality, Kieran entered the tent. He eyed Jemma as she fussed with the pallet.

“So I see you have yet to commit murder,” he remarked casually.

Jemma looked up, glaring at the both of them before returning to her task. Paris grunted.

“So far I have had little opportunity,” he replied, turning to Kieran. “Is the camp secure?”

“Aye,” Kieran replied. “They seem to be the only intruders, and Deinwald has located the breach. Two soldiers were killed. We are doubling the guard on the perimeter.”

Paris nodded, satisfied. “Since William is busy with the, uh, prisoner,” he eyed Jemma, “I shall see to his cohorts. Where are they?”

“North side, near the guard post,” Kieran replied. “Lewis and Marc have them.”

Paris nodded again. “Very well. You stay with the banshee until I return.” He locked eyes with Jemma’s hostile orbs. “And you behave yourself, for I give Sir Kieran permission to blister your arse if needed.”

He was gone. Jemma sat on the furs, her oval face flushed with anger. Kieran hid a smile, pouring himself a cup of wine and trying not to look at her, although she was closely studying him. Out of the corner of his eye he could see her but not her face. He wondered what physical harm she was planning for him. Her cousin certainly wasn’t the troublemaking type, he thought.

“Are ye really that big or do ye stuff yer clothes?” she demanded.

He looked at her, half smiling at her question. “I assure you, my lady, ’tis all me.”

She scrutinized him foot by foot. “How’d ye get to be so big?”

He took a couple of steps towards her. “Many, many hours of sword and field practice, and a good deal of wood chopping.”

“Wood chopping?” she repeated.

He flexed the arm that was not clutching the cup. Even though he was covered to the elbow, every muscle and every tendon was massive and defined. His biceps strained at the material until she thought it was going to split. “ ’Tis good for strength as well as stamina,” he told her.

She nodded as though considering that explanation. Lord, the man was big. And handsome, too. She liked the way his brown eyes twinkled at her. He didn’t seem as arrogant or high-handed as that other English hound. She immediately felt more comfortable with his easy manner.

Kieran watched her lovely face. She was so tiny she looked like a fragile little doll. Her raven’s-wing hair reflected the light from the brazier like satin. He was pleased to notice also that handled calmly, she responded in kind. Paris seemed to bring out the worst in her, and she affected him the same way.

“Then ye must do it day and night to be so large,” she commented. “Are all Sassenach knights as big as ye?”

He did smile then. “Some, but not all,” he said. “What’s more, size is not indicative of skill.”

She nodded silently. Her pretty amber eyes were appraising him openly. “Where are ye from?”

“Nottingham,” he replied. “My family is descended from Saxon lords. My father is the Earl of Newark, in fact. I was named for a dead uncle of the same name. He was a very famous man, in fact. He fought with Richard the Lionheart.”

She digested the information. “Ye dinna look to be Norman to me.”

“Oh? And you can tell the difference?”

“Aye,” she insisted. “Normans are darker with angled faces. Your face is square and strong and yer skin is fair.”

“Paris is Norman,” he remarked.

Her eyes widened and filled with the devil. “Aye, and he acts like one, too,” she snapped. “I shall wager he believes every woman he meets to be in love with him, the arrogant buffoon. And do ye know he tried to sleep with me?”

Kieran’s eyebrows drew together. “He tried to bed you?”

“Nay,” she waved irritably. “He tried to sleep in the same bed with me.”

Kieran hid his smile, for she was obviously distressed. “For safety’s sake, I believe,” he said evenly. “Just as Sir William sleeps with Lady Jordan under his arm, to better protect her.”

“He does?” Obviously, Jemma did not know this. “And she allows this?”

“She has learned to trust him,” he said, then added: “And, he gave her no choice.”

“Oh,” Jemma backed down. He could see her mind working. After a moment, she lifted her eyes again. “Are we truly in danger?”

Kieran was honest. For her own safety, he had to be. “There are those among us who do not like Scots,” he said. “ ’Tis better not to leave anything to chance.”

Jemma looked worried and thoughtful at the same time. Jordan was right; mayhap she should not have come. But it was too late now. She was here and here she would stay. For the first time, she began to doubt the wisdom of her actions.

“What about ye, Sir Kieran?” she asked, calmly. “Do ye hate Scots?”

He sighed, crouching down to be more on her level. “ ’Tis not easy as that, my lady,” he said. “I have been fighting Scots a long time. Suffice it to say that I would do neither you nor Lady Jordan any harm.”

“Sir Paris dunna like me,” she declared. “He would kill me if he had the chance; you heard him.”

“Nay, I can promise you that he would not,” Kieran said. “He was jesting.”

“Nay, he wasna,” she insisted. “But I dunna like him, either. He is conceited and mean, and he treats me like a bairn.”

“And I suppose you kicking him had nothing to do with his behavior towards you?” Kieran reminded her.

“I was protecting myself.”

She probably believed that. Kieran sighed; she and Paris would surely kill each other before they reached Northwood. He stole a glance at her again; she was quite lovely and he was entranced with delicate features. She and her cousin shared the same pert little nose and the same oval face, but that was where the similarity ended. Jordan was as fair as a summer day, whereas Jemma was dark and striking. He was not hard pressed to admit he liked her; he liked women with a bit of fire.

“Would you like to ride with me tomorrow instead of Paris?” he found himself suggesting. “ ’Twould spare you both the agony of dealing with one another, and William the headache of listening to you complain.”

The amber eyes lit up. “Aye, I would,” she said eagerly. “Do ye think Sir William will let me?”

He was flattered that she seemed pleased at the prospect, though he could not be sure if it were because of him or simply to be rid of Paris.

“I shall ask him,” he promised.

She smiled a pretty, curvy smile at him and he was captivated. He actually thought he might blush. Instead, he rose swiftly as to not give himself the opportunity.

“Try and sleep now,” he told her. “You will be safe, I promise.”

She nodded and crept beneath the furs, tugging at the too-long surcoat as it tangled around her feet. He watched her twist and turn before finally quieting. After several minutes, he was sure she had fallen into an exhausted sleep and moved to pour himself another cup of wine. Picking up the decanter, he realized he could use some sleep himself; it had been an exceedingly long day.

“Sir Kieran?” she called softly.

He turned to her. “My lady?”

“I am cold. Are there any more furs?” she asked.

He glanced around him. The tent had indeed grown icy but he saw no more furs. The brazier had gone out completely. As a warrior, he was used to extreme temperatures and had not noticed the chill.

“Nay, my lady, I see none.”

She gave a little groan and tried to burrow deeper under the skins. He watched her twist and shake for a moment or so, debating whether he should send his squire to scavenge more furs. But he decided against it because it would have done little good; the chill was seeping up through the ground upon which she lay. She needed another source of heat.

Kieran sat the cup down. Going over to the pallet, he stripped off the furs while she angrily sat up and glared at him.

“What are ye doing, Sassenach?” she demanded hotly.

He put his hands on his hips. “Do you want to be warm?”

She stuck out her rosy lower lip. “What are ye intending – to throw me in the fire?”

He cocked his brow. “If that is what it takes, I will gladly. But I had another less painful idea.”

“What is it?” she asked, wrapping her arms around her shivering body.

He opened up his arms as if to display his physique. “As you said yourself, I am big. And this big body is exceedingly warm. You may use the warmth, if you so desire,” he said.

Her eyes widened but to his surprise she did not get angry. Instead, she looked rather subdued and thoughtful. Thoughtful but hesitant. A sudden chill raced down her spine and she shook hard. She should be angry, outraged, at the very least at what this Sassenach was suggesting. Yet, for some reason, she could not muster the steam. She truly was freezing, and there was something about the man that made her want to trust him. With a reluctant sigh, she looked up at him.

“Very well,” she said quietly. “I accept.”

He lay down, turning so his back was facing her. Jemma immediately pressed her icy body against him and was thrilled to discover that he was, indeed, hot. He jumped when he felt her chilly hands press themselves flat against his back and she giggled.

“So you think it is funny to put your cold hands on me?” he demanded, but he was smiling.

Her face was pressed against his spine and she could feel his heat thawing her. “Aye, it is funny when ye jump as if I just pinched ye. How can ye be so sensitive?”

“I am not, usually,” he said. “But you are as cold as ice.”

She pressed against him tighter, purely for warmth. “I told ye I was, Sassenach.”

They lay there together in the darkness for several long minutes. Jemma was tired, but for some reason, her eyes kept opening and she kept staring at his wide back. It was the closest she had ever been to any man, other than her father and brothers, and she found it exciting. Even if he was English.

But the man didn’t act as a typical English knight, not like the others. He was gentler, even for his immense size, and his smile was genuine. She was puzzled, but at the same time, she liked him and chose to overlook the fact that the man was a sworn enemy. And she didn’t even hate herself for her treason, although she would die before admitting it to her cousin. Surely a greater hypocrite never lived.

He shifted and nearly crushed her leg. She screeched and he immediately moved away, flipping over to face her with amazing agility for a man his size. His brown eyes were wide with concern.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Fine,” she said as she rubbed her leg where his weight had come down on her.

He sat up and moved her hands away, massaging the bruised thigh with skill and gentleness.

“I am sorry,” he said. “I should have been more careful.”

She should have slapped him across the face for his boldness, but she found herself watching that strong, handsome face of his and feeling the magic of his hands. Her thigh was fine, but his fingers were so soothing and relaxing that she let him go on for a moment before pulling away. Her cheeks were growing hot as she pulled the furs back over her.

“I would go back to sleep now, sir knight,” she said, avoiding his gaze.

He didn’t reply but lay back down beside her, only this time, he was facing her. Jemma looked at him in alarm.

“If I fell asleep and rolled over on you, I’d never know it,” he explained. “If I face you, then I will know exactly where you are.”

She wasn’t so sure that it was a good idea and fully intended to tell him so when he pulled her stiff body up against him. He was so huge that she almost felt smothered, but as his heat drove her chill away she instinctively relaxed against him. She tried her best to stay in a protective position, her arms between the two of them, but his size and sheer warmth eased her so much that it wasn’t long before she was pressed flat against him and his arms were embracing her protectively.

Yet, she did not want to give in so easily. Call it stubborn Scot pride.

“If ye try anything….” Her threat lost its effectiveness as it came out in a yawn.

“I know, I know, you will beat me as you did Paris,” he finished her sentence.

“Worse,” she insisted with a sigh, closing her eyes.

He smiled. He believed her.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Malcolm was having a God-awful time controlling his fear.

He had done exactly what he had hoped not to do; to become The Wolf’s prisoner. He also knew very well that The Wolf would interrogate Tate and Dougal after he had finished with him, and that his story would not match the others. He could lie his way out. He had to be cleverer than The Wolf.

He wondered if Abner had gotten away. When the young knight who had been chasing him returned empty-handed, Malcolm almost crowed with victory. Mayhap Abner would return and bring the army to rescue his men. But even as he thought it, he doubted it. Abner cared more about his own hide than anyone else’s, which left Malcolm alone with The Wolf.

But William had no intention of further questioning Malcolm. It was obvious that the man was a liar and could not be trusted. William could piece two and two together and come up with the answers he knew were correct, no matter what Jordan’s cousin said.

He had been going over and over the battle in his mind. He was growing more convinced that Thomas Scott did not have anything to do with the attack for the simple fact that it was so sloppy. He had fought Thomas before and the man was meticulous, which made him wonder what in the hell Malcolm was doing, and why with the McKenna? The McKenna were the exact opposites of the Scotts. True, they had been allied once, but Jordan told him the alliance was null.

As William stood there and pondered his next move, he eyed Malcolm, hands tied behind his back and sitting on his heel. What in the bloody hell was the man up to?

His face like stone, he went over to Malcolm.

“Since you obviously are incapable of telling me the truth, I have no further use for you,” he said coldly. He turned to Ranulf. “Execute him.”

“You canna.” Malcolm burst. “Jordan asked ye not to.”

A flicker of a sneer crossed William’s lips. “So she did. What of it?”

Malcolm’s mind was reeling. He opened his big mouth to speak but all that came out was a bluster of wind.

“I have committed no crime again ye, English,” he was grasping at straws. “But if ye consider loyalty to yer kin a crime, then I suppose I am guilty.”

The more agitated Malcolm became, the cooler William became. His face was still quite impassive.

“You are not loyal to Lady Jordan,” he said frankly.

“How do ye know my mind?” Malcolm demanded. “What do ye care about her, ye English bastard? She’s nothing but a bit of chattel to become the English laird’s whore.”

It took every ounce of strength William possessed not to run at Malcolm and tear his arms from his sockets. He stiffened, though; that was beyond his control. Paris, standing in the darkened recesses of the tent, saw the rigid stance and took a few steps forward. If there was going to be any bloodshed, he would not allow William to dirty his hands with it. He did not think Jordan would look too kindly upon the man who tore her cousin literally limb from limb. He was, therefore, prepared to do it in his stead. He didn’t want Jordan hating him, either, but better him than William.

“She will not be anyone’s whore, boy,” William rumbled.

“She might as well be.” Malcolm had no idea of the mortal danger he was in. He looked William right in the eye. “Think on it, man; she’s traveling, unchaperoned with a full company of English soldiers. Why Uncle Thomas dinna insist she take my mother or my aunt is beyond me. He trusts ye, I suppose, but I know better. How many men have had her since she left Langton?”

William snapped. Before Paris, or anyone else, could make a move, he had Malcolm by the neck with one hand and plowed the knuckles of his other into his face. Blood spurted everywhere, all over his tunic, all over the floor. Malcolm dropped in a limp heap to the ground.

“Goddamn bastard,” William muttered, stumbling back from the limp body. “Loyal to his kin… my arse he’s loyal. Get him the hell out of here before I lose myself again and do some real damage.”

Paris glanced down at Malcolm as Ranulf and Corin hoisted him up. “Where will we keep him?” he asked. “We are not prepared for prisoners.”

William thought a moment. He had no further need for the other two men, and any more interrogation sessions with Malcolm were sure to result in the man’s murder. He just wanted them the hell away from him, and from Jordan. He did not want to kill him, even if the idiot had held a knife to Jordan’s throat.

Then it hit him. He wasn’t going to kill him because Jordan had asked him not to. He was thinking up dozens of reasons to justify not killing the man when it really came back to one. She had asked him not to and he would bow to her wish. God, he was so damn feeble-minded when it came to her.

“Then take them back down the road,” he said gruffly. “Tie the four of them to the same tree and leave them to the mercy of whoever passes by. Considering an army has just passed this road, that should take quite a while.”

Paris smiled, knowing well what William was referring to. People avoided traveling on roads where armies had recently passed because where armies crossed there was generally trouble.

“It shall be done,” Paris said, bowing and pretending to follow the other knights to the tent flap. But when they were out, he stopped and pulled the flap down.

Paris turned to his lord, his best friend. He took a deep breath and went over to him. William eyed his solicitous knight suspiciously.

“What now?” he asked.

Paris looked at him. “William, I do not pretend to know what is going on in your mind, but I do know that you must control your outbursts where Jordan is concerned. I have never seen you like this.”

William licked his lips and dropped his gaze, kicking at the ground. “I thought I was in control.”

“You are, to the untrained eye,” Paris amended quickly. “But I know you. And so does de Longley.”

William’s head came up, his hazel-gold eyes focusing on Paris’ blue ones. Finally, William shook his head slowly and let out a snort.

“I was doing nothing out of the ordinary, Paris,” he said. “Malcolm slandered Lady Jordan and I was simply defending her honor. Nothing more. Had de Longley been here, you know he would have demanded that I do the same.”

“Do not hand me that nonsense and expect me to digest it,” Paris said in a low voice. “Think about who you are talking to, William. We have had this conversation once or twice before and you have all but admitted your desire for Jordan. You can lie to yourself, but do not lie to me. You never have before.”

William swung to face him. “What is it you want from me, Paris?” he demanded in a pleading tone. “Why is it so important for me to admit….whatever it is you want me to admit? Why does this concern you?”

Paris’ jaw ticked. “Because if there is a storm coming, I want to be prepared.”

William understood then. If he was going to do anything that would jeopardize his life and the life of Jordan, Paris wanted to know. And that act would entail one simple step; an admission to Jordan of his feelings and an admission to him from her. But that would never happen. He shook his head after a moment.

“There will be no storm,” he muttered. “She is de Longley’s bride. I would never do or say anything that would compromise her.”

“But you care for her,” Paris stated.

William looked at him a moment. “I would be lying if I said otherwise.”

Paris was satisfied. Now that he had an admission, it would be easier to deal with things as they came. William felt better, too. Without actually saying anything, he had admitted a great deal. He felt guilty and free at the same time.

“She will never know, Paris,” he said softly. “No matter what. Do you understand me?”

“I will take the information with me to my grave,” Paris replied. “You know that she feels as you do.”

William’s heart skipped a beat. “Why do you say that?”

Paris smiled. “I have been watching her,” he said simply but would not elaborate. He turned to leave. “Now I had better go make sure that the knights tie those men to a tree and are not burning them at the stake or some other sort of rot.”

He was gone, leaving William feeling absolutely bewildered.
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Paris came charging back into William’s tent not five minutes after he had left. William was preparing his bed for Jordan and glanced up at his second with concern. But, in faith, he was so damn tired he almost didn’t care. Could not they go for a whole hour this night without something catastrophic happening?

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“He is sleeping with her.” Paris said in disbelief.

William looked at him curiously. “Who is sleeping with whom?”

“Kieran is sleeping with Jemma.” he answered, outraged. “By God, she would not sleep with me, but she will sleep with him.”

The corner of William’s mouth twitched. It was very amusing to see Paris so insulted and he wondered what Kieran had said to the little she-devil to soften her bite. True, Kieran was a gentle, chivalrous man, but William had doubts that even that would work on Jemma’s temperament.

“I see,” he muttered, then fought off a chuckle as he read Paris’ face. “My God, Paris, do not take it as a personal insult. You and Lady Jemma do not exactly get along.”

“You should see them,” he raged on. “He is so damn big all, I could see was the top of her head. He is probably smothering her. But they were actually sleeping.”

“Kieran, too?” William wanted to be sure he understood correctly.

“Like a babe.”

William let out a snort of amusement, though he was secretly glad that Kieran’s attention was diverting away from Jordan. He seemed to be becoming a little too attached to her.

“Well… hell,” William mumbled, glancing at his pallet, wishing Jordan were laying there. “I would like to be sleeping, too. Go sleep in Michael and Kieran’s tent, since your pallet is occupied. I have to go get Jordan, anyway.”

Paris pursed his lips together. “Bloody hell, I might as well. I must rise in another hour, anyway.”

William followed him from the tent, watching Paris shake his head as they trudged off across the camp together. Laughing silently at his friend’s injured ego, William could not imagine what else could happen before the sun rose that would surprise him. It had been a night of events, and one hell of a monumental day.

What filled his mind now was the thought of Jordan, her softness against him underneath the furs of his pallet. ’Twould be the last night they would sleep together, he thought regretfully, and he had missed most all of it.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


William never did get back to sleep. He had gone to Michael’s tent near dawn to retrieve Jordan. She was so sleepy that he ended up carrying her back to his tent. Kieran brought Jemma over about the same time and the two women were able to assist each other as they prepared for the day ahead.

Jemma had slept in her borrowed surcoat and it was a wrinkled, dirty mess. Jordan remarked that it looked as if Jemma had slept in the dirt which, of course, she had, but Jemma would not admit it. Instead, she promised to wash the dress and insisted on borrowing another.

Jemma was too proud to admit that she had not been able to con the English knight out of his bed, and there was furthermore no way on earth she was going to confess to Jordan that she had spent a portion of the night in an English warrior’s arms.

It made her feel silly and warm to think of the massive, gentle Sir Kieran. She had awoken to find him staring at her. He barely said a word, but his expression had been most tender. She had almost hated to leave him when the time had come to dress, much to her confusion.

Such were her muddled thoughts as she and Jordan dressed. They took forever. All of the tents were disassembled with the exception of William’s, standing like a sentinel in the middle of the field while an entire army of men grew restless around it.

Paris and Kieran formed the company in anticipation that any minute the women would appear from the tent, but it did not happen. The sun was rising, as was the temperature and tempers, but still no women.

Finally, Paris rode up to William. “Shall I hurry them along, sire?”

William sighed. “Nay, I shall do it.”

He started to rein his warhorse when the tent flap flew back and Jemma marched out onto the grass. Without even looking, William knew smiles were crossing the faces of his men. She was dressed in a royal blue satin surcoat and her long dark hair was pulled back away from her face, falling in ringlets over her shoulders and down her back. Her white skin was a beautiful contrast to her dark coloring, for the low neckline showed plenty of flesh. She was very well endowed.

She would have looked quite angelic except for the fact that her brow was furrowed angrily for some reason. Kieran spurred his chestnut destrier over to her and the animal kicked up some dirt. Furious, she brushed at her skirt.

“Are ye daft?” she demanded. “Dunna ruin my dress before I get to Northwood.”

Kieran smiled at her. She didn’t even realize it was him until she looked up, shading her eyes from the bright early morning sun. Then, her countenance changed entirely.

“Greetings, sir knight,” she said, her voice honeyed.

The other knights heard her change of tone and snickered among themselves, save Paris and William. Paris rolled his eyes and William found himself waiting eagerly for Jordan to make her appearance.

Kieran extended his hand to the lovely young lass. “My lady is to ride with me this morn.”

Jemma smiled happily and put her hand in his huge one. As if she weighed no more than a child, he pulled her up in front of him and waited politely until she moved herself to a comfortable position. Paris watched, scowling.

“She must be a witch,” he muttered. “Look; she has cast a spell on Kieran and turned him into a spineless whelp. Look how he smiles at her?”

William did crack a smile then. “If you could only hear yourself, Paris.”

Paris looked over at him indignantly, but before he could speak, William’s expression softened and Paris knew that Jordan was making her appearance.

A hush settled over the army. All eyes were on the vision crossing the field towards them. Even Kieran had taken his eyes off Jemma long enough to gaze appreciatively upon Jordan. One could almost hear the collective male sigh as they beheld a sight few have truly seen. A truly perfect woman.

William could not breathe. A small gust of wind could have knocked him from his horse. She was so incredibly beautiful that he almost could not believe she was real. As much as he wanted to race to her like an eager boy, that was as much as he knew that he could not.

It occurred to him that if he were going to get a handle on himself, he would have to get away from her. He was a sensible man and his common sense told him to put some distance between them for a while, at least until he could beat down his raging emotions. He would concentrate on what he did best today, and that would be soldiering.

But he stole one last glance at her. She was dressed in a clear shade of red, yards of voluminous brocade swirling around her as she walked. The dress was well off her shoulders, revealing just how exquisitely formed she really was, and the color complimented her beautifully. Her silky honey-blond hair was loose and flowing about her in soft waves.

She was breathtaking. William knew there was no one on the earth who could compare with her beauty. If he’d possessed any less strength he would have dropped to his knees before her.

“Paris,” he said, reining his horse away from her. “Take her with you.”

Paris cocked an eyebrow seductively. “With pleasure, my lord.”

William shot him a menacing look and Paris laughed. “A jest, William. It shall be, in truth, the most arduous of tasks.”

William spurred his animal back toward the column as Paris moved to meet Jordan.

Jordan saw William ride away and her heart sank. So she was to ride with Paris again today. She took a deep breath and reconciled herself to the fact that William simply did not like her very much. And he was probably mad at her for taking so long in preparing this morning, but it was necessary. She was to meet her future husband today and she wanted to look her best.

As Paris reined his horse in front of her she saw several soldiers break from the column and rush over to take down the tent. She smiled up at Paris, even though she did not feel much like smiling.

“I am sorry we took so long, sir knight,” she said to him. “I am sure the captain is quite angry with me.”

Paris dismounted. “Nay, my lady, he is not,” he said. He noticed she carried a small satchel. “Would you like me to take that?”

She handed it to him and watched him strap it to his saddle. As he was jostling it about, there was a great clanging. He raised his eyebrows at her.

“What do you have in here? The bells of Notre Dame?” he asked.

“Something much more valuable,” she insisted. “My comb and hand-mirror.”

“Ah,” he understood, securing the satchel. “Then, my lady, if you are ready?”

She nodded, her hair catching the light. “Aye,” she moved for the animal and suddenly stopped, causing Paris to nearly smash into the back of her. She turned around and caught his curious expression. “Tell me, Sir Paris, do I look…presentable? What I mean to say is, will the earl find me pleasant to look at? Do I look as if I could make a convincing countess?”

Paris smiled such a gentle smile that Jordan could not imagine what he was thinking. But he didn’t answer her question right away and that worried her immensely.

“My lady,” he said finally. “You would put the goddess Aphrodite to shame. The earl will be entranced by your beauty.”

Jordan turned pink. “Thank ye,” she muttered. “Ye really think so?”

Her innocence was refreshing. Paris realized she had no idea how beautiful she was, how she affected every man who saw her. The woman was not fishing for compliments, merely seeking reassurance.

“Yes, my lady, I really think so,” he said softly.

He helped her mount and jumped on behind her. He helped her adjust her skirts so that they lay across his leg and onto the flank of the horse, as not to get tangled up in the animal’s legs.

Paris put his arm around her waist to pull her against him when he was suddenly assaulted by the scent of lavender. God, it smelled so wonderful it made his head spin. Before he could stop himself she heard him groan low in his throat.

“What’s the matter?” she was concerned he was uncomfortable with her sitting in front of him.

“Nothing, my lady,” he assured her quickly. “My…armor jabbed me.”

“Ah,” she nodded in understanding. “ ’Tis probably why William takes his off when I ride with him. I make his armor jab him.”

He almost laughed at her naiveté. In fact, it was so funny that he started to snicker. When she smiled at him because she had no idea what he was laughing at, he burst into hysterical gales. He laughed the entire ride up to the head of the column, drawing stares from his men.

He was still laughing when they reached the other knights and they fell in between Kieran and Michael. Jemma, in front of Kieran, scowled at Paris.

“I knew it,” she whispered loudly to Jordan. “He’s finally gone over the edge and driven himself insane. I suspected it from the first.”

Paris’ smile vanished unnaturally fast and he glared at Jemma. Jordan glanced at him and could see the merriment still in his eyes and was not the least worried that he would punish Jemma for her remark.

“Watch yourself, banshee,” he warned.

Jemma stiffened, but Jordan saw that she was up to enjoying a game of pass-the-insult. Perhaps that was the relationship these two were meant to have.

“How would ye know if I were a banshee or not unless, of course, ye have firsthand knowledge?” she asked. “Yer mother wasna a banshee, by chance?”

Jordan fought off a smile. She lowered her head but not before she glanced wistfully at William’s straight, tall back several feet in front of her. She wished fervently that she were riding with him.

“Understand that my mother was a fine, pious woman,” Paris said indignantly. “But I am sure the only females you understand are the ones that turn into bats in the middle of the night.”

Jemma’s eyes narrowed. “I shall have to take yer word for it that there are women as such. Ye must not know any differently since I suppose they are the only women ye can get into yer bed.”

Jordan’s head came up, sending a look of caution to her cousin, who was smiling triumphantly. But instead of returning the insult as Jemma was expecting, Paris did an immediate turnabout.

“What do you know of men’s beds?” he demanded harshly. “You had better know absolutely nothing…Kieran! Damnation, man, you slept with her last night. You better not have….”

Kieran looked at him with wide eyes. “What in the hell are you talking about?” Then his eyes narrowed dangerously. “You had better not be insinuating that I…..”

The beginning tirade was interrupted by William. He had reined his huge destrier back and flipped up his visor, his gaze hard enough to melt stone.

“I have never heard so goddamn much conversation,” he snapped. “Paris, you ride up with me and leave Lady Jemma alone. Kieran, wipe that bloody look off your face before I wipe it off for you.”

They obeyed without another word. Paris and Jordan rode up with William at the front of the column for a few hours, barely a word spoken between.

The sun had become unseasonably warm and the men were sweating rivers underneath their armor. Jordan, however, was blissfully content. It was wonderful to be anything other than freezing that several times during the ride she turned her face up to the sun and closed her eyes, basking in the rays. She could feel the heat permeating every corner of her body, warming her and chasing away the anxiety and sadness she was feeling. It was heavenly.

William caught her out of the corner of his eye the first time she turned her porcelain face upward in worship of the seldom-seen sun. His visor was down and he was able to watch her unaware for quite some time, marveling at her beauty. Every so often a soft smile would cross her face and he wondering what she was thinking.

Truth was, he missed her riding with him. It did not seem right to watch her riding with someone else, even if it was Paris. He almost felt empty not having her soft body to hold on to. But it was for the best, he told himself firmly. The sooner he got over his infatuation with her, the better off they would all be. It was infatuation, he reminded himself. Nothing else.

Emotions and love were a gateway to pain. His father had been a kind and wise man, but he never quite seemed to have enough time for his youngest son. William’s two older brothers seemed to warrant all of the attention, and his mother was so ill most of the time that he was never allowed around her. He’d loved his mother but he had been denied her. After a while the love was gone. And his father, well… by the time William was eight years old he was sent off to squire at Northwood and never saw his father alive again.

He did not want to have feelings for anyone, much less love. Yes, he was possessive and he would not deny that he felt a good deal of possessiveness for Jordan, but that could not be equated with love. At least, he hoped not.

As the army plodded along, he thought of his future. Certainly, he wanted a wife, eventually, and sons to carry on his name. But all of his logic fled when he realized that he wanted the mother of his sons to be Jordan. He wanted her and only her, and to think of someone else having her drove him so mad that his hands actually began to shake. Oh, God… what was he going to do?

As William was gripped with turmoil, Jordan was actually enjoying the ride even if she was not sitting with William’s strong arm around her. The countryside was starting to level out a bit, the sharp hills rounding off and dipping into beautiful valleys. Patches of wildflowers were everywhere, filling the air with their warm scent.

Jordan had never been this far south before and thought it was lovely. She wondered what Northwood would look like; would it sit in one of those lovely valleys she had seen or did it sit on a hill watching over the fields below? She would have asked, but she did not want to make conversation. William seemed to discourage it in the ranks and she did not want to rouse his ire.

The army rounded a crest of a hill and suddenly she was confronted by millions of wildly blooming flowers, in every color and shape imaginable. It was a wonderful, magnificent sight and she knew she had to have some.

“Stop, Paris.” she ordered eagerly.

He jerked the animal to a halt. “What is it?”

Her answer was to slither off the horse before he could grab her. Suddenly, she was running like a rabbit, tearing down the road with her skirts hiked up around her knees. Before any of the men could recover their shock, Jemma was down and racing after her.

The destriers, startled by the sudden movement and the squeals began to dance about in anticipation of what was to come. With their riders tensing above them, they sensed a battle.

William knew they could not possibly be attempting to escape but found himself thoroughly confused by their irrational behavior.

“What in the hell….?” he finished his sentence by spurring his horse after them.

Paris, Jason, Kieran and Michael followed him, leaving Ranulf and Deinwald shouting the column to a halt. William was nearly on top of Jordan when she suddenly veered off the road and plunged down a small incline, feet first into waist-high flowers. With a cry of delight, she began yanking every bloom within her reach.

He bound off his horse and stood there, hands on his hips and watching with disbelief. He pushed his helmet up so that the chin guard was resting on his forehead and scowled as rivulets of sweat ran down his face.

“Of all of the…,” he muttered irritably. “Flowers?”

Jordan swung around to him, her arms loaded with flowers and her face broke into a radiant smile. She was ecstatic.

“Are they not beautiful?” she demanded. “I must have all that I can gather.”

She ran at him and thrust the flowers against his chest. He instinctively slapped a hand over them to keep them from falling to the ground yet at the same time realizing he must look like a complete fool. He opened his mouth to harshly reprimand her when she bound away from him once again, darting off like a nymph and filling her arms with more flowers.

How could he be stern with her when she was so damn happy? He could not, and found himself even angrier, but now with himself. Out of the corner of his eye he caught his knights shaking with laughter. Paris had his head turned, but he could see his shoulders convulsing. Well, he would not be alone in his humiliation.

“Paris.” he boomed. “Do not just stand there like a dolt, help her.”

Paris’ head snapped to him, the mirth draining from his face. “Why me?”

“Do not argue with me,” William snapped, marching by him and shoving his burden into the arms of his second. “You, Kieran. Get the hell off that animal and help Lady Jemma. By damn, hurry up and we shall be done with this nonsense.”

Paris turned to yell at William as he walked away. “I am a knight of the realm,” he said staunchly. “I do not pick posies.”

William turned around and jabbed a big finger at him. “You’ll goddamn wear a dress if I wish it. Now, go and help her.”

Behind the huge bouquet she held, Jordan smiled broadly. She could hear William barking orders at his knights to give the ladies a hand, muttering angrily as he made his way back to his destrier. She inhaled the blooms deeply; ah, the sweet smell of humiliation.

Jemma was beside her, her face and torso nearly obscured by all of the flowers she held. She continued to pick, grinning wickedly.

“He is as angry as sin,” she whispered delightedly.

“Aye,” Jordan agreed, fighting off the giggles. “Do ye remember that bet I made with ye last night?”

Jemma nodded vehemently. “Aye, I do, and ye have won it. Ye were right when ye said he would do anything ye asked.”

Jordan picked a huge yellow flower. “I intend to ask him one more thing.”

Now Jemma looked at her cousin. “As mad as he is? He will take yer head off.”

Jordan wiggled her eyebrows. “He will not.”

“What will ye bet?” Jemma asked. “I have nothing more to wager, ye already demanded that I be nice to Paris.”

Jordan was grinning mischievously. “If I win my bet, then ye have to ride with Paris for the remainder of the journey.”

“Nay.” Jemma looked thoroughly disappointed. “I want to ride with Kieran.”

“All right, then,” Jordan knew Jemma like Kieran. He was all she could speak of when they were dressing earlier. “Then…then ye have to give Paris a big, sloppy kiss.”

Jemma’s mouth opened into a big “O” of astonishment. “I would rather kiss a horse.” she declared.

Jordan was firm. She went back to her flowers. “That is the price.”

Jemma pouted. “Can I kiss Kieran?” she asked hopefully.

Jordan chewed her lip and grinned. “Nay. It must be Paris.”

Jemma looked stricken, as if Jordan had just asked her to kiss a troll. “Oh, very well, ye blood-thirsty wench.”

“In front of everyone,” Jordan insisted.

“I said I would.” Her cousin made an irritable face, disgruntled she was getting the bad end of the bet. “But what about ye? If he doesna do what ye ask, then I will demand a high price.”

“What?” Jordan was very suspicious.

Jemma’s eyes twinkled sinisterly. “I say ye have to kiss the big knight, Sir Michael.”

Jordan winced. “Ooch, Jemma, that is likely to draw the captain’s wrath. I canna do it.”

Jemma made a wry face. “Ye’re probably right on that account. Well, have no doubt, I shall think of something for ye, then.”

Jordan was feeling daring. “Fine, then. The line has been drawn.”

Paris was standing several feet behind her, not looking the least bit happy. She smiled sweetly at him as she walked passed and promptly shoved the flowers she was holding into Michael’s bulky arms.

“I am finished.” she announced.

Grudgingly, the knights bearing the most embarrassing cargo trudged to the back of the column where Jordan’s wagons and maids were. It was grossly humiliating for them to be seen by the entire company laden with flowers. She heard the older ones bellowing at the younger knights, making sure they shouldered their fair share of the disgrace, and the arguments that ensued.

Jordan did not so much as give them a glance as she made her way to where William sat like a centaur atop his destrier, watching the fold of events. His helmet was on and his visor was down and she was suddenly unsure of herself. Sweet Jesu,’ he looked imposing. Mayhap Jemma was right; mayhap he would take her head off.

She had intended to be demanding, but rapidly changed her mind. Timidly, she approached him.

“Sir knight?” she asked sweetly. “Might I speak with ye?”

He was looking down at her. The only way she could tell was because his helmet had tipped in her direction.

“Aye, my lady,” he replied, calm and controlled once more. “What is it?”

She started to speak but her words got twisted. She began to wring her hands, half-hoping he would feel sorry for her because he was making her nervous. She wished he’d get down off his horse, but when he didn’t budge, she went over reluctantly until she stood so close his leg brushed her. She turned her face up to him.

“I dunna want to ride with Paris anymore,” she said softly.

The frightening helmet looked down at her. “Why not?”

His voice was not at all kind as she had hoped it would become. Mayhap this wasn’t such a good idea. After all, he was plenty angry with her; he’d made that clear by ignoring her all morning. And with this latest episode, he was probably ready to throttle her. Frustrated, she shook her head hard and abruptly turned away from him.

Her intention was to make her way over to Paris’ horse as she saw he was preparing to mount. But she heard hooves behind her and felt herself being lifted up, knowing that it was William. As he settled her in front of him, she tried hard not to smile. Mayhap he wasn’t too terribly mad, after all.

Over her shoulder, she knew Jemma was cursing a blue streak. To kiss Paris was not a desirable prospect.

Flowers stowed, the company continued on and William remained silent. Jordan snuggled back against him, simply happy to be sitting with him again. His charger had a smooth gait and she was enjoying the ride, and the weather, tremendously.

As time passed, she began to feel famished and wondered if they would even stop for the nooning meal, considering William wanted to reach Northwood by the afternoon. Probably not, she concluded, letting out a heavy sigh; she would have liked to have stopped at least once more to freshen herself.

The army did indeed stop nearly three hours later. William had decided, in spite of everything, that they would easily make it to Northwood before dusk and therefore he felt there was time to break for a meal. He ordered the bread, cheese, and wine be broken out and sent two riders ahead to notify Lord de Longley of their imminent approach.

He slid off the horse, removing his helmet with a grunt of satisfaction and pulled off his gauntlets. Jordan still sat in the saddle, looking down at him. Even plastered with sweat and with a black shadow of stubble, he was the most beautiful man she had ever seen.

She noticed something else, too, that had never occurred to her before. He had a long, thin scar that ran from his left ear and down his neck. Part of his earlobe was missing. Strange that she had only discovered it now and she wondered how it happened. He looked up at her, jolting her from her train of thought.

“How did that happen to yer ear?” she blurted.

He stowed his helm. “Another squire did that to me when I was twelve,” he replied. “We were practicing with swords we should not have been using and he went out of control.”

Her green eyes were filled with sympathy. “He coulda cut yer head off.”

He reached up and lifted her from his horse. “There is a stream over there.”

She felt rejected that he did not want to talk to her, nor was he planning on escorting her to the stream. But instead of wallowing in self-pity, it made her mad.

She marched over to Paris’ horse and practically tore her satchel loose from its bindings. With a toss of her hair to no one in particular, she strode over to the stream where Jemma was already dipping her handkerchief in the cold water. Standing a silent guard several feet away were Corin and Lewis.

“Well, ye won the bet,” Jemma said first. “When do ye want me to kiss Paris?”

Jordan lifted her skirt and sank gracefully to the grass, giving the young knights a tantalizing view of her pretty legs.

“I care not,” she said irritably. “Punch him in the nose for all I care.”

Jemma put the cold water to her cheeks. “What in the world is the matter with ye?”

Jordan looked at her cousin. She almost told her what was truly bothering her, but changed her mind at the last second. She stuck out her lip and dug into her satchel for her own handkerchief.

“Nothing,” she said.

Jemma didn’t believe her for a moment. “Has that English hound said something to ye? Has he insulted ye?”

“Nay,” Jordan told her. “I am simply tired. And hungry. Where is our food?”

They refreshed themselves, careful not to drip water on their dresses. Neither girl said anything for a few moments.

“Look, Jordan, at those pretty flowers over there,” Jemma suddenly said. “Let me weave them into yer hair.”

Jordan only shrugged but it was good enough for Jemma. She plucked two huge handfuls.

“These will go beautifully with yer dress,” she told Jordan.

Jordan sat broodingly while Jemma wove a delicate wreath into her silky hair. It was actually quite stunning, but Jordan was too depressed to notice. When she was finished, she took out the hand-mirror for her cousin to see.

“Look.” she commanded.

Jordan glanced at herself. Instead of seeing a beautiful young woman, she only noticed that her skin was beginning to burn and she bolted up.

“Sweet Jesu!’” She exclaimed. “Why dinna ye tell me I was turning red like a beet. Look at my skin.”

Jemma pulled back her cousin’s hair to notice that, indeed, she was burned. “Ooch.” she cried. “Does it hurt?”

“Nay, but it will,” Jordan wailed. “Look at me. I am ruined.”

“We will get some buttermilk,” Jemma told her. “That will bleach it out.”

“But not before we reach Northwood.” Jordan exploded and threw the mirror. It landed with a splash in the creek but she didn’t hear it; she was too busy marching away towards the coolness of the trees.

“Well, ye dunna have to get angry with me.” Jemma yelled after her. “I was not the one who burned ye.”

William was standing with Kieran and Michael and saw the exchange. Another fight, he told himself. God, those two had the strangest relationship he had ever seen, wanting to kill each other one minute and defending each other the next. He supposed he should go and calm Jordan down. It would not do to have a hysterical, red-eyed bride delivered to Northwood.

Paris was heading over to Jemma with a parcel of food in his hand meant for both ladies. William dismissed his knights and went to join him.

“What happened to Jordan?” Paris asked.

“I do not know.” William could see her standing in the trees.

They were still several feet away from Jemma. Paris smirked in her direction. “It’s that witch again. She can turn a perfectly sweet woman into a raving lunatic. She has the power of possession, I tell you.”

William shook his head, not answering. Paris could see where William’s eyes were focused.

“You are avoiding her today,” Paris said softly.

William shrugged. “I have other things on my mind.”

They had reached Jemma. She scowled up at Paris and he made a face back at her.

“If you do not behave, I shall take this food back,” he warned her.

She snatched the cloth away from him. “Give me that.”

In spite of what he said about her, Paris was beginning to like Jemma. She reacted exactly the way he wanted her to and it greatly amused him. He wondered if her hostility towards him was real.

“Now that is not all for you, though I am sure you would make a fine glutton,” he told her. “You must share with your cousin.”

She stuck her tongue out at him and he laughed uproariously.

William dug his hand into the cloth and withdrew a piece of black bread and a hunk of white cheese. Without a word he walked across the clearing to where Jordan was standing in the shade.

She was crying. He could hear her sniffle and watched her hastily wipe her eyes when she realized he was standing there.

“What do ye want?” she demanded.

He cocked an eyebrow. “I have brought your nooning meal,” he replied. “I can just as easily take it back.”

“Then take it back,” she snapped.

He didn’t move. It was unlike her to be so abrasive and he let it go.

“What did Jemma say to you to get you in such a fine mood?” he asked.

“Nothing, English,” she said quietly. “Just…leave me be.”

He ignored her request. Reaching out, he took her by the hand and led her over to a large boulder where he sat her down and held the bread out to her. She eyed it stubbornly for a moment before accepting it and taking a healthy bite. She ate half of it before he spoke to her again.

“Now tell me what is wrong,” he commanded softly.

What could she tell him? That her whole morning had been filled with a myriad of emotions, on top of the fact that she was to meet her new bridegroom today? And now, to finish everything, she was sun-burned? When she repeated it all in her head, she felt foolish. If she told him he would probably think she was an idiot.

“I….my skin is burned,” she finally said.

He fought off a smile, “Is that all? Let me see.”

She tilted her head up, revealing a neck and shoulders so creamy and delicious that he had to fight himself to keep from plunging his face into the softness. But he did touch her, just to see how pink she was.

“That’s nothing,” he said. His voice was rich and soothing, husky to the point of seductiveness. “Why, I could not even tell had you not told me. I shall retrieve your cloak and that will protect you.”

She eyed him for a moment until he was almost uncomfortable with her stare. Before he could ask why she was looking at him so, she shook her head.

“What is it with ye?” she demanded softly, as if not really expecting an answer. “Ye are the most confusing person I have ever met.”

His brows drew together. “Me? Why do you say that?”

She felt like spouting off at him. Her emotions had been running so daft the past three days that she felt like telling him everything he had done to make her so baffled that she didn’t know her own name half the time. Mayhap she should not be so vocal, but she did not care at the moment. Mayhap after she was done there would be time to be embarrassed.

“I shall tell ye why.” She hopped off the boulder and put down the cheese, putting her hands on her hips as she faced him. “Ye’re driving me insane with yer moods and yer actions. In front of yer men ye’re a harsh, cold man who looks at me as if I were a leper. But when we’re alone ye are the kindest of souls and I feel safe with ye.” She moved closer to him and lowered her voice. “I have slept in yer arms for two nights now, English, and I would be lying if I said that there were sweeter things in heaven and earth than that. But I canna fathom yer thoughts and I feel sick to my stomach all of the time because ye make me daft.”

She ended by throwing up her arms and spinning away from him, feeling the exasperation all over again. Before he could say a word she swung around again; she wasn’t finished quite yet.

“If ye truly are my friend as ye say ye are, English, then do one thing for me,” she demanded. “Dunna play games with my feeble mind and dunna lie to me. If ye hate me, then get on with it. I would much rather know with what I am dealing with than this constant confusion I am dealing with.”

William looked at her. She was so damn beautiful when she was flushed with anger. Her pale green eyes were like huge open pools of light. He could see her point of view, but she did not understand the circumstances in the least. With a few exceptions, his actions had been well planned and calculated and he did not regret anything he had done.

“My lady,” he began softly. “I am sorry you have been so disturbed, truly I am, but there are certain rules of conduct that I must adhere to. When we are in front of my men, I must treat you as the future Countess of Teviot. That means that I am respectful at all times but not overtly friendly. How my men see how I treat you will shape the way they perceive you. As for when we are alone, like this, there are no rules and I can act toward you as I would like to. I want to show you kindness and friendship, so I do.”

Now it was time for her to feel like a fool. True, she had been glad when she had voiced her feelings, but now she felt so small she would have liked nothing better than to crawl under a rock and hide.

Jordan had no idea what to say. She didn’t want to make things worse. He had explained himself and she understood, but he had not apologized nor had he had any response to her mention of the past two nights.

Ashamed, she would not let him see what she was feeling. She took a risk and in as much brought it on herself. The only thing left to do was to gather what was left of her dignity and face him.

“Then I thank ye for taking the time to explain everything to me,” she said formally. “I am not as worldly or as refined as most ladies and dinna realize what you were doing. I should have. I apologize for my outbursts. It wunna happen again.”

Sweet Jesu,’ how she wanted to run away from him and hide until he forgot this whole conversation. She turned away from him and quickly gathered the remainder of her meal. Her hands were shaking and she prayed that he did not notice. Without looking at him, she gathered her skirts with her one hand and attempted to walk past him as regally as she could manage.

“Jordan,” his voice was gritty.

She stopped but did not turn around. “Sir knight?”

“Look at me,” he commanded softly.

She did, hesitantly. She did not want to see what was in his eyes. But once her green orbs locked onto the hazel-gold, she could not tear herself away.

“I…I have enjoyed the nights, too,” he almost whispered it. Her eyes widened. It was a secret they shared now and she felt her knees go weak. Even if it could never be, it was still wonderful to know that he felt it, too.

“ ’Tis most sinful that I feel that way,” she admitted with a half-smile. “I shouldna have even told ye. I dinna mean to embarrass ye.”

He returned her smile. “You did not,” he said. She was calmer now, easier to talk to. “I truly am sorry that I have made you daft, as you said. That was never my intention. In fact, I probably should not be standing here alone with you at all. Should the earl hear rumors from the men, it ’twould be delicate to explain.

“Why should I care what they say?” she said. “Ye have been nothing but a perfect knight.”

He inclined his head. “Thank you,” he said.

They walked out of the trees together, a couple of feet between them. Jordan felt much better than she had just moments earlier. In truth, his few words had explained quite a bit and she was glad to know his behavior towards her had not been personal. And the fact that he had acknowledged her most personal statement was more satisfying than he could ever know. Her mood was rapidly lightening.

“Tell me, English, were ye angry at me when I stopped to pick the flowers?” she was half teasing.

“Furious,” he told her.

“Not to mention that ’twas most humiliating for yer knights,” she smiled mischievously.

He cocked an eyebrow at her, seeing that she had realized what she had been doing all along. The little scamp. He had wondered, but God’s truth, she had acted the innocent.

“Not to mention,” he agreed. “There is an evil child underneath that beautiful facade, my lady. And I wonder who it was that taught Kieran to call Deinwald a ‘son-of-a-Scot dog’ in Gaelic?”

She laughed, twirling away from him. The dress belled up when she spun and he caught a glimpse of her shapely legs. When she stopped, her hand was over her mouth and she was still giggling. He came to a halt and put his hands on his hips, feigning irritation with her.

“Why are you laughing like that?” he demanded as sternly as he could. “Deinwald did not think it the least bit funny.”

She tried to straighten up. “Nay, he wouldna, but Sir Kieran and I thought it was a hysterical joke.” A strange gleam suddenly caught her eye and she began to laugh aloud all over again. “Speaking of jokes….”

Her laughter was infectious. He was smiling and trying to be reproachful at the same time. “Good God, now what are you talking about?”

She skipped over to him, her eyes alive with laughter and mischief. God’s truth, she could melt him to the core with those eyes and her charm was unequaled. He had the sudden urge to take her into his arms and kiss her until she fainted.

She put her hand on his arm. “Do ye want to see something funny, English?”

He tried to look grim. “I do not know. Does it involve me?”

“Nay.” she cried, then tugged on his arm. “Come and watch.”

He allowed her to lead him over to where Jemma sat on the grass by the stream. She let go of him for a moment to lean over her cousin and whisper something into her ear. Jemma’s eyes went wide, with fear William thought, but she nodded quickly.

As Jemma rose and walked away, William dared to grasp Jordan’s arm and pull her to him. “What is going on?”

Jordan put her hand over his. She was smiling broadly.

“Watch.” She did not remove her hand. Instead, her fingers curled around his own, warm and soft.

William would have much rather watched her, but instead he did as she asked and watched Jemma as she appeared to be heading for Paris.

Paris saw her approach and immediately the battle lines were drawn.

Jemma looked up at him with great reluctance. “Sir Paris, I have lost a bet and I must pay.”

Paris cocked his eyebrow warily. “What do I have to do with it?”

“I must pay my bet… with ye.”

He scowled. “And how are you to pay? What sort of evil spell are you to cast on me? Or, perchance, is there something else involved like your fist to my mouth? Hell, why am I involved at all?”

Jemma shot a nasty look back to Jordan before continuing. She crooked her finger at Paris. “Come here. Lean down.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Please?”

He was about to refuse again when she begged again, with more conviction. Knowing full well he should not comply and knowing further that he was going to regret it, he bent down and was completely astounded when she planted a big, wet kiss right on his mouth.

The knights and soldiers who saw it exploded with laughter, including William. Paris jumped away like he had been struck while Jemma simply put her hand over her mouth as if she were going to be sick. She quickly made her way back to Jordan over the hoots of the men and scowled viciously at her cousin.

“I have probably caught the pox from him,” she sputtered.

Jordan was laughing so hard she could not answer. She laughed harder when Jemma shoved her whole face in the stream as if to wash away Paris’ residue.

Suddenly, Paris was beside Jordan. “What was that all about?” he gasped.

Jordan put a hand on his arm, still chortling. “Oh, Sir Paris, dunna act as if ye have been kissed by a goat. ’Twas a beautiful young lady that has just favored ye.”

Paris had to continue the bluster or everyone would know that he had enjoyed the kiss. It had been such a nice surprise that he was fighting off a blush.

“No knight likes to be…favored in front of his men,” Paris snorted. “Isn’t that true, William?”

William was smiling broadly. “I do not know that for a fact, Paris,” he said. “You looked as if you enjoyed it.”

“Had she kissed you, there would have been hell to pay,” Paris pointed out, then looked at Jemma as she knelt by the water. “Try that again, banshee, and I shall take a strap to you.”

Jemma stood up, shaking the water from her hands. “Ye dunna have to worry about that,” she said. “I told ye that I had to pay off a wager and I swear on Saint Mary that I shall never agree to that payoff again.”

Paris looked at Jordan. “You put her up to this, didn’t you? You are the one who taught Kieran how to curse in Gaelic and now he tortures Deinwald with it.” He was pretending to be outraged but she could see that he was not. “What kind of bet was it?”

Jordan did not want to get into that subject. Mayhap she could bluff her way out of explaining what arrogant declaration had led up to this kiss.

“A lady’s bet, Sir Paris,” she said coyly, lowering her lashes at him. “Nothing at all ye would be interested in. Isna it time to leave yet?”

“Yes, it is, and I would be very interested to know what kind of wager it was, too,” William said from the other side of her.

She was boxed in. Jemma was grinning like an idiot at her, liking that the tables had turned on her overly-confident cousin. Jordan’s mind was working furiously for a solution. She was afraid that if she told them a lie that Jemma would reveal her, so she struggled for a way to get around the truth without actually fibbing.

“Very well,” she said, turning to William but not looking at him. “If ye must know, I bet Jemma that ye would let me pick the flowers we saw today. She said ye wouldna.”

“How did you know that we were going to see any flowers today?” William countered.

She looked up at him then. “Sweet Jesu,’ English, ’tis spring. How could we not see any?”

He looked down at her a moment. She was probably lying, but he did not care. He went along with her. “And you bet Jemma that if I let you pick flowers, then she would have to kiss Paris?”

She nodded. “Aye.”

William shrugged. “Seems a little severe to me. And what was the cost to you if you lost the bet?”

Jordan opened her mouth to answer him the truth – that she had bet her burgundy silk – but Jemma jumped in before she could speak.

“She had to kiss ye.” her cousin yelled wickedly.

Jordan’s cheeks flushed. William did not change expressions.

“I see,” he said evenly.

Thankfully, the knights had the army assembled and a loud whistle cut the air to let Paris and William know they were ready to move. Jordan was deeply embarrassed and tried to move toward Jemma but William grasped her arm and pulled her with him.

Everyone was moving in preparation for the final leg to Northwood. Jordan and William were walking alone towards his destrier and she was praying that he would forget all about the previous conversation. She had no desire to continue it.

“No wonder you flew like a frightened deer into that field of flowers,” he commented. “You did not want to lose the bet.”

Jordan rolled her eyes miserably. “ ’Tis not true, I tell ye,” she said. “I was simply pleased to see all of the delightful wildflowers and wanted to pick some before ye came and dragged me away. I am going to make soap from them, and perfume.”

“Then I am glad to hear that you won the bet of your own merit and not because you found me repulsive,” he said as they reached his animal.

His statement was completely ridiculous and she found herself answering before she could stop herself.

“English, ye are the most beautiful man I have ever seen,” she snapped as if he had made a ridiculous statement. “To say that ye are repulsive is the most stupid thing I have ever heard. And I….”

Her head flew up to look at him as she became aware of what she had said. He was smiling so sweetly at her that the humiliation she was washing with was overtaken by a strange sort of boldness. He wasn’t at all offended or embarrassed by her statement, and if he wasn’t, why should she be? It gave her a queer sense of power. Did he truly believe she thought him to be repulsive?

She scowled at him. “And if I wanted to kiss ye, then I would do it. I dunna need any bet to prod me into it.”

Before he could react in any way, she vaulted onto his horse, dress and all. She surprised herself with her boldness, but she was pleased, too. Mayhap some of Jemma’s fire was rubbing off on her.

William pulled on his gauntlets, never taking his eyes off of her. “My, my,” he clucked quietly. “It seems our sweet Lady Jordan has a little bit of banshee in her as well.”

She smiled at him. She waited until he had mounted behind her and helped her get settled.

“What about ye, English?” she asked casually.

He lifted his helmet, preparing to put it on. “What about me, my lady?”

“Would ye have to be prodded into kissing me or would ye do it if ye wanted to?” she asked bravely. By damn, if her whole life didn’t seem to hang on his answer. She knew she was being reckless and foolish, but at that moment she didn’t care.

William froze, helmet midway to his head. His mind was reeling; hell, he’d wanted to kiss her from practically the moment they met. He knew, God help him, that by the way she was asking she wanted him to kiss her. There was no doubt in his mind.

They were several yards away from the rest of the company, facing into some trees where his horse had wandered. He could steal a kiss from her and no one would ever see it. Once they reached Northwood, the odds that he would ever see her alone again were against him.

He knew he would never have her, but he could not go to his grave not knowing how sweet she tasted. It was as wrong as it could possibly be, a betrayal of all he stood for as a knight, as de Longley’s most trusted warrior, but he didn’t care. He had to taste her.

With his free hand, he grasped her under the chin and pulled her around to face him. His hand enveloped half of her head, her silk akin incredible to the touch. Without a word his mouth came down on hers and he instantly knew she was the sweetest thing he had ever had the fortune to savor. His tongue pried open her lips, licking her mouth as if he had been thirsting for her his entire life. She was more unbelievable than he had ever imagined.

The kiss was only supposed to last a moment, but he was becoming consumed. He was a man whose life had never been anything but completely organized and controlled and he was unused to impulsiveness, especially like this. But he had to have her.

His hand was gripping her so tightly that he might be strangling her, but all he could think of was her honeyed mouth, her soft skin, the smell of Lavender in his nostrils. His kiss grew more demanding, silently ordering her to open wider, to allow him to do what he must in order to ravish her thoroughly. To his complete relief and dismay, she was responding eagerly.

He knew he had to stop. He hadn’t meant to do anything more than taste her but he was gorging himself, and when she started making little whimpering noises deep in her throat, he gave her a final lick and pulled away. He had to or he would have been a dead man. Hell, he was already ruined. He would never be able to kiss another woman again and not think of her.

Her lips were red, her eyes half-closed. Had this happened last night he would have bedded her without a doubt. His face was no more than an inch from hers.

“Does that answer your question?” he asked huskily.

She blinked at him like a woman coming out of a trance. Her eyes widened and she swallowed.

“Oh, English,” she whispered. “I liked that.”

“So did I,” he rasped, taking one final moment to gently stroke her face. He could not help himself.

Behind them, a familiar female voice was raised. William immediately slammed on his helmet and turned the destrier around, mayhap a bit too hard and the animal snickered a protest. They rode over to where Jemma was standing several feet away from the knights, her back turned to them and her head bowed.

“What’s this?” William demanded, his authoritative tone returned and not a trace of the seductive voice he had used on her just a half-second before. “Lady Jemma, get up with Kieran. I have no time for this foolishness.”

“She can ride with Paris,” Kieran’s helmet was on and his visor down. He sounded angry.

“I do not want a passenger,” Paris said frankly. His visor was down, too.

William was thoroughly angry. “I do not give a damn what either of you want. You’ll do as I say,” he looked down at Jemma again before closing his own visor. “Get on with Kieran.”

“No.” Jemma cried. Then she ran off.

Jordan had an idea as to what must have happened. Kieran was attracted to Jemma and when she kissed Paris he became incensed. It was all her fault. Behind her, she knew William was about to take their heads off and she twisted around to face him.

His visor was down. She reached up and raised it.

“Let me talk to Kieran,” she said quietly.

He frowned. “What in the hell for?”

“Please?” she persisted.

He glared at her but lifted her gently to the ground. Jordan made her way to Kieran and after a few words, he got down off the animal and stood in front of her.

William watched with a mixture of curiosity and irritation, wondering what she was saying to his knight. She looked completely at ease and her pretty hands gestured here and there. After a minute or so he saw Kieran nod his head slowly and Jordan smiled.

She walked back over to William and raised her arms. He lifted her back onto his lap.

“What was that all about?” he asked.

“We can proceed now,” Jordan ignored his question. “Kieran will retrieve Jemma and catch up with us.”

William turned his head to see Kieran reining his destrier sharply in the direction Jemma had taken. Without another word he nodded to Paris, who gave the hand-signal to march. She heard Ranulf and Deinwald bellowing at the troops when they did not move fast enough.

Riding along once again, Jordan settled back against William with a contented sigh. His arm was around her waist and she noticed that she was becoming used to the hard jab of the armor.

“Now, my lady, you will tell me, what you spoke to Kieran of.” It was not a request.

She smiled, knowing he could not see her. “A very simple matter, sire,” she said. “It seems that Kieran was jealous that Jemma kissed Paris and….”

“Kieran was jealous?” William interrupted her with a jolt. “By God, I am not going to play house mother to a passel of lovesick squires.”

She twisted to look at him. “Aye, Kieran was jealous.” She matched his outrage. “How would ye feel if I kissed Paris in front of ye? Or Michael? How do ye know that I haven’t kissed Paris or Michael? And what does lovesick have to do with anything? I dinna say he was in love with her.”

William went visibly cool. “I would have prevented you from kissing them in the first place,” he said. “ ’Tis my job to keep you safe and pure for your wedding. And I know my knights would have never allowed such a transgression to occur.”

She was still looking at him. “It occurred with ye. Are ye somehow above suspicion?”

His steely demeanor faltered. “It should not have happened and I apologize for my conduct, my lady. It shall not happen again.”

Her face fell. “Why not?”

God, she was making this so hard. “Because you are to be the earl’s virgin bride, Jordan,” he spelled out the obvious. “You know that. I should not have touched you and I will never forgive myself for my weakness.”

“But I wanted ye to, English,” her voice was a whisper. “I wanted ye to kiss me. You said ye liked it. Did I not please ye?”

He was losing ground fast. He felt like he was drowning. “Jordan, what I feel is of no matter. You are to be the earl’s bride.”

“Ye said that,” she reminded him. “And it does matter to me what ye feel. But I know ye are an honorable man and I will not make a nuisance of myself. If ye wish to pretend that it dinna happen, then I will, too.”

She turned back around and the conversation stopped. He was still trying to get a grip on himself. He did not want to forget the magical moment they shared and he did not want her to, either. But there could be no more moments. They both had to understand that.

His gloved hand found her small one. Slowly, tenderly, he enveloped her fingers and held them tight.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Malcolm had avoided the flying fist but Abner didn’t. It hit the man square on the jaw, knocking him off balance. Had he not grabbed hold of a table, he would have fallen. He rubbed at his face, spitting out blood onto the stone floor, but he spoke no words of anger. He deserved worse.

“Dunbar, be reasonable,” Malcolm pleaded. “ ’Twas The Wolf. I was lucky to leave with my life as it was.”

“You miserable whelp!” Dunbar raged, his huge feet stomping as he paced the room like a caged animal. “I trusted ye with a battle, and ye disappointed me to the core. Not only did ye fight like Englishwomen, but ye failed at a second stupid attempt to kill yer cousin.”

The men hung their heads, rebuked and miserable. Dunbar kicked over his writing table, smashing it into kindling. “I ought to take yer bloody heads off myself.”

“I tried to convince The Wolf that ’twas Uncle Thomas who staged the battle, Dunbar,” Malcolm said as calmly as he could. “I stuck to my story, too, even when he tortured me. With any luck he has already reported that fact to his laird.”

Dunbar eyed Malcolm. The lad did indeed bear severe bruises, concurring with his story. Mayhap all wasn’t lost, after all. But he was bitterly disappointed in the outcome of the battle and subsequent raid.

Mayhap it was of no matter. As Malcolm said, he planted the seed of doubt directly into the mind of The Wolf. If The Wolf believed it, then quite possibly he would turn and attack Langton in retaliation. Then, Thomas Scott would be forced to send for his allies. Dunbar smiled. And he would be first to heed the call. Aye, indeed he would shed blood along with Thomas to prove his loyalty. Then, when he proposed his ambitions, Thomas could do naught but comply.

Dunbar visibly calmed, sitting slowly in his heavy chair. Malcolm and Abner watched him warily, waiting for the man to withdraw a dirk and throw it at them. He was calming unnaturally fast, in their opinion.

“Laddies,” he said after a moment. “I believe, for all of yer failure, that mayhap ye have done good after all. Mayhap if The Wolf indeed thinks Thomas staged the battle, then he will return Jordan without any further prodding from us.”

“Do…do ye think so?” Malcolm asked hesitantly. “I tried my best to convince him.”

“And so ye did,” Dunbar agreed. “Mayhap all is not lost. The next few days will tell us.”

The young men nodded, weary and worn. They escaped from being tied to the tree only by pure perseverance, wearing the rope thin with the edge of Abner’s ring. They had spent a night in hell and simply wanted to eat and rest. They were relieved that they were apparently not going to be spending the next week in the dungeons.

Dunbar saw their fatigue and bade them go, eager to continue his plotting. When the lads left, he sat back, his eyes glazing over thoughtfully. If his hopes were confirmed and the English turned on Laird Scott, then his next step was to call on his closest ally and, with shrewdness the devil himself would be proud of, lay out the ground work for his plot. He need to begin pulling together pieces to his puzzle, and the first stage would be to call on Oliver Barr.

He smiled again. Dimwitted, hot-tempered Barr would see the logic to his plan. Aye; he would make him see the logic. Mayhap things would go better that he had anticipated.

[image: *]*

They rode well into the late afternoon. William and Jordan were alone for only a short time before they were joined by the other knights; one by one. There was very little conversation, and Jordan was pleased to see that Jemma looked peaceful riding before Kieran.

The sway of the horse was making her drowsy again. She’d had very little sleep the night before and fell fast asleep against William’s armored chest. It was becoming a routine; he felt her go limp and smiled to himself as he shifted to make her more comfortable. He felt a strange sense of peace when she slept in his arms. When she looked like she did now, peaceful and lovely, he found it difficult to keep his vow that he would never kiss her again.

Deinwald rode up beside him, slapping his dapple-grey destrier when it snapped its teeth in William’s direction.

“Goddamn animal,” Deinwald muttered. “His father was not like this.”

William admired Deinwald’s horse for he was a truly magnificent animal with a reputable sire. He was also, however, quite young and unruly. Perfect for Deinwald’s temperament.

“He will calm down,” William remarked. “He did quite well in the skirmish yesterday.”

Deinwald snorted. “Hell, when I wasn’t fighting the Scots, I was fighting with him.” At the word ‘Scots’ he glanced down at slumbering Jordan. “I shall take her if you wish to ride into Northwood alone, as you usually do.”

William did not look at him. It seemed to him that the offer had been more of a request. Deinwald wanted to be the one seen riding in with the beautiful young woman. She looked quite fairy princess-like the wildflowers woven into her hair.

“Mayhap,” William said vaguely.

Deinwald looked off into the distance. “Another hour at least at this pace.”

A breeze blew one of the flowers from Jordan’s wreath onto her face. William reached down and tried to remove it as gently as he could, but true to form, she awoke with a start.

“Are we there?” She sat bolt up, banging her head on William’s helmet. “Ooch.”

He snickered and put his big hand over her small one as it rubbed her head. “Nay, we are not there yet, my lady. Did you sleep well?”

She winced. “I felt fine until I collided with that bucket ye wear on yer head,” she said. “Take yer hand from my head, English, ye’ll muss my hair.”

He complied, rewrapping his arm around her waist. Deinwald was watching her closely as she smoothed her hair and straightened her flowers.

“My lady, you have weeds growing out of your hair,” he said. It was the closest William had ever heard him come to speaking pleasantly to her.

She sneered at him. “Yer one to talk, Deinwald Ellsrod. Yer hair looks like it hasna seen soap in a year.”

“Aye, ye tell him, Jordi.” Jemma was several feet behind her but had heard everything. “He looks like a caveman.”

Deinwald looked over his shoulder and flipped up his visor, scowling at Jemma. “Keep yer Scot opinions to yourself, banshee.”

Jemma stiffened and Kieran tightened his grip. “Why does everyone call me a banshee?”

Deinwald began making faces at her. “Because you are wild and daft like one,” he yelled back to her. “And because your face is…ahhhh!” He made a horrible face and rolled his eyes fiendishly.

Kieran’s visor came up. “Look who’s talking – the king of the Scot-dogs,” he looked at Michael, his ever-ready audience. “Did you see his face just then? He really looks like that. The face we see now is the result a white-witch’s spell so that mere mortals may look upon his face without turning into a pillar of salt.”

Jordan was craning her neck around William, trying to watch Kieran and Jemma as they harassed Deinwald.

“Ha.” Deinwald countered. “At least I do not have to ride with Lady Medusa.”

“She is not Medusa,” Jordan jumped in. “And she is no banshee and I demand that ye stop calling her that.”

“Why are you spoiling our fun?” Paris said from behind his closed helmet. “Would you prefer that we call you banshee?”

“Call her banshee and I will call you out,” William said, not turning around to look at any of them.

Jordan gave them all a triumphant, childish smile and stuck her tongue out at everyone who was looking at her. From anyone else it would have been an arrogant gesture, but coming from her it was sassy and fun.

“Dunna call me banshee.” Jemma was back to the same old song. “I dunna like it.”

“Fine, then, we must think of a new name for you,” Paris said. “Help me, if you will, Lady Jordan. Does your cousin have a nickname?”

Jemma shrieked. “Dunna ye dare tell them, Jordi, or I swear….”

Jordan smiled quite devilishly. The knights saw that the game was afoot and began pounding her with questions while Jemma screeched her threats. Jordan quite enjoyed fending off their pleas and questions, turning her back and hiding coyly in front of William while denying their inquiries. Underneath his visor, William was smiling broadly.

They were relentless. Finally, Jordan turned back around to face them if only to gain some peace.

“Enough.” she called out and they went quiet. “I will give ye a hint and that is all. The rest ye must do on yer own. Her nickname had to do with waterfowl.”

“Jordan.” Jemma moaned. “Now ye have done it to me. I shall tell them yer nickname now, I will.”

“You have a nickname?” William asked with interest. “What is it?”

“Nothing, English,” she told him firmly, settling back down in front of him once again.

The arm around her tightened. “Tell me,” he said.

“I shall tell ye.” Jemma cried. “Uncle Thomas used to call her Pony-legs because she had such skinny legs.”

Jordan sank down low, humiliated in a good-natured sense. She did not want anyone calling her that, it had taken twelve years to outgrow the name.

“Do you still have skinny legs?” Deinwald wanted to know. “Let me see.”

William lifted his hand as if to backhand his knight. “Do not even think to look.”

“They’re not skinny.” It was Corin, riding back behind Kieran. The knights turned to look at him, wondering how in the hell he knew.

Corin looked rather embarrassed with all the attention on him. “I must confess, when she sat down today on the grass, I was blessed with a quick glimpse of the most beautiful legs I have ever seen. Ask Lewis; he saw them, too.”

Jordan was truly embarrassed. She had no idea she was being an exhibitionist. It was flattering, but embarrassing nonetheless.

William dipped his head next to her ear. “Is this true? Do you really have beautiful legs?”

“I dunna know,” she shrugged. “I have never given them much thought.”

“Now tell us Lady Jemma’s nickname,” Deinwald demanded harshly, interrupting his captain’s conversation. “I would know it now.”

She looked at the knight. “Uncle Nathaniel called her Waddles because she walked like a duck.”

The knights let loose on Jemma as Jordan smiled with satisfaction. William let them have fun at Jemma’s expense for a minute or so before demanding peace.

“I swear I have not heard so much talk,” he snapped. “You will be all silent until we reach the gates.”

They fell silent, but grinning and chortling between one another. Jemma, her cheeks flushed, was plotting revenge against her cousin until Kieran leaned next to her ear.

“You do not waddle,” he whispered. “I think you have a lovely gait.”

She turned to look at him. “Thank ye, sir knight.”

“My pleasure,” he sat straight, the conversation ended.

Jemma fought off a smile. It had been worth the embarrassment just to hear him say that.
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It was soon after that the massive turrets of Northwood came into view.

Jordan’s heart leapt into her throat. They had arrived at their destination and she anxiously studied every detail of her new home. To see it now so real and massive before her was overwhelming and blocked out all else around her as she studied it. Here was her future.

The closer they came, the more apprehensive she became. Northwood was three times the size of Langton, a red-stoned fortress with a colossal curtain wall, a smaller inner wall, and massive gatehouse. She could see the top of an enormous keep with three big, square turrets that reached for the sky. It was black against the late afternoon sky, silhouetted like an evil castle from the horror stories she had heard as a child. It was everything dark and awful that she had ever imagined an English castle to be.

As the party drew closer, she could see that the whole fortress was surrounded by a moat filled with thick sludge and filth. She could already smell the stench from it permeating the air.

Her first thoughts were that Northwood was not a hospitable place and that it was everything she had hoped it would not be. From what she had come to know of William and his knights, she had somehow imagined that they would hail from a polished white castle with gold trim, not this clearly sullen structure.

“My lady is quiet,” William’s voice broke into her thoughts.

She prepared a brave reply but it quickly left her. “I think I am going to be sick,” she moaned softly.

Behind his helmet, he smiled. “Be brave. You do not believe I would lead you into the lion’s den, do you?”

She shook her head. “Nay, sir knight, I dunna,” she said quietly. “But it smells of the lion’s den. Why dunna ye clean the moat?”

“Because, my lady, ’tis very simple,” he said. “What solider would not think twice before charging headlong into a moat filled with misery? Were I to clean it up, ’twould be most inviting.”

“I should think the walls would be deterrent enough,” she remarked.

“Not against the Scots, my lady,” Deinwald said from their other side. “Not even the moat, such as it is, is much of a deterrent. Why, I have seen those bloody bastards…”

He abruptly stopped as a host of helmeted heads turned in his direction and he suddenly realized with whom he was speaking.

Jemma was glaring at him but, remarkably, said nothing. Only Jordan was not focused on him. She seemed entranced by the fortress.

“Continue, Deinwald,” she said most mildly. “For whatever it is ye have seen the Scots do, I can match ye with a story of equally bad taste. Ye see, my father insisted that I be at every battle he commanded since I was a lass of eight years old. I have been tending Scot wounded for that long, as well as dispatching English wounded I happened to come across,” she turned her head to him and he was shocked to see such blatant disgust in her eyes. “Ye canna shock or impress me with yer battle stories, Deinwald, so do remember not to try in the future. I am not interested. I know what the Scots, as well as the English, are capable of.”

Deinwald was actually rather depressed after that speech and somewhat embarrassed, though he would never admit to such. He turned his attention back to Northwood with a somewhat better insight into lovely Lady Jordan.

The entire column of men, wagons and knights made their way to the massive gates of Northwood. Jordan heard shouting up on the wall and, suddenly, a host of male voices began to chant. Curious, she looked up to see hundreds of soldiers looking down upon them and she stiffened; it was an awesome sight. The only time she had ever seen that many English soldiers were when they were attacking her kin. No matter that she was shrouded in William’s arms, she felt distinctly at risk.

It sounded as if the soldiers were jeering her, a queer sort of chant that began to grow louder as more men-at-arms picked it up. Within seconds, every soldier at Northwood had taken the hymn and was calling it resonantly.

It frightened her. It was so loud it was nearly deafening and she fought the urge to bury herself in William’s protective embrace.

“What are they saying?” she asked apprehensively.

Paris, riding next to them, answered. “Listen. What do you hear?”

She shook her head fearfully. “They dunna want me here. They are trying to scare me away.”

“Nay, my lady, they are not calling to you,” Paris assured her. He could see her fear. “They are calling to William. They are saying ‘Wolf’.”

She listened and realized that indeed the very haunting chant sounded like ‘Wolf’. She was relieved and strangely proud at the same time. She smiled timidly at Paris when she realized she was not the object of their attention.

“He is better than God to them,” Paris boasted softly, tipping his head in William’s direction.

The column came over the crest of a small hill and Jordan could see that the gates of the castle were open and thousands of people were lining the narrowing road. She could hear them picking up the chant from the soldiers on the wall. They were waving and cheering and Jordan was overwhelmed by the sheer number of excited inhabitants. She also discovered that she was hounded by an entirely new set of fears with the appearance of all of the people.

Sweet Jesu,’ she thought, she was in an enemy land and all of these people she was facing were literally her enemy.

She remembered when William had ridden into Langton to retrieve her and the open hostility he was given. She would now be the recipient of the same but knew she would not bear it with the same dignity he had. She wished with all of her heart that she could turn and run like hell.

They were passing between the assembled throng of screaming peasants. Much to her surprise, women were throwing flowers and children rushed forward to touch her dress. She kept waiting for someone to rush forward with a dagger and slice her to bits, but strangely, she sensed no hatred of any kind. In fact, the population of Northwood seemed very excited to see her. She was puzzled but warily pleased.

The flowers and words of welcome shouted from the populace eased her fears somewhat and she found she was actually able to smile a little. Yet she knew that the majority of the excitement was for the soldiers and knights of Northwood and she was pleased to see that they were so obviously loved and respected.

Mayhap someday if she worked hard enough she would have the love and the respect of the people, too. Mayhap, eventually, they would forget she was Scot. It was almost too good to hope for.

With renewed determination, she thrust up her chin and began to meet the eyes of Northwood’s population, smiling benevolently and trying to show them just exactly what they were receiving as a new countess.

But, Sweet Jesu,’ was she worthy to be countess over all of this? She was a simple earl’s daughter. A new crop of worries began to flood her mind and dampened the lighter feelings she had so recently experienced. She was so young and unworldly to come into this realm of English court and law. Her newly found confidence sank a little and she once again felt like hiding. She felt as if she were going daft.

They were approaching the open gates and the crowd was thick with people welcoming them home. Flowers were pelting them like rain. Jordan turned her attention to the interior of the bailey she was now able to catch a glimpse of and tried to ignore the stench in her nostrils of that horrible moat.

She put her fingers to her nose. “Bloody hell, that is awful.”

She felt William chuckle. “One gets used to it.”

“Never,” she said emphatically. “What do ye have in there? Rotting bodies?”

“Actually, yes,” William replied and she heard Paris chortle. “Quite a few.”

She turned and scowled at him in disgust. “And ye have the nerve to call the Scots barbaric?”

Before he could answer, Jordan felt a sharp pain to her temple that rocked her so hard she would have fallen from the horse had William not caught her. Her hand flew to her head and came away sticky with warm blood. Wildly, she thought she had been shot in the head with an arrow or a thrown dirk but felt nothing protrude, just lots of blood. Stars danced before her eyes.

A scream went up as Paris, Ranulf and Deinwald dove into the crowd of terrorized peasants, yelling and knocking people out of the way. Jordan’s hand was back on her head as if she could press away the throbbing pain. She still didn’t know what happened and wondered briefly if she were dying.

“What happ…?” she tried to say.

William cut her off. “To the bailey.” he shouted. “Bring the offender to me.”

His yelling hurt her already aching head. William started to dig his spurs into his horse when a woman ran up to him holding out a huge square of linen. Jordan glance over at her; she was holding out an apron.

“Put this on her head, Sir William,” the woman instructed sternly. “Stop the blood before she bleeds all over that surcoat.”

William snatched the cloth from her without a word and pressed it to Jordan’s head even as he spurred his destrier into a canter. Jordan opened her mouth to thank the woman but suddenly they were rushing madly through the gates and into the outer bailey.

“English, slow down.” she snapped. “Yer making my head throb worse than it already does. What hit me?”

He did not say anything until he slowed his horse as they passed through another set of gates leading into the inner bailey.

“Someone threw a rock, Jordan,” his voice sounded quite angry. He pulled the horse to a halt. “Let me have a look.”

She pulled the linen away. Her flower wreath was smashed and bloodied on the left side of her head and her beautiful hair was matted. He tore off his gauntlets and carefully picked her hair apart until the cut was revealed.

It was a decent nick, about an inch or so long. It was still oozing but beginning to clot. He let out a ragged breath.

“Thank God, it’s not deep,” he gently replaced the linen. “I am so sorry, love.”

The other knights were surrounding them and William’s attention was diverted. Kieran reined his destrier immediately next to them because Jemma was near hysterics. She demanded that she be allowed to tend Jordan’s wound and insisted William remove her cousin from his horse before she passed out from sheer pain. True, Jordan’s head was reeling from pain and shock, but also from quite another reason.

He had called her love.

Sweet Jesu,’ it almost made her pain worth it just to hear him say that. She wondered if he had even realized he had said it. The bailey was thick with people rushing forward to assist them. William was barking orders faster than she could keep up, but she gathered that her wound would be tended to before she met the earl.

He sounded authoritative and controlled. He wasn’t even talking about her anymore. It occurred to her that now that they had arrived at Northwood, she would be another’s charge. He had fulfilled his duty and kept her safe for the duration of the journey and now the duty would be turned over to someone else.

In addition to being in pain she was also depressed. She didn’t want to be separated from him, not even for a moment.

Paris came thundering into the inner barley with a youth held out in his big arm; Deinwald and Ranulf were flanking him. The lad, no more than fourteen, banged against the side of the destrier as the animal came to a stop.

Paris let go and the boy tumbled heavily to the dirt as dust swirled in the air about him. Even though he was released, there was nowhere to go. Knights were surrounding him.

“The perpetrator, my lord,” Paris said, then his voice dulled. “ ’Tis John Winebald’s boy.”

Behind her, Jordan heard William’s visor go up. “Are you sure it was him?”

“Aye, we have witnesses,” Paris nodded grimly.

It had gone eerily quiet. Jordan, puzzled, perked up, curious about the lad who had pelted her. She already knew why he had done it. Yet she wondered why the knights had grown solemn upon discovering this lad was the criminal.

In the distance she heard a male voice, higher pitched, speaking quite rapidly. The voice grew closer and William vaulted from his horse. Jordan noticed how all of the knights stood a little taller and she turned to see what had piqued their attention.

A fat man with graying reddish hair approached them, followed by several well-dressed people. He was talking with great animation, waving his hands and gesturing. William was moving to meet him.

Jordan knew it was the earl without even being told. She stared at him quite curiously without any real reaction at all. She had no idea what to expect and, therefore, was not disappointed.

However, she was conscious of her appearance. She knew she had blood in her hair and imagined she looked terrible. She wished to God she had been allowed the opportunity to clean herself before being introduced to her betrothed. There was nothing to do now but make up with manners what she lacked in appearance.

William intercepted the earl and they spoke for a couple of minutes. Jordan could see the earl’s face redden with what he was being told. Then, they were coming toward her and she braced herself, but they passed right by her. They went directly to the young boy who had hit her with a rock.

The earl looked grimly at the youth. “Well, lad,” he demanded. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

The boy was ashen but he looked at the earl bravely. “Nothing, sire, except it was the first time I have ever missed my target. My aim is usually flawless, like my father’s. I was aiming for her forehead.”

The earl’s face rippled with anger. “Do you have any idea what you have done? That woman you were trying to kill is a bride from the king.”

“She is a Scot.” Spittle sprayed from the boy’s mouth. “Her people killed my father, one of the best knights who ever served you. I want her dead.”

The earl was still red, but he was cooling. “Do not remind me who your father was. He was a friend and I know that he would be ashamed of you for what you have done.” He turned to William. He almost looked regretful for what he was going to say. “Twenty-five lashes and turn him out. I do not want to see him again.”

Atop William’s horse, Jordan gasped. The sentence was far too harsh for the crime but she dared not interfere. Yet her heart ached for the boy who had lost his father. Had she stood in the lad’s shoes she would have felt the same.

Was all English justice this severe? The earl had issued the orders without as much as a moment of thought. Dark trepidation swept over her. What would the earl do to her for any mere transgression she might cause? Would William be ordered to lash her as well?

William did not hesitate in carrying out the orders but his heart was breaking for the young man, the only child of a former knight and his wife. He knew the boy took care of his mother and they lived in a small hut in the village. If the boy went, the mother would go and he was not sure how they would survive. But he could not let his emotions interfere with his duty.

“Strip him,” he ordered.

The knights began to move purposefully. Deinwald and Michael stripped the boy from his tunic while Ranulf fetched the whip with the cat-o-nine tails. It was an evil-looking device with a tassel on the end of it with tiny metal balls attached. William, meanwhile, had taken off all of his armor from the waist up. He accepted the whip as if accepting a cup of wine, casually and without a word.

Jordan was literally sick to her stomach. She would have liked nothing better than to vomit but the earl and his cronies were watching from several feet away and she would not give them the satisfaction of seeing her weakness.

She could not even look at the man; she did not even know if he had given her a second glance and she did not care. She already hated him and she hated Northwood.

Deinwald and Michael had dragged the lad over to two poles that were set a few feet apart. There were leather ties secured to the sides of the poles and they tied the young man’s arms, one to each pole. His white broad back, pure as the driven snow, was blatantly displayed, awaiting permanent disfiguration from the torturous whip.

Jordan began to breathe as if a weight was sitting on her chest. When she saw the youthful skin on the adolescent’s back she felt bile rise in her throat and fought with all her might to control it. It was most difficult with her pounding head and dry mouth. Oh, God, wasn’t there some way to stop this insanity? She knew the boy had his reasons; not to say she agreed with his actions, but everyone’s emotions had been running high. Being so young, he had yet learned to control his.

William approached the lad. The boy had not so much as twitched a muscle. Jordan saw what was about to occur and wished she could hang her head, but she would not. She would not display anything other than indifference even though she was a quivering wreck inside. She glanced over her right shoulder at Jemma, who was sitting quite stoically in Kieran’s saddle. Kieran stood on the ground beside her.

She’s enjoying this, Jordan thought with disgust. A harsh retort sprang to her lips but she bit it off, instead, turning back around to face the scene before her. She was heartsick.

The twenty-five lashes went by agonizingly slow. With every crack she tried not to flinch, looking at the scene but not seeing it. Instead, she was focusing on the green hills of Langton, her favorite loch, the pet rabbit she left behind. Anything but the blood and violence before her. Her mind was flying far from Northwood even though her body was in a vicious struggle for her attention with its pain and discomfort.

A hawk circled overhead. She heard it, wishing it was she in the bird’s body; free to soar away from all of this and live a life of grace and dignity. The life that had been chosen for her sickened her.

Before she realized it, William was handing the whip over to Ranulf and moving back in her direction. She noticed as he approached that he had not even worked up a sweat. She could not look at the boy anymore, her last glance had shown her a swollen bloodied back and she could not stomach another glimpse. She was not surprised that she felt a distaste for William as well.

Her head was killing her and she was feeling nauseous. William reached her side but she would not look at him. She thought he was going to lead her away on the destrier but instead she felt his hands on her sides.

“Come, my lady,” he sounded dull. “ ’Tis time to meet your bridegroom.”

Jordan’s legs felt as if they could not have supported the weight of a baby. She gripped William’s forearms with a death grip trying to steady her shaking, spinning head. They were on the opposite side of the animal, hiding them from the eyes of nearly everyone. She was trying so hard to be strong so she pushed him away. She prematurely waved off William’s support, only to find herself slumped against his chest a half second later.

“You are not well,” his voice was soft, husky. “Let me carry you into the castle. You can greet the earl when you are feeling better.”

“Nay,” she insisted stiffly. “I will walk and I will greet him now.”

“The earl will understand. You will do as I say.” He waved Paris over to them, placing her in his second’s capable arms. “I shall be right back,” he told them.

Even as she leaned into Paris she felt her strength returning just a bit. Paris, she noticed, was gently patting her on the back and it almost made her smile. But not quite. At this moment she did not even like him for not halting what had just occurred.

“What will become of the lad?” she asked softly.

“He will make his living elsewhere,” Paris replied simply.

She sighed, trying to stand on her own. “What happened to him…was barbaric,” she said. “I would have been satisfied by other less severe means.”

Paris looked at her. “ ’Twas not for you to decide, my lady, but your compassion is touching.”

She was rebuked and complimented at the same time and not quite sure how to react. “Who was his da?” she asked after a moment.

“The captain of Northwood’s troops before William took command,” he replied with a touch of remembrance. “William bested him eight years ago to win the honor.”

Jordan’s mouth opened with astonished empathy. She instantly felt bad for thinking unkind thoughts about him. “Oh, Paris, it must have been so difficult for him. But, I swear, to look at him I thought him quite cold and unfeeling in the matter.”

“He was anything but that,” Paris said quietly.

William appeared beside them once again, sweeping Jordan into his arms. “The earl is retiring to the castle,” he announced. “He looks forward to greeting you at supper tonight.”

“Put me down, English,” she said testily. “I will walk.”

He looked at Paris and, with shrugs between them, he put her down.

“As you wish,” he said, then eyed her with a bit of irritation. “Will you at least take my arm so that you will not weave like a drunkard all over the bailey?”

She complied as if she were granting him a favor.

Jemma was down from Kieran’s destrier and fell into step on the other side of her cousin. “We’ll wash yer hair and clean ye up,” she took Jordan’s other arm.

Jordan shook her off. She was disgusted with Jemma’s bloodlust and sickened at herself, everything. She did not want to touch anyone or be touched. The only reason she was grasping William’s arm was so she would not fall down.

“I shall do it myself,” she said coldly. “I dunna need any help.”

“Aye, ye do,” Jemma did not understand what had gotten into her cousin. “Ye canna wash around that cut, ninny.”

Jordan stopped and whirled on her cousin, her face red.

“Dunna call me names, Jemma Scott,” she hissed. “Ye’re close to getting yer face punched in.”

This was no place for a scene. William pulled Jordan with him while Paris placed himself between Jemma and her cousin. Jordan, angered and overwrought beyond her limit, dropped her head and tried to fight off the tears that kept filling her eyes. She just could not take it anymore.

She didn’t notice the castle when they entered previously. It had twenty-foot ceilings and colorful banners that hung from the gallery railings. But the cool musty odor filled her nose and her head snapped up as if she had been slammed in the chest. My God, she was in an English fortress! Everything she had grown up learning to hate was here in front of her, surrounding her. The men that had killed her cousins and grandfather may have walked these halls. They hated her. She hated them.

Panic was new to Jordan. She’d never experienced it before which was why she scared herself all the more to feel her control slipping away. She yanked her arm away from William, her head spinning and her legs like jelly. She turned to run but he caught her before she could take a step.

She turned into a frightened animal, scratching and kicking. William had her firmly by the body and easily captured her arms as she struggled against him.

“No, no, no,” she moaned over and over again.

Paris had wisely taken Jemma ahead. Any servants who happened to be in the foyer had vanished. William trapped her against him and lifted her to a small secluded alcove that usually served as a cloak room. He wasn’t about to carry her kicking and screaming up the stairs.

“Stop it, Jordan,” he hissed into her ear.

“Let me go.” She twisted violently in his arms. “I want to go home. I dunna want to stay in here. Let go of me.”

Holding her with one arm, he gripped her chin with his free hand and forced her to look at him.

“Listen to me.” he whispered harshly. “Damnation, listen… you are injured and exhausted, and you are not thinking rationally. Relax, Jordan, please.”

Her panic slowed. He had promised to take care of her, hadn’t he? Her senses balanced but hot tears started anew at her embarrassment and shame of losing control. She had been so scared a moment earlier she would have done anything to get the hell out of there. Now she was deeply ashamed.

She wept deeply and he pulled her against his chest with a sorrowful sigh. He rubbed her back, stroked her arms, murmuring soft words into her ear.

“There, there,” he whispered. “Everything is well. I know you have had a day of it.”

She was sobbing like a child. “I want to go home.”

He smiled. She sounded so vulnerable that had it been within his power, he would have turned this moment and taken her home.

“I know,” he said simply.

She cried until no more tears would come. He had held her so gently, like a father. Or a lover.

“Oh, English,” she moaned with a hiccup. “I need a drink.”

“Of course,” he said softly. “There will be wine in your room. Do you feel like going up there now?”

She pulled back, wiping at her nose with her soaked handkerchief. “Not wine, English. Whisky. Do ye not have any?”

He almost laughed. “Whisky?” he repeated. “You should not drink that stuff; it’ll burn holes in you.”

She cocked at eyebrow. “I have been drinking it since I was a bairn.”

He was taken aback by her statement and fought off the urge to laugh at her professed vice.

“No whisky for you, my lady,” he told her. “ ’Tis a low man’s habit and certainly not the drink of a future countess.”

She looked at him as if to pout. She was about to argue but decided she had not the strength. “Very well, English, whatever ye say. I would go to my rooms now.”

He gazed down into her eyes, smiling gently at her and tapping her lightly on the side of her cheek. Jordan’s heart swelled at the depth she saw in his eyes. She wished fervently he would kiss her again, now. She needed it more than the drink.

“English?” she asked breathlessly.

“Aye?”

She took a deep breath. “I forgive ye for what ye called me earlier,” she said. She was probing him and hoping he did not realize it. “I know it was a slip. Ye need not be embarrassed.”

He looked perplexed. “What did I call you?”

“Love,” she replied softly. “Ye called me ‘love’ when ye were looking at my cut.”

His smile faded and her heart lurched. She thought probing him was not such a good idea now. She did not want to hear his reply and lowered her gaze, gathering her skirts as if to leave. He stopped her.

“I am not embarrassed and it was not a slip,” he said. “But I apologize if the term made you uncomfortable.”

“Nay,” she said, trying to remain impartial. “It did not. I thought….” She shrugged and refused to continue.

“Jordan,” his voice was husky and deep. “I never, ever say anything I do not mean.”

Her head snapped up to him and she could not breathe. It was too much to hope for, too much to believe possible. She was afraid and thrilled and astonished at the same time. His eyes, Sweet Jesu,’ his eyes were boring their way down into her very soul. She felt as if she were being torn in half by her confliction emotions.

She decided she wasn’t strong enough to hear anymore. She tore her gaze away from his and nodded swiftly.

“I would go to my chamber now,” she repeated softly.

She took a step but his hand shot out and jerked her back, pulling her roughly against him even as his lips came down on hers. He was gentle at first, his lips so soft and caressing against her, that she instinctively leaned into him, aching for more. His stubble scratched at her, enhancing the pure sexuality of the kiss like nothing she had ever experienced.

When she moved to push closer, his huge hand grasped her face and did not allow her to budge an inch. His kisses were becoming more forceful, more demanding, and his tongue was plunging into her mouth, ravishing her until she was breathless. Her limbs tingled painfully from his actions and her belly was warm and quivering.

William pulled back reluctantly, forcing her to open her eyes. She smiled back at him with complete contentment.

“I thought ye were never going to do that again,” she teased.

He looked regretful. “I lied.”

“Then why did ye do it?” she asked.

“Because I could not help myself,” he said. “I do not know why you make me so weak, Jordan. I am not a weak man.”

“I know, English,” she put her small hand up to stroke his cheek and he kissed her palm. “Ye are the strongest man I know. And the most decent. And the most honorable. And the most beautiful.”

“Men are not beautiful,” he snorted. “But I thank you just the same. Considering you are the most perfect woman who has ever lived, I consider your praise quite a compliment.”

She smiled, “Ye are the only person who thinks I am perfect,” she said. “Ye and my Da, of course.”

“Untrue,” he countered softly. “Every man in my command thinks the sun rises and sets on you, which makes you fairly close to perfect in their eyes, too.”

“I dunna care what they think,” she insisted. “I only care what ye think.”

His gaze turned smoky again. His hands came up and cupped her face and he studied her well before gently kissing her forehead, her nose, her chin.

“I think you are perfect,” he said hoarsely. “And I think I am doomed to a life of misery.”

“Why?” she demanded softly, thrilling more than he could imagine at his touch.

“Because you can never be mine,” he replied simply. He dropped his hands as if the statement had spoiled his mood. “We should go to your rooms now. Paris is bound to come looking for us.”

He tucked her hand onto his elbow but she balked.

“English,” she said faintly. “Legally I may never belong to ye, but ye will always have my heart. I swear it.”

He exhaled heavily, with sorrow, and turned to her. “As you will always have mine,” he whispered. It had taken nearly all of his energy to say it.

She knew how hard this must be on the man; it was hard on her, too, although he had far more to lose than she did. She was glad to hear it but at the same time sad for him. Her future was beyond her control; he still controlled his path, yet he had set an awful hurdle in the middle of it.

“English,” she put her hand on his, looking at the contrast in size between the two appendages. “Dunna say that right now. Ye may regret it when ye meet a young lady ye would like to marry.”

He covered her hand with his other. “I already have.”

He led her from the alcove without another word.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Bathed and pressed and primped, Jordan watched the flickering torches in the inner bailey three stories below. There were soldiers everywhere, calmly walking the grounds, and somewhere she heard singing.

The night was amazingly warm. A cool breeze blew in over the lush hills and gently caressed her as she stood at the window. She wore a pale yellow satin surcoat that was high in the neck and long of sleeve, clinging to her round breasts and slim waist. A gold link belt studded with rough-cut topaz hung about her hips and the voluminous skirt dragged behind her when she walked. Her freshly washed and dried hair hung in loose curls, but she parted it on the right side and brushed the front of it over so it partially covered the cut on her right temple, just under the hairline.

After the bath and a good dose of wine, she was feeling much better. The castle physician, a tiny bald man named Byron, had been in her room when she had arrived and had taken care of the cut. Then he had given her a potion of boiled willow bark for her splitting headache, which had worked beautifully.

Her mind was clear, normal again, as she gazed out into the lovely night and wondered when she would be retrieved for supper. Moreover, she wondered who would be sent for her and wished on all the stars in the sky that it would be William.

Jemma was in an adjoining room. She could hear her cousin’s irritation at the borrowed clothes, nothing fit, everything was too long or too tight in the bust, nothing was right. She smiled to herself, more in a mood to take on Jemma’s tantrums.

“Jemma, do ye need any more help?” she called.

“Nay.” Jemma bellowed.

Jordan smiled. “Ye should be happy wearing the burgundy silk.”

“I am.” Jemma said as if she didn’t mean a word of it. “But it is too long. I am going to kill myself walking down those stairs.”

Jordan turned away from the window and crossed the room. “We took it up as best we could, considering there wasna proper time,” she reminded her. “Just do yer best and we shall mend it proper tomorrow.”

Jemma huffed and puffed, studying herself in the huge polished bronze mirror. She looked quite lovely in the color. Jordan watched her cousin’s amber eyes, much darker in the firelight.

“Kieran will think ye look lovely,” she remarked.

Jemma stopped fussing and looked at her. “What makes ye think I care what an Englishman thinks of me?”

Jordan smiled broadly. “Because I see how ye look at him, Jemma, so do not try to fool me,” she said. “I know ye like him, and he likes you.”

Some of the huff went out of Jemma’s puff. She absently smoothed at the surcoat. “He is handsome. For an Englishman.”

“Aye,” Jordan agreed heartily. “And he’s nice for one, too.”

Jemma looked up then and Jordan could see a true conflict. The lass had spent so much energy hating the English that she was truly confused by her attraction. It would seem that both girls had similar concerns.

Jordan took the hairbrush and gently brushed her cousin’s hair. “Yer not a traitor to think him wonderful, Jemma,” she said softly. “He’s a man, flesh and blood, who just happens to be English.”

Jemma looked at her cousin in the reflection of the mirror. “Is that how ye feel of William?”

Jordan stopped brushing for a moment, then resumed slower. “William is my future husband’s captain. He is a kind and gentle man, and I will always respect him as such, English or no.”

“Ye’re avoiding the question,” Jemma told her. “As ye said yerself, I have seen ye look at him.”

Jordan looked long at her. “I am to be married to another man. I willna wish for what canna be.”

“Ye love him, Jordi?” Jemma’s voice was soft, questioning.

Jordan dropped her head, still brushing. “I dunna know. All I know is that he makes me feel like the most beautiful woman in the world and I crave to be with him. Is that love? I dunna know.”

Jemma watched as her cousin formed soft curls with her hands about her shoulders, the raven colored hair a sharp contrast to the burgundy. “All of the knights say he is in love with ye,” she said. “Did ye know that?”

Jordan looked surprised. “Nay, I dinna,” she said. “Sweet Jesu,’ I am being branded an adulteress even before my wedding?”

“They dunna say that,” Jemma smoothed at her own hair. “They like ye, much better than they like me. And they think William is God himself. I think they approve of the match.”

“There is no match between us,” Jordan said emphatically. “I am to be the earl’s bride, not William’s.”

Jemma smiled, much to Jordan’s surprise. “But in yer heart, ye wish ye were William’s, do not ye? ’Tis understandable. He is a beauteous devil.”

Jordan shook her head helplessly. “Not a word, Jemma. We must talk of this no more. Please?”

Jemma nodded. “I promise. No telling who is listening to us right now.”

Jordan was stricken. “Do ye think so?”

“I was jesting,” Jemma placated her. “No more talk, I promise.”

There was a loud rap at the door that made both girls jump with a start. Jordan’s heart was pounding as Jemma ran to open the door. One look at their callers made her head spin with delight.

William and Kieran stood in the door jamb, over filling it with their sheer size. Both were dressed in breeches and tunics and heavy boots.

Jordan barely acknowledged Kieran. Her eyes were riveted entirely to William. He was dressed entirely in black, his legs bulging with muscles through the breeches and the tunic stretched taut across his broad chest. She realized it was the first time she had ever seen him without his armor. Bathed and shaved, he looked for all the world like a god descended.

“Ladies,” William could not take his eyes from her. “The earl awaits.”

Jordan smiled, accepting his offered arm. He smiled back, his free hand closing over her small one as it gripped his elbow. She felt giddy gazing into his beautiful eyes, remembering Jemma’s comments and knowing how true her cousin was. She did indeed love him.

William didn’t say a word until they were descending the stairs. “How are you feeling, my lady?” he asked.

“Much better,” she replied breathlessly, still feeling flushed from the sight of him. “The potion Byron gave me worked wonders.”

“He is a knowledgeable man. You look as if you have not seen a day of hardship.”

She laughed and it sounded like silver tinkling bells to him. “Good,” she replied, then quickly turned her attention back to Jemma and Kieran. “Kieran, take care with her. The dress she wears is too long and she will trip and break her neck if she isna careful.”

Kieran grinned, stopped, and scooped Jemma into his arms in a great swish of material. She squealed, half from surprise and half from delight.

“Put me down, ye beast,” Jemma smacked him on the shoulder. “I am no wench to be picked up at yer whim.”

“I would hate to see you break you neck,” he explained with a smirk. “This will alleviate the problem.”

William and Jordan were already halfway down the stairs, but Jordan was still turning around to see what was going on above her. She smiled because she knew Jemma was enjoying the attention immensely.

She stumbled a bit and William steadied her. “Careful, love, or you’ll end up breaking your own neck,” he chided her.

She looked at him with a faint smile. “Ye called me ‘love’ again. Ye’d better watch that, English.”

“I know exactly when I may and may not use the term of endearment. That is, of course, with your permission.”

She nodded graciously. “Ye have it. Do ye mean to say that ye do not wish to call me Pony-legs?”

“Nay,” he replied. They reached the landing and he stopped, waiting for Kieran and Jemma to catch up. “I like ‘love’ much better. I do not think of Pony-legs when I look at you.”

She raised an eyebrow. “So ye think of ‘love’ when ye look at me?”

Jemma and Kieran were right behind them, still carrying her and her still protesting. They moved on to the last flight of stairs, but Jordan felt as if the question still hung between them.

“You weigh no more than a bird, Lady Jemma,” Kieran said in mock seriousness. “How can that be when you eat like a horse?”

Jordan laughed as Jemma unleashed insult after insult at him, telling him exactly what she thought of his comment. When the barrage died down, Jordan turned to Kieran slyly.

“What do ye think of her dress? Doesna she look beautiful?” she encouraged him.

“Aye, she does,” Kieran agreed and Jemma immediately shut up. He smiled at her. “ ’Tis lovely. Next time, however, borrow the dress your cousin is wearing. Then you can walk in front of me the entire day and I shall be forever content.”

William stopped and thrust a warning finger in Kieran’s face. “Be mindful of who you are speaking of.”

Kieran looked properly rebuked. “Aye, my lord,” he said, and William started walking again. “But your view is not the same as mine.”

William stopped again and jerked Jemma from Kieran’s arms. He actually looked angry.

“You will take Lady Jordan and I do not want to hear another word regarding her appearance,” he growled. “Move out.”

Kieran fought off a grin and did as he was told, taking Jordan’s arm and leading her the rest of the way down the stairs. William carried Jemma down the steps, his eyes never leaving Jordan’s swaying hips. It wasn’t that he wanted to see for himself but, by God, if Kieran was right. He just didn’t want Kieran looking at her.

Jemma was watching him. “Sir William, I do not wish to tumble to the floor below. Mayhap ye should watch the stairs and not my cousin’s backside.”

William looked into the amber eyes. “I am quite capable of descending stairs, my lady, without looking at them.”

Jemma nodded, giving him a knowing glance and causing him to raise a black brow to her. He would not justify her look with any sort of remark. The little banshee could speculate all she wanted, but she would never hear any sort of confirmation from his lips.

At the bottom of the stairs, William put her down and took Jordan from Kieran. He then led her through a maze of corridors in Northwood’s massive keep that eventually led to the grand foyer. It was virtually devoid of people, but off to the left Jordan could see the grand hall.

The hall was alive with light and music and people were everywhere, eating and milling about. She heard laughter and shouting and witnessed a particularly eager soldier pinch a serving wench right on the bottom. It struck her funny and she smiled. Somehow, all dining halls were the filled with the same sort of people; how many times had she seen that within the hall of Langton? For some reason, she felt a bit more at home.

Deinwald and Michael were waiting outside the door and saw them approach. Deinwald beat Michael to Jordan’s side and gave the man a cocky smirk as Michael stepped behind him and took his place at Jemma’s side. Michael put his fingers together and flicked Deinwald’s ear, and the man flinched with a muted curse. William shot him a look to kill and both knights were immediately still.

The earl’s crier was just inside the door and noted her arrival. Tipping his head to the herald trumpet on the balcony above the door, a sudden horn blast pierced the room and everyone ceased their activity and looked eagerly to the door. This moment had been three long months in the making, the introduction of the earl’s new Scot bride. Expectations were high.

William leaned close to her ear. “Do not be nervous. They will love you.”

She tried to smile but her lips were quivering with anxiety. The crier began to name her, listing her father and his title. The Lady Jordan Mary Joseph Scott, daughter of Laird Thomas Scott of Clan Scott. The hall was deathly quiet by the time he finished, waiting to see the source of their curiosity. Much to her dismay, William let go of her arm and she looked up at him in alarm.

“You must go alone, my lady,” he told her. “We will follow close behind.”

Oh… damnation, Jordan thought and swallowed hard. She did not want to do this alone.

“Show ’em what yer made of, Jordi,” Jemma whispered encouragingly behind her. “Yer a Scott.”

Her back straightened. She was indeed. Terrified or no, she would be the epitome of calm dignity even if her palms were sweating profusely.

“It’s time, my lady,” Deinwald leaned down. “Go ahead.”

She didn’t hesitate. She carried herself with such regal grace that William swore he heard an audible gasp from the crowd. Truth was, she looked like a fairy princess as she floated across the floor, right down the middle of the room as she headed for the dais where de Longley and his subjects sat.

William and Deinwald were not far behind her, trying hard not to watch her swaying backside. De Longley, given his first good look at his new bride, looked like a man who had been without food far too long. His interest was obvious, and William felt himself bristle. God help him, he could not stand the thought of anyone touching Jordan… not even her husband.

Jordan reached the dais and curtsied deeply. When she rose, she stood proudly before the table and waited for her betrothed to speak to her.

The earl cleared his throat. “Lady Jordan, welcome to Northwood.”

“Thank ye, sire,” she replied.

To his left, a young plain girl tittered, whispering something to thin young man sitting next to her and they giggled impolitely. Jordan had expected open rudeness, but she still felt her cheeks grow hot. The earl ignored the laughter.

“Please,” he indicated the chair next to him. “Come and sit, and I will introduce you to your new family.”

William took her hand on his forearm and led her to the seat the earl had indicated, on his right hand. Jemma followed and was seated several chairs down. The rest of the knights, save Paris and William, sat directly below the dais at one of the large, lengthy tables.

Jordan smiled her thanks to William, who returned nothing more than a bow of his head and seated himself directly next to her. Politely, she turned her attention back to the earl.

The fat, flushed man with bad skin was looking her over like a prize mare. Jordan felt a little self-conscious at the scrutiny and tried not to return his stare. Instead, she kept her gaze lowered and waited for him to finish.

“I had no idea you would be so lovely,” the earl finally said.

Jordan did not know how to respond. Fortunately, he did not expect an answer.

“I only caught a glimpse of you in the bailey this afternoon, due to the unfortunate circumstances,” he went on. “I trust you have suffered no ill effects.”

“Nay, sire,” she replied. “Yer physician tended me and I am fine now.”

“Good,” De Longley replied. “Then allow me to introduce you to the rest of my family.” He turned in his seat and indicated the man seated directly next to him. “This is my eldest son, Alexander, Viscount Tarlinby.”

Alexander de Longley was a thin version of his father, with protruding teeth and a receding hair line although he could not have been more than four or five years older than Jordan. He gazed back indifferently, bored even.

“My lord,” Jordan nodded her head.

He looked away, finding the activities of the room more interesting than meeting his future stepmother.

The earl continued rapidly. “This lovely creature sitting next to him is my daughter, the Lady Analiese.”

Jordan was face to face with the plain girl who had laughed. She was pale, blond, and nondescript. “My lady,” she said nicely.

The girl’s eyes narrowed as if she had been uproariously challenged by the simple greeting. Jordan felt the open hostility like a slap in the face.

“I hope our food is to your liking here,” Analiese said thinly. “I heard that Scots eat nothing but human flesh, so I fear than you may not appreciate the civility of our cuisine.”

Jordan saw a petty, vain, spoiled child in front of her. She knew she could be as sweet as honey and never see any results. Women such as Analiese understood bickering and quarreling instead of kindness, plus the fact that she hated Jordan simply because she was Scot was indicative of that nature.

Jordan knew she should let it slide, but she could not. She had to let Analiese know from the beginning just who she toyed with.

“Yer witch’s cauldron has been feeding ye false information, Lady Analiese. We Scots stopped eating human flesh about the same time as the Angles did.” She smiled sweetly at her.

The earl coughed. Alexander’s head snapped to Jordan in defense of his sister, but Analiese was rising to the occasion.

“You little bitch,” she snarled. “How dare you insult me!”

“Sit down,” her father commanded. “ ’Twas you who started the insults, daughter, and you will take heed what you call the future countess or the next transgression against you will be my hand to your backside.”

Analiese promptly sat, seething hatred at Jordan. Jordan was the image of congeniality in return.

The earl tried not to let the exchange dampen his presentation. “And this fine young lad is my youngest son, Adam, newly return from fostering at Beverley Castle.”

Adam de Longley was a beautiful, well-mannered boy. He was tall and lithely muscular with a crown of gorgeous golden-red hair and big, droopy blue eyes. He stood and bowed gallantly to Jordan, and she instantly liked him.

The earl was obviously very proud of the boy. He simply beamed at him. “I have not seen my youngest since he was eight, and here he is all grown before me,” he said. “He has completed his knight training at Beverley but wished to come home to serve his father. His knighting ceremony will be in a few days.”

Jordan smiled at the soon-to-be knight. “Ye must be very proud of him, sire,” she said. “Who will officiate the knighting ceremony?”

“Adam asked that William preside over the service and induct him into the brotherhood,” the earl replied. “Quite an honor for my captain.”

Jordan knew women were banned from such ceremonies, but she wished she could watch as William initiated the boy.

“Indeed it is,” she glanced at William. “But isna it traditional for the knight’s teacher to receive him into the knighthood? Such as his instructor at Beverley?”

“Usually, my lady,” William answered for the earl. “But Adam requested that I conduct the ceremony because of his desire to serve Northwood, not Beverley. The captain of Beverley, being a personal friend of mine, agreed.”

“You have knowledge of knighthood, Lady Jordan?” It was Alexander, speaking in his high-pitched and effeminate voice. “How is it that you have come to know the intricacies? Did, mayhap, a knight teach you? Or did you hear him when he talked in his sleep?”

A deeply insulting remark that was met with dead silence. Alexander settled back in his chair with a satisfied smirk, not really expecting an answer. Analiese leaned over to him and whispered something into his ear, causing them both to chuckle.

Jordan felt as if she wanted to burst into hot, angry tears but she controlled herself. She would give the bastard no indication of just how deeply he had hurt her. She did not see William’s vein throbbing in his temple or the clench of his jaw, nor did she see the flush in Paris’ neck. She saw only the trencher and the food that cooled in it, trying desperately to prepare an answer that did not reveal her feelings.

“How would ye know what knights say in their sleep?” God help them all, it was Jemma. She was standing up so as to better see who she was about to insult. “Unless, of course, ye speak from personal experience. Since ye arna a knight yerself, can I assume ye’re married to one?”

Jordan swore she heard a collective groan go up between William and Paris. She snapped her head in Jemma’s direction to shoot her a quelling look and was preparing a fast apology even as Alexander sat bolt-upright in his chair.

“Who is this… this creature?” he demanded in outrage.

The earl could see the explosion coming and put his arms out as if to embrace everyone at the table to calm them. Analiese shot out of her chair and began screeching insults in Jemma’s direction, though Jordan did not hear one word she said. She was quickly slipping into misery with the fact that their first meal together was not going at all well.

“Everyone, sit, please,” the earl ordered evenly. “Let us sit and conduct this evening civilly.”

“Sire, this is my cousin and lady-in-waiting, Jemma Scott,” Jordan said rapidly. “She has had a busy day of it and is feeling quite fatigued, hence her unruly tongue. I will excuse her now to prepare my chamber, if it pleases ye.”

“She will not leave until I have thrashed her within an inch of her worthless life.” Analiese exclaimed loudly.

“Ha!” Jemma was livid. “Ye pasty-faced English wench, I’d like to see ye try and lay a hand on me.”

Control was slipping away rapidly. Jordan did not know what to do with her cousin and future step-daughter raging out of control. If she thought slapping them both would restore calm, then she would have gladly done so. But as she was struggling for a solution, she remembered who sat at her right.

“William…?” she turned pleadingly to him, putting her hand on his arm. “Please…?”

He was between great anger and great amusement, waiting with growing impatience for the earl to demand him into action. He heard her call his name, saw the look in her eyes, and decided to wait no longer. As he was rising, the earl jabbed a finger at him.

“William, take that woman to the cellar until she can learn manners. I will not have her publicly insulting my flesh,” he said, then turned his attention to his elder son and daughter. “If you two cannot be civilized to Lady Jordan, then you will take all meals in your room until you can learn how to behave. I will hear no more of this. Is that understood?”

Alexander barely nodded. Analiese put her hands on her slim hips.

“Is that all you are going to do to her?” she demanded. “I want her flogged.”

Jordan gasped and she knew she had gone pale. After what she had seen this afternoon she knew the earl to be a harshly decisive man. Terror filled her.

“Sire,” she said as calmly as she could. “Lady Jemma is not the disrespectful sort. She is simply overwrought with fatigue and I beg my lord to be merciful with her. I would consider it a great, great favor.”

The earl looked at her, passing a glance at Jemma as William firmly escorted her from the room. He found himself utterly entranced by the most beautiful face, he was sure, in all of England.

“My lady,” he said after a moment. “I cannot allow such an infraction to go unpunished. You will forgive me if I cannot grant your request.”

Jordan sat back heavily in her chair when he turned away, struggling to maintain her composure. She was shocked and angered by the seeming coldness of the earl and absolutely terrified for Jemma.

“My lord,” she said lowly but firmly enough to make him turn to her. “I insulted your daughter, too. Whatever punishment ye choose for Jemma, ye must administer it to me as well. She was only defending me.”

“Are you responsible for her actions as well?” he asked, not unkindly.

“Aye,” she nodded with a faint, ironic smile. “I am. I brought her here.”

He regarded her. “She is not of your station, Lady Jordan, and whereas I may oversight your remarks, I cannot oversight hers.”

Jordan’s chin went up. “ ’Twere ye to punish her, ye must punish me also, sire. We are blood cousins and, therefore, indeed of the same station. I am not the countess; yet.”

The earl did not look pleased. He tried to match her gaze but could not, instead, looking off into the room.

“You leave me with little choice in the matter,” he replied, then gestured to her trencher. “Please eat. This meal has been prepared especially for you.”

She obeyed and tried not to vomit as the food slid into her trembling stomach. Dinner progressed quietly from that point on. Analiese and Alexander talked quietly between themselves, the only conversation. Four minstrels in the corner filled the hall with soft music and the smell of smoke from the massive hearth was sharp.

Jordan, with no one to talk to, ate quietly and glanced about the room with interest. She was disturbed to see that Kieran, sitting several feet away, was dark and brooding. She wished she could speak to him but dare not try.

“Is the beef to your liking?” Paris asked.

She turned to look at him, having completely forgotten he was a chair away. He smiled warmly at her. She smiled back.

“Aye,” she replied. “ ’Tis most tender.”

“ ’Tis our very own beef, raised by the earl himself.”

Someone sat between them. She looked up to see William reseating himself and he reached out to take his wine cup.

She stared at him, watching every move he made but not saying a word. She waited for him to tell her about Jemma until she was near exploding with anxiety. He had yet to even look at her.

“Finish your dinner, my lady,” he told her, still averting his eyes.

She did not reply. Instead, she sat back in the chair and looked away from him. She wasn’t hungry anymore.

When dinner was over, the minstrels sang several ballads for the group. They were Scot musicians and Jordan was suddenly very homesick again. When they sang a sweet Scot lullaby, she dissolved in quiet tears. Under the table, she felt William squeeze her knee gently and it nearly did her in.

He had been so distant the entire meal that she feared he’d had enough of her and her loud-mouth cousin, and the acknowledgement was exactly what she needed. She wanted to look at him but was afraid to.

The musicians, knowing she was Scot, suddenly appeared before her. The leader, a ruddy man with thick legs, beckoned eagerly to her.

“Aye, wha’ a bonnie lass we hae here!” he exclaimed. “Can ye sing, lass?”

Jordan’s face went red. “Aye…a bit.”

The musician laughed. “Then can ye dance?”

She lowered her head, looking at him from beneath her lashes. “Like the devil, but not in front of the whole bloody room.”

That drew a laugh from the earl and Adam, as well as the earl’s steward sitting at the far side of the table.

“Come on, then,” the musician would not be discouraged. “We’ll get ye the swords, lass. ’Tis been a long time since we hae seen a lass as pretty as ye.”

Jordan was mortified at their request. But the earl liked it.

“Dance for me, my lady,” he said. “I command it.”

“Truly, sire, I canna in this dress,” she begged off, terrified. “ ’Tis far too long and I would break my neck.”

“But ye can sing?” the musician pushed.

She would have liked to have slugged the man for his persistence and could not ward off the scowl on her face.

“She can sing,” William was casually observing his cup. “I have heard her.”

She looked at William, wondering when he had heard her sing. Before the earl could command her to do it, Analiese rose demurely from her chair.

“I can sing, Father,” she announced mildly. “I shall do it.”

She went to the musicians and told them what to play. Her voice was thin and high-pitched and occasionally she would hit a sour note but, undaunted, Analiese sang four songs for the crowd that was growing quite bored.

Jordan sat attentively, trying to make up for the bad start they’d had earlier. When Analiese had finished, she applauded loudly.

“Now,” the earl turned to her before his daughter had even regained her seat. “You will sing.”

Jordan stood begrudgingly and made her way to the musicians. She had sung before her clan many times, but this English crowd was unfamiliar and she hoped she would not make a fool of herself. After a brief conversation with the minstrels, she turned to face the room half-full of family and soldiers.

William was watching her like a hawk. She was so poised and lovely, standing like an angel the way the dress was swathed about her body. Her luscious hair came over her right shoulder, spilling over her full breasts and hanging in waves to her waist. He should not have been thinking the perfectly seductive things he was thinking, but he could not help himself.

The music began and the room went silent. Jordan’s voice filled the air as rich and pure as a heady spring breeze. She sang a Gaelic song, her lilt sweet and charming and her voice clearly one that was superior to anything anyone in the room had ever experienced. She could manipulate a note so precisely that it left one breathless with delight, waiting for the next phrase with relish in a brief few moments. She had managed to captivate a room of people without any effort at all.

William was astounded. True, he had heard her sing once but it had been nothing like this. It was as if she was singing only to him the way her voice reached out and grabbed his attention, caressing his ears with its soft lilt and bell tones. He found himself leaning forward, propping his elbows on the table and pressing his mouth against folded hands. He could not take his eyes from her and he would have been content to listen to her sing for the rest of his days.

He wasn’t the only one who felt that way. The earl commanded her to sing three more songs, only relenting when she begged to rest. He motioned her back to the table and poured her a sloppy glass of wine himself.

“You lied to me,” he accused gently. “Ye can indeed sing like the blessed virgin herself and do not deny it. You must sing for me every evening.”

She took a sip of wine to ease her strained throat. “My lord is most kind.”

The musicians were joined by two mummers wearing outrageously colored trappings and pointy hats that jingled merrily. As the mummers began to work the room, William leaned slightly in Jordan’s direction.

“You were magnificent,” he said quietly.

She nodded coolly to him, keeping her gaze averted. If he could compliment her, then he could tell her what had become of her cousin. An eternity of silence spread between them as the mummers joked and danced, and Jordan sat back in her chair with her wine in hand.

William’s chair was slightly forward and she could see his strong profile as he watched the crowd. Not the mummers or the musicians, but the crowd. She felt the urge to shock him, purely due to the fact that she was angry with him.

“I am to be punished with Lady Jemma,” she said loud enough for him to hear her.

He turned slowly. “What did you say?”

Their eyes met. “I said, I am to be punished with Lady Jemma. The earl said I gave him little choice in the matter.”

William’s eyes changed color before her, she swore it. One minute they were beautiful hazel-gold, the next they were dark and cloudy. His face held no notable expression as he stared at her a moment. She held her breath, waiting to see what he would do next.

It did not take long for him to rise from his chair and go around her, approaching the earl from the opposite side so their conversation would not be for her ears. She did not look at them but her ears were keenly tuned to the hum of their conversation, trying vainly to make out any word at all.

When the conversation was concluded, he returned and seated himself. She looked expectantly, trying not to appear fearful.

“Well?” she demanded quietly. “What will it be? Fifty lashes at dawn with the cat o’ nine tails?”

“Not for you, anyway,” he replied casually.

She sat forward so fast wine sloshed out of her cup. “What does that mean? Do ye mean to say ye will lash Jemma?”

“I will not discuss this with you,” he said coolly. “What the earl orders and what I carry out is none of your affair.”

Jordan felt an almost physical blow from his attitude. Swallowing hard, she sat back in the chair again and silently contemplated Jemma’s immediate future.

She was tired, too, compounding her raging emotions. She was sick of the musicians and she thought the mummers were stupid and she was glad they were not singing her praises or she just might throw something at them.

Over on the opposite side of the table, she could see that Analiese was rising, saying her goodnights to her brothers and asking permission from her father to retire. He granted her with a wave of his hairy hand.

“William will escort you.” He flipped his wrist in William’s direction.

Jordan thought twice before snubbing Analiese’s departure. Rising from her chair, she curtsied. “Good-sleep, Lady Analiese. And I do apologize for the turbulent evening.”

Analiese looked her up and down before replying. “You would do good to learn humility, Lady Jordan, and rid yourself of your Scot temperament.”

Jordan’s cheeks threatened to flush bright red but she merely bowed, doubly upset when she saw Analiese take William’s arm with obvious delight, speaking to him in cooing tones. She was suddenly so angry she wanted to rip out all of the girl’s stringy blond hair by the roots. The earl, not oblivious to his daughter’s rebuke, turned to her.

“I am sure you are weary as well,” he said. “Had I not had other pressing matters, I would escort you to your room myself. However, I must leave that to my son. He has asked to accompany you, with your permission.”

In a panic she thought he meant Alexander, but she was quickly relieved to see Adam stand and smile at her.

“Of course,” she replied. “He does me an honor, sire. And allow me to express my apologies again for my rudeness and for my cousin’s tongue.”

He looked at her a moment and she was not quite sure what he saw, he appeared almost distant. To her surprise, he reached out and took her hand.

“This will take…time, my lady,” he said softly, only to her. “I only ask that you have patience, as I must have. Then, I think, this can be a good thing. I hope so.”

He was sincere. She could see that he could indeed be gentle when he wished it so and she felt a little less apprehensive about her presence.

“As do I, sire,” she replied.

Adam was there, placing her arm on his forearm and leading her away with everyone in the room watching them.

Alexander remained seated at the long table even after everyone else had retired and the servants were scrubbing the stone floors of grease and bones. He was well into his wine, drunk as he usually was this late at night. His mood was dark.

So the Scot bitch had his father and brother captivated already. Thank God his sister saw through the facade and hated her for what she truly was; the enemy. Aye, she was indeed the enemy as he saw it, and he thought his father was an idiot to have agreed to the king’s contract. It would serve absolutely no purpose; the Scots would continue to kill and raid, the English would continue to fight and die. One small marriage between minor players in a great theater would not make a difference.

Alexander was sure of that, as he was also sure that only he was wise enough to see the situation for what it was; a charade. The marriage between the house of de Longley and the house of Scott was nothing more than a grand play staged by Henry himself.

Alexander took another gulp of wine, feeling the familiar heat wash down his throat. And the worst of it was that William seemed to be paying particular attention to the little slut. He was captivated by her, as all the males were. Except him, of course. The only people who entranced him were slim boys on the brink of adulthood and occasionally squires that would take a coin in exchange for their loss of innocence.

But then there was the captain himself, the majestic Wolf. Alexander snickered into his cup. Analiese fancied herself in love with the man. But so did Alexander. Strange thing that he and his sister were in love with the same man. Problem was that William paid neither one of them the attention he should beyond polite obedience, but by damn if he wasn’t acting like a dog in heat around the Scot bitch.

The thought of Lady Jordan Scott brought Alexander’s blood to a slow simmer. He could see he was going to have to do something about her. He could not have William’s attention so divided, it was bad enough competing with his sister, but with the added intrusion of the Scot….

He took a heavy gulp, draining the chalice. He wondered if William had bedded her yet.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Jordan still had no idea what had happened to Jemma. She sat on the edge of the big bed swathed in her pale linen robe and nothing underneath. She was accustomed to sleeping nude, ever since she was a child. It was a habit she had never given any thought to until she had been forced to travel with the soldiers to Northwood. But this was not her home to parade around as she pleased; not yet, anyway. Somehow the robe provided a false sense of protection from the hostilities of Northwood.

She was tired but could not sleep. After brushing her hair thoroughly, she rose and went to the narrow window that faced the inner bailey and gazed down at the activity below. It was quiet with splashes of torchlight here and there, and she could see soldiers on both the outer and inner walls, walking their posts. A few even had dogs with them, dogs as big as she was. There was only a sliver moon above and the night had cooled dramatically.

A soft rap came upon the antechamber door. With her maids asleep in an adjoining smaller chamber, she assumed they had not heard it and went to answer the door herself. She was flooded with relief to see William until she remembered she was still angry with him.

“What is it ye want?” she asked coldly.

If he thought anything of her tone he did not let on. “I came to make sure you were well settled for the night.”

“I am,” she said curtly. “That is to say, I am but I know not how my cousin fares. Mayhap ye should go and ask her the same question.”

He pushed into the door and she jumped out of the way, startled at the swiftness and force of his action. The door slammed behind him and she heard the bolt slide through, even though he had continued to face her the entire time.

For a moment she doubted the wisdom of speaking rudely to him, but she would not back down. He glowered at her.

“That will be enough impertinence from you,” he told her in a low voice. “Your cousin is settled. For what she did tonight she is fortunate she is not on the rack.”

“She was defending me.” Jordan shot back. “Since no one else would, she filled the void. If she is punished, then I must be punished, too.”

He would not be pulled into her rage “Jemma has an unmanageable tongue and she must learn what she can and cannot say, especially if she is to be lady-in-waiting to a countess,” he said patiently. “You, fortunately, have more sense than she does, although your remarks tonight were highly questionable.”

“Oh!” Jordan shrieked furiously, spinning away from him and marching aimlessly toward the far windows. “And I suppose ye gave no thought to Alexander’s slanderous statement or Analiese’s insult. Ye are thinking that I am the only perpetrator here.”

He was silent a moment. She heard him sigh and heard what sounded like a blanket hit the chair when she realized it was his cloak.

“Come here,” he said.

“No,” she crossed her arms stiffly.

“It was not a request.”

She had learned to associate that tone with the calm before the storm. Slowly she turned, her face dark, but she still did not go to him.

“What do ye want?”

He did not reply but continued to look at her. Finally, with a sigh of frustration, she uncrossed her arms and stomped over to him. He sat back on the arm of the high-back cushioned chair and drew her between his massive legs.

“What I am thinking is that you still have a great deal to learn,” he said mildly. His face was inches from hers, but her head was lowered in a pout and he found himself talking to the top of her head. “I know how hard it was for you tonight and I’d say given the circumstances, you were remarkable. But Alexander and Analiese are two vicious pups, spoiled and pampered, and you must be mindful of them. Additionally, they are the earl’s children and Alexander is the heir, so if you want the rest of your life to be relatively peaceful, I suggest you learn to patiently deal with them.”

She was picking at her fingernails, pouting, her hands touching his chest. “Why dinna ye tell me he had children?”

“Because you had enough on your mind without worrying about step-children,” he said. He put his finger under her chin and lifted her to look at him. “I know you are made of much better things than they are, Jordan. Do not lower yourself to their level just to feel a small amount of satisfaction. I think the earl would like a wife with more dignity than that.”

He was so right. Her anger fled and her heart began to thump in her chest as their gazes locked. She was so close she could smell him, a clean smell of leather and lemons, more than likely from the soap he had used when cleaning up for dinner. Without even thinking she reached up to touch his cleanly shaven face, feeling the beginnings of coarse stubble beneath her fingertips. He was so, so beautiful.

“English,” she whispered. “Where is Jemma?”

“She is in the cellar,” he replied hoarsely. “She has a cot and I made sure she was given a hot meal. You will see her on the morrow.”

They fell silent again as her hands continued to explore his face, his hair, and finally the collar of his tunic. He thought he had died and gone to heaven, so soft and sweet was her touch.

“Will ye flog her?” she asked softly.

“Not if I have anything to say about it, and the earl usually listens to me,” he said honestly.

“But if ye had to, would ye flog me as well?” she persisted.

“No,” he said flatly. “I would not.”

“But the earl said….”

He cut her off. “The earl said that you gave him little choice in the matter, meaning he was not about to punish you so, therefore, he has second thoughts about punishing Jemma.”

She looked surprised. “He said that?”

“Aye.”

She lowered her gaze, noticing that she was now playing with the ties on the front of his tunic. A strange heat filled her arms and her belly, the same heat she had felt when he had kissed her. It was disarmingly wonderful and she wondered what in the world she was feeling. She’d never experienced those sensations before she had met William.

Mayhap it was the feeling of love, she thought. She felt as if to explode with her feelings as they built and built, loosening her tongue and filling her with uncharacteristic boldness.

“English?” she said.

“Aye?”

She looked up at him then, her eyes focusing on his soft lips and his beautiful eyes. “What would ye say if I told ye I fancied myself in love with ye?”

His smiled faded and his eyes widened. Jordan tried to gage his reaction but she was quickly becoming frightened. She had the most horrible fear that he was going to leave and never speak to her again. Sweet Jesu,’ what had she been thinking to confess that? Her boldness and her giddiness suddenly vanished and was replaced by utter humiliation. She felt his grip on her tighten.

“Do you realize what you are saying?” he rasped.

“Aye,” she replied uncertainly. She knew she must apologize for her rashness and tried to form the pretty words, but instead she slid in the opposite direction and found herself spilling out the rest of her admission. “Aye, I do, and I am sorry that ye dunna feel the same way. Ye have been so kind to me and I dunna want to make ye uncomfortable. I shouldna had said anything. I dunna know what possessed me.”

He looked completely incredulous and she was thoroughly confused. So far he hadn’t leaned one way or the other and she didn’t know what degree of embarrassment to succumb to. She wished he would let her go so she could throw herself out the window.

“Jordan… I am overwhelmed,” he said simply.

She pulled back from him, averting her gaze. “I can see that.”

He pulled her back to him earnestly. “ ’Tis not what those are thinking,” he hastened to reassure her. “ ’Tis not a question as to whether or not I love you, but you are to be the earl’s wife. I will not deceive him by carrying on with you.”

Stung, she pulled away from him and everything about the situation angered her. Damn him; she had not reached her conclusion without his help and encouragement.

“Ye already told me I had yer heart,” she said, agitated. “Ye have kissed me twice now, passionately I might add, and now ye stand here holding me as if I were yer own. Was I misinterpreting ye, English? I thought ye wanted me, which is why I….”

She broke off, confused and ashamed. William watched her, verging on an emotional tirade, but forced himself to calm. He ran his fingers through his hair in a nervous gesture; of course he gave her that impression because it was the truth. He was being violently torn in two by his loyalties to his liege and his feelings for her.

“I do want you,” he said quietly. “I want you more than I have ever wanted anything in my life, but it has been wrong of me to mislead you, Jordan. I guess I am just a selfish man at heart. I suppose I simply wanted a taste of something that could never be, something that will stay in my memory for always.”

She wasn’t going to let him get away. She loved him and she wanted him, and even though she was compromising his integrity, she meant to have him. Her only hope was that he would not end up hating her and himself. He was already weakened by the sight of her; mayhap she could weaken him more. She’d never wanted anything in her life as much as she wanted him.

“I shall give ye more than a taste,” she whispered.

She was facing him a mere few feet away. He looked tired, defeated, and sad. Reaching up, she untied the sash that closed her robe, and in one swift movement, in one fragmented second, the robe was in a soft pile at the base of her very naked, very beautiful body.

William could only stare in open astonishment. She was absolutely perfect in every way. He knew his mouth was hanging open and he quickly closed it, knowing he had to get the hell out of the chamber or he would be a dead man. She was so willing and so naive, and it was too much to ask of him to be strong for the both of them. He bolted up from the arm of the chair and turned rapidly for the door.

“English?” Her voice reached him like a caress.

He stopped but he did not turn around. “What?”

“I dunna want ye to leave.”

“I must,” his voice was tight.

She walked over to him and embraced him, her front to his taut back. Her hands trailed up and down his massive arms.

“Nay, English,” she whispered. “Stay. I dunna want to sleep alone tonight. Will ye stay and hold me?”

He shut his eyes tightly, fighting off his desire to whip her into his arms and pound into her until he found his release and then some.

“Nay,” he replied. “Do not ask me again.”

Undaunted, she moved in front of him, blocking the door. She knew she was being wanton and reckless, but she felt no embarrassment. She pressed up against him, knowing he wanted her as badly as she wanted him; she could see it in his eyes.

“Then dunna deny me and I wunna have to ask again,” she replied softly.

He looked her in the eye. “If I stay then I can guarantee that you would not go to the earl a virgin bride,” he tried to sound stern. “Get out of my way.”

“I dunna want to give my virginity to the earl; I want to give it to ye,” she said, then put her head against his hard chest. “Say that ye want me, English.”

He snapped. Grasping her by the arms, he moved over to the high-backed chair and sat heavily, drawing her onto his lap like a child. He was desperately trying not to notice the silkiness of her skin, her round firm breasts just inches below his watering mouth. God, he was fighting a demon.

“Listen to me well,” he growled. “If I take you now and you do not go to the marriage bed a virgin, then all eyes will turn to me. But the blame I share will be nothing compared to the disgrace you will bring on yourself or to your family.”

Tears welled in her eyes and spilled onto her cheeks, melting his heart. Her tears cut through him faster than anything else could.

“If it ’tis blood on the sheets the earl wants, then I can arrange it,” she said softly. “ ’Tis the least of the worries. But if ye dunna want me, then I can do nothing but apologize for trying to seduce ye.”

He looked confused, softening his harshness. “What do you mean you can arrange it?”

She sniffled. “ ’Tis an old trick,” she said. “When a lass is taken into a marriage and she has been compromised, she wears a ring with a sharp edge on it. In the throes of passion, she slips her hands together, nicks her finger, and squeezes the blood on the sheets before the man even notices what she has done.”

He looked at her with amazement, surprised that someone of her naiveté would know of something such as that. He almost laughed.

“It is not that easy,” he said seriously.

“Aye, it ’tis,” she insisted. She was quiet a moment. “English, I dunna want this to be a one-night event. When I said ye had my heart, I meant for always. I dunna love the earl. I love ye. But if yer loyalty to the man is so strong that ye wouldna commit adultery with his wife, then I understand. It doesna make me happy, but ye are an honorable man and I respect that greatly. Just…try not to hate me overmuch for being so weak.”

He was relenting, inch by inch, as much as he tried to fight it. “God, I could never hate you.”

“But ye dunna love me more than yer earl,” she countered softly, with a touch of bitterness.

He sighed, torn. “I know it is difficult for you to understand, love,” he said. “The earl has been the only father I have ever known. He has been kind to me and I would not betray him.”

“How would ye be betraying him if no one knew about it but us?” she lifted her head. “Do ye think I relish being labeled an adulteress? Of course I dunna, but I am willing to risk it because I love ye.”

He stroked her cheek. “Then you are braver than I in that respect.”

She stood up and retrieved the robe, tying it on tightly. Her stiff back was to him, afraid to look at him now for the pain that was welling inside her. There was nothing more to say.

“Then I will bid ye a good night, English,” she said, then turned to him, studying his face. “Will ye at least still be my friend?”

“Until I die,” he said huskily.

He felt as if his entire life energy has been drained from his body, leaving him a shell of a man. His mind was a void. He rose slowly and went to the door.

Jordan could hear him moving. She was trying desperately to stop the wracking sobs that were clutching at her, at least until he left the room. She did not want him to see her anguish.

“English?” she called him one last time.

“Aye, my lady?” he replied dully.

“Then this is the end of it, now,” she told him, her throat tight. “No more touching, or kissing, or soft looks or sweetly spoken words. ’Twould not be right if there is to be no more between us. I would not be a whore.” She felt a certain hypocrisy at that statement.

William straightened and she could see the torment in his eyes, but he nodded after a moment. She acknowledged his nod and squared her shoulders.

“Tell me one thing, Sir William de Wolfe,” she said slowly. “Do ye indeed love me or was it simple lust?”

He didn’t hesitate. “I love you. I always will.”

The door opened and he was gone.

The sobs came then and she collapsed on the floor in a heap of white silk. She was hurting so badly she knew she would never recover. She could only see, feel, and think of William, and she knew that her life without him would be an empty, lonely existence. To never feel his touch again, to never hear the tone of his voice when he was speaking sweetly to her was nearly too much to bear. She hurt… Sweet Jesu,’ she hurt.

Jordan could not have described her torment in words. It was if something had taken her heart and squeezed it so hard that nothing was left but a limp, lifeless shell. But she knew only she was to blame. She had dared to take a chance and it had been thrown back in her face, destroyed. Her pain was her own doing, her own cross to bear.

But she hurt for William, too, her brave knight. He was righteous and chivalrous and she had no right at all to endanger his standards. He was beyond her reach and had been all along. True enough, he had kissed her and said honeyed words for her ears, but she had let him. She could have stopped him, but she didn’t. Everything was her mistake.

As she sobbed rivers, the door abruptly flew open, slamming back on the hinges so hard that it bounced off the wall and closed by itself in a shudder of racket. Jordan heard the bolt go through but didn’t look up; she didn’t care who it was and was prepared to scream at them to go away when strong arms were lifting her off the floor.

Leather and soap. She smelled leather and soap.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


He had come back.

There were no words between them. William’s mouth was on hers, kissing her so hard that he was bruising her. His tongue plunged into her mouth and she responded to him with equal abandon, gasping and crying so that he would never stop. Her hands were thickly entwined in his inky hair, holding him against her mouth as if she were afraid he would change his mind and try to leave. What had been pain only moments before was now wild, unadulterated bliss.

They were on the bed and her robe was open and his clothes were coming off in sections. His hands were on her, everywhere, stroking, caressing, teasing her as she twisted and writhed against him. She cried softly in disappointment when his mouth left her own, only to cry out a second later in ecstasy as his hot, wet mouth latched onto a peaked nipple.

She arched into him, her actions telling him silently how much she was enjoying his attention. He responded by snaking his big arm underneath the small of her back to hold her up to his eager mouth.

She was crying and whimpering softly, calling him ‘English’ as his mouth did wonderful, decadent, indecent things to her. She was answering him with complete surrender, her senses overwhelmed. Never did she imagine a touch could be the most important thing in her life.

He came back up to her mouth, licking and suckling her until she was gasping for air. The warm tingle she had felt earlier was now a raging fire deep in her torso; spreading to her loins. His urgent hand drifted to her dark blond mound of curls, stroking the thick lips and already feeling the slippery moisture. When he slipped a finger inside her, she raised her legs and pushed into his open palm.

William had lost control the moment he had walked back through the door. He was unstoppable now, trying to retain at least enough sense to remember to be careful with her, but when she arched into his hand he damn near snapped. God, she was so wet and hot and her muscles were already throbbing around his finger. He could feel the thin shield of her virginity opposing him.

He wanted to go slowly, but he had already lost the fight against his raging desire. He pushed her legs apart and settled in between them, stroking her with feverish but gentle delight. He started to kiss her tender core, his tongue flicking about the pink skin, but she let out a muffled shriek and he was dangerously close to spilling himself.

He could wait no longer; he had to have her or die.

Their eyes met as he raised himself over her, her wide ones and his smoky ones. They were sweating, breathing heavily, and he almost forgot what he wanted to say as he stared at her flushed face and kiss-swollen lips.

She saw his hesitation. “We can still stop, English,” she whispered. “No harm has been done yet.”

He shushed her. “I am betraying myself if I do not admit my feelings for you. I must be true to my heart.” He stroked her cheeks with his thumbs. “My shame is so great you could not possibly understand, but you are not the cause of it. ’Tis for the fact that I know what I am doing is clandestine and wrong in the eyes of our king and of our moral law, but I am unable to stop myself. My feelings for you are too great. I have fought them off for so long that I can do it no longer. Forgive me my weakness.”

Tears sprang to her eyes. She felt like an evil, shameless hussy who had forced a man of such high principal into something he was already regretting.

“Forgive me for thinking only of myself,” she whispered, trying to move out from under him. “This is my fault. I shouldna have forced ye into this. Yer a good man, William, and I willna see ye miserable because of me. Ye’re trying to do the right thing and I stand in yer way.”

He stopped her movements. “I would be miserable without you. To have you and your love, although it will be a secret known only to us, makes my whole life on this earth worth something.”

She was openly sobbing now. “But we are sinning against God and yer liege,” she whispered. “And I am guilty because I do not care that we are, I only know that I love ye, English. How can love be wrong?”

He kissed her tears away, gently lapping up the moisture from her temples. “It is not wrong in my heart. I know God will find us guiltless. Yet it is not God I am worried of; your danger would be great should the earl find us out.”

“What would he do?”

He traced along the tracks of her drying tears with his fingers. “ ’Tis hard to say,” he replied vaguely.

“Would he order me killed?” she asked timidly.

“Never.”

She fell quiet a moment, allowing her hands to caress his broad shoulders and linger along his back; she had wanted to touch him in this manner for as long as she could remember.

“But what if what if he hears rumors and confronts ye?” she questioned.

“I will not lie to the man, Jordan,” he said huskily. “But neither will I volunteer that I love his wife. His question would have to be direct and to the point to obtain that information.”

“Sweet William,” she smiled sadly. “Ye are so noble.”

“I know,” he kissed her softly. “But you, madam, could topple God himself.”

There were no more words to be spoken, only the anticipation of the physical demonstration of their feelings. He pushed into her slowly, acutely aware of how small she was, seating himself a centimeter at a time and giving her time to adjust to the sensual intrusion. He could feel her rapid breathing underneath him.

He knew she was scared; they were both scared in more ways than one, but they also agreed that the risks were worth everything. Nothing would ever keep them apart, king, country, liege. Ever since the day they had met on the moor, he knew they were destined to be together. There was no doubt in his mind.

Her virginal shield resisted him and he pulled back slightly. Jordan relaxed as he stopped his onslaught, thinking it was over and she smiled weakly at him. He returned her smile as her body loosened and was deeply sorry he was about to deceive her, he kissed her hard and drove home, breaking through the tissue and burying himself his entire hard length.

She gasped in surprise at the initial sting of pain and he stopped immediately.

“Is that all?” she grunted, tasting blood and realizing she had bit her own lip.

He saw the tiny points of blood and licked them hungrily. “Nay, love,” he murmured. “We have just yet begun. I promise, you will not be disappointed.”

She trusted him, feeling the raw sting as he began to move gently within her. Her legs wrapped themselves around his hard thighs, the discomfort soon giving way to an awakening pleasure.

His measured strokes were driving her to the brink of madness and back again. She had no way of knowing how unusually large his organ was, only knowing that it filled something in her she never knew needed to be filled. There was fullness and there was pressure, but it was a joyful soreness and it only seemed to add to the erotic pleasures that were rippling through her body.

She watched him move through half-closed eyes, relishing the way the sweat glistened on his dark skin in the candlelight and loving the feel of his body next to hers every time they came together. Her hips were instinctively moving with him, meeting him firmly, and melding to him as if they were two pieces of a puzzle that had finally come together. But her eyes closed as her new passion overtook her and she became oblivious to all but the building pressure in her loins and the friction he was creating.

His climax came as a low groan in his throat and she felt his organ shudder and spasm deep inside her. When he collapsed forward and enveloped her in his arms, she felt wonderful and at peace but disappointed that it had ended so suddenly. She was still very much in her passion and it only increased when his hand found her breast and began to massage it slowly.

“Ye are driving me mad, English,” she whispered. “I need ye still. Why have ye stopped?”

He lifted his head and smiled seductively at her. “I know what ye need,” he imitated her burr exactly.

Before she could ask him what he meant, he moved down on the bed and put her legs over his shoulders. She was about to ask him what in the world he was doing when his mouth suddenly descended on the mound of curls between her legs and she stiffened like a corpse.

William would finish now what he had started before his lust got the better of him. Her pants of pleasure were furious and loud and it took virtually no time at all before she was spiraling with pleasure, her muscles contracting with sweet torment. He heard her cry, pleased that she had experienced the pinnacle of pleasure such as he had. It was like a powerful drug; once sampled, it would be craved. And they would crave it together.

“What sort of devilment is that ye done to me?” she demanded weakly as he loomed over her once again.

He grinned wolfishly. “Exquisite, is it not?”

She wrapped her arms around his neck as they rolled to their sides, loving the feel and smell of him against her. He stroked her hair, her back, and his thoughts still warm and languid. It was the most intimate, magnificent expression either one of them had ever beheld.

William knew that whatever happened from now on, she was his and he would never let her go. He could not even fathom that she would be married to de Longley soon, probably within the month. He could not think of that now and spoil the mood. He shifted her in his arms, pulling her closer as if she truly belonged to him in every sense of the word. As if she were not another man’s betrothed.

“Let’s run away,” she said, muffled, into his shoulder.

He pulled back a little to look at her. “Run away?”

She looked up at him, half-teasing. “Aye. We could flee to Ireland or Scotland. They need good knights such as ye and we could live together, forever.”

He looked thoughtful. “If we were to flee, it would be to Flanders or Normandy. They appreciate a fine knight and we could live as royalty.”

She propped herself up on her elbow with a smile. “A wonderful dream, is it not?”

He suddenly looked serious and she studied the ripple of his usually emotionless features.

“ ’Tis not such a dream, mayhap,” he murmured faintly.

Her eyes narrowed. “What do ye mean, English? I wasna serious.”

He looked serious a split second longer before smiling weakly at her. “Nor was I, love. England is my home. My fealty is sworn to Lord de Longley.”

She sat up when he did, watching him as he dressed again. He moved so beautifully, so gracefully, that she was entranced by every movement.

“So ye know the story of Tristan and Isolde?” she asked softly.

He gave her a sharp look. “Are you going to compare us to them?”

“Nay,” she smiled. “ ’Tis an ironic parallel, though.”

He fastened the belt at his waist. “Only in that I love you and you love me.” Finished, he looked at her where she sat in the bed, hugging the covers around her knees. It struck him that he would not go through his life without her by his side. How a woman, any woman, could make him forget his lifelong loyalties was beyond his grasp. But he knew he would wither away and die without her.

“Are you strong enough to face this?” he asked, his voice gone soft. “You have me now and will never be rid of me.”

She grinned, “I dunna want to be rid of ye, English. And, aye, I am strong enough. I vow it.”

He went back over to her and kissed her tenderly. “I know you are. Now, go to sleep and I shall see you on the morrow.”

He moved for the adjoining antechamber, his boots heavy on the floor. Watching his exquisite backside, she was reminded that the last time she had seen it, he had been escorting Analiese. That thought made her flare with jealousy.

“English.” she called him.

He paused. “Aye, love, what is it? And do not ask me to bed you again, for I cannot although I would dearly love to.”

She fought off a grin, trying to look suspicious. “You left with Lady Analiese this eve from the dining hall. Should there be something I must know about?”

He made such a horrified face that she laughed out loud. “Surely you jest, madam.” Giving her a final reproving look as if to tell her just what he thought of that awful scenario, he left.

When she heard the door close softly she lay back happily on the bed, her smile fading as she drifted off into a deep, contented sleep.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


William sat in the earl’s bower, a large cup of wine in his hand. He had just finished running over the entire trip for the man up until they had entered the gates of Northwood. He was trying desperately to act normal, not like the guilty man who had just bedded the earl’s virgin bride.

“Well, lad, that was quite an adventure,” the earl said wearily. Wine always made him tired. “And you still do not know why you were attacked?”

“Nay, my lord,” William replied. “We most likely never will.”

The earl looked hard at him. “You do not believe that Lady Jordan had any hand in it, do you?”

William shook his head. “Nay, my lord, she is not the political type. She is innocent, I am sure, as is Lady Jemma, though to look at her that is hard to believe.”

The earl raised his eyebrows and stared into his cup. “What did you say the men took to calling her? Banshee? ’Tis fitting, I think.”

William agreed. “Lady Jordan and her cousin are very different. Lady Jordan is quite gentle, qualities which Lady Jemma seems to lack. It was an interesting trip, to say the least.”

The earl pondered the information. “Were you able to befriend Lady Jordan somewhat?” he asked. “She seemed rather nervous.”

William shrugged casually. “We were forced together much of the time. I tried to make it as comfortable as possible for her.”

“And what of the men’s reaction to her?”

William smiled wryly. “One look at her beauty and they forgot she was Scot, I think. She charmed any hostility they had right out of them, including Deinwald.”

“Deinwald was pleasant?” The earl was surprised. “He was the one I worried over the most. Pleasant, did you say? Amazing.”

William chuckled. “She taught Kieran how to insult Deinwald in Gaelic. You should have heard the hooting and quarreling between those two. I thought I was going to have to beat them both to a pulp at times.”

The earl snickered. He snickered again, louder. Then he burst out laughing like William had not heard him laugh in years. Wiping at his eyes, he said, “I would have given a year’s revenue to see that.”

William was smiling broadly. “Then you would have been amused to see Lady Jemma and Deinwald go at it. It was like watching two rabid dogs.”

The earl laughed again until he cried. “Maybe I will still get the chance. In faith, it sounds as if your trip was not the least bit lacking in entertainment, in spite of the unfortunate attack.”

William sat back in his chair. “Speaking of Lady Jemma, sire, what do you plan to do with her?”

The earl took a swig of wine. “Nothing, I suppose, although Analiese will be furious. Hell, she is already furious because Lady Jordan is so lovely. She was hoping I’d marry a hag.”

“Then I shall release Lady Jemma come the dawn,” William stated. “A night in the cellar should do wonders to tame her tongue.”

“Let us hope,” the earl agreed disinterestedly. “Mayhap I should consign an English lady to assist the future countess. After all, she is English now, is she not?”

“Aye,” his captain replied. “Someone from court, mayhap?”

The earl nodded after a moment of thought. “I will write to Queen Eleanor. She will spare a suitable lady.”

That matter settled, they sat in companionable silence for several moments as wine was shared and thoughts wandered. William was feeling his fatigue and wished that the earl would dismiss him.

“She is beautiful, is she not?” the earl finally said.

William looked up at the man and saw that he was smiling into the fire. Careful, William told himself. “Aye, my lord,” he replied. “She will bear you many strong sons.”

“Is she as beautiful as you mysterious angel of mercy?” De Longley pressed with a grin.

He remembered. William thought with horror. He knew that he had to be truthful at the first, for it would be far worse if he admitted it at some later time. Better to get it out in the open to quell any suspicion.

“Sire, I have a confession,” William said. “Your betrothed was my angel of mercy. Believe me that I was quite amazed to discover it upon reaching Langton.”

De Longley was surprised. “Of all the women in Scotland, you came upon the same one twice?” he guffawed loudly. “Amazing. And you were absolutely right, William; she is exquisite.

“Aye,” William replied as neutrally as he could. “I was glad to see her again so that I was able to thank her for saving my life. Mayhap that is why I protected her so fiercely on our journey. I feel a debt to the woman.”

“Ah, honorable William, you would,” the earl replied. Then he gave him an odd, lingering look. “Do you, mayhap, have other feelings for this woman?”

William looked him in the eye. “I am married to Northwood, sire, and she is betrothed to you,” he said. “To have feelings for her would be a colossal waste of effort, something I am unaccustomed to.”

“Well I know you, lad,” his liege said. “You have served Northwood and me well. And you will continue to serve Lady Jordan as you serve me. Is that clear?”

William was puzzled at the question. It was an unnecessary one. The earl saw his confusion and waved at him.

“I simply meant that I know you have lost many friends and colleagues to the Scots,” he said. “I should not like to hear that you have discriminated against Lady Jordan in any way, although I know you would not knowingly.”

“She saved my life, sire.” William was confused as to why he even had to explain this. “I would do her no harm, knowingly or otherwise. Have I ever given you a reason to doubt my honor?”

“Nay,” de Longley said firmly, then set his cup down with a thud. “ ’Twas not what I meant, lad, and I apologize if I insulted you. What I meant was that hostility toward my lady is running high…I want you to make sure that one of the knights are with her at all times. I never want her alone, even for a second, for it could be that second that does her in.”

As if he did not already know that. “Aye, sire.”

The earl was fatigued. His exhaustion had fed his paranoia and had made him say all of those unnecessary things to William. He knew that, now that he’d had a moment to think, but he was not a man to apologize. Instead, he rose, signaling to William that the conversation was over. William stood too, stiff from immobility.

“ ’Tis well past my bedtime,” de Longley yawned. “Go get some sleep yourself, William. You have earned it. We shall speak more on the morrow, including the ceremony for Adam.”

“Aye, sire,” William bowed crisply and quit the room.

William did not go directly to his chambers but, instead, checked the posts one last time. His mind was a jumble of thoughts and emotions, and he could not have slept if he tried, so he went about his rounds and hoped the walk would clear his brain.

He ran into Paris walking the inner wall. His second had the night watch and smiled wryly at his captain.

“My lord looks… wrung out,” he commented dryly.

William did no more than shrug and, together, they walked the wall for several silent minutes. The cold dampness of the night settled into William’s tunic but he did not feel it. He seemed to be concentrating on each individual footfall he made. Paris knew he was preoccupied and why, but wisely he said nothing.

“Paris…,” William began slowly.

“Aye, William?” Paris answered lightly.

William felt as if he needed to confide in someone. Whether it was to express his joy or his great confusion, he wasn’t sure. Mayhap he just needed to hear another voice tell him he wasn’t completely out of his mind. Mayhap he needed a trusted opinion. He was unused to dealing with matters of the heart.

“There is a… problem.”

“What kind of problem?” Paris looked concerned.

William stopped and faced him. They were virtually alone on the wall save a few sentries scattered over the compound.

He sighed. “Lady Jordan….”

Paris snorted. “There is no problem there,” he announced with satisfaction. “She will rule the roost before the month is out, although I have doubts as to whether Jemma will survive the week if she does not control her mouth.”

“Paris, you do not understand.” William waved a hand at him to stop his jabbering, his voice dropping to a whisper. He felt as if he were choking on the very words. “I took her.”

It took a moment for Paris to realize what he was saying. Then, his face went slack in slow motion as his astonishment registered in stages.

“You did what?” His voice was an octave lower than his usual speaking tone. “You… you took her?”

With his confession from his lips, William felt as if an enormous weight had been lifted from him yet, at the same time, he felt he had endangered Paris with the very knowledge and felt guilty for it. But what was done was done.

“Damnation, Paris,” he slammed his fist into his open palm with great force. “I love the woman and she loves me and I took her.”

Paris calmly digested the statement. “Do you regret it?”

“Nay,” William returned. “But my shame of betrayal is overwhelming me. I tried to fight the feelings that were growing, God help me, but they were stronger than I was. Had she not returned the feelings they would have been much easier to suppress. I can no longer deny anything anymore.”

Paris smiled faintly. “I was wondering how long it would take you to admit it to yourself,” he said quietly. “I knew. All along I knew. I tried to tell you but you would not listen to me.”

“I could not, should not, would not, but when it came down to it, I fell like Babylon to Alexander,” William said with a hint of disgust. “Do I regret that I love her? Never. But I should not have let it go as far as it has. There is no turning back now.”

They resumed their walk, each man deeply engrossed in his own thoughts.

“Do you think that I am wrong?” William’s jaw ticked. He was never wrong, ever, and to ask Paris that simple question spoke volumes.

Paris did not take the question lightly. “Love is never wrong,” he said. “The timing may not be convenient, but it is not wrong to truly love someone. However, you must be careful. If there is any suspicion at all, the wrath of the earl will fall on Jordan.”

William nodded his head in mute agreement. Paris passed a glance at him to see his expression; it was as stony as always.

“What will happen when de Longley takes her to bed and discovers she is not virgin?” he asked pointedly.

William rolled his eyes in a gesture of pure frustration. “She claims that she will wear a ring with a sharp edge to their marital bed and prick herself on the finger without the earl’s knowledge, then she will smear the blood on the sheets. I cannot believe I listened to her.”

To his surprise, Paris actually looked amused. “She said that? By God, that is an old trick. If done correctly, it will work.”

“God, not you, too,” William moaned softly. “I should never have allowed her to suggest such a thing because I must confess I thought it plausible, too. I cannot believe I was so foolish.”

“ ’Tis too late now, at any rate,” Paris’ amusement was fading.

“Aye,” William conceded. Then he sobered. “When I think of de Longley touching her, it drives me mad.”

Paris grew serious. “Control yourself, man, for if Analiese or Alexander or the earl catch wind of anything unusual, the game is up.”

“There is no game,” William answered snappishly. “I love her and will protect her with my life. If worse comes to worse, then….” He trailed off.

“Then what?” Paris demanded softly.

William looked resolutely at him. “Then I take Jordan and we will go. I do not know where, but we will go.”

Paris raised his brow. “But if worse does not come to worse, will you be content to spend the rest of your life secretly loving your liege’s wife? To know that she will never be yours, and to know that the children she bears, be they yours or the earls, will bear the de Longley name? You are not a man used to compromise, William. I have a feeling this situation will eventually come to a head in any event.”

William was broodingly silent. “You know me well,” he said softly. “Then tell me, my friend, where will your loyalty be? You have always followed my orders over de Longley’s and I have always known you were more loyal to me than to him. But, in faith, if I leave this place, you would be captain in my stead. ’Twould be a hard position to pass on.”

Paris didn’t react. Then, he smiled a slow, knowing smile. William wondered why his eyes seemed to twinkle. “I hear Flanders is lovely in the spring time. I should find it very pleasant living there, serving a mercenary lord and his lovely Scot wife.”

William felt a wave of relief rush over him, although he never truly doubted Paris’ answer. He smiled in return. “You are a loyal fool to the bone, man.”

“True,” Paris agreed. “As are Kieran, Michael, Deinwald, Jason, and the rest of them. I have a feeling that when you leave, Northwood will be searching for an entire officer corp.”

William’s smile faded as he thought of his knights, his loyal vassals; and if the earl only knew the extent of their devotion to their captain. He himself had always known it, but he was nonetheless was touched by the admission.

“I want to thank you, William, for restoring my faith in the frailties of the human character,” Paris went on brightly. “I was beginning to feel quite inadequate next to your impeccable perfection.”

William snorted softly. “I am a weak man.”

The mirth faded from Paris’ face. “William, you are the strongest man I know. And Lady Jordan is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. You two are meant for each other.”

William looked at him and saw his deep sincerity. He dared a brief smile. “She is beautiful, isn’t she?”

“Inside and out,” Paris agreed quietly.

They reached the turret stairs that descended into the bailey below. Without another word or another glance, William descended the stairs. He could sleep now.
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The next day was the beginning of Jordan’s orientation into the world of Northwood Fortress.

The day dawned bright and promised to be somewhat sticky. Jordan awoke from the sleep of the dead just after dawn to the shouts of the sentries changing posts on the wall below her. She lay back on her pillows for quite some time, listening to the courtyard come alive with activity. In spite of her new situation and in spite of the horrors of the previous day, she had never been happier.

In the antechamber that adjoined her room she heard her maids preparing her bath, Scottish burrs intermingled with those of haughty English house servants as buckets of hot water were brought up. Listening to the activity and catching snatches of conversation, she decided to rise and make her presence known. Mayhap the English servants would cease their rudeness to her women when they saw the mistress about.

As soon as she got out of the bed she spotted the remains of her purity on the bed sheet. There was a faded red stain. She felt no embarrassment, only sweet happiness. She realized her maids would see it and decided she would amply explain that her time had come upon her early this month. Surely that would quell any curiosity.

She wrapped herself in her white bed robe and opened the door into the antechamber. A huge copper tub stood over by the fireplace, nearly filled to the run with steaming water. Maggie and Elspeth did a quick curtsy when they saw their mistress was awake and continued to prepare for her bath by pouring lavender oil into the water and laying out scented soaps and a sponge.

“Good morn, lassie,” Maggie said thickly. “Almos’ ready fer yer bath.”

Jordan nodded, running her fingers through her mussed hair.

“No hurry. I am still waking up.” She cast her eyes to the half-open door of the smaller adjoining chamber. “Has Lady Jemma returned?”

“Nay, mistress,” Maggie said.

Jordan tried not to let her concern show. She wondered what had delayed Jemma’s release and prayed fervently that Jemma had not landed her own self on the rack with her big mouth again.

As if in answer to her prayer there was a knock on the door. Elspeth opened it to find a glowering Jemma standing in the jamb.

“Jemma.” Jordan exclaimed and ran to her. “Come in now.”

It was then she noticed Kieran and Paris standing behind her cousin. As Jemma moved silently into the room, Jordan was left standing in the doorway facing the two knights. She wasn’t sure if she should thank them or chase them away, so she settled for the less violent of the two options.

“My thanks for releasing Jemma,” she said.

Kieran’s eyes followed Jemma until she disappeared from view. “Thank the captain, my lady,” he said. “ ’Twas his doing.”

Jordan nodded. “Very well, then. I shall when I see him.”

When they did not leave immediately, she glanced over her shoulder to make sure Jemma was not in the room before stepping out into the hall and closing the door softly behind her.

“Was she…treated well?” she asked hesitantly. “Nothing has been done to her, has it?”

“Nay, my lady,” Paris answered. “She is unharmed, although I must say that Lady Analiese is in a fury over it. Alexander is still demanding satisfaction for the insult he was delivered, so I would advise you to keep your cousin in check. If she wants to retain her pretty hide, she had better control her tongue, at least until their anger has cooled.”

Jordan nodded solemnly, relieved than Jemma had not been touched in any way. Even though William had told her he would not harm her, the situation might have changed since last night. She thanked the knights and they bowed gallantly.

She called softly to Kieran as he descended the stairs behind Paris. Like an eager pup, he bound back up the steps and to her side.

“My lady?” he responded.

She smiled at him. “I am sure Jemma was glad to see ye this morn, even if she neglected to say so.”

He almost blushed. “Simply doing my duty, my lady. Sir William asked me to return her to her rooms.” He looked as if he wanted to say more, but stopped himself.

Jordan eyed the man. Stubborn as Jemma was, she would probably never give gentle Kieran a fighting chance to woo her. She decided that Jemma needed some help.

“Kieran,” she purred mischievously. “Jemma thinks ye’re handsome. She told me so. I know she was glad to see ye.”

He did blush then, running his finger along his collar of his tunic as if he thought it was too tight. He struggled with his composure for a moment before she took mercy on him.

“I just wanted ye to know,” she told him. “She is a stubborn, willful wench but she has got a heart of gold and could make God himself laugh. Do not be put off by her demeanor.”

She went into the room and shut the door. In the vacant corridor, Kieran grinned broadly and shook his fists triumphantly in the air. The smile split his face in two as he descended the stairs two at a time.

Jordan went to Jemma’s smaller bed chamber, noting that her cousin was already moving to undress.

“Are ye all right?” she demanded earnestly.

Jemma looked angry and tired. “Aye, my body is sound,” she replied. “But I have a greater hatred now for the English than I ever had before.”

Jordan began to help Jemma strip off the heavy silk. “I am sorry,” she apologized. “Had I not returned Analiese’s insult, ye might not have felt the need to offend Alexander. I know ye were only defending me.”

Jemma shrugged out of the dress. “He deserved it, Jordi, and I dunna regret the insult for a moment. Just as I told yer precious captain.”

“He came to ye?” Jordan asked.

“Aye, this morning before the sun was up, he was standing in my cell with a tray of porridge and ale,” Jemma replied. “He stood there while I ate the whole thing, asking me only once if I regretted my words. Big brute, he is.”

Jordan stiffened. “What do ye mean he is a brute? Did he try to harm ye?”

“Nay,” Jemma was out of her undergarments and standing stark naked. “I meant that he is so big he seemed to fill up my entire cell. He never lifted a hand nor raised his voice, but I felt…I felt a-feared of him just the same. The man has a power about him that none of the other knights do.”

Jordan smiled faintly. “Not even Kieran?”

Jemma lifted her eyes to meet her cousin’s. “Kieran is larger than the captain, but he does not radiate the same presence. ’Tis difficult to explain, but in the cell I actually felt safe and frightened at the same time.”

Jordan knew exactly what she meant. She stood up and put her arm around her cousin’s shoulders. “Come on, lass,” she said softly. “That tub out yonder is big enough for the two of us.”

They bathed each other and dressed carefully. Jemma selected one of Jordan’s yellow brocade surcoats with shortened sleeves while Jordan opted for a pale green silk that matched the color of her eyes. The bodice clung to her like a second skin while the full skirt cut away to reveal snatches of an ivory satin sheath. She pulled the front of her hair back away from her face and secured it with a crystal clip, leaving the back falling softly to her waist.

Jemma looked at herself in the mirror. “This dress is too long, too,” she observed. “Can ye see about getting me some dresses made?”

“Aye, I was thinking on it just now,” Jordan agreed. “I shall ask the earl when next I see him.”

Jordan went to the window and inhaled deeply the rapidly warming air. “I think we shall go for a walk this morn,” she said decisively. “I would see this kingdom I am to be countess over.”

“But what about the incident yesterday?” Jemma reminded her. “Do ye think it wise to go out so soon?”

Jordan cocked her eyebrow. “I will not be a prisoner in the castle,” she told her. “I intend to meet the people and show them that they have nothing to hate. Might as well start today. Are ye coming?”

“Ye know I am,” Jemma said.

Jordan gathered her handkerchief and moved to the door. “Let us see who my watchdog is today,” she remarked passingly, then glanced at Jemma. “And I expect the best behavior from ye, no matter what might be said or done. Understood?”

“Aye,” Jemma said as if she was insulted by the question.

Adam stood in the hall with three men-at-arms. His fair young face lit up when he saw Jordan open the door.

“My lady,” he greeted with a bow. “How may I serve you today?”

Jordan smiled at the young man. “Are ye to be my sitter today?”

“Aye, my lady,” Adam had a nice, soothing voice. “I have the pleasure.”

“Good,” she said. “We wish to go for a walk and see Northwood.”

A shadow of a doubt crossed his face. “I must make sure it will be all right with Sir William,” he said politely.

Jordan put her hands on her hips. “It will be, and I am going at this very moment. You may wait here in the hall and guard an empty room as ye wait for a reply, or you may come with me now.”

He could see her determination and was not quite sure how to handle her bullying. But, as a gracious knight, he bowed to her wishes and within minutes Jordan and Jemma were out in the morning sunshine, followed closely by Adam and the three soldiers.

The day was bright and warm and wonderful and Jordan’s mood was light and happy. Jemma kept up a steady stream of chatter, but Jordan could see that she was preoccupied. It did not take a genius to figure out that she was looking for Kieran. Jordan listened to her loosely, keeping her own eyes open for William.

The last time she had seen him was after he had made love to her and she wondered with a nervous stomach if he had regretted the action after he’d had time to think over it. She was divided between being thrilled to see him and apprehensive of the same. Would he still feel the same? She did, with all her heart. She hoped he would, too.

They met up with Deinwald and Michael. As they were exchanging pleasantries with the knights, Kieran snuck up behind Jemma, poked her in the arm, and nearly scared the wits from her. He smiled broadly as she called him every name she could think of.

“Ah, so I see that a night in the cellar has done nothing to subdue your wild tongue,” Deinwald commented with a scowl. “What will it take, banshee? A few days on the rack or in the cold room?”

Jemma’s mouth opened into an outraged ‘O.’ “Who asked ye, Deinwald? I dunna recall even speaking to ye, so keep out of my conversations.”

“Aye, Deinwald, do shut up,” Kieran agreed. “I was enjoying the tongue-lashing.”

Michael and Deinwald exchanged meaningful glances, definitely reading a sexual connotation into Kieran’s statement. Kieran saw their looks and narrowed his eyes warningly, slugging Michael full on in the chest with the back of his hand to emphasize the threat. Fortunately, Jemma and Jordan were oblivious to the plausible sexual innuendo.

With the knights in a semi slug-fest, Jordan ignored them and pushed on with her cousin. Jemma again picked up the conversation where they had left off and Jordan continued to listen absently. It took her a moment to realize that Kieran, Michael and Deinwald had joined Adam and the soldiers, turning their little group into quite a procession. She had to smile; they certainly were hell-bent on protecting her.

They passed the tanner’s shed and Jordan engaged the man in a conversation. At first, the ruddy man was hesitant to talk to her, especially with four huge knights standing directly behind her, but he loosened considerably when she began to praise the quality of his work. Jordan knew little of tanning and asked the man many intelligent questions until he was eagerly taking charge of the conversation, showing her his wares and explaining techniques. The dialogue ended with him promising to make her a fine pair of boots and she thanked him graciously.

The group moved on. They passed the blacksmith and the carpenter. Deinwald himself gave her the tour of the blacksmith’s shack, his arrogant manner causing the stocky blacksmith to shake his head in irritation. The more Deinwald talked, the more the man would shoot him sardonic glances. Deinwald glanced over his shoulder at him once or twice in response to Jemma’s giggles, eventually realizing what went on. As they left the shed, Deinwald retaliated by pinching the great draft horse the man was shoeing in the arse and the horse nearly bolted through the wall.

Jordan was making a deliberate point of stopping and speaking to the workers, commenting on their labor and asking thoughtful, keen questions. It wasn’t long before they responded to her openly, as if she did not speak with a thick burr. There were a few that were less friendly than others, but no one was openly hostile and that relieved her greatly. She realized that it was because her escorts were silently threatening each and every one of them behind her back, but she didn’t care. As long as it gave her a chance to talk to them, she figured she could do the rest on her own.

She wanted them to see the woman, not hate the Scot. Even if she knew nothing about their trade, she was intent on learning. She was bent on making acquaintance with these people, to let them see their future countess and to allow them to see she that she was not their enemy.

They wound their way around to the rear of the fortress where the kitchens were. Children dashed about, chasing each other and playing games Jordan smiled. She liked children and she hoped they would give her a chance to be their friend, too.

A group of small ones passed too close to Deinwald and he barked angrily at them. They scattered like rabbits, save one little girl who fell down in her panic. She sat on the ground whimpering as she nursed a scraped knee, her big blue eyes filled with tears as she looked up at Deinwald. Jordan rushed to her, dropping to her knees beside the little girl.

“There, there, lass,” she said soothingly. “Let me see it.”

Sniffling, the little girl let her see the scrape and Jordan smiled reassuringly. “Is that all?” She drew out her handkerchief and brushed away the dirt and dabbed at the little bit of blood there was. “All better. See?”

The girl looked at the small wound, letting Jordan’s gentle touch ease the sting. Once, she stole a glance at the beautiful lady, thinking that her dress was prettier than an angel’s and she smelled good, too. She felt special that the lady was paying attention to her. She wasn’t quite so scared of the knights with the lady protecting her. When Jordan smiled at her, she returned it.

“What’s yer name?” Jordan smoothed away a stray lock of dark hair.

“Mary Alys,” the little girl replied with a heavy lisp.

“How old are ye, Mary Alys?” she asked.

“I shall be five years next week,” the girl replied. “How old are you?”

Jordan smiled broadly. “I am twenty years. Old, is it not?”

The little girl shrugged and they both giggled. Then Jordan rose and pulled the child to her feet, brushing off her simple and rather dirty dress.

“Here, Mary Alys, take this,” she pushed her silk handkerchief into the small hand. “I might not see ye on yer birthday and I want to make sure ye have a gift.”

Mary Alys looked astonished at the beautiful cloth. “For me?” she gasped.

“Aye,” Jordan said. “Take good care of it, lass.”

Mary Alys’ smile was as bright as the sun. “Oh, thank you, lady, thank you!”

They were all smiling when Mary Alys bound off, including Deinwald. Jordan turned around, her smile vanishing when her eyes fell on him.

“Yer a nasty brute, Deinwald Ellsrod,” she scolded.

He hid his smile and tried to pretend indifference to her statement. “If it pleases my lady.”

“It doesna,” she snapped. “Get out of my way.”

Turning her nose up at him, she showed him her back and marched away. The other knights and Jemma smiled broadly and followed.

Somewhere between the buttery and the smokehouse they picked up Corin, Lewis and Jason. It looked like a line of trees following the two young women, certainly an unnecessarily large escort. Had Jordan stopped to think about it, only William, Paris, Ranulf and Marc were missing. But she was paying more attention to the newness that was Northwood.

They stopped at the cold house and the old woman there offered them all wedges of ‘green cheese,’ which were a soft cheese with herbs and bits of onion mixed in. Only Jordan and Jemma took delight in the treat. The knights stood silently behind them, content to watch the two beautiful women happily stuff their mouths. It had been a long time since any of them had seen beauty this fair and they meant to enjoy it.

Jordan had no idea how long William had been standing behind them. When she caught sight of him, her expression must have given away her surprise because the knights and soldiers looking at her swung around with incredible speed. They knew before they even turned around who was there and what trouble they were in for.

William’s expression was unreadable. He stood with his legs braced apart, arms crossed over his chest casually. He eyed each and every man deliberately. Jordan almost smiled and asked him to join them, but she realized that William was angry. His body or his face did not give him away, but she knew just the same.

“I was wondering where all of my knights had gone,” he said mildly.

Jordan could feel the tension in the air. The stiff bodies in front of her told her that indeed they were in a hell of predicament, although she wondered exactly why. They hadn’t been doing anything but escorting the ladies on their walk. Then, of course, all of the possible reasons for his anger flooded into her mind; the men were neglecting their duties in order to follow her and Jemma about like guard dogs. She knew that whatever punishment they received, it was her fault.

She handed Jemma her cheese and pushed her way to the front of the group, right in front of William. It almost looked as if she were going to try and bodily protect them from William’s wrath.

“ ’Tis my fault, sire,” she said earnestly. “I insisted on going for a walk and out of the kindness of their hearts, they accompanied me.”

He looked at her and she was nearly physically impacted by what she saw in the dark angry eyes.

“This is no casual stroll, my lady, it is a herd of sheep,” he said evenly. “If you were, mayhap, being attacked by thirty Scots the odds would be even, but that is an unlikely event in the bailey of Northwood.”

He might as well as slapped her in the face. His comments stung her and her initial reaction was to back away, but she did not. She felt responsible for the actions of the knights and she would not back down in their defense.

“That would be an unlikely event in any case, considering the cost of peace,” she shot back quietly. “These men meant no harm, sire, and yer assessment that nine men could fend off thirty Scots is both arrogant and untrue. I do not appreciate having my kinsmen so blatantly insulted.”

She caught a flash of softening in his eyes followed by a larger flash of anger. This William before her, the hard and cold commander, was not the William that had made such sweet love to her last night. This was the William she feared and on occasion, despised.

“I was not attempting to insult anyone, simply stating a fact,” he said.

She inhaled deeply and stiffened. Several vicious retorts sprang to her mind, but she could not force one of them from her lips. She was deeply hurt by his remarks. Why did he have to be so bloody complex? What had started out as a plea for the knights had now turned into a personal battle between the two of them.

“I willna forgive ye for that,” she whispered, turning her back on him. “Come, Jemma.”

“Hold, madam.” It was not a request but a direct order.

’Twas not the wisest move to keep walking, but she did. She was angry and upset, and her whole day was ruined.

“One more step and I will truss you up until I have finished dealing with my men,” he said in a low voice.

She almost kept going. But, in a flash of sanity, she realized that he would do exactly that and she did not want to be embarrassed any more than necessary. For that reason, she stopped, with Jemma beside her, and turned to face him angrily.

He knew she had stopped but didn’t look at her. Instead, he was focused on his men.

“Deinwald, since you seemed so well-versed with the blacksmith’s trade, you may assist the man this afternoon when he shoes all of the destriers.” Deinwald didn’t even flinch and William continued. “Michael, I am sure Hilda here could use your help transporting goods from the cold house for the next week. And Corin and Lewis must be very good at milking cows since you were both so familiar with the buttery.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “Adam and Jason, I believe the stable master could use your help for the rest of the week, which leaves me with Kieran. You are already charged with Lady Jemma and doing a fine job. In fact, I believe you could handle the household servants with as great an efficiency. Considering Lady Analiese has her hands full planning an engagement party and a wedding, I believe I have just granted you the title of interim chatelaine.”

They were cut to the bone, insulted, degraded, stripped of their knightly dignity. Jordan was sick for them, but strangely saw none of their humiliation in their faces. They looked at William as if he were talking about the weather. They dispersed themselves without being dismissed. Kieran brushed by the ladies long enough to reach out and pull Jemma along with him.

William watched them until they had all disappeared from his view. Then, he went to Jordan.

“Walk with me,” he said.

“Nay,” she returned coldly.

He looked long at her. “I am growing weary of hearing that word come from your lips.”

She continued to glare at him, his insulting words rolling back and forth in her mind. She was so mad she was afraid to say anything more to him.

“I dunna wish to walk anymore,” she explained with embittered control. “I would return to my rooms.”

He continued to gaze impassively at her. “I will gladly return you after you accompany me.”

He was fueling her anger. “I have no wish to accompany a man who openly insults my heritage and then refuses to apologize.”

She heard him sigh sharply. “Jordan, do not fight with me. Just do as I ask. Walk with me.”

She considered balking once again, but relented reluctantly and together they walked across the compound, through the inner gates and into the outer bailey.

He led her outside the great wall of Northwood, across the drawbridge that lay over the stinking moat. She tried not to look at the sludge when they passed over for fear she would see something that would cause her to lose her recently eaten cheese. She briefly wondered if he were taking her far away so he could yell his head off and no one would hear him.

He took her elbow and led her through a bank of trees and across a small field to a lovely little lake. The smell of wildflowers were thick in the warm air and she could feel sweat beading on her back from the humidity.

He let go of her and walked to the edge of the lake, taking in the scenery. He was trying to think of a way to delicately phrase the news he bore, but had come to the unalterable conclusion that there was no easy way. She was already riled, which didn’t make matters easier on him.

“There is no simple way to put this, Jordan, so I must tell you bluntly,” he said finally. “I have just come from a meeting with the earl, the viscount, and Analiese. They have decided that Northwood would be better off without Jemma within its walls.”

Jordan’s anger fled, the void filled by complete horror. Her face went white. “What are ye saying, English? They mean to kill her?”

He turned to her. “Nay,” he assured her. “They simply mean to send her back to Langton. ’Twas a compromise of the earl’s choosing; Analiese still wanted her flogged but relented under the condition that Jemma be sent back to Scotland.”

Jordan was overwhelmed. “How can that bitch still be concerned over the events of last night?” she demanded. “She started it, all of it, yet Jemma is being punished? ’Tis not fair.”

“Jemma is not the earl’s daughter,” he replied quietly.

Jordan’s face was a mask of disbelief and anguish. She simply stared at him as if she could not believe what she was hearing.

He gazed back at him, compassion filling his eyes. “I am sorry, love. I really am. I tried to defend her.”

“Then there is nothing I can do?” she begged quietly. “Nothing I can say that would change his mind?”

William shook his head. “Nay,” he replied. “He is set. She leaves on the morrow.”

She looked away from him, turning back to the lake but not seeing it. She was completely flabbergasted.

“I shall be all alone,” she murmured.

“You will not,” he said firmly. “You will have me.”

She looked at him, knowing he meant well. But he did not understand.

“She is more than my cousin and my lady-in-waiting,” Jordan insisted softly. “She is Scot. She is the only other Scot for miles. We have been together since we were bairns, English, and I dunna want to give her up, not now. And she and….” she trailed off, unsure if she should verbalize her thoughts further.

He came to her. “I am listening. Continue.”

She shook her head. “Nothing,” she said, then put her hand on his arm. “Only when ye send her home…have Kieran take her.”

He understood all too well and realized that he would be dealing with another matter of the heart when he informed Kieran of the orders. God, why did everything have to be so damn complicated?

She was watching him, her mind wandering from Jemma to her encounter with William last night. He seemed to be returning to the William she loved, not the captain who irritated the hell out of her.

“Do ye have any regrets?” she asked softly.

He looked confused. “About what?”

“Last night,” she whispered.

The change that came over his face was miraculous and her heart was filled with a wild sense of happiness. She knew instantly that all of her worries were for naught.

“Nay,” he whispered. “And you?”

She shook her head. “Never. For as long as I live.”

He smiled gently. “I could hardly sleep last night. I have grown accustomed to holding you and it was not the same at all. I fear I shall face many nights like that.”

“I slept, but I must confess I was disappointed not to awaken to yer face,” she said. “Is that why ye were so harsh on yer knights? Because ye had no sleep?”

“Hardly,” his stiff demeanor returned. “I was harsh with them because they were sorely neglecting their duties to follow you around like dogs going after a bitch in heat.”

She scowled at him. “What an awful thing to say.”

“ ’Tis the truth of it,” he insisted, then his eyes trailed to her surcoat. “You look delicious in that dress. In fact, it is an almost indecent dress the way it clings to you.”

She’d never given that aspect any thought. Bewildered, she looked down at herself. “ ’Tis my favorite dress.”

“And mine,” he said with a cock of his brow. “In fact, it emphasizes your magnificent figure to the point of distraction.”

Her head came up and her eyes narrowed at him. “Is that what ye think? That I dressed a-purpose this way to distract yer knights?”

He gave her an impatient look. “I think no such thing. However, even if you did not mean to, you had my knights acting like stud stallions. I was harsh with them because they knew better. They acted as if they had never seen a beautiful woman before.”

She looked at him a moment, studying his features as he spoke. Then her eyes narrowed and she gave him a crooked smile.

“Ye were jealous,” she accused.

His face hardened. “That’s ridiculous, Jordan.”

“So ye were not jealous?” she demanded, insulted. “Look me in the eye, English, and tell me that ye were not consumed with jealousy when ye saw yer knights trailing after me. Tell me.”

He looked her right in the eye. He tried to force himself to deny it, but he realized that he could not. She was right; of course. He had been jealous. He hadn’t understood that until this very moment. He’d probably noticed it at the beginning but convinced himself that it was not a contributing factor to his anger.

When he didn’t answer right away a slow smile crept onto her lips. He saw it and it inflamed him. With a muttered curse, he pulled her against him and descended on her lips in a bruising kiss. She giggled as his mouth came down on her again and again, sucking the breath right out of her.

“Does that answer your question?” he asked huskily.

She smiled a victorious, seductive smile. “Ye were jealous,” she repeated because she could scarcely believe it.

He rolled his eyes and buried his face in her neck. “Oh, very well, I was indeed,” he snapped without force. “Next time I shall dispense with the punishment and simply kill the bastards.”

She laughed jubilantly, closing her eyes at his passionate touch. His hot tongue was licking, probing, tasting until she was gasping with arousal. His mouth was making her mad, his hands driving her wild as they caressed her breasts firmly. A slow warmth was spreading through her limbs and she knew she had to have him now or die.

“Now, English,” she said raggedly, licking his ear. “Can we… can we do what we did last night?”

He groaned low. Latching onto her hot mouth, he gathered her into his arms and disappeared into the cover of the trees.

She did not know how long he had been kissing her or how far he had walked until he set her down and pushed her against a tree. His breeches went down around his knees and her skirts went up around her waist. Lifting her up, he braced her back against the trunk and drove hard into her. Jordan cried out and he immediately stopped.

“My God, Jordan, I have hurt you,” he breathed. “I should have been mindful that…,”

She put her fingers over his mouth. “Nay, love, ye dinna hurt me,” she murmured. “ ’Twas my passion answering yers.”

He studied her face hesitantly as if he did not believe her until she smiled and began to kiss him as she had never kissed him before.

He pounded into her, scraping her back against the tree bark but she did not feel it. Even if she was a bit sore, she was consumed with the scalding friction he was creating, the erotic sensations he was causing to happen within her. She clung to him, the sweetness of him filling her, his power overwhelming.

She was so aroused that her passion peaked quickly and when he felt her throbbing begin, he could not help but answer with his own. His hands were squeezing her buttocks, pulling her against him, driving in as far as he could go as he released his seed deep into her womb with a grunt of satisfaction.

His face was buried in her neck and her arms were tight about his head. They stayed in that position for a small eternity as birds sang overhead and wind softly whistled in the trees, heart rates slowing and the feeling of bliss covering them like a blanket.

Jordan was completely content. She wished they could remain as they were forever, with no earl, no Northwood, no England and no Scotland. She didn’t want to share him with anyone or anything. She had found her life and her love and knew she would not be content to settle for anything less. She wondered in the years ahead how strong her sense of duty would be to prevent her from casting everything aside and running away with him.

Her legs were cramping and she shifted a little. William pulled his face from her neck, his gaze devouring her. She smiled and ran her hands along his stubbled jaw.

“God, you drive me insane with desire,” he said huskily. “I should not have taken you so roughly.”

She flashed her white teeth. “I dinna mind, English.”

It didn’t matter that she was completely new to the world of intercourse; all she knew was that she liked it. She liked the way he made her feel.

He kissed her once, twice, and let her gently slide to the ground. He fastened his breeches quickly and helped her with her dress, picking pieces of bark off her back.

“We must go back lest someone comes looking for us,” William said regretfully.

He took her arm and they began to walk back toward the road. As soon as they broke through the trees they were met by several peasants preparing to go into the woods and do some hunting. William said a silent prayer at their sense of timing, passing Jordan a glance that reflected her very thoughts.

There was more traffic on the road in and out of Northwood than there had been earlier and Jordan curiously observed the people, the comings and the goings. Whereas Langton fairly remained closed most of the time, Northwood kept her gates open and did a good deal of business. She was intrigued.

“With Jemma gone, I will not have a lady-in-waiting,” she broached their previous subject, hoping that if she pleaded enough he would approach the earl on her behalf. She truly wanted her cousin at her side, now more than ever.

“The earl is sending to London for a lady from the queen,” he told her. “Since you are to become an English countess, he feels that a court lady will be able to help you with the intricacies of such a life. Jemma would be no help to you there.”

Jordan looked surprised. “I dunna want a court lady,” she said insistently. “Those pasty-faced wenches with their stiff dresses and their kissing diseases. I want them nowhere near me.”

He almost choked with laughter but one look at her face told him she was serious. “Kissing diseases? Where did you hear such information?”

She frowned. “Pah, English, everyone knows that the queen’s ladies are nothing but high-bred whores. Is that the type of woman you would have for my companion?”

“High-bred whores?” he repeated to himself, amused, then spoke louder. “In spite of your opinion, I am sure the queen will select a proper mentor. If I feel she is not, then I will send her back.”

“What of the earl?” she questioned.

William shrugged. “He will listen to me.”

The opening she was looking for. “Then ask him not to send Jemma home. I need her, English.”

He looked at her and knew she had trapped him. He sighed low in frustration. “Mayhap tonight. I will see how his mood rides,” he said. “But it is not just him; it is Analiese.”

“I saw how she looks at ye, English,” Jordan said with a bit of jealousy. “If ye were to throw a pretty look in her direction she would most likely relent. Oh, please, wunna ye try for me?”

He made a wry face at her. “Jordan, you have no idea what you are asking,” he said flatly. “Analiese has been…well, she’s been sorely trying my patience for years. To put it bluntly, she wishes my favors. If I were to show her the least bit of kindness, there would be no end to it.”

“As much as that thought distresses me, I will beg ye again,” she said. “Please, English? For me?”

He glanced down into her wide green eyes. He would move the sun and the stars for her without as much as a blink of an eye. The battle for him was lost the moment she asked him to begin with and the rest of the conversation was a futile attempt to not seem so devoted to her will.

“Very well,” he said, looking up to the ramparts as they passed through the gate. “I will see what I can do.”

She beamed. “Thank ye, English. What would I do without ye?”

“Fortunately, madam, you will never have to find out,” he replied quietly. There were ears about.

The outer bailey was jammed with peasants going about their tasks. Jordan watched as a man with a cart loaded with bundles of fabric passed before her and she clapped her hands in delight.

“Oh, I must look at that!” she exclaimed, running to the man to stop him as William followed close behind.

He divided his attention between watching her happily inspect the goods and keeping his eyes roving about the bailey, watching for anything threatening. ’Twas a habit he had long had. He looked up and caught Paris looking down on him from the top of the inner wall. They did nothing more than nod at each other, but he knew Paris was also vigilantly searching the crowd for any hostility on Jordan’s behalf.

Jordan. He looked at her as she inspected a pile of topaz-colored silk as if it were a prize stallion. Every movement was fluid, every expression filled with a thousand words. The more he watched her, the more he realized that Normandy was indeed a fine place to live. As much as he loved Northwood, he loved her more. He’d always loved her, from the moment he had first seen her. There was never any doubt in his mind.

He was amazed that this small, delicate woman had the power to make him forget everything that was important to him until he realized that the only thing of true importance was her. He had been a soldier all of his life. He had an auspicious reputation that he had obtained through the sheer act of doing, not because he had set out to earn a name for himself. Although he was proud of his reputation and everything he had achieved in his lifetime, it was empty and meaningless without Jordan to share it with.

He sighed, bracing his legs apart and crossing his arms over his chest. He was the epitome of strength and power, of perfect knightly skill. He had not one flaw in the world except her. He had feared that his love for her would make him weak when, in fact, he felt omnipotent.

“Sir William.” her voice snapped him out of his train of thought. When he looked at her she smiled and pointed to two bolts of material. “Will ye see that these are taken to my rooms?”

“Aye, my lady,” he looked over his shoulder and, seeing two of his soldiers nearby, let out a shrill whistle from his teeth and motioned them over.

With the material en route to her chambers, they resumed their walk back to the inner bailey. Ahead of them, they saw Deinwald; his tunic-less torso gleaming magnificently under the late morning sun. He was leading William’s destrier to the blacksmith’s lean-to. He did not see William or Jordan as they walked behind him.

Jordan watched the back of his shaggy blond head. “Ooch, he’s the worst,” she said. “He will probably punch me in the nose for getting him in trouble.”

William watched Deinwald, knowing the man’s thoughts on Lady Jordan far better than she did, and punching her in the nose was the last thing on his mind. He ignored her statement because she knew full well his knights brought their punishment on themselves, as he had told her before.

“His backside and my destrier’s look quite alike, don’t you think?” he remarked.

She burst into giggles and playfully slapped his arm. He tried to maintain a stoic face, but in faith, he liked to hear her laugh.

“They sway the same way, too.” His right hand mimicked the sashay of the animal.

“Stop!” she snickered. “Poor Deinwald, being compared to a horse.”

“Just a moment ago he was going to punch you in the nose and now you defend him,” he shook his head. “Are you always such a paradox, my lady?”

She shrugged lightly and smiled at the ground. Then she stopped.

“Oh, look,” she said, and bent down and picked a small purple flower that was growing wild amidst all of the dust and muck. “A violet,” she stood and half turned to him, holding it up. “My Aunt Lilith says that…”

A high-pitched whistling interrupted her statement a split second later than William did. He knew the sound all too well but only had time to put his hands on her arms before she was hit in the shoulder by a force so violent that she slammed into him, knocking him off-balance. At the first horrified glance, William thought the arrow had hit her in the back of the neck.

Jordan honestly wasn’t sure what had happened. All she knew was that the pain was unbelievable, radiating from her shoulder down her back and into her arms. She tried to stand up straight, tried to talk to him, but his arms were around her and he was yelling orders louder than she ever thought it possible for a man to yell.

Her shoulder and arm felt wet and warm and she realized it must be her own blood she felt. Her last coherent thought before blissful darkness claimed her was, Sweet Jesu,’ another Sassenach throwing boulders…?

William had Jordan up in his arms before she even had a chance to go limp. Paris had practically jumped off the wall and was at his side, along with Deinwald and nearly every other knight save Kieran and Marc. But they were coming, William knew, for they had heard the battle cry.

Paris held out his arms. “Give her to me.” he demanded. “Let me take her into the castle.”

“No, damnation!” William snarled. “I will do it.”

Paris had taken care of quite a few more battle wounds than William and was quite competent. He sent Corin for Byron and tried again.

“William, she needs that arrow removed immediately,” he said with controlled urgency. He did not like the look in William’s eye. “Give her to me now. Please.”

William looked at him, and Paris was almost physically impacted by the pain he read in the depths. William was struggling with fear such as he had never known. He was terrified that if he let go of Jordan he would never see her alive again. But the terror lasted only a few short moments until his years of training took over.

William knew Paris was more experienced with battle injury. Rigidly controlling himself, the hardest thing he ever had to do in his life was hand Jordan into Paris’ waiting arms.

Paris fled to the keep. William resisted the urge to run after them as he turned to his men, now joined by the rest of his knights. Around them, the courtyard was quickly becoming a chaotic mass.

“The arrow must have come from the north tower of the keep from the angle of it,” he said, his composure returning quickly as he became the captain again and not the panicked lover. “Deinwald, take some men and cover every inch of the northeast tower and the wings below it. Kieran, Adam, Marc, to me. The rest of you with Deinwald.”

Broadswords were in hand as they raced to the entrances that would lead into the keep. Once inside, they split up and began a systematic search of the keep and adjoining turrets.

At least three dozen men-at-arms joined them in their quest. Heavy bootfalls echoed through the rooms and corridors as they secured the four-storied keep room by room and nook by nook, leaving nothing undone or unsearched. Even an unfortunate servant using the garderobe was rousted. Doors were thrown open and people were terrorized as the knights searched for a killer.

With Deinwald in charge, it was a loud and rough operation. He was exceptionally efficient and possessed a cunning and tactical mind, but his manner, as always, left something to be desired. He scared more than one servant woman into tears and had Michael corral everyone they came across so no one could escape interrogation. As William swept in from the west side of the keep, Deinwald swept in from the east so they could bottle up any assassin hiding in or fleeing from the north tower.

William was quieter and more efficient in his investigation than Deinwald’s loud actions, but he was by far more brutal. Not only did he have Kieran detain anyone they came across, but he had the man bottle them up in a small windowless chamber that was usually used for storage. Worse, the room was completely dark, so those who were being detained were existing in utter blackness.

There were reasons for his behavior, of course. He had become unforgiving and cold, an efficient machine of a man whose sole purpose was to discover who had injured Jordan. He was fairly certain that if he discovered the unfortunate knave he would run him through before words of accusation could escape his lips. With every step, he was becoming more and more determined to kill first and talk later. He didn’t even want to know why they did it; he already knew and his punishment would be swift.

At some point, they ended up on the fourth level of the keep near the north tower. Marc was on the third level guarding William’s prisoners while Kieran and Adam were flanking William in his search. They could hear Deinwald nearby, yelling at someone, and they knew their search was drawing to a close. Whoever had done it must either be trapped or in their custody. There were only two rooms left at this level. They were closing in.

William threw open the door of the first room, entering sword first. It was a bedchamber, normally used by guests, and he sent Kieran to the last unsearched chamber while he and Adam tore the chamber apart. A wardrobe was ripped to shreds and still they found nothing. As they were preparing to upturn the bed, they heard Kieran’s shout from the next room.

William and Adam raced next door. As they neared the chamber entry, they could see Deinwald and Michael running at them from the opposite direction. William was through the door first, spying Kieran over near a second doorway that led to a small corridor between chambers, normally used by servants. As William approached, he could see that Kieran was crouching beside a prone body. He had a dagger in his hand.

William pointed at the corpse. “Who is it?” he asked. “Did you do this?”

Kieran shook his head as he rolled a man, dressed in the clothes of a man-at-arms, onto his back.

“He was dead when I found him with this dagger stuck in his ribs,” he replied, holding the dirk aloft to show William. Then he threw a thumb over his shoulder, back into the servant’s passage. “Someone had propped him up just inside the door and when I opened it, he fell out.”

William surveyed the body, the room, and the rather elegant dagger before returning his attention to the corpse. “I do not recognize him. Do you?”

Kieran nodded. “I have seen him,” he said, peeling the man’s tunic apart as he began to search him. “I do not know his name.”

Deinwald eyed the corpse closely. “I do,” he muttered after a moment. “His name is Scully. His brother was killed last year in the same battle that nearly killed William. This man was a troublemaker.”

William glanced up at him. “Enough to make an attempt on a Scotswoman’s life?”

Deinwald could only shrug. “Perhaps,” he replied. “Surely this does not surprise you, my lord. It could have been this man, or another man, or any number of them. I fear this will not be an isolated incident.”

Kieran, who had been searching the dead man’s tunic and clothing, suddenly pulled forth a necklace from inside the man’s undergarments. As he held it up, they could all see that it was a gold necklace with large, rough-cut emeralds. It was an exquisite piece and Kieran looked at William, puzzled by the trinket.

“This is not the usual possession of a soldier,” he commented.

William stared at the jewelry. “Nay,” he said slowly, “it is not, but it is the possession of a woman of some wealth.”

Kieran said what they all were thinking. It was far too obvious. “A woman that perhaps does not want a new stepmother?”

William looked at Kieran for a moment, their gazes locking before emitting a grunt of disgust and realization.

“Aye,” he muttered. “A woman like that. I did not believe her capable of stooping to that level but I suppose anything is possible. Pay a man enough, a man who recently lost his brother to the Scots, and he will do her dirty work.”

Kieran handed William the necklace. “What will you do?”

William stared at the very expensive piece of adornment. He didn’t have an answer. Without another word, he turned on his heel and left the room, leaving his men in stunned and repulsed silence.


CHAPTER TWENTY


Jordan came out of her haze when Paris laid her upon the bed. She could hear Jemma crying and struggled out of her unconsciousness to reassure her cousin.

“Be still, my lady,” Paris’ voice was soft but firm. “You must lay still.”

“What had the bloody bastards done to ye this time?” Jemma cried, rushing to the other side of the bed to better see her cousin.

Paris grabbed Jemma’s arm and pulled her away from the bed. When she opened her mouth to scream at him, he clamped his hand over it. The look in his eyes frightened her.

“Be still, Jemma,” he growled. “If you want to stay in this room then you must be still and quiet and do as I say. Otherwise, I will physically remove you. I will not have you upsetting Jordan. Do you understand?”

Something in his tone told her that he would stand for absolutely nothing but blind obedience. She nodded once and he removed his hand. Calmly, they both returned to the bed.

Jordan was wide awake, her right hand touching the shaft that protruded from the top of her left shoulder.

“An arrow?” she gasped as she met Paris’ gaze.

“Aye,” he took her hand away from it. “I must remove it. Lady Jemma, will you find me all of the clean linen you can get your lovely hands on, please?”

Jemma, her eyes wide with fright, obeyed without a word. Paris took his dagger and tore away the material from around the wound, baring her entire left shoulder, arm, and the top of her breast. His expert fingers gently felt over it, his touch as soft as a baby’s but Jordan whimpered anyway, frightened, as she closed her eyes and turned away.

A lone tear trickled down her temple. She was sickened by the arrow in her shoulder, crying from the shock of it more than the pain.

Sympathy clutched at Paris’ heart. It was a good thing William wasn’t in here, making his job more difficult than it already was. He wondered angrily what in the hell was keeping Byron.

“Did you enjoy your walk this morn?” he asked pleasantly, trying to get her mind off the object in her shoulder. “I saw that you obtained some new material.”

Her eyes opened. She looked so pale and fragile and lovely lying on the pillow. Tempting, too, but he chased that thought away as quickly as it came.

“Aye,” her voice was shaking. “I was going to have some new dresses made.”

Jemma dashed back into the room, dumping a load of linen on the bottom of the bed. Paris glanced at it.

“Good,” he said to her calmly and patiently. “Now go into the hall and see if you can see Byron coming.”

He did not want her in the room when he removed the arrow. Jemma nodded nervously and fled. As soon as she was gone, he slammed the door behind her and went back to Jordan. Smiling down at her, he braced one leg on the bed and firmly grasped the shaft of the arrow.

She paled when she realized what was coming. She nodded as if giving him silent approval to continue, unconsciously putting her right hand on his, fluttering delicately against him. It could have been a most erotic action, under different circumstances.

“Swiftly, Sir Paris,” she whispered and turned her head away. “I shall be grateful.”

He gave her no time to prepare, no time to wonder when the stab of pain was coming as he gripped the shaft and yanked it straight up, straight out.

Her scream cut him to the bone. She began to cry loudly as he slapped the linen over the coursing blood, pressing hard and trying to hold her still with his other hand. She gripped his arm, her nails biting into him in her anguish.

“It is all over, sweetheart,” he whispered, listening to her sobs. “It is all over now.”

She continued to cry and his heart was breaking for her. Leaning down, he touched his forehead to hers in a silent gesture of comfort. He had to do what had been done and his only regret was that it had caused her so much pain. He knew exactly how she felt.

Jemma burst into the room, shrieking when she saw the bloodied arrow on the coverlet. Paris was practically lying on top of Jordan, trying to comfort her and staunch the flow of blood and keep her still at the same time. She shrieked again and ran to the other side of the bed.

“What can I do?” she demanded wildly. “What help do ye need?”

“Where is Byron?” Paris’ head came up to look at her and Jemma swore she saw tears in his eyes.

“I saw him coming up the stairs,” she stammered.

“Then there is nothing you can do right now,” he told her, looking back down at Jordan. She was quieting. “Your job will come after he has tended your cousin.”

Shaken, Jemma backed away and collapsed in the nearest chair. Watching Paris tend her cousin as gently as a mother tends a baby reformed many of her negative views toward him. Mayhap he wasn’t so bad, after all.

Byron, tiny and bald in flowing black robes, descended into the room and spoke a few short words to Paris, who reluctantly pushed himself off Jordan to allow the little man better access. He began to dab this and wipe that, digging into his bag and bringing out strange vials. Jemma watched curiously as he and Paris conversed over the wound, the severity, and Jordan’s health.

It began to occur to Jemma that mayhap all English weren’t as bad as she had always been led to believe. Certainly, Kieran wasn’t bad. And William was more than kind to his cousin. And now, Paris and Byron were working over Jordan as if she were a blood relative. Mayhap all English were not that bad. It was strange to think that when all she had ever done was associate the English with pain and hatred.

That day, Jemma grew up, just a bit.
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Jordan was sleeping by the time William went to her rooms. It was late in the afternoon and the smells of dinner were wafting in the air through the bailey, making the dogs whine.

Paris was still there, as was Jemma. Deinwald and Michael stood vigilant watch in the hall, and William dismissed them from the duty as he entered the chambers. Paris greeted him in the antechamber.

“How is she?” William fired at him.

“She sleeps,” he was told. “Byron gave her poppy for the pain and it knocked her out cold. Tell me what you have found out. Michael and Deinwald said you found the would-be assassin.”

William proceeded to brief him on everything they had discovered and everything he suspected. It was not a pretty tale. When he had finished, Paris did not look the least bit surprised.

“I always knew the girl was a petty little bitch but I never believed her to be a murderess,” Paris said quietly.

William nodded, feeling his fatigue catch up with him. It had been a long day. “I must see Jordan now,” he said, moving past his second. “We will discuss the strategy of what to do about it later. But for now… I need to see Jordan.”

He proceeded into the next room. In the dark and warm bedchamber, Jemma was seated in a chair next to the bed, a piece of needlework in her hands. She glanced up at William.

“Sir knight,” she greeted him.

Had he not been so concerned with Jordan he would have done a double-take at Jemma’s sweetly polite tone. He leaned over the bed, putting his palm on her forehead, her cheek.

“No fever,” he whispered. His gaze lingered on Jordan’s sleeping face a moment before glancing at Jemma. “You are excused for dinner, Lady Jemma. I shall take the watch now.”

Jemma stood up. “I am not hungry, truly. I would rather stay.”

He looked at her sharply but saw she was not arguing, simply stating her preference.

“You have been here all day,” he said, not unkindly. “Go and take some nourishment, then you may return.”

“If you will allow me to escort you, my lady.” It was Paris from the doorway.

Jemma looked indecisive for a moment before slowly setting her work down and moving for the door. When Paris offered her his arm with a standoffish look, as if he expected her to slap him, she made a face at him and snatched his elbow firmly.

“I willna bite, ye silly goat,” she snapped.

Paris smiled; he liked the banter they had developed. In fact, he quite relished sharpening his skills against her formidable insults.

“Ah, that is the Lady Jemma I have grown to know,” he said approvingly. He laughed when she screwed her face up.

When they were gone William bolted the door and went back to Jordan’s bed, collapsing slowly into the chair Jemma had occupied. His eyes never left Jordan’s pale, sleeping face.

Suddenly, it hit him all at once; the arrow, the attempt at her life, the blood, his fear… everything. He closed his eyes as if to block out the surge of emotions that welled within him, his eyes stinging with what he knew to be tears. He could not remember when he had last wept but he knew the pang to be the beginnings.

Her hand lay limply by her side. He collected it reverently into his big fists, holding it up against his forehead as if he were praying over her. He squeezed his eyes shut, drawing strength from her warmth, her pulse. She was alive, thank God, and he was relieved to his soul. ’Twas a frightening thing to come so close to losing something he loved so completely, that it left him shaken.

He felt weak, like a frightened little boy. He was torn between being angry for the scare and so damn thankful for her safety that he was prepared to do a lifetime of penance for it.

He hated Analiese with a passion he had never known. His natural urge was to seek vengeance, but his common sense ruled his mind. And, under no circumstances, was Jordan to know who had made the attempt on her life. He raised his head, staring at her sleeping face and putting her hand to his lips. God, he loved her.

She twitched and rolled her head, her eyes slowly opening. They rolled back in her head a couple of times, indicative of the potency of Byron’s poppy potion before she was able to focus long enough to see him sitting there, looking at her.

“English,” she whispered, concerned. “Why are ye crying?”

He hadn’t realized he had been. Then he felt a drop hit his flesh as he held her hand to his lips and realized that he had been crying the whole time he had been sitting there.

“Because I could have lost you,” he whispered hoarsely. He didn’t know what else to say.

She smiled weakly and gave his hand a gentle squeeze. Then her eyes closed and she drifted off again.

There was a knock on the door an hour later. William rose from the same position he had been in since his arrival and opened the door.

Jemma stood in the door way, flanked by Kieran. They were both solemn and quiet. William stepped back and allowed them entrance. To Jemma, he looked dazed.

“How is she?” she asked him.

“She sleeps,” he replied.

“The earl is on his way up, William,” Kieran said. “Mayhap you… you should not be here.”

William looked at his third-in-command, his mind clearing somewhat. Nodding shortly, he quit the room without as much as a glance in Jordan’s direction.

He didn’t even stop to think as to why Kieran suggested he should not be in her room; it never occurred to him that he knew about their relationship. They all knew, and fortunately they were thinking, where William was unable to for the moment.

As on the battlefield, they were sworn to protect and serve him always, even in unfamiliar matters of the heart.
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Jordan was so hot. The sun was mercilessly beating down on her, roasting her alive. She tried to put up her hands to block the rays but every time she did something would slap them back down.

“No, you fool! Jordan’s running a fever and she’s delirious,” Jemma she yelled.

Fear surged through him like a bolt. He nearly ran Jemma over in his attempt to get to Jordan’s room.

She lay atop her bed covers, her face flushed. She was still for the moment but in case she should start to thrash again, he saw that her other maid was standing at the ready next to the bed.

William dropped beside the bed, his hand on her forehead. His heart sank with anguish; she was on fire. “How long, Jemma?”

“I awoke a half hour ago and she was sweating rivers. I dunna know how long she has been like this,” she replied.

He stood up. “We’ve got to cool her down.”

He went back through the antechamber and jerked open the door. There were three men-at-arms, trusted men, standing watch. William snapped orders to them rapidly; one to get the tub, one to get Byron, and one to send Paris to him. The men scattered to do his bidding.

Back inside the bed chamber, Jordan had begun to thrash again. He heard Jemma call out and ran to the bed, pushing her out of the way and grabbing Jordan’s flailing arms. She screamed something in Gaelic and he tried to soothe her, feeling so utterly helpless. He could think of nothing more than to pull her against him and pin her arms, whispering comforting words in her ear and praying she would hear him.

But Jordan was not about to be pacified so easily; she screamed and yelled and twisted about with strength he had never before seen in a woman. Yet he kept a constant stream of gentle words, hoping that somewhere deep in her delirium she would calm down.

His face was by her head. She felt him and, angrily, head-butted him so hard she split his lip and her scalp. He snatched her by the hair, holding her head still and all the while still speaking gently. Eventually, her struggling became less and less to the point where Jemma approached and dabbed William’s lip with a soft piece of soft linen. After a few more moments of tussling with her, she went limp once again.

“She is burning up,” he whispered to Jemma.

Jemma nodded, her eyes wide with fear. What if Jordan died? She could not even fathom it. She was frightened to the core.

The tub arrived and instantly the soldier, the two maids and Jemma were filling it with buckets of tepid water while William continued to hold Jordan’s hot body tightly in his arms. Paris arrived shortly thereafter and began driving the servants and Jemma like an Egyptian slave master.

“Damnation, where is Byron?” Paris ranted, kicking over a bucket that had been left on the floor.

William was holding Jordan, pressed to him like a rag doll, her head laying on his shoulder. He didn’t respond to the tirade. When the last bucket of water went in, Paris chased the soldier out and tore off his cloak.

“Get her in here, William,” he said quickly.

Jemma almost mentioned that her cousin still wore her linen shift, but stopped herself. Jordan would not like to be stripped naked in front of two men, even in her current state, so even if she were only a thin nightshift, ’twas better than nothing at all.

William gathered Jordan to him and took her into the antechamber where the others waited. Everyone positioned themselves around the tub as William held her out over the water.

“She’s not going to like this one bit,” Paris remarked, leaning over to better assist William.

He was right. The moment her over-heated body touched the water, Jordan stiffened and shrieked like a banshee. He dropped her right into the tub, up to her neck in the water and became completely soaked holding her down in it. Paris, on the other side, took the brunt of the splashing. It was no time at all before the entire floor of the antechamber, as well as the occupants, were soaked to the skin.

Jordan screamed and cursed and fought against Paris and William. She was babbling in Gaelic the entire time and they could not understand a word of it, but William kept talking to her, hoping she would become rational enough to understand.

“What is she saying, Jemma?” Paris sputtered as a big splash of water hit him in the mouth.

Jemma shook her head. “Something about demons. She thinks ye are demons come to get her.”

Jordan’s struggling weakened and she began to weep. William wanted to take her in his arms and soothe her fears away, but the cold water was doing her good. The fever had to come down.

The door opened and Byron blew in, glancing at the residents but not uttering a word about the state the room was in. He set down his bag and moved to Jordan, putting his hand on her forehead.

“She’s hot,” he stated the obvious. “I can give her something to take it down. Then I need to get a look at the wound again.”

He administered a potion made from boiled willow bark, a task that was most difficult, considering Jordan would have no part of it. But between Byron and William, they managed to force down a good portion of it.

“There,” Byron said quietly. “That should help the fever. Now let’s get her out of there.”

William lifted her out, water cascading from her all over his leather breeches. Byron wanted her out of the wet shift, so William held her while the maids and Jemma stripped off the see-through fabric and placed a fresh surcoat on her.

At first, Jemma was vehemently opposed to William holding onto her naked cousin, but she had to relent when she realized they needed his strength to help them. Jordan had passed out cold and was total dead weight in his arms.

It took all three of the women to peel off the wet garment, but even as Jemma stripped off the shift, she made sure that she covered Jordan’s private parts with a large piece of linen that also served to dry off her skin. William almost laughed; if Jemma only knew that he had done more than just look at her privates.

Dry and back in the bed, Jordan started coming around. William tensed when he saw her moving again, preparing for another go-around, but her eyes opened and she focused lucidly on him.

“English?” she whispered.

He stood over the bed, trying not to show any more emotion than was absolutely necessary, but it was damn difficult. “Aye, my lady?”

“What…what are ye doing here?” her voice was no more than a baby’s whisper.

“Ye’re sick, Jordan,” Jemma stood next to William. “Ye were delirious. Sir William was the only one who could control ye.”

“What happened to yer lip, Jemma?” Jordan demanded, off the subject. She still wasn’t completely sound of mind.

“Nothing, Jordi,” her cousin replied.

“She cut herself shaving,” Paris quipped from behind William.

Jemma shot him a nasty look, fighting off a smile. Jordan looked thoroughly confused by everything.

“I must get to sleep,” she said. “I am exhausted. Got to go to town tomorrow, ye know. Will ye go with me, Jemma? Or are ye going back to Langton?”

Jemma looked confused but, thankfully, did not think anything of the remark. William had yet to tell her of her fate and had not the desire to get into it with her tonight. Still babbling, Jordan faded off once again.

Lord de Longley came to Jordan’s chambers near noon the next day. His old face was wrought with worry when Deinwald opened the door to admit him, and he pushed directly into Jordan’s bedchamber.

William, Paris, Byron and Jemma were still there in various positions all over the room. William stood by the long windows, gazing out over the courtyard. When he glanced at De Longley he was glad that the man had not come any earlier. He had been beside her bed all night; ’twas the first time he had moved from the chair to catch a breath of air. Somehow being across the room from her made him look a little less concerned, mayhap a little less suspect.

But every time he looked at her his heart was squeezed a little tighter and he was closer than ever to losing his sanity.

De Longley went to the bed, gazing sadly on Jordan’s blond head.

“How does she fare?” he asked no one in particular.

“Her fever rises and falls,” Byron said. “But she weakens.”

De Longley looked at the physician. “Is she dying?”

Byron shrugged. “I hope not, sire. But I have done all that I can.”

De Longley looked back at her. He did not want her to die. How in the hell was he going to explain her death to the king? With a curt nod, he quit the room and left Lady Jordan’s fate to the angels.

The day dragged on and still Jordan did not awaken. Twice more they were forced to submerge her in cool water and Byron had taken to lancing the wound every hour, then packing it with healing herbs and mud to draw the poisons out. The willow bark potion kept her fever from going wild, but she could not shake it and she was weakening steadily. William was falling deeper and deeper into despair.

It was near dusk when Byron bent over her, examined her again, and straightened wearily.

“Captain,” he said quietly. “You might want to consider sending for a priest.”

William, leaning against the far wall, went rigid. Paris, knowing what was coming and unable to stop it, chased Jemma and the maids from the room on a hastily thought-up pretense. Once they were gone, what William said or did would matter little to Byron.

“She is not going to die,” William said through clenched teeth.

Byron looked at him. “A precaution, my lord.”

“Nay.” William boomed. “I will not hear of it. She’s going to live, do you hear me? I will not allow her to die.”

Paris stepped in. “Be reasonable, William. Think with your head and not your heart. If Byron says she needs a priest, then mayhap we should summon Father Sutton.”

William’s hands shot out and he grabbed Paris by the tunic, slamming his best friend into the wall so hard that the entire room shook. He continued to hold him there, gripping him so tightly that his knuckles were white.

“I said no,” he seethed “No priest. She’s not going to die.”

Paris was a little startled by the violent motion but did not fight back. Byron, for his part, had just received confirmation of what he had already suspected; William was in love with the fair maiden. He’d heard the rumors. Now he saw they were justified.

“William,” Paris said helplessly. “I am not wishing her dead by suggesting a priest. Surely you know that.”

William looked long and hard at him. The longer he looked, the more despair and anguish he felt. Paris gazed mildly back at him, afraid to say anything more lest he get his teeth knocked out. After a moment, William released his friend.

“Get out, both of you,” he growled. “Byron, leave your medicaments. I shall tend to her myself.”

Not the best idea, but the other two could do nothing more than comply. Byron shrugged and moved for the door while Paris lingered.

“What if de Longley asks for you?” he wanted to know.

“To hell with de Longley,” William snapped. But he forced himself to calm, turning to Paris. “Tell him I have retired to my chambers and am not to be disturbed. Tell him anything. Keep Jemma and the maids out of sight so he will think that they are with her. I have to do this, Paris. I cannot stand by and watch her die. If she does…if she does, I have to know that I did everything in my power to prevent it. She saved my life once. ’Tis my turn to return the favor.”

Paris clapped him on the shoulder sympathetically before moving through the antechamber and to the front door. He paused a moment before leaving.

“Should you need me, my lord, I shall be right outside,” he called. Receiving no answer, he quit the room and paused wearily in the hall outside.

William didn’t even realize when he had left. His focus was entirely on Jordan. God, he was exhausted.

He spent all night bathing and tending Jordan, doing exactly what Byron had been doing. She remained unconscious although he talked to her constantly, hoping beyond hope she would hear him. Twice his voice began to crack from pure grief, but he forced himself to overcome and continued on as if she was sitting up responding to him as she always had.

But eventually the chatter died down. During the quiet lull he would sit next to her and tell her stories of his squiring, of his life in Wolverhampton before he came to Northwood. He spoke of his mother, something he had never done before with anyone. But she could not hear him, anyway. He would stroke her hair, swab her limbs to keep her cool. Once he even took to tickling her foot to see if she would react. It was the last desperate act of a man drowning in sorrow.

He refused to believe she was dying. True, she was weak and her wound was raging with infection, but she would pull through. He had seen men hurt far worse recover. She simply needed rest and Byron’s potions and she would be fine, and when she had recovered fully he would take her to Normandy and they would live out the rest of their lives together.

He had kin in Normandy; in fact his great-great grandfather had been a general for William the Conqueror, the man of his namesake. He had been named for the man who had confiscated England from the Saxons. Aye, he would return to the land of his roots, but just as soon as he would convince himself that she would improve, he would take one look at her ghostly face and his hopes would plunge all over again. ’Twas a vicious, unending cycle.

Toward dawn her breathing slowed dramatically and he was seized with dread; he knew her time was drawing near. He was grief-stricken with the fact that there was nothing more he could do for her. He would go to his grave knowing he had done everything possible but it was a bitter pill to swallow for him. He was unused to defeat of any kind, and he thought it bitterly ironic that with all of his strength and skill, he could do nothing more for her. If he thought ordering her to live would have done any good, he would have done so.

But there was nothing more to be done. Still there was one more thing he could do for her; she would not die alone. Fighting off a scream of anguish, he pulled off his boots and crawled into bed beside her, drawing the coverlet over them both and gathering her into his arms tightly as if he could hide her from the death that was coming to claim her.

Tears came to his eyes and his throat constricted painfully. When the tears found their way down his cheeks, sobs came. He pulled her tighter as if he could will his life-force into her. His heart was breaking and he could not stand the thought that he was going to lose her. All he could do was hold her and tell her over and over again how much he loved her.

Somehow, she was limper than she had been before, but was still breathing. Strange that she didn’t feel so hot anymore, but it was probably because her life was slipping away and all of the energy was gone from it. He closed his eyes tightly, pressing his face into the top of her head.

“Do not die, Jordan,” he wept quietly. “Do not leave me. I love you more than my own life.”

He had been awake for nearly two days. Without realizing it, without wanting to, he fell asleep with Lady Jordan cradled in his arms.
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William awoke in the bed and found himself alone. Seized with a panic, he bolted from the bed like a man possessed.

“Jordan.” he yelled hoarsely. “God, no. Do not take her. Paris….”

He surged into the antechamber only to be met by Paris steadying him, gripping his arms fiercely.

“Keep your voice down,” Paris hissed. “You’ll wake the whole damn castle.”

William almost tore Paris’ arms off. “Where is she?” he demanded.

“She is here,” came a soft and decidedly tired female voice. “She is here and she is famished. I thought ye’d never wake up, English.”

Had Paris not been holding him, William would have collapsed. He turned with sheer disbelief in the direction of the voice and was overwhelmed to see Jordan sitting in the high-back arm chair, wrapped in a soft blue robe with her feet resting on a cushioned stool. She was pale and wan, but she smiled at him and he came apart at the seams.

The next thing he realized he was on his knees in front of her, his face buried in her lap and gripping her legs as tightly as he could. He was deathly afraid that he was dreaming. Jordan stroked his dark hair weakly with her good arm, smiling down at him.

“Come, now, English,” she said softly. “Ye dinna think that I would truly leave ye?”

His head came up and his hands were all over her face, her hair, touching her body to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.

“Are you real?” he whispered raggedly. “I thought you were dead.”

She closed her eyes at his touch, too weak to respond with much else. “Nay, not dead,” she whispered. “Though I think I was at one point, but I kept hearing yer voice. I tried to follow it, hoping I would find ye. Next thing I knew I awoke in yer arms. Paris was leaning over ye and quite surprised to see me. He thought I was dead, too, and had come to pry me from yer arms.”

William’s mind was reeling. He looked at Paris, then back to Jordan again. He was at a loss for words. He wanted to hug her desperately but knew she was too weak to handle it.

“My God,” he breathed. “I hope I am not dreaming. I still cannot believe that you are actually alive. ’Tis too unbelievable.”

“For me, as well,” Paris interjected gently. “I came in here fully expecting to find you holding a corpse and as soon as I bent down to remove her, she looked at me and smiled. I nearly fainted.”

He looked at Paris then. “Why is she up?” he demanded, recovering somewhat from his shock. “She should be abed.”

“Because I asked him to bring me in here to allow ye to sleep,” Jordan answered for Paris. “I was fairly sore from lying in bed for two days. It feels wonderful to sit up, although I am as weak as a new babe.”

He looked dubiously at her, then turned to Paris again. “You should not have allowed this.”

“What was I to do?” Paris lifted his hands in a gesture of defeat. “She demanded it of me twice and then threatened to get out by herself if I would not help her. I assure you, she has done nothing but sit here for six hours.”

“Six hours?” William mumbled, running his hand through his hair. “Damn, how long have I been asleep?”

“About seven hours,” Paris replied. “ ’Tis a little after the nooning meal.”

William looked down at Jordan, his heart singing with happiness again now that he knew she was not going to disappear before his eyes. “Have you eaten anything at all?” he asked.

“A little,” she said. “But I was hoping we could sup together.”

Paris smiled. “And I shall be happy to personally retrieve your meal,” he said. “But I must warn you, ’twill be difficult to fight Jemma off if she sees that you are strong enough to eat. She is desperate to see you.”

“Fight her off as long as ye can,” Jordan looked lovingly up at William. “I wish to be alone with my knight.”

They were lost to the world, seeing and hearing only each other. Paris slipped quietly from the room, feeling happier and lighter than he had in years.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Jordan recovered rapidly over the next few days, eating well and begging to be let out in the sunshine with every other breath. The earl came to visit her several times a day, usually with Adam when the lad wasn’t standing watch outside her door. He was pleasant with her and thankfully kept his visits short. His show of concern touched her.

William tried not to be with her every minute now that she was recovering, but it was difficult for him. When he wasn’t with her, his mind was on her and it made it hard to concentrate on his duties. Yet with the passing days it was easier to focus knowing she was going to be well again. He knew she was almost fully recovered on the fourth day when she tried to seduce him, laughingly and playfully, but he fought her, although it had been extremely difficult. He promised her that there would be time enough for that later.

The knights, one by one, had taken turns watching her door and alternately sitting with her. It became obvious to Jordan that they thought she had been as good as dead, too, and she was pleased to see how relieved they were.

By far the knight who spent the greatest amount of time with her was Deinwald. He would come and read to her, sometimes all afternoon. She would fall asleep on him and wake up to find that he was still sitting next to her. He would not speak much of himself, but he read her the entire book of Plato’s Critias, a valuable part of the earl’s substantial library. Even gruff, crusty Ranulf came to see her every day. She took it on as a personal challenge to see if she could get him to smile at her, and she always won.

Jemma still had not returned to Langton. The earl decided that Lady Jordan had been through enough trauma and he would not add to her distress by sending her one and only lady-in-waiting back home. He did, however, write to the queen regarding obtaining a court woman for Jordan, and the answer had come back rapidly that a woman was on her way. Jordan didn’t know who was more apprehensive over that; her or Jemma.

Jordan had not seen Analiese or Alexander since the first day she had arrived. Neither one had so much as sent a message to her the entire time she had been in the infirmary, but she was not upset by it. If they wanted to ignore her, then so be it.

Remarkably, Jordan found herself alone in her rooms on the sixth day of her recovery. She was feeling much stronger and managed to get herself up from bed, albeit slowly, and make her way stiffly to the window. Her shoulder was wrapped tightly but she could move her arm and hand a little. The pain was there but bearable. She inhaled deeply of the sweet summer air; she relished it. She was happy to be alive.

She wore a robe of quilted gold brocade, a gift from her future husband. She ran a careful finger over her shoulder, wondering if she would ever feel comfortable wearing off-the-shoulder surcoats again with the ugly purple scar exposed. But she comforted herself in the fact that the scar was next to her neck on the thick of the muscle and easily covered by hair worn loose. It was silly feminine vanity, but a concern nonetheless.

As she inspected the feel of the healing wound, there was a knock on her door. It was only a courtesy, of course, for no one ever waited for her to open it. They simply barged in. She smiled warmly as the earl, followed by William, entered her bedchamber.

“Great Gods.” the earl exclaimed. “What are you doing out of bed?”

“Enjoying the day, sire,” she replied, then her eyes found William and she greeted him. “Sir William.”

As William acknowledged her with warmth in his eyes, the earl went to her and took her gently by the arm.

“I will not stand for this, my lady,” he led her back over to the bed and practically forced her to sit. “You must rest until you have regained all of your strength.”

“But, sire,” she begged. “I feel much stronger, truly, and I would be ever grateful if ye would allow me to go out in the sunlight, if only for a few moments. ’Twould help me recover faster, I know it.”

De Longley was weakened by the pleading. He looked doubtfully at her before glancing at William.

“What say you, Captain? Should I allow it?” he asked.

William shrugged, his eyes twinkling at Jordan. “I must agree with Lady Jordan, my lord. The fresh air will do her good. Besides, she is ready to tear down these walls and I cannot say that I blame her.”

The earl nodded after a long, thoughtful moment. “Very well,” he said to William. “Take her outside but do not let her feet touch the ground. And do not keep her overlong. Take Lady Jemma and a few of the knights if you wish. Hell, make a parade of it. Lord knows she deserved a celebration for surviving a nearly mortal wound.”

“Thank ye, sire,” Jordan said, excited she was actually going to be able to go beyond these four walls with William.

“My pleasure, my lady,” the earl replied. “But, in faith, that is not why my captain and I are here. This coming week will be one filled with events and we wish to brief you on what is coming. First but not foremost, my son, Adam, will begin his knighting ceremony at dusk tomorrow. As you know, this will go on all night until the morning when Sir William will receive him into the brotherhood.”

Jordan nodded her understanding. “Of course, my lord,” she said. “I am thrilled that your son is finally to be knighted. ’Tis a proud thing.”

The earl sat heavily in the chair next to her bed. “I have also received word that the king is in York and wishes to know just precisely when our wedding will be so that, if time permits, he may attend.” When Jordan looked surprised, he went on. “I have, therefore decided to push the wedding forward. We shall hold an engagement party in five days, followed two days later by the actual wedding. Can you be prepared for the wedding in a week?”

Now he asks, Jordan thought dryly. “Of course, my lord,” she said. “My dress is ready now.”

“Good lass.” The earl stood and looked at her, his expression softening just a bit. “I know a great deal happened in such a short time, especially in lieu of your condition, and I am sorry. I hope it will not tax you overly.”

“Nay, my lord,” she shook her head. “We Scots are a strong lot.”

His eyes crinkled at the corners. “Very well,” he pointed a finger at William. “Remain with her and see to her needs, I will see you later.”

“Aye, sire.” William followed him from the room and closed the opened the door for him.
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In the corridor outside of Lady Jordan’s chamber, pale blue eyes watched the earl as he left Jordan’s bedchamber and descended the stairs. The eyes narrowed; William had not come out. Because of that, it would be foolish to try anything with him standing guard over the Scottish slut.

And then there was the problem of the men standing guard outside of her chamber, men more loyal to William than to the family. It had been easy to slip the Welsh archer a necklace that belonged to Analiese to be Lady Jordan’s would-be assassin. The spoiled young woman wouldn’t miss the jewelry, anyway. She had enough of it.

Even after the archer had been killed to keep him from talking and Lady Jordan had survived the attempt, the infection that followed nearly claimed her. But not quite.

The blue eyes blinked thoughtfully. The whore certainly had her hooks in dear, sweet William. Could the knight not see that? Was he so blinded by her beauty that he could not see what an abomination the woman was?

No matter, though. The bitch would be done in one way or the other, before or after the wedding made no difference. Just so long as she was out of the way and William was free of her clutches.

’Twas the true problem it was. William was attracted to her. That realization fueled a rage of jealousy that would not be banked. With that jealousy he was willing to do almost anything.

The blue eyes smiled. There would be another time, another chance, and another window to slip in and destroy her. True, no one would ever suspect who the culprit was, and with a little luck the blame would fall completely on Analiese.
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Jordan was dressed in a soft pink linen surcoat and shift that brought some color to her pale cheeks. Cradled in William’s arms as he carried her across the bailey, he was astonished at the number of people that stopped to wish her good health or tell her that they had paid the priest to pray for her. Even the tanner had left his shed to rush over to her, two half-finished boots clutched in his hand to show her.

Jemma, Kieran and Michael were accompanying them to the small lake beyond the outer wall. Jordan had insisted that that was where she wanted to go, so with very little resistance, William complied. Kieran carried a basket full of food and Jemma had brought a large blanket to spread. Jordan wished that it would have been her and William alone, but was nonetheless happy for the company.

She held onto William’s neck, careful not to pass him any meaningful glances, but now and again her fingers would stroke the back of his neck and he would respond with a slight squeeze. With the sun bright above her and the air light, not sticky as it could be, she was deliriously happy.

As the small group moved through the outer bailey, Jordan noticed a group of children rushing toward them. She smiled, recognizing little Mary Alys at the head of the group but wondering what they were doing so far from the kitchens. The children knew they were not allowed near the front gates. She also knew that William was bound to see them and hoped he would not be too harsh.

The children drew closer. Mary Alys, beaming a missing-tooth smile, walked boldly up to William and he nearly ran her down. He glared down at her and opened his mouth, but Jordan put her fingers to his lips to stop him.

“Sir William, this is my friend, Mary Alys,” she said quickly. “Hello, Mary Alys. What do ye have in the basket?”

“I brought you a prethent,” she announced with her delightful little lisp.

“A present?” Jordan slipped from William’s arms, though he kept a firm grip on her. Her legs were still like jelly. “Mary Alys, I am so touched that ye would think of me. What is it?”

Mary Alys fumbled with the cloth covering the basket. “We heard you were thick,” she said with her heavy lisp. “I wanted to give you a prethent to make you feel better, but the tholdiers would not let me in the cathle.”

Jordan cast a long look at Kieran and Michael before looking back down at the little girl. “Well, now, here I am,” she said. “What do ye have for me?”

Mary Alys drew forth the treasure, a tiny ball of fluff. It mewed loudly and Jordan saw that it was a kitten. She laughed in delight, taking the animal from the child’s hand.

“A kitten.” She was thrilled, cuddling the cat to her cheek happily. “Oh, Mary Alys, what a wonderful gift. I do feel much better, thanks to ye.”

The little girl’s face threatened to split in two with the width of her smile. “You were nice to us, lady. You are the nicest prettiest lady we have ever had here.”

An older boy tugged at Mary Alys’ arm, pulling her away. Jordan smiled and patted the child on the head. “Thank ye so much, Mary Alys,” she said. “I shall take good care of my kitten.”

The children dashed away, leaving Jordan and Jemma cooing over the tiny creature. The knights were smiling openly as well, appearances be damned. Hell, there had been so little to smile over lately.

“I take it you intend to keep this hairy rat?” William demanded with feigned sternness.

Jordan cradled the little animal to her neck. “Of course I do, English,” she made little kissing noises to the kitten. “Isna he wonderful?”

“Hmm,” he pursed his lips. “Very well, then. Come and let us take the rat with us to the lake.”

“M-mayhap we shall see if he can swim,” Michael said thoughtfully.

Jordan and Jemma cried foul, making the knights laugh.

“Ye’ll not touch my kitten, Michael de Bocage,” Jordan insisted. “Or I shall ask Sir William, my protector, to soundly thrash you.”

“He can try,” Michael mumbled for Kieran’s amusement.

William heard the comment as he lifted Jordan into his arms again. “For that, man, you may choose your weapon. We duel come the dusk.”

“Then I choose the cat,” Michael said. “I shall get it wet then throw it on you.”

William shook his head, fighting off a grin. He was amazed at how much lighter moods had become since Jordan had recovered. It was as if everything was right in the world once again.

Jordan was cuddling the kitten happily and he glanced down at the thing. It was purring madly in her hands, vibrating against his breastplate.

“How does it do that?” he wondered aloud.

As Jordan grinned at him, a shout from the parapets interrupted them.

“William.” It was Paris, high on the wall above them.

The group slowed long enough for William to yell back at him. “Aye?”

Paris beckoned to his captain. “Give the mistress to Michael. I need you a moment.”

With a curse only Jordan heard, he passed her to Michael and bade them continue. He would join them shortly.

Up on the wall, Paris met William and motioned for him to follow. William followed Paris to the northwest corner of the outer wall where several soldiers were already standing, straining their eyes to see in the distance. William, too, became lost in the focus, watching the horizon for several minutes.

“Incoming riders,” he said to Paris. “They are flying a banner but I cannot see it as of yet.”

Several minutes passed as the tiny dots grew into three riders, two of them flying banners. When the banner colors became clear, William turned to Paris.

“Harringham,” he said. “The men are in armor and the banner is warped.”

Paris nodded, his thoughts the same as William’s. “There must be trouble.”

William simply nodded, shouting orders to the soldiers on the outer wall, calling orders over to Ranulf on the inner wall, who in turn got his men moving.

William descended the turret stairs, pausing only long enough in a small room that he and Paris used as their private armory to don strategic portions of his armor. Luke, ever near the armory, was there and assisted the two knights with the heavy pieces. As the lad latched on the greaves, or shin armor, William turned to Paris.

“Get the men assembled,” he told him. “If Harringham is sending for assistance, then there is no telling what has happened.”

Paris snorted in agreement, slapping the latch where his breastplate met a portion of the backplate. “Hell, The Lyceum holds as many soldiers as we do,” he said. “Do you suppose that old Earl Coe became bold and tried to attack him again? Foolish, considering Harringham is an avid military fanatic.”

William restrapped his sword. “He calls Captain de Lara ‘Marc Antony’ and has driven the man to drink with it. The old fool believes himself to be Caesar.”

Paris smiled in agreement, although they both respected Lord Harringham’s military knowledge as well as Captain de Lara’s. They were strongly allied with Northwood and, between Northwood and the Lyceum, covered nearly fifteen miles of the border with Scotland.

Scots, however, weren’t William’s concern. As Paris had mentioned, Lord Harringham was in a bitter feud for land rights with a neighboring earl named Coe. The earl had a sizable force and raided the serf villages of Harringham every chance he got, as well as launching full-scale attacks on The Lyceum itself. William was interested to know if Harringham had finally had enough of Earl Coe and was going to request Northwood’s assistance in ridding him of the man once and for all.

By the time William reached the outer bailey, the riders were being hailed entrance. Upon closer inspection, William was distressed to see that the men were beaten and disheveled. He approached the lead rider, the one with the tattered banner, and gripped the reins of the horse.

“What goes on?” he demanded.

The man saluted William wearily. “Captain de Wolfe,” he was out of breath. Lord Harringham requests your forces. The Lyceum has been attacked, sir. Captain de Lara was killed in the first wave.”

A hush settled over the soldiers of Northwood. William’s face was impassive as always.

“Who attacked you?” he asked calmly.

The man let out a sigh of pure frustration. “Scots, my lord. Hundreds of ’em. It started right after sunup. They were wearing their hunting plaid so they blended in with the forest. ’Twas difficult to see them sneaking up in the dark.”

William heard a female voice, two of them, coming in through the outer gates directly behind The Lyceum’s soldiers. Kieran and Michael were bringing Jordan and Jemma back into the keep, having seen the riders enter themselves. Both women were protesting loudly and it did not take a trained linguist to pick out their heavy Scottish accents.

The soldiers from The Lyceum instinctively stiffened, drawing their swords and jerking their mounts around to face the incoming Scots. William reached up and dismounted the soldier he had been talking to as easily as if the man were no more than clothes stuffed with sawdust.

Paris jerked the other hapless man from his horse while the third man was effectively disarmed and halted by Marc. When William glanced up from the stunned soldier, he saw that Deinwald had put himself between the mounted soldiers and the women; his face was set as William had ever seen it. The ladies, however, were well protected behind the human walls of Michael and Kieran.

The soldier was like a turtle on his back with all of the armor he wore and William pulled the man effortlessly to his feet. The soldier was dazed and confused, but quickly straightened when William fixed him in the eye.

“Never draw your sword in the bailey of Northwood unless you are prepared to die for the action,” his voice was like cold steel. “The women you were preparing to gore with that spear of yours is the future Countess of Teviot and her cousin.”

“My apologies, captain, but I have just come from the enemy, and when I heard the burr….” he trailed off helplessly.

William ignored the explanation, although he understood somewhat. “How many men would you estimate you have lost? And how many Scots were there?”

“We carry four hundred and thirty-two men, sire,” the soldier said, weaving with fatigue. “I would guess that we had lost one hundred by the time I left with the missive. As for the Scots, ’tis hard to say. Mayhap as many as five hundred. They were everywhere, my lord.”

William nodded, absorbing the information. Finally he turned to his gathered men. “Paris, assemble six hundred men and a full complement of wagons. Kieran, send a missive to Hawkgrove Castle and ask Earl Lowell for one hundred and fifty reinforcements for our skeleton guard here at home. Deinwald, mount the archers. If we can leave within the hour, we shall make it to The Lyceum by nightfall.” As each man was delivered his orders, he dismissed himself and was gone. “Michael and Marc, deliver the ladies to their rooms with a proper guard and then assemble with the knights in the war room. Be gone.”

The knights and anyone else in the bailey quickly scattered to do William’s bidding. Jordan caught a glimpse of his dark head as he led the soldiers from The Lyceum away with him.

Jordan didn’t want him fighting anyone else’s war. She needed him here, with her, safe. Her apprehensions only increased when she saw the soldiers around her moving with determination, checking weapons and strapping on armor. ’Twould be too tragic if something were to happen and…she squeezed her eyes tightly to block out that train of thought.

Michael, holding her close to him, felt her head lay to rest on his shoulder and wondered if she were again feeling poorly.

He insisted on depositing her directly on her bed, although she could have well walked from the antechamber. He ordered her to stay abed with gentle gruffness and ordered Jemma to support his demand. Jordan thanked him sweetly, wishing he would leave so that she could go to the window and look out for William. Marc reminded Jemma to bolt the door after they left, which she gladly did just to be rid of their hovering.

There were three men-at-arms guarding her door, all of them older seasoned veterans, faithful to the core. Michael sternly reminded them to guard Lady Jordan with their very lives, unnecessary words but spoken for the knight’s peace of minds.

The soldiers agreed with impatient smirks, one of them commenting that they were protecting a lady, in fact, not the damn Holy Grail. Marc told him that if protecting the Holy Grail resulted in failure, the wrath would be from God. Should protecting Lady Jordan result in failure, the wrath would be from The Wolf.

The smirks faded and the gravity of the situation came to life. Satisfied with the proper look of obedience on the soldier’s faces, Michael and Marc left to go about their assigned duties in preparation for the rapid deployment.
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William sat in the war room with de Longley, with all of his knights, and the three soldiers from The Lyceum. The earl was gravely concerned about the status of his friend Lord Harringham and gave his blessing for the show of support. In these matters it was always William who gave the commands and made the decisions; the earl’s approval was a mere formality. De Longley’s strong suit was not military operations, but rather politics. That was why he and William made such a compatible pair. William possessed the might and the intelligence to follow through, and de Longley was the cunning diplomat.

With the majority of the urgent matters settled, William’s attention turned to Jordan. As a rule, when the army went in to battle, all of the knights rode with the troops and a mere shell of a company was left at Northwood headed by a senior man-at-arms. Generally, it was the same man, an older capable soldier named Bartholomew. He had been with de Longley longer than William had been and had proven himself quite competent when the captain and the guard were away.

Bartholomew had been severely injured once in battle and had lost part of a hand, but that did not prevent him from maintaining a strong home-front in William’s absence, Although Bartholomew would never admit that he preferred remaining behind when the troops went on maneuver, William knew that without four fingers the old soldier felt like half a man. Therefore, he was saving face and doing him a favor when William insisted he needed him to remain behind to guard the fortress.

The old soldier would again be left in charge of the skeleton company, but this time William wanted to leave a knight behind as well to be charged entirely with Jordan’s safety. He had yet to broach the subject and was unsure as to how it would be received.

The soldiers from The Lyceum were rested enough to ride back with Northwood’s army. William was leaning casually against the wall by the window open to the outer bailey, listening to de Longley’s chatter. He knew the earl was concerned about his friend, but there was no time for idle talk.

“The time is now,” William announced to his fully-armored knights. When the men stood poised, ready for the final word, William turned away from the window. “However, there is one concern remaining. I wish to leave one of my knights here to guard Lady Jordan. I will insist upon this, but I will not force anyone unless I have to. I would prefer to take a volunteer.”

His statement was met with silence. De Longley looked at his captain, disturbed that his future bride was not even safe in her own home.

“This is necessary, William?” he asked softly.

“Aye, sire, it is,” he replied. “I do not relish the thought of going into battle without my full complement of knights, but Lady Jordan’s safety is of primary concern to me, as it is to you. With the majority of the knights away, ’tis possible that there might be another attempt on her life. She might not be so lucky a second time.”

He didn’t want to have to order anyone to stay. It would be much easier all the way around if someone, anyone, volunteered. He would have gladly stayed if he could have, but it was out of the question.

The silence was growing uncomfortable. Fearing that he was indeed going to have to issue an order and deciding who would best fill the need, William pushed himself off of the wall and opened his mouth to speak when he was cut off.

“I shall stay.” It was Ranulf.

William was surprised. Ranulf was his oldest knight, but certainly one of his most aggressive. The man lived for a good fight. To hear him volunteer for sitting duty was astonishing to the point of amusement. But before William could acknowledge him, he was interrupted again.

“Nay, old man, I shall stay,” Deinwald said curtly.

Ranulf’s bushy red mustache twitched menacingly. “I volunteered first, lad. You should have spoken sooner.”

Deinwald tried to intimidate him by staring him down; a useless tactic. Ranulf was a master at intimidation. Kieran stepped between them.

“I will solve this right now,” he said amiably. “I shall stay and you both can go.”

Both Deinwald and Ranulf told Kieran to stay out of it in no uncertain terms. Their voices grew louder as they started in on each other again and William raised his hands to silence them.

“Well, well, this is a first,” he said. “I have three knights who would rather stay here and read poetry than ride into battle. A strange occurrence indeed. Ranulf, since you graciously volunteered first, you may have the duty. Paris, go inform Bartholomew that Ranulf will be holed up in the castle with Lady Jordan and that he is in charge while we are gone. The rest of you, mount up. We ride.”

The knights moved from the room, their armor banging and clanging as they walked. The soldiers from The Lyceum fell in behind and the room was quickly vacated, save de Longley, William and Ranulf. William pulled Ranulf aside.

“I need not stress to you the importance of this, man,” he said in a low voice. “She must be kept safe. You must never leave her, even for a moment, without protection.”

“Aye, my lord,” Ranulf agreed solemnly. “I shall protect her with my life, I swear it.”

William clapped him on the shoulder in a rare display of affection. “I know you will,” he glanced over Ranulf’s shoulder and saw de Longley looking at them. “Get to it,” he told his knight.

Ranulf left and de Longley moved to William. “Send word as soon as you can as to Harringham’s situation,” the earl said. “I am concerned.”

“I will, sire,” William replied. “And I expect Earl Lowell’s men to arrive here shortly after dark this eve. Ranulf will direct their placement.”

“Good,” de Longley nodded, but then looked hesitant. William was waiting for him to express some sort of sentiment over Lady Jordan, but instead, he let out a blustery sigh. “Adam… he is not a full knight yet, William. You will watch for him, won’t you?”

“Aye,” William understood his lord’s concern. Adam was the only child the man had that was worth anything. “He is a good fighter, my lord. I would not take him on if he were not.”

De Longley nodded shortly, embarrassed he had said anything at all. “Thank you, William,” he said quietly. “And thank you for thinking of Lady Jordan’s safety as well.”

“ ’Tis my duty, my lord, and I do it to please you,” William said smoothly when what he really wanted to say was he did it because he loved her madly.

All of his troops were assembled and waiting but William had one more item to take care of. He had to see Jordan before he left, if only for a brief second.
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Jordan was sitting up in her bed when William appeared in the doorway, dressed from head to toe in full armor. From his breathing she knew he had been running and his hurried manner caused anxiety to explode in her chest. Before she could chase Jemma away, he hurried the little Scot out of the room and closed the door behind her.

Jordan crept onto her knees, her apprehension full-blown as he turned to her.

“Where are ye going?” she demanded. “I heard the Scots attacked another fortress. What are ye going to do?”

“They have requested our assistance, Jordan,” he said patiently. “We are allied with them and must respond.”

To his distress, tears welled in the pale green eyes. “I dunna want ye to go into battle,” she sniffed.

He went to her, soothing her as much as the bulky armor would allow. He took her face between his hands and forced her to look at him.

“This will not take long, I am sure,” he promised. “Hopefully we will be home in a day or two, three at the most. I am leaving Ranulf here in charge of you and you will obey him without question. Jemma, too, although if she obeys at all it will be a first.”

She blinked and fat tears glistened on her lashes. “I am afraid for ye, English.”

He kissed her forehead, her nose, listening to her ragged breathing. “I told you once that there has not been a sword made that can cut me down,” he said softly. “I shall be back, and in time for your party, too.”

She nodded, sniffing, trying to be brave for him. He smiled and kissed her again, this time sweetly on the lips. Then he settled her back on the bed and pulled up the coverlet around her.

“Rest now, love,” he told her. “I shall return before you know it.”

With a wink, he turned for the door and opened it. But he paused on the threshold, turning one last time to look at her.

“I love you,” he whispered.

She hiccupped. “And I love ye,” she said. “Be safe, my Wolf.”

He gave her a brief nod and was gone.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


The army had been gone for four days. Four long, long days. Every day, Jordan would sit by the window watching for any sign of their return, but so far the horizon had remained green and unmoving.

She was depressed and apprehensive. Literally trapped in her rooms, she spent her time doing needle work and Ranulf had set up her tapestry loom in one corner. She kept as busy as she could, she and Jemma spending all of their time together. But her heart ached for William.

The earl spent a good deal of time with her, even escorting her for a walk once with Ranulf and several soldiers in tow. God help him, Ranulf had never been so nervous in his entire life and was exceedingly glad when the earl had decided Lady Jordan had had enough fresh air for one day.

De Longley had even seen it fit to sup with her every night in her rooms, and Jordan grew to know the man little by little. She was especially interested when he spoke of news from William and the battle for The Lyceum, and was frustrated when he would give her little information and then turn from the subject.

He was a kind man and she was beginning to like him. How such a man could have raised two vipers, she didn’t know. He did apologize for Analiese’s and Alexander’s behavior once, trying to explain it in terms she did not understand. But he did mention that his two eldest children were becoming used to the idea of Lady Jordan as the countess and he was positive they would eventually become civil to her. Jordan didn’t care; as far as she was concerned, she would be happy if they stayed away from her forever.

The earl spoke of the party often, as planning it was taking most of his and Analiese’s time. She came to understand that many important people had been invited, and it thrilled and frightened her at the same time. He was quite eager to describe the food and the entertainment, but seemed more concerned where to lodge various English houses. It ’twould seem that some families did not get along so well with others and that caused him great concern.

Every so often he would make reference to the absent army, most often mentioning Adam in the same breath, and Jordan was touched at his obvious concern for his son. Of course the man only had one decent offspring and it was apparent he loved the boy dearly. Jordan found herself reassuring him that Adam would be all right, that William and the other knights would see to that. He would quickly nod and change the subject, but a shadow of concern would linger on his tired face.

This fourth day Jordan was ready to climb out the window, anything to be free of her confinement. After the first day, she had insisted that Ranulf stay inside her rooms instead of outside and keep her company, and from his vantage point in the antechamber he could see her pacing by the window in her bedchamber.

“My lady will wear a hole in the floor,” he said to her. “Not to mention wearing out your slippers. Sit and I will read more of Homer.”

She looked at him and, with a resigned face, went out into the antechamber. Jemma sat in the high-back chair, sewing in hand.

“I dunna wish to hear Homer today,” she said listlessly. “I want to hear of yer battles. How many have ye seen since William has been captain?”

Ranulf pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Too many to count, my lady. Many, many skirmishes.”

“And how many knights have ye lost?” she asked.

He cocked his head in recollection of the fine men that had fallen under the sword. “In the six years I have served under Sir William, we have only lost two knights,” he said. “The first was Northwood’s former captain, John Winebald. The second was a knight by the name of Alec Hage. He was Kieran’s younger brother.”

At that, Jemma let out a small gasp but quickly stilled herself. Jordan let her gaze linger on her cousin a moment.

“When was he struck down?” she finally asked.

“Last year,” Ranulf replied. “In the same battle that so severely wounded William. In fact, nearly all of the knights suffered some sort of battle wound in that round. We were lucky we only lost one; we damn near lost two.”

Jordan and Jemma’s eyes locked, both remembering the battle well. Especially Jordan. Yet both women were thinking the same thing; that it could have been one of their kin who cut down Kieran’s brother. Jemma’s stomach twisted painfully with the thought.

“What was Sir Alec like?” Jemma asked quietly, going on with her sewing.

Ranulf sighed, thinking back. “He was younger than Kieran by a few years, tall, and very blond. He and Kieran had the same sort of smile, but he was much more arrogant than his brother. He and Deinwald were the best of friends.”

Jordan didn’t want to hear anymore of Alec Hage. She unconsciously rubbed at her arms, even though the day was very warm.

“Will they return today?” she asked Ranulf.

“Aye, I am sure of it,” he replied. “William sent word to de Longley that they were remaining behind to help clean up and secure The Lyceum. He also wanted to make sure the Scots would not change their mind and launch another attack after being so soundly defeated the first time.”

She looked at Ranulf, her eyes lighting up. “They were magnificent, weren’t they?” she asked. “Fending off wave after wave, even after Earl Coe joined the attack. I almost wish I could have been there.”

Ranulf was confident. “Aye, with The Wolf at the helm, the troops are always magnificent,” he replied, the light in her eyes not going unnoticed to him. “I would serve none other than him. ’Tis why young Adam wished to serve here at his home instead of at Beverley. He wished to serve the best.”

Her chest swelled with pride and she turned away so he would not see the smile on her lips.

The nooning meal came and went, and the weather was quite sticky for late August. Jordan’s thoughts kept drifting to the lovely little lake on the outskirts of the fortress and wished vehemently she could go for a swim. Physically, she was feeling perfect again and her strength had returned almost fully. Being a prisoner in her rooms were very nearly driving her insane and she felt from time to time she could literally climb the walls, anything to relieve the monotony.

Not only had her strength returned, but so had her devious little mind. It was harmless, really, but she could be quite manipulative. She eyed Ranulf where he stood by the windows, wondering if she could coerce him into letting her out for a swim. Had it been William standing there, she knew she could convince him to let her go. But Ranulf was crusty and coarse and she was unsure of herself with him. But, she must try. She was going insane in her rooms.

She straightened her dress and cocked a determined eyebrow; poor Ranulf was in for a test of wills.

“Sir Ranulf,” she began pleasantly. “What say ye to letting Jemma and I go for a walk?”

He frowned at her. “ ’Tis much too sticky, my lady.”

She strolled casually to him, hands clasped behind her back. When she got within a foot or so, she stopped and raised her chin quite firmly. “Not if the walk is to the lake so that we may go swimming.”

His bushy auburn brows rose. “Outside the gate? I think not, my lady.”

She continued to fix him with a firm stare. “But I wish it.”

Oh, lord, Ranulf thought. Here she goes. He had heard she was a strong-willed lass, but he had yet to see her display herself because of her weakened condition. Apparently she was feeling up to par, and he braced himself.

“Then I do apologize for denying your request,” he said. “But swimming is out of the question.”

“Why?”

Unlike the other younger knights, Ranulf had a little more control when it came to dealing with women. He would not fold as easily. Mayhap that was the wisdom of William’s choice in letting him remain behind to guard her.

“Because ’twould be too difficult to see to your safety, my lady,” he replied evenly.

“Then bring more men,” Jordan suggested. “ ’Twill make yer job much easier to have yer flanks covered, then ye can concentrate on me.”

He shook his head. “Nay, my lady, I must still refuse.”

She was not about to give up. She looked at him frankly. “I am going, anyway.”

He almost laughed at her boldness. “Nay, you are not,” he said. “William would have my head if anything happened to you.”

“Nothing is going to happen to me,” she replied seriously. “Therefore, I am going. Ye may come or ye may stay; ’tis all the same to me. Jemma?”

Jemma was grinning, up on her feet. She was ready to go. When Jordan turned away from Ranulf, she was amazed to see that he was in front of her again, barring the door. She was a little startled at the speed with which the man had moved.

“If I have to physically hold you down, I will,” he said in an easy, controlled voice. “Now, why do you not return to your loom and relax? This is an afternoon that begs for sleeping.”

Being firm with him hadn’t worked, she thought with frustration. She then decided to be a bully.

“Ye wunna dare tie me down, Ranulf Kluge.” she exclaimed threateningly. “If ye so much as lay a hand on me, I shall scream murder.”

He shrugged calmly. “If you so choose.”

She sighed heavily. So bullying would not work with the man, she quickly discovered. Then a light lit her scheming mind; mayhap trickery would. After all, the man was wearing half of his armor.

Surely she could outrun him, at least until she hit the lake. Then, after she was already wet, surely he could not deny her a brief, luxurious swim. ’Twas worth a try. If nothing else, she would get some much needed exercise.

Suddenly becoming the very model of an obedient woman, she sat in the high-back chair and folded her hands.

“Very well, Ranulf, I will comply,” she said with feigned resignation. “ ’Tis far too humid, as ye say, for the walk to the lake. I might exert myself. Would ye do me the favor of retrieving my petit poi? ’Tis by my bed, on the table.”

He nodded. “I am truly sorry, my lady. I am not trying to be cruel.”

“I know,” she said with a faked smile. “Ye are simply following orders.”

He nodded again and returned the smile. She almost felt bad that she was tricking him, but not that sorry. As soon as he disappeared into her bedchamber, she was up and running.

Jemma had no time to react at all. Jordan was flinging open the door only to find three startled soldiers staring at her. When one took a step toward her, she grabbed hold of his breastplate and pulled as hard as she could, standing aside quickly as he crashed hard through the open doorway. She reasoned that an obstacle would somehow slow Ranulf’s pursuit. She heard Jemma’s gleeful laugh as she raced for the stairs.

She could hear Ranulf cursing loudly, his bootfalls not far behind her. It had become a game and she had every intention of winning.

Jordan was deep into the stairwell when the herald trumpets sounded high atop the outer wall, announcing the approach of the Northwood’s army. She never heard it.

She hit the landing and gained speed, mindful of Ranulf’s footsteps on the stairs behind her. Her skirts were up around her thighs as she took the second flight of stairs like a runaway horse, hoping she would not fall and break her neck but thinking God would believe it suitable punishment for being so wicked.

Still, the game was fun and she was beginning to giggle as she ran. She tore in the grand foyer heading for the entry door of the keep. Fortunately for her, the doors were open because of the heat; she doubted she would have had time to stop and open them with Ranulf in hot pursuit.

When she plunged from the innards of the keep out into the steamy inner bailey, she considered herself halfway home. A quick glance over her shoulders showed Ranulf and two soldiers close behind. It was enough to give her a boost of adrenalin, and she pulled away from them with an exhilarated laugh.

It did not strike her as odd that both the inner and outer gates were open. She merely saw it as aiding her escape. The soldiers on the walls and in the compound were astonished to see a streak of blond hair and light blue silk rush by, obviously delighted that three men were in fast chase of her. Had she shown any hint of distress, she would have been aided by two hundred men, but they did not equate the loud laughter they heard with any sort of distress. It was enough to confuse them greatly.

Jordan was nearly to the outer gate. She could see the trees beyond and, past them, she knew was the lake. She also knew she could gain much needed ground in the grass because their heavy armor would weigh them down in the soft dirt. ’Twas enough to make her shout for joy. She could almost feel the coolness of the water lapping at her neck.

She was through the gates and across the moat. Much to her distress, she heard footfalls behind her almost simultaneously as her own and she knew that she had lost her edge. She was therefore not surprised, merely disappointed, to feel Ranulf’s thick arms snatch her about the mid-section.

They both went down on the grass, he more heavily than she as he broke their fall. Jordan struggled violently as he stood, hauling her up like a sack of grain. She didn’t want to go back. To be so close and then to be prevented was maddening.

She tried to pry his hands loose from her waist, wailing and kicking at him as he struggled to walk back up the slight incline they had fallen over. Her humor was still good in that she wasn’t trying to truly hurt him, only break free. She would alternately hang limp and become dead weight so he would have to shift his grip, and then instantaneously become a wild, twisting mass of hair and material.

Amidst all of the daft tussling and pleading on her part, she heard him laughing a deep, throaty laugh. Not loud, but she heard it. It made her smile too, but she didn’t give up.

At least, she didn’t stop her struggles until both she and Ranulf heard a shout in the distance. She froze, hair hanging wildly in her face, stunned to see the advance of Northwood’s army coming down the road. Ranulf stopped, clutching her with both arms to his hip and gazing appreciatively at the sight of the troops.

Jordan’s mouth formed an unconscious “O” when she saw a knight split away from the company and ride toward them with breakneck speed. She knew it was William because she recognized the charger. And she furthermore knew she was in deep trouble. Her initial delight when she had seen the incoming company was quickly turning into overwhelming apprehension.

The ground shook with the thundering hooves of the gray destrier and Jordan was so stunned she could not even push the hair from her eyes. All she could do was watch as the massive figure on the massive charger approached.

When he reined his animal to a halt, it was with great clouds of dust and rattling armor. The horse continued to dance excitedly as William looked down at the two of them, his visor down so she could not see his face. It was several long seconds before anyone spoke.

“I do not think I want to know what is going on here,” William said with an even voice. “But, for curiosity’s sake, enlighten me, Ranulf. Why was Lady Jordan running like the wind?”

Ranulf sounded steady and calm. “She was attempting to escape, my lord, for the coolness of the lake, which I had denied her.”

A simple explanation. Jordan was thankful he did not use words like ‘lie’ and ‘deceive.’ They still could not see William’s face.

“Then you are saying, in essence, that she was disobeying you?” he asked.

Ranulf hesitated a split second. “Aye, my lord.”

The helmet bobbed in a faint nod. He was silent for a few moments and Jordan knew he was contemplating her punishment. She hoped, for Ranulf’s sake, that he would not be blamed. She was prepared to staunchly defend him, even at the risk of a greater wrath.

Finally, William extended a huge gloved hand. “Give her to me.”

Ranulf put her feet on the ground and steered her over to William’s horse, lifting her into the waiting arms. She ended up facing William in the saddle, so glad to see him but scared out of her wits that he was going to take a stick to her for her disobedience.

The rest of the army had caught up and the herald trumpets sounded again. Peasants and servants alike had begun the familiar chant welcoming William home again. The eerie howling didn’t frighten her as it had the first time she had heard it and she felt a strong sense of pride in her William. Wolf, they cried. But she dare not say a word until he did.

The arm that gripped her was tight and unmoving. When his destrier came to an unsteady halt in the outer bailey, he dismounted and pulled her down with him. He flipped up his visor and bellowed orders to Paris before turning swiftly and half-dragging her across two baileys until they were enfolded by the welcoming dimness of the castle.

She stumbled on the stairs and he turned to pick her up, still not uttering a word. She held onto his neck, looking remorsefully at his eyes which were the only thing visible through the open visor. He didn’t look at her.

He reached her chambers, barking at the soldiers to clear the way and then snapping at Jemma to get out. Once he took her into her bedchamber, he slammed the door so hard it knocked a cup off the table next to her bed.

William put her down and she instinctively backed away, watching him unlatch his helmet and rip it off. It sailed, spinning, into the nearest wall.

When he did look at her, his eyes were dark with fury. “Would you mind telling me just why in the hell you were disobeying Ranulf?”

She began to shake. “He told ye, William. I wanted to swim and he had denied me, so…so I ran from him.”

His nostrils flared. “I told you to obey him without question. Is this how you define obey? By being as unruly as a young child? Damnation, you have no idea of the danger you are in here, do you? Of the people who would like nothing better than to see you bleed Scot tartan all over the ground and then rejoice for it? I do not leave orders to restrict you, Jordan, I do it to protect you. But I need your cooperation.”

Her mouth was hanging open in genuine regret. She knew all that he said was true. Lowering her head, for she could no longer look him in the eye, she turned her back on him and broke into quiet sobs.

He cursed in earnest, but it all came out as a long hiss. “Do not do that. I do not like it when you cry.”

She answered him by sobbing louder and he knew she was hurt. But he was infuriated with her. He had to be firm and not take her in his arms and soothe her as he wanted so desperately to do. She had to learn a lesson.

He watched her, her gently heaving shoulders. To say he had been surprised when he saw her bolting from the gates of Northwood would have been an understatement. He was about to sound the battle cry when he saw that it was Ranulf, and a few soldiers, who chased her. But his initial fear had turned into bone-grinding anger by that point and wondered what in the bloody hell sort of game they were playing. His anger was not directed at his knight, however, he knew how persuasive and stubborn she could be.

He forced himself to cool, and with each breath he took he inhaled her lavender scent and it calmed him more. He had missed her terribly and was sorry that the first words from his mouth had to be harsh ones.

It wasn’t long before he was willing to forget everything and throw her down on the bed and make love to her. She looked so damned good to him, so healthy and vital.

“Jordan,” he said with quiet firmness. “Look at me now.”

She sniffed and wiped at her eyes, turning dutifully as requested. Her pink-flushed face was so lovely and pitiful that he had to clasp his hand behind his back to keep from pulling her to him.

“Do you understand what I am saying?” he asked pointedly, but gentler. “Everything I do, I do to keep you safe and free from harm. You must help me accomplish this.”

She nodded, her lower lip trembling. “I wasna thinking,” she whispered. “I simply wanted to swim.”

He gazed down at her, hoping she indeed understood what he was saying. But enough was said. He fought off the natural instinct to enclose her in his arms because he wanted her to know just how deadly serious he was. She had placed herself in jeopardy and if he were to turn soft now it would probably ruin all that he was striving for to make her understand her position here at Northwood. He hated being strict with her for any reason, but in this case he must or the consequences could be severe.

“I must go,” he said after long moments.

When he turned for the door, she called out softly. “Will I see ye later?”

He paused and turned. Her face was upturned to him and he wanted to kiss every tear from it. He felt himself weakening.

“Aye, you will, you know that.”

He blew out, closing the door much softer that he had opened it. She stared at the door before sagging onto the bed, emotionally spent.

Welcome home, William, she thought dully.
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She supped with Jemma later that night and went to bed early. She didn’t want to listen to Jemma complain that Kieran had not yet come to see her. Hell, she didn’t want to do anything but sleep and forget this day ever happened.

She thought she was dreaming. Something was tickling her neck, calling her name softly. She tried to bat it away, burying her face deeper in her pillow, but it was quite persistent. She gradually became aware when she realized she was slapping at a hand, gently touching her face.

She rolled on to her back, knowing it was William even before she saw his face in the dimness. Light from the full moon streamed in through her open windows. The oil cloths were pulled back to allow for ventilation in the humidity. The entire room was cast in a soft silver light as she smiled sleepily up at him.

“ ’Tis late, English,” she remarked.

“Aye,” he answered, leaning over with his arms braced on either side of her body. His face was gentle and sweet, nothing like the enraged man she had seen this afternoon.

She promptly rolled away from him and hugged her pillow. “I wish to go back to sleep now,” she said, feigning disinterest in his presence.

“Like hell,” he growled and rolled her back over, falling into bed beside her.

She giggled with delight, snuggling against him with great contentment. He held her tightly, kissing the top of her head or any other bit of flesh that was close to his lips.

“The last time I saw you, you were pitifully weak,” he said. “Who was that wild woman I saw running from the bailey today like she had never seen a sick day in her life?”

She groaned and buried her face in his tunic. “Did ye have to bring that up again?”

He chuckled. “I take it, then, you are feeling better?”

She was wide awake now, her movements energetic and quick. She snapped her head up to look at him, her hair askew and a twinkle in her eye. “Aye, that I am. I have been going insane the past few days staring at these walls. Now that ye’re back, can I go outside more often?”

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “We shall see,” he said. His mind turned to Analiese. He had been surprised to learn from Ranulf that no one as much as even approached Lady Jordan’s door. He had expected an attempt of some kind in his absence.

Jordan was leaning on his chest looking down at him. He lay on his back, his arm tucked behind his head.

“Oh, English, dunna make me beg,” she pouted. “I want to go outside and live as normally as I can, I canna holed up here in my rooms while the world goes on about me. What will happen after I become countess and certain things are expected of me? I canna stay a prisoner forever.”

He ignored all of her statements except one. “I want to see you beg.”

She caught the flash of passion in his eyes and she was lost. A smile crept onto her lips and before she realized it, she was kissing him with intense desire. She had been cooped up for days, pacing and worrying. Her energy, much to his delight, was finally finding a release.

Jordan always slept in the nude, so the only matter of concern at the moment was removing William’s breeches and tunic. It was an agonizingly wonderful process he was to discover; with every stay that was released, she would kiss the exposed skin underneath. When she finally removed his tunic, she proceeded to drag her mouth all over his chest until he thought he might die from the sheer pleasure of it.

She was being aggressive and incredible intuitive with him, he thought, but in truth she was following her natural instincts. She wanted to touch him, taste him, everywhere.

But he wanted the same of her. As soon as his breeches were off, he flipped her over on her back and furiously attached himself to her breast. She cried out softly, arching against him, pulling his head to her. His hot mouth was ecstasy, arousing her everywhere it touched until she was panting with shameless need. His kisses were forceful and the harder he pushed, the harder she wanted him to push.

Minutes blended into one another until there was no concept of time, only their needs being sated. He lay between her legs, his mouth dragging down her flat belly, licking every inch of her satin skin. When he descended on the mound of dark-blond curls, she nearly jumped through the ceiling. He was so forceful, so insistent, and so damned skilled that she began to see stars behind her closed lids. Nothing in her life had ever been so sweet or so gratifying.

She knew that if he kept going she would find her release within seconds. Yanking him by the hair, she pulled him up to her mouth and kissed him hungrily, tasting herself on him. She gradually became aware that his intensity had slowed a bit and opened her eyes to find him looking at her.

“What is it?” she whispered breathlessly.

Much to her disbelief, his eyes appeared moist.

“God, Jordan…,” he said huskily, his eyes devouring her. “When I thought I had lost you…I didn’t want to live without you. I never thought I would be touching you like this again. ’Tis the sweetest thing I know, to feel your skin beneath my hands, to hear your voice in my ear. When I think how close I came to never experiencing it again….”

She cut him off by attaching herself to his mouth once more, slowly but insistently to let him know that indeed she was alive and well. He groaned deep in his throat and wrapped his arms around her, thrusting full-bore into her hot, slippery flesh.

’Twas a night neither one would forget. Their passion peaked within mere seconds, sending them both into the spiraled oblivion of primal satisfaction. His touch said a thousand words to her, and she answered him with a symphony of lyrics.

They continued to make love for the rest of the night, all night, until the pink haze that signaled the dawn kissed the eastern sky.

She didn’t want him to leave but knew he must, and he was reluctant as well. ’Twas the day of the engagement party and he didn’t know when he would see her next.

“ ’Tis been a most wonderful night, English,” she murmured into his shoulder. “I am sorry to see it end.”

“As am I,” he kissed the top of her head. “But I will be here to escort you to the party tonight, have no fear.”

She propped herself up on an elbow. “The more time passes, the more I dunna want to go through with this wedding,” she said softly.

His smile faded and he reached out to wrap a tendril of satin hair around his finger. “There is nothing either one of us can do.”

She sat up in bed. He supported himself on one bent arm, watching her rigid, creamy back.

“What we do between us, here in the privacy of my chambers, means all to me. ’Tis the most wonderful expression of love and commitment we can express to one another,” she turned to look at him over her shoulder. “I only hope that I dunna vomit when the earl touches me the same way ye do.”

He looked at her a long moment before bolting from the bed and grabbing his breeches. She watched him, his abrupt movements, and she felt his pain. She would go insane at the thought of him touching another woman.

“English?” she whispered.

He stood tall, fastening his breeches and she felt herself go warm and liquid inside at the sight of his magnificent, broad chest. It brought warm, erotic feelings flooding into her veins all over again. But his mood was changing.

“What is it that you want me to say, Jordan?” he asked bluntly.

She shook her head. “Nothing,” she murmured, lowering her gaze. “Except…except that ye will love me not matter what happens. That yer feeling for me will not change simply because I am forced to bed with another man.”

He continued to look at her another moment before his shoulders slumped imperceptibly. With a heavy sigh, he sat on the bed beside her.

“Jordan,” he began, his voice heavy with emotion. “We both knew full well what we were doing the first night I bedded you. We knew that, eventually, the earl would become your legal husband and therefore entitled to all its privileges. If I told you that the knowledge that he will be touching you as I have doesn’t eat away at my soul, I would be lying. It pains me more than you can possibly know. But there is nothing we can do except go beyond that and focus on our devotion to one another.”

“But ye spoke of fleeing once,” she pressed. “Do ye remember? Ye said we would flee to Flanders or Normandy. Have ye changed yer mind, then?”

He sighed heavily. “Nay,” he muttered. “I spoke of it in haste; I was only thinking of myself, and of my wants. I was thinking of what should happen if the earl discovered our relationship and the lengths I would go to in order to protect you. But the truth is that to run away with you, simply to be selfish, would cause far more harm. Your father and Lord de Longley would be back at each other’s throats and men would die. All because of my selfish wants, too many men would die.”

Her throat was tight with tears. “Then ye dunna love me enough to take me away?”

He looked at her. “I love you enough to do all that and more. But at what cost? Men’s lives against our selfish desires? I am not sure I can reconcile that.” He sighed heavily. “Nay, love, unless you are in mortal danger, I fear I cannot simply take you away from here, at least not now. Too many would suffer.”

Jordan understood even if she didn’t like the answer. He was strong, noble and virtuous… and she was not. She fought back her sobs.

“Then tell me then one thing, English, and I shall never ask it of ye again,” she whispered. “Will I ever become Lady de Wolfe?”

His chest was being squeezed so hard he could scarce draw a breath. He looked deeply into her eyes, his hand helplessly touching her head. “Aye,” he whispered. “De Longley cannot live forever. On the day he dies, you will be my wife. I swear it.”

She was satisfied with that and it gave her an immense boost of strength. With that knowledge, she would be brave enough to face whatever the future held because she knew he meant it. The simple answer to the not-so-simple question would be her rock.

Somewhere a cock crowed. He turned from her and hurriedly donned his tunic and boots. Then he bent to kiss her and promised again he would see her at dusk. Quickly, he quit the room, leaving Jordan sitting on the bed, dreaming of that day when she would indeed become Lady de Wolfe.

[image: *]*

They began arriving shortly after the sun rose. Jordan had finally drifted off to sleep when she heard the trumpets on the wall heralding an approaching caravan of guests. She rose sleepily to see what the commotion was and was instantly awake at the sight of a group of richly garbed riders.

Excitement and apprehension surged through her. The women, riding beautifully decorated palfreys, were clad in the latest fashion from London. Jordan watched with great interest, realizing that, although her surcoats were lovely, they were not anywhere as stylish as the ones the women wore.

A strange obsession settled over her. With all of the other worries she had, the one foremost on her mind was the fact that she did not have a trendy surcoat. Wrapping herself in her blue satin robe, she tore into the antechamber.

Jemma, seated in front of the loom, looked up and smiled broadly.

“So yer up, slug-a-bed?” she announced. “ ’Tis about time, although from what I heard, ye should not be walking so easily.”

Jordan froze and stared, agape, at her cousin. “What on earth do ye mean?” she stammered.

Jemma, still smiling like the cat who swallowed the mouse, rose and went to her. “I mean exactly that I heard ye last night, and I heard the captain, too. I’d say ye welcomed him home quite nicely.”

Jordan didn’t know whether to slap her or grin with her. Since there was obviously no use in denying it, she took the direct approach.

“Did anyone else hear?” she asked.

Jemma shrugged. “Paris, probably, since he was the one guarding the door. But that was all. I dunna think Maggie and Elspeth heard anything, but even if they did, they wunna tell.”

Jordan let out a hissing sigh. “I dinna realize we were so loud,” she said lamely. “Tell me, Jemma. Who knows about…William and me?”

“Ye mean ‘English’?” she teased boldly, laughing when her cousin threatened to throttle her. “Me, Paris, the other knights. But that is all. They have done very well at controlling the rumors.”

Jordan blanched. “What rumors?”

“The rumors that the captain is in love with ye,” Jemma said patiently. “I told ye of them once before, remember? Kieran says that whenever someone brings up the subject, the knights are swift and painful to deter any more gossip.”

Jordan swallowed hard, miserable. “Jemma, we must not let the rumors reach the earl. There is no saying what the man would do to William…or to me.”

Jemma sobered for the first time. “I know,” she said. “But trust me when I say the knights are loyal to William. And to you.”

“Good,” Jordan nodded, knowing it was true but appreciating Jemma’s confirmation.

Jemma watched her cousin a moment. “Tell me, Jordi. Do ye love him or do ye simply lust for his beautiful body?”

Jordan looked at her. “I love him, Jemma. With all my heart.”

Jemma smiled again and the two woman shared a private, meaningful hug. Then Jordan’s mind shifted with amazing speed to the reason she had entered the room in the first place.

“Jemma.” she exclaimed. “My guests are arriving. And I dunna have a proper dress for tonight.”

Jemma sneered. “What are you saying?” she demanded. “Yer dresses are beautiful and….”

Jordan bolted for the door. “But they are not of London fashion.” She yanked open the door to find Jason and three soldiers staring back at her. She grabbed Jason by the arm. “Jason, who is the seamstress here?”

He cleared his throat. “Joana, my lady. She sews all of Lady Analiese’s clothes.”

“Get her.” Jordan ordered as well as any battle commander. “Send her to me doubly.”

Jason nodded quickly and snapped at one of the soldiers, who fled quickly. Satisfied, Jordan released Jason’s arm and thanked him nicely. He nodded, a faint twinkle in his eye.

“May I say that my lady is looking quite well,” he said. “You will be the most beautiful woman at the party tonight.”

She smiled coyly. “I hope so, Sir Jason, for that is my intention.” She closed the door.
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From a pile of golden silk that Jordan had purchased on the day she was struck by the arrow, Joana was able to stitch the most magnificent dress Jordan had ever seen, resplendent of the very latest court fashion. Over the course of the day she’d had three fittings, and now stood on a stool receiving her fourth and final. Great care had gone into making the dress, although it was not quite as finished as it should be due to the time constraints placed on Joana. The woman had four servants working on it at once just to make it wearable when Lady Jordan wished it.

Jemma scrutinized the dress as the seamstress and her assistants made the finishing touches. Jordan could see herself in the polished glass mirror from a distance and felt giddily fulfilled by the surcoat.

“ ’Tis the most daring neckline I have ever seen,” Jemma stated disapprovingly.

“ ’Tis the latest London court fashion, my lady,” Joana said.

“Those heathen women – if you will pardon me – believe that the more breast that shows, the better.”

Jordan and Jemma giggled at Joana’s frankness. But Jemma was right; the neckline showed nearly half of both of her creamy breasts Joana had sewn three strands of tiny seed pearls across the very bottom of the plunge so that it gave the false impression that it was not so risqué. With the long sleeves and long bodice, Jordan looked as voluptuous as a roman statue.

In spite of her giggles, Jemma resumed her critical stance. “ ’Tis still indecent,” she sniffed.

Jordan looked at her cousin, a faint smile on her lips. “Aye, it is, but I want the attention of everyone at the party. And I intend to have it, even if I have to strip naked ’fore them.”

“But why?” Jemma persisted. “Ye’re already far more beautiful than any of those English wenches, so why do ye feel the need to deliberately outshine them?”

Jordan held up a finger. “Ah, but this part of my overall plan. With manners, grace, and beauty, I intend to make those English change their minds about Scots. Mayhap they will not think us quite as barbaric. I want to be accepted, Jemma, can ye not understand? I am going to live out my life here and I keep remembering the words of my da. ’Twill be what I make of it.”

Jemma saw the logic and was not unsympathetic. Unlike her, her cousin had a much greater stake in all of this. She shrugged carelessly and turned away. “So what will ye have me wear? Anything at ’tall will look frumpy and lifeless next to that creation ye’re wearing.”

Jordan thought a moment. “How about the pale blue-green silk? The one Kieran insisted ye wear one day? That dress is decadent enough, or so I have been told.” She remembered how William had reacted to it.

Jemma nodded decisively. “Perfect,” she motioned to Elspeth. “Come and help me, woman.”
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Kieran and Jason showed up an hour later to escort Jemma downstairs. The engagement party was in full swing and the sounds of music and laughter floated on the warm night air. Jordan could hear the noise wafting in through her windows as she waited for her escort to come.

She was filled with excitement and apprehension. What would the English think of her? Would they be pleasant, or hostile, or not care for anything other than the food and limitless wine. She sighed, smoothing anxiously at her dress, then patting her hand over her flowing hair.

She did so desperately want to have a good time tonight, to dance and to be accepted. But she was not fool, she knew what more likely lay in store for her. She would probably be treated like a prisoner, guarded every second and not allowed any freedom whatsoever for fear of her life.

’Twas strange, but in spite of everything that had happened to her since leaving Langton, she did not regret coming into the enemy camp. In fact, she was quickly coming to like it a great deal.

The knock she was waiting for came heavily on the oaken door. She heard Maggie open it and heard the maid’s soft burr as she bade the caller entrance. With one last, deep cleansing breath, Jordan straightened her shoulders and moved into the antechamber.

Paris, Deinwald, Ranulf and Corin stood in the room, blocking out everything else with their huge presence. Jordan stopped with surprise, appraising them as openly as they were appraising her.

They were wearing armor she had never seen before, beautiful ceremonial armor that gleamed like the sun and with nary a dent or scratch. The breastplate was emblazoned with the de Longley crest, three hugely clawed falcons imposed over a sword, framed in a three-point shield.

She stepped forward, smiling as she nodding approvingly, failing to notice that all four men were agape at her dress.

“Aye, now, dunna ye look fine?” she said. “Ye look like knights of the round table.”

Paris was the first one to find his voice. “And you, my lady, look quite…lovely.”

She curtsied graciously, a coy smile on her lips. “Ye’re too kind, sir knight.”

Paris may have spoken first but Deinwald was the first one at her side. He extended an armored elbow. “Your guests await, my lady.”

She took his arm, oblivious that behind her the other three knights were vying for her other arm. Paris, silently threatening the other two with a stern face and gloved fist, took her hand and put it upon the crook of his arm. He smiled warmly at her as they left her sanctuary for the wilds awaiting them below.

In the grand hall the party was in full swing. Mounds of food and barrels of ale kept the merriment constant. Servants scurried everywhere attending guests, and Jordan was a little stunned to see a great many soldiers in unfamiliar suits lining the corridor. She leaned close to Paris.

“Who are these Sassenachs?” she whispered uncertainly.

Paris smiled; it was the first time he had ever heard her use the Gaelic term for English, the term Scots branded to be an insult.

“Soldiers from various houses,” he explained. “With this many guests, you can understand that security is important.”

She nodded, noticing each English face as she passed by. These soldiers were strange and threatening to her, and she was comforted by the four knights as if they were her brothers or kin.

She could barely remember the first time she had been in the presence of the knights of Northwood, and that she’d had the same initial fears of them. She almost smiled at the thought of English knights bringing her comfort; these men who would die before allowing her to come to harm. In a peculiar way, she felt closer to them than she ever did to her male cousins or relatives, an unexplainable bond.

They were approaching the doorway that led into the grand hall. She made eye contact with the crier and when he signaled the herald trumpets, her stomach did a wild dive. She knew she was going to have to do this alone, as she had done the very first time, but she found she was no more prepared. But there had been one difference; William had been there.

“Where’s William?” she whispered to Paris.

He leaned down. “Concerning himself with every detail the earl failed to wind up,” he said. “He will be along. He would not leave you alone in this.”

She looked up at him. Though she had never told him anything, and she had no knowledge if William had ever told him anything, simply by the tone of his voice she knew that he knew everything about them. Curious that the thought would occur to her just now.

The trumpets blared and she jumped, feeling Deinwald pat her hand comfortingly. He must have done it before he realized what he was doing, she mused, an attempt at humor to get her mind off her nerves. The crier elegantly announced her and the room grew quiet, waiting for the bride to make her appearance.

Jordan did not have to be told when to move. She entered the room with a straight back and a great deal of forced courage, making her way to where her bridegroom and his family awaited by the dais. She noticed through her haze of terror that the earl was smiling broadly at her, and that Alexander and Analiese were staring at her as if she was a creature from another world.

The earl reached out and pulled her to him, turning her to face the crowd. His hands were gripping her arms too tightly and she fought the urge to pull away from him.

“My friends and allies,” he said loudly. “I know you are all eager for the opportunity to meet my future wife, as you should be. We would be pleased for you to approach the table and extend your wishes.”

A low hum came from the crowd and they began to move into what appeared to be a long, single line starting at the dais and extending out of Jordan’s view. The earl placed her beside him; Analiese on her other side, Alexander and Adam on his other side. Jordan was so nervous that she was barely aware that she stood next to her future step-daughter.

The music picked up again softly as the first of the guest offered their congratulations. Jordan was gracious and unerringly polite as she said and did all of the correct things. Analiese was perfectly mannered as well and the two women soon began sounding alike.

Jordan glanced over at Analiese for the first time, trying to bring up the nerve to speak to her. The simplest word could start a war.

“Yer dress is lovely, Analiese,” she said nicely, hoping Analiese would not read an insult into it.

Analiese snorted. “That may be, but it is not me the men are looking at.”

Jordan immediately went on the defensive. “I am sorry, I dunna know what ye mean.”

Analiese looked at her. “I mean that your breasts are hanging out and you look like a whore.”

All of Jordan’s resolve to be nice fled. “At least I have breasts, which is more that I can say for ye, and if ye’ll notice, all of the ladies from London are showing considerably more flesh than I am, so shut yer yap.”

Analiese opened her mouth angrily but Adam was thrusting himself between them, not missing a beat as he greeted guests. He elbowed his sister roughly to remind her of her manners when a well-dressed woman spoke to her and extended her hand. When the woman had passed by Jordan, Analiese snaked her neck behind her brother.

“You are not even English, so why should you care what the ladies from London wear?” she hissed. “They look fashionable; you look like a Scottish slut trying to imitate them.”

Adam reached over and grabbed his sister firmly, still not saying a word except to the guests. Jordan greeted another partygoer before returning Analiese’s barb.

“Slut or not, at least I have a husband,” she retaliated. “All the money yer father has canna buy a man willing to bed yer skinny arse.”

The earl’s hand latched on to her arm with a firm, steady pressure and she knew exactly what his touch was telling her. But she was damn mad, greeting guests like the perfect hostess and then trading barbs behind Adam’s back with Analiese.

“Why didn’t that damn arrow kill you?” Analiese whispered harshly.

Jordan smiled twistedly. “Because it was fired by a dimwitted Sassenach archer,” she said. “Next time ye want me dead, come see me yerself and I’ll give ye what’s what.”

She had no idea how close she was to what William and the other knights had been thinking since the day of her attack. Analiese yanked free of her brother’s grip, stepping toward Jordan.

“I shall give you a fight, you little tramp,” she hissed.

Jordan smiled menacingly. “I would love to oblige ye, but a countess would be less than dignified if she accepted.” It was a reminder to Analiese that soon Jordan would be above her station.

Instead of raging, Analiese appeared visibly hurt. Her thin mouth twisted and she blinked several times, as if blinking away tears. “And a countess would also be less than dignified if she slept with her husband’s captain.”

Jordan’s mouth popped open with shock and disbelief. She was no longer simply angry; she was bitter and hurt as if Analiese had reached in and ripped her guts out. Of course the woman had heard the rumors. Jordan didn’t know why she believed Analiese would not have heard the gossip. True or not, she could not allow such an insult to go unanswered.

“I swear ye’ll pay for that remark,” she growled. “With God as my witness, ye’ll pay with every petty bone in yer skinny body.”

Analiese gave her a smirked smile and Jordan was suddenly slapped with the realization that she was jealous. Of course. Why hadn’t she seen it before? The girl was in love with William. Her William. She felt sorry for her, but was flaming jealous at the same time.

“Then I see that my first observations that you were a whore are accurate,” Analiese said with thin triumph.

There were more guests in front of Jordan demanding attention. She greeted them mechanically, her mind reeling from Analiese’s statements. She was close to snapping with pent-up emotions. This feud with Analiese had to end here and now, for if the earl was convinced that some indiscretions had occurred, it could mean her head and William’s. She was fearful that the earl would listen to his mean and jealous daughter. Things could go no further.

She leaned close to the earl. “Sire, might I have a few private words with Analiese, please?”

The earl glanced at her dubiously. “Now? Why?”

Jordan forced her sweetest smile. “Because, my lord, if this party is to proceed uninterrupted, Analiese and I must come to an understanding. I promise I shall be completely amicable. I merely wish to talk to her. We have had little time to do that since my arrival.”

The earl gazed over Jordan’s head at his daughter’s pale blond one. Mayhap Jordan was right. He indeed wanted to live out the rest of his life peaceably and mayhap there was no better time to start. With misgivings, however, he gave his fiancée a nod.

“Very well,” he said. “You may use my solar. But only for a few minutes and then I’ll send someone to retrieve you both.”

“Thank ye, sire,” Jordan curtsied quickly and ducked behind Adam to lean close to Analiese’s ear. “Yer father has given us permission to brawl. Come with me now.”

Analiese was startled. She turned around to stare openly at Jordan, then looked to her father, then back again. Suddenly, she was not so brave.

“I…I do not want to fight,” she stuttered. “I have no desire to ruin my best dress.”

“I willna touch ye,” Jordan promised, grasping her thin arm. “Come.”

Before Analiese realized it, she was being led from the hall. The knights on duty tensed, their eyes following Jordan as she led Analiese away. William’s direct orders were that the two must never be left alone. Paris passed a glance to Kieran, who was closest to the women. The big man nodded imperceptibly, waiting until the women quit the room before discreetly following.

Jordan pulled Analiese into the designated private room and softly closed the door. When she turned to the other woman she saw the fear and uncertainty in the pale blue eyes, along with a good deal of anger. Jordan cleared her throat.

“Here and now, Analiese,” she said quietly. “We will be done with this here and now. I will not live the rest of my life trading insults with ye. I want to know why it is ye hate me so much. Can ye even tell me?”

Analiese puffed up as if she were about to give a vicious retort, but instead, she squeezed her lips together and turned away, twitching and pacing.

“My mother was killed by a Scot,” she said plainly. “She was in the forest collecting mushrooms with some of the servants when she was attacked and killed by marauding Scots. I was only eight years at the time. It seems that that is reason enough to hate you.”

Jordan was stunned. No one had ever made mention of that very large piece of evidence. She felt as if she were losing her edge already in the conversation.

“Then I am truly sorry,” she said softly. “But I dinna kill yer mother. Yer countrymen have killed more of my kin than I can count, but I am willing to forget that. Yer father and Adam seem willing to go beyond the hatred. Why canna ye?”

Analiese’s movements slowed as if she were considering the request. She started to reply but tripped over her words and turned away, dragging her hand across her father’s Cherrywood table.

“I do not want you here,” she said after a long moment. It sounded to Jordan like a plea.

“Why?” Jordan demanded softly.

Analiese looked at her. Really looked at her. Jordan could feel the heat in her gaze, but it was cooling. Suddenly, as if a curtain lifted, all became clear.

“Because ye were the only woman here until I came,” she answered her own question. “Ye had yer father, yer brother and the knights all to yerself and I expect they treated ye like a queen. And then I came and ye were threatened by me. Isna that right?”

“Well, why shouldn’t I be?” Analiese exploded. “Look at you; I have never seen a woman as beautiful as you. The knights and my father’ they all fawn over you as if you were the Virgin Mary. They have all but forgotten about me.”

Jordan knew the statement was from the heart. She felt a twinge of pity for the plain, selfish girl.

“Analiese, I dinna come here to take yer menfolk away from ye,” she told her gently. “I came here because I was given no choice. I have no interest in replacing ye and I doubt that I could anyhow. Do not let yer jealousy cloud yer judgment, lass. I truly want to be yer friend if ye’ll let me.”

Analiese looked stumped by the kind, open response. She had become so used to blatantly hating Jordan that she had never given friendship any thought. She looked as if she wanted to respond in sorts but her great pride blocked the way. As Analiese fidgeted,

Jordan had an idea.

“Would ye like to wear this dress?” she asked eagerly. “Ye said the men were staring at it and I am sure it would fit ye. We’ll change right here.”

Analiese blinked, glancing down at her plain blue surcoat loaded down with tons of jewelry. “I do not know…,” she said doubtfully.

Jordan moved swiftly towards her, not giving her any time to think negatively. “Come, now, turn around and let me unfasten it.” She spun Analiese around and went to work on the stays. “Ye look to be about my size. Mayhap we can swap dresses all of the time. I brought quite a few with me from Scotland.”

Analiese, being bull-dogged into trading dresses, was nothing like the belligerent girl of a few minutes ago. She held her hair to the side uncertainly while Jordan deftly unfastened her.

“Doesn’t your cousin wear your dresses?” she asked faintly.

“The little wench brought none of her own,” Jordan said disapprovingly, keeping the conversation light and busy. Hopefully, she would confuse Analiese so much that the girl would forget her hatred. “She is so short she has ruined the hemline of every dress she has worn. Yer seamstress, Joana, promised to make her some of her own, thank God.”

Analiese’s dress slipped off. Jordan moved in front of her. “Here, now unfasten me.”
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William entered the grand hall, dressed in his finest ceremonial armor and eagerly searched the room for Jordan. It did not take him long to figure out she was not in the room, so he skirted the edge of the hall until he came across Jemma sitting at one of the outer tables.

“Where’s Jordan?” he asked.

Jemma looked up at him. “Oh, hello, English,” she said mischievously.

His eyes snapped to her, darkening. She had called him by Jordan’s nickname and by the look in her eyes he could see she knew everything. He repressed the urged to curse loudly, wondering what in the hell Jordan had been thinking when she told her cousin of their relationship. But Jemma would not receive any satisfaction knowing that she had upset him.

“That is Captain to you, or Sir William,” he said lowly. “Answer me. Where is Lady Jordan?”

Jemma had had too much wine, he discovered. She waved a limp hand at him. “Oh, dunna get yer chausses in a bunch,” she said. “I willna call ye that anymore. Jordan left with that skinny wench Analiese a few minutes ago.”

William stiffened. “Which way did they go?”

Jemma pointed a door. “That way. Kieran went after them.”

William tried not to run, but as soon as he hit the archway he was pounding down the corridor. Rounding a corner, he almost plowed straight into Kieran.

“Dammit, man, where…?” he exploded.

Kieran shut him up. “Shhh,” he winced, glancing toward the door he stood in front of. It was cracked, ever so slightly. “Take a look for yourself. You are not going to believe it.”

William took a cleansing breath and peered through the crack. What he saw confused him greatly. Jordan, nude from the waist up, and Analiese in her shift, were focusing intently on some piece of jewelry in Jordan’s hands. They were talking so low that he could not hear what was being said. He turned to Kieran.

“What in the bloody hell is going on?” he demanded in a whisper.

Kieran chuckled in amazement. “It started out as a shouting match in the grand hall. Then the two retired in here privately and, after a brief conversation, Jordan began undressing them both. It seems Analiese has been wildly jealous of Jordan since she arrived and Jordan is trying to make amends by loaning Analiese her new surcoat.”

William reflected Kieran’s amazement before peeking back into the room. Analiese was now placing the necklace on Jordan, a gaudy piece of work with a huge stone that snuggled nicely in between Jordan’s bare breasts. He found himself mesmerized by the creamy globes, remembering how sweet they were to his tongue and seized with the urge to bed her that instant.

As good as she looked to him, it occurred to him that Kieran had seen her half-naked as well.

“How long have you been spying on them?” he asked.

“Until you walked up,” Kieran replied, unaware of William’s possessive tone.

William looked at him, his eyes narrowing. “Then you saw everything?”

“Aye, my lord, for you said that those two were never….” He suddenly caught on and was seized with the fear that eyes were about to be gouged out. His eyes widened and he stepped away, but he was grinning. “I saw nothing, my lord, absolutely nothing.”

William put his hands on his hips. “Aye, you did, but from this moment on you will wipe all memory of it from your mind. Is that understood?”

“Aye, my lord,” Kieran nodded, trying to straighten his grin.

William felt like grinning, too, but he bit his lip instead. “Besides, you have got your own to look at,” he hissed at him.

Kieran’s grin broke into a large smile and he laughed softly. “I would like to think so,” he said. “And mine are larger.”

William’s eyebrows lifted in feigned outrage at the insult but he was quickly reduced to a broad grin. “Are you saying that Lady Jordan’s are inadequate? Meager?”

“On the contrary, sire, they are perf….” Kieran caught himself. “I would not know, for I saw nothing.”

William cocked a black brow and nodded faintly before turning back around and resuming his watchful stance.

Jordan and Analiese exited the room twenty minutes later, Jordan still trussing up the back of the surcoat so that it would fit Analiese’s small chest. Analiese stroked and straightened the material.

“Does it look all right?” she asked Jordan.

Jordan gave her a warm smile. “Aye, it makes ye look like a princess.”

Analiese looked at Jordan as if the woman’s kindness had just suddenly dawned on her. She actually returned the smile, albeit a small one.

“Thank you, Jordan,” she almost choked on the words, but it became easier as she went. “You did not have to do this.”

“Aye, I know it, but I wanted to,” Jordan replied. “Besides, gold looks better on ye than it does on me. I look much better in yer blue.”

Analiese looked at her plain blue surcoat on Jordan, the woman’s breasts straining against the material and the clunky jewelry about her waist and neck. Jordan wore it as if it were the most beautiful dress in the world.

“I shall return it to you on the morrow, after my ladies have cleaned it,” Analiese said, turning away from Jordan and heading back to the party.

“Nay, Analiese, do not,” Jordan said after her. When Analiese turned around, Jordan smiled. “Consider it a gift. From one friend to another.

Analiese looked hesitant for a moment, then her shoulders slumped and she nodded unsteadily. With a look Jordan read to be one between guilt and thanks, Analiese turned and walked from her sight.

Jordan let out a long breath and followed, trying to adjust the ill-fitting surcoat as she went. From the shadows, a huge hand reached out to grab her and she squealed in surprise.

“William,” she gasped, hand at her throat. “Ye scared the wits from me. What are ye doing lurking in corners?”

“Watching for you,” he told her with a grin. Then he looked her up and down. “I was told you were wearing an obscenely low-cut surcoat. I will slit the throat of the liar who told me such.”

She shook her head, “Nay, dunna, for it was true. I had Analiese’s seamstress make me a dress of the latest London fashion, but I gave the dress to Analiese.”

“Why?” he didn’t look particularly surprised. Jordan shrugged and took his arm, walking slowly for the hall.

“Because she needed it,” she said simply.

“Analiese does not need any more surcoats,” William said flatly.

“She needed this one,” Jordan insisted softly. “It seems that Analiese is very threatened by me. She has had the attention of all of the menfolk here at Northwood for so long that when I came, she was naturally jealous. ’Tis why she has been so mean to me. And then tonight when I came into the hall with my fashionable dress, she felt very plain and ugly. So I gave her the dress to make her feel better.”

His eyes turned soft. “Is that why you are wearing this…this monstrosity?”

“Aye,” she gazed down at her dress.

“Then you will go to your rooms and change at once,” he said firmly.

“Nay, English,” she said resolutely. “I canna. Dunna ye see? I have to wear this dress. If I were to change it, it would insult Analiese. When I wear it and everyone says how lovely I look, she can tell them that it is her dress. But mayhap ye dunna understand a woman’s pride. ’Tis important that I keep it on.”

They stopped and he faced her, gazing at her so warmly and lovingly that she felt her insides go to jelly. She always found it hard to breathe when he looked at her this way.

“You are the kindest woman, my lady,” he said softly. “Simply to make plain Analiese beautiful you would risk looking less than tasteful so that you do not outshine her.”

“Then ye do understand a woman’s pride,” she smiled.

He wiggled his brows. “That may be the only thing I understand about women,” he confessed. “But I know one thing; that I do love you.”

She blushed, wishing he could take her in his arms. “I love ye, too, English.”

He didn’t dare touch her any more than he was already doing, her hand on his forearm, but he was aching to draw her against him. With a sigh only she heard, they turned back for the party.

Back inside the hall, Jordan resumed her place in the receiving line with a gentle smile to Analiese. The earl caught the expression and turned his questioning gaze on Jordan as she returned beside him.

“Everything is…all right, my lady?” he asked hesitantly.

“Aye, sire, everything will be fine,” she replied happily. “I am quite enjoying the party.”

He nodded, uncertainty and amazement filling his eyes. He kept glancing from Jordan to Analiese and back again, shaking his head. Jordan, for her part, felt as if a gigantic weight had been lifted for her and she felt quite free to enjoy herself.

Behind the family, a line of knights had taken up station. William, Paris, Deinwald, Kieran, Michael and Lewis stood silent and grim-faced as dozens of well-wishers filed by. Originally it had only been William, Paris and Kieran, and when the others joined, William made a point of casually moving next to Michael.

“Who in the hell is in command, de Bocage?” he demanded quietly.

“Ranulf has command of the castle, along with Captain Brockenhurst from Deauxville Mount,” he whispered back. “Marc and Corin are roving the walls and outlying areas, assisted by the captains of Northumbria and Hawkgrove. Viscount Wereford, the son of Cumberland, and Jason have command of the loft and the room.”

William nodded, glancing up the loft. It was a balcony that encircled the entire hall, flying several family banners and now lined with soldiers of all different houses. At the very near point of the balcony, almost directly over the dais, flew the banner of the clan Scott. He took another look at it, thinking that in this time of peace it was not particularly peaceful. It was a four-point shield on a background of Scott tartan, green, orange, white and black. The design on the shield was simple, a head stuck on the end of an upraised sword; the sword gloriously decorated with jewels and the Scot crown.

He turned away from it, hoping no one would comment at the gory crest, considering the entire purpose of the party was a peaceful one. His mind focused back to the festivities, the people, and several allied soldiers helping themselves to the food tables.

He elbowed Paris. “All the rest of the captains and officers are bloody well in here, eating us to the poorhouse. Lazy bastards.”

“You are in here,” Paris remarked drolly.

William didn’t even look at him. “As are you, which proves my point.”

In front of them, Jordan was doing quite well remembering her manners as well as all of the name and titles being thrown at her. She moved easily as if she were quite comfortable being the center of attention. She would engage the women in conversations about their jewels or dress, and encourage the men to tell her something of their families. All in all it was an excellent display, and he knew then and there that she would make a fine countess. He didn’t know whether to be proud or miserable.

The earl was introducing her to Earl Corvalis’ son, Langley. The lad was perhaps her age and he obviously was not thrilled to meet her. Jordan tried her best to be pleasant, but the situation was uncomfortable and she was eager to get on with it. She was hungry and her feet were starting to hurt, and the fool was taxing her good humor sorely.

She feigned interest as the lad’s father engaged the earl in a hearty conversation, ignoring Langley who stood in front of her. If he were going to be rude and not talk to her, then she would reciprocate. She could see him from the corner of her eye, looking at her and fumbling at his tunic.

Kieran saw the dagger first. It was right in his line of sight. The other knights saw him moving for his sword and, without question, drew theirs from their scabbards in a surge of force. By the time that action had been completed, they had all seen the source of Kieran’s concern and William was in motion.

Faster than speed itself, he grabbed Jordan out of the way. Paris had the earl and the viscount, shoving the men behind him, while Michael protected Analiese. Kieran and Deinwald descended on the earl’s son like vultures as Lewis tried to shove the confused guests clear of the melee.

People were screaming, falling away from the center of confusion and the soldiers on the loft began to break rank to go see what the matter was. Jason and Viscount Wereford were shouting at the top of their lungs for them to fall back, not at all sure themselves what was transpiring. It threatened to turn into a boiling mass of panicked people.

Jordan gasped as William swung her into his arms and was just getting a grip on his neck when he deposited her into Michael’s big arms.

“Get the ladies out of here,” he ordered sharply.

She clutched Michael’s neck, still reeling from shock and the pain of her still-tender shoulder being jostled, but she heard William’s orders and she balked.

“No!” she yelled at him, but he had already turned away. She looked up at Michael. “Dunna take me out, Michael. Not now. I must stay.”

He ignored her, sweeping her away with him and somehow managing to take Analiese along. Three of Northwood’s senior men-at-arms came rushing to his aid from their posts by the door.

Jordan had to stay. She had no idea what was going on, but she guessed she was either the cause or the cure. Twisting hard, she managed to loosen Michael’s grip and he had to stop or drop her.

“Calm down, m-my lady, all will be well,” he insisted.

She glared at him, half-clutched in his arms. “Put me down, ye brute, or I shall box yer ears.”

She was dead serious. Michael would obey William’s order to the death, but for some reason he found himself obliging and set her gently on the ground.

She sighed irritably and straightened her confining clothing. Her shoulder was aching a great deal at all of the exertion and she rubbed at it. Michael, seized with the fear that he had somehow reinjured her shoulder, went down on one knee so that he could look her in the eye.

“Are you all right, m-my lady?” he asked, his deep blue eyes concerned.

She waved off his concern. “I am fine. I would return now.”

“Nay, my lady,” he said firmly. “I have been ordered to return you to your rooms.”

Jemma came racing up then, a difficulty considering she was inebriated. She grabbed Jordan as she came to a halt so she would not fall over.

“What in the bloody hell is going on?” she demanded.

Jordan could smell the liquor on her breath. And not just any liquor; it was whisky. She wanted to demand where she had got it from, but held her tongue. For now, she ignored her cousin’s question.

“Aye, ye have indeed been ordered to return me, Sir Michael,” she eyed him stubbornly. “But Sir William dinna say when ye were to return me to my rooms.”

His eyebrows rose. “But…my lady, he meant now.”

She ignored him, and Analiese and Jemma as well, straining to see what was going on.

What was going on was a lot of yelling and confusion. William had shoved his two knights out of the way and had hauled the earl’s son to his feet. He was brutally rough with the lad, drawing even louder protests from the young man’s kin.

“Where’s the goddamn dirk?” he demanded harshly to no one in particular.

“I have it,” Kieran held the emerald-encrusted blade in his left hand, still clutching his huge sword in his right.

William had Langley by the collar and forced him to meet his eyes. “You were going to stab the future countess,” he accused through clenched teeth.

“Nay!” the boy was scared out of his mind. “I was going to give her the blade as a gift.”

“With the blade pointing at her?” Kieran snarled. “I saw you unsheathe it, boy. Do not lie.”

The young man shook his head hard. “Nay, I tell you. It became unsheathed accidentally.”

De Longley was standing next to William, his face dark. His usually mild expression was menacing.

“Lady Jordan did not survive an arrow to be cut down by the likes of you,” he growled. “William, remove him and his family from my house.”

“Wait!” Earl Corvalis was pale. “He has done nothing. My boy would not murder anyone.”

De Longley whirled viciously. “We have known each other a long time, Bruce, and because of that friendship I will not order your son killed. But from this day on I will wash my hands of you. You are no longer welcome at Northwood.”

“Why did ye try to kill me, lad?”

The arguing instantly ceased, all heads turning in the direction of the softly-uttered question.

Jordan stood calmly a few feet away, her eyebrows lifted questioningly. Michael stood behind her, looking sick. Against all that he was, he had disobeyed a direct order from William and fully expected harsh punishment. It would not have bothered him so much had he understand just why he did it, but he could not have explained the action in words.

Jordan took a step closer to the panting, angry group of men. “Answer me.”

Langley blinked. “I was not trying to kill you, my lady. I was attempting to give you the dagger as a gift and it accidentally came from its sheath.”

“Where is the knife?” she asked, looking at Kieran, and at William.

Kieran extended his open palm, it was a small, beautiful dirk. She stared at it for a moment.

“That doesna look like the dagger of a young lord,” she remarked, then locked on to William’s eyes. “In fact, it looks much like a dagger my grandmother gave to me. Exceptionally feminine, wunna ye say, Captain?”

William didn’t answer her. His face was like stone, his eyes murky and dark with rage. She knew he would not answer her, but she believed she had made her point. She turned her attention back to Langley.

“I believe ye, Langley Corvalis,” she said. “ ’Tis a dirk fitting a countess and I graciously accept.”

“As I believe you, Langley.” From behind Michael, it was Analiese. Michael flinched; he had doubly failed. He had left Analiese with the soldiers and trusted that they would see her safely to her rooms. He might as well take his own sword and throw himself upon it now because once William finished with him, he would have wished he had.

Analiese approached Jordan. “Father, I know Langley well,” she said in an amazingly civil tone. “He is arrogant and silly, but he is not a murderer. I must concur with Jordan.”

De Longley wasn’t convinced. “Lady Jordan, Analiese….” He stammered.

Jordan cut him off, capturing him with her pale green eyes; only de Longley could order the boy released. Mayhap with Analiese’s surprising show of support, she could secure it. One boy had already been flogged and outcast because of her and she did nothing to prevent it; she would prevent this lad’s humiliation if she could.

“Sire,” she said pleadingly. “As a personal favor to me as yer betrothed, I would ask that ye release the lad on his word. I believe him, and no harm has been done.”

De Longley suddenly looked very old. He met her gaze a moment before nodding wearily. “As you wish, my lady.”

William instantly released his hold and the boy nearly fell to the ground. His father caught him and whisked him away. Slowly, the receiving line began to form again, the hum of whispers filling the room. The music resumed timidly, mingling with the voices.

Jordan smiled her thanks to Analiese, who gave her a short nod in return. But there was no mistaking the camaraderie she saw in her eyes. Elated and relieved, she again stood next to the earl feeling as if the evening had already been a momentous victory.

Except where William was concerned, he stood behind her shooting her a piercing gaze that she could almost feel through her clothes. She heard de Longley chuckle next to her.

“William is displeased, I would say,” he whispered to her.

She shrugged. “I am sorry, but he was wrong.”

The earl gave a loud snort. “William? Never.”

Jordan saw that her statement had greatly amused the earl. It was obvious that the man had an extremely high opinion of his captain.

The line of knights resumed behind the family. William ducked back, tapping Michael on the shoulder and motioning for him to follow.

They found their way into a small office. William was furious, struggling to keep his composure as he faced off against Michael.

“Would you kindly explain why you disobeyed a direct order?” He thought he sounded rather calm.

Michael’s jaw ticked. “She began to fight me, m-my lord, and I was afraid she would reinjure her shoulder.” He shrugged irritably. “She threatened, demanded, cajoled, and the next thing I knew, I was standing behind her as she interrogated Corvalis. It was as if she were you, my lord. I bowed without questioning her will, and I cannot explain m-my actions. I stand ready for punishment.”

“Michael, you are at least three times her size. Did it not occur to you to use force?” William snapped.

“Aye, m-my lord, it occurred to me, but every time I m-moved to take her she threatened to box my ears or slug me in the nose,” he said, obviously appalled at his lack of courage against the small woman. “I didn’t want to offend her, or hurt her, or m-myself for that matter. Besides, I did not see any real danger in letting her remain, albeit far removed from the trouble.”

William’s eyes were dark. “ ’Tis not your duty to determine if there is any real danger,” he growled. “I am your captain and you are my knight. You will do as I tell you without a second thought. I know Lady Jordan has vast powers of persuasion; believe me, I have been on the receiving end many a time. But that does not excuse your blatant disregard for my orders.”

“No, sire,” Michael agreed stiffly.

William’s hands were clenched in a hard ball behind his back. He trusted Michael’s judgment of the situation, but he would not tell him that. The point remained that he had disobeyed him. And that could not go unpunished.

“Adam’s knighting ceremony will be tomorrow night,” he said in a low voice. “You will not attend.”

It was a harsh blow but Michael didn’t flinch. Instead, he nodded quickly. “Aye, m-my lord.”

William eyed him, standing like a strong young tree before him. “Furthermore, you will be assigned to guard Lady Jordan tomorrow night since the rest of the knights will be at the service. See if you can resist her feminine wiles so that she may survive the night.”

Michael again nodded stoically. “Aye, m-my lord, it shall be done.”

“See that it is,” William replied. “I will not have this conversation with you again. You have been warned.”

Dismissed, Michael spun on his heel and marched back into the hall, relieved he did not get his head taken off as he expected. The punishment was severe enough, but in the back of his mind he realized that William had made no mention of failing to keep Analiese from the room. Not so strange when he considered that William only had eyes for the fair Lady Jordan. And he could see why.

By the time William entered the hall, guests were taking their seats and the feast was about to begin. He was making his way to the head table when the drunken form of Jemma stumbled in front him.

He reached out to steady her, cursing silently when he saw who it was. She was in no condition to attend a formal banquet.

“Hello, English,” she slurred, then giggled. “Oh, I mean Captain.”

He frowned, hoisting her up so she would not fall. But he was not only irritated, he was apprehensive as well. If Jemma indeed knew everything about him and Jordan, then she must be removed at once before anything was inadvertently said.

“Come along,” he said, half-carrying her with him.

Over by the wall, several feet away, stood Kieran. William socked him with a look that made him straighten and take notice. He thrust Jemma at him.

“Look at her,” William hissed. “She is drunk. I thought you were watching her.”

Kieran looked concerned. “I was,” he insisted. “She’s only had two or three glasses of wine.”

William rolled his eyes. “Then she obviously cannot hold her liquor. Take her upstairs.”

Jemma reeled away from William right into Kieran’s broad chest. She smiled her sweet, curvy smile at him that even William found pretty. “Hello, my strong Sassenach knight,” she said dreamily. “Ye look mighty handsome tonight.”

William gave Kieran a disbelieving look before shoving them both toward the door. Kieran guided her just outside the door frame where William saw him pick her up. With a sigh to compose himself, he headed once again for the dais. This evening was growing more chaotic by the minute.

Jordan was standing up, looking beyond the table as he approached. “Where is Jemma going?”

William stopped before her, the damask covered table between them. “She is feeling ill, my lady. Kieran will take care of her.”

Jordan was up and moving. “If she is ill, then I must tend her.”

William moved around the table and met her halfway, grasping her arm. “She will be fine,” he said quietly. “Your place is here.”

Jordan flushed and yanked her arm free of his grip. “If she is sick, then I will tend to her. Kieran has other duties, I am sure.”

He frowned, cocking a black brow. “Trust me when I tell you that there is no need,” his voice was very quiet. “She is as drunk as a fool.”

Jordan blinked at him. “Then where did she get the whisky?”

When he looked puzzled and opened his mouth, she firmly cut him off. “English, Jemma can drink a barrel of wine and not feel a thing. I’d wager she could drink all of yer knights under the table. But the only drink she canna tolerate is whisky. I smelled it on her earlier, though I had not the chance to stop her.”

He sighed. “Be that as it may, she is far gone and I will not have her embarrassing the house of de Longley,” he turned her around and pointed her toward her chair. “Sit and enjoy. Jemma will be safe enough.”

Reluctantly, she complied. And she was later glad that she had.

The evening was wonderful. The food had been deliciously prepared, the entertainment lively, and the company good. With Adam on her right and the earl on her left, she was pampered and well cared for. William sat several chairs down from her and she could only see him if she obviously made the effort. Not wanting to draw attention to herself, she made no such attempts and her heart ached not being able to see him.

The party went on all night. Jordan danced with every man of any importance who asked it of her, including the earl. Three times. From the moment she stopped eating until before dawn, she was never off her feet.

It was a wild, giddy world she had never before experienced on this level and she loved it. She loved to be happy and gay, but was increasingly disappointed that William had not yet danced with her. Just once, she hoped. What harm could it do? Just once to dance with the man she loved, in public, with everyone watching them. It almost brought her to tears thinking that she could pretend it was their wedding dance.

But William was busy, constantly roving the hall, checking in with his officers, making sure everything was running smoothly. But he kept his eye trained on her, watching every man that danced with her like The Wolf that he was. The sense of possessiveness that filled him was overwhelming but he did nothing to stop it. He could not have if he tried.

She kept passing him glances every time he would re-enter the hall and he could do nothing but gaze back at her. He knew she wanted him to dance with her, but he could not. It would not have been proper for the captain of the troops to dance with the future countess. He hoped to God she understood that he didn’t dance with her not because he didn’t want to.

A couple of hours before dawn most of the revelers were drunk through and through. The earl had long since retired, but Jordan, Analiese, Alexander and Adam were still going. Analiese and Jordan had spent the evening becoming comfortable with one another, yet William was still distrustful. Open hostility was much easier to handle than subversive thoughts.

Alexander reacted much the same way to Jordan that he always had; he ignored her. Adam, however, was obviously smitten with her and William had to smile at the naive boy. He was doomed for a heartache.

William had been watching Jordan all night and noticed that she had imbibed a good deal of wine. Every time a dance would end, someone would hand her a cup and she would drain it in one hoist to the cheers of her admirers. As much as he disapproved, he didn’t stop her because that was part of the tradition. He knew that one good hangover and that would cure her of this particularly vile custom. At the next party, she would remember and be far more cautious. Unless she was a lush, and then she would like it all the more. He chuckled inwardly to that thought.

By the time dawn broke, Jordan was bouncing off of the furniture and William decided she’d had enough. She had spent a wonderful evening, of which she would most likely remember little, and had won a great many admirers, mainly of the male sex. It had been blatantly evident that she was the princess of the party. Analiese, having ingested a great quantity of wine herself, seemed not to care, for she shared a good number of male attentions by her own right.

Jordan was propped against a table, half-talking and half-sleeping with a young nobleman, a cousin of the Earl of York. She giggled, slurred and he could hear her voice clear across the hall. When he marched sternly up to her, she tipped her head up to look at him and almost fell over backward.

He reached out and grabbed her, sending the man a scowl that sent him immediately away.

Jordan watched the man go, her head bobbing and weaving. “Ye chased him away, English. He was about to tell me a secret about Alexander. I do love secrets.”

He slipped his arm around her back, supporting her. “ ’Tis no secret you have had too much to drink,” he said, being mindful of who watched them. “ ’Tis time for you to retire.”

She pouted. “But my party is not over.”

“Aye, it is,” he enunciated each word.

Halfway across the hall she began to sag and he pulled her more firmly against him. “Why dinna ye dance with me, English?” she slurred. “I waited and waited.”

He started to answer when a shadow crossed in front of them. He raised his eyes to find himself staring into the beady orbs Baron Billingham. The tall, ugly man looked at Jordan as if he were appraising a side of beef and William bristled. It was no secret that the baron was particularly vile and William was fully prepared to do battle with him in order to protect Jordan.

“Tell me, lass,” he said with a leering smile, “do you have any sisters?”

Jordan tried to straighten up for she knew who the man was. She was trying desperately to form an answer in her alcohol-soaked mind but could not seem to remember any words.

“What do you care? You hate Scots more than anyone else around,” Alexander said as he was strolling past. He was weaving drunkenly as he headed for the door. “Besides, you are married.”

The earl glanced over his shoulder at the man. “Mayhap you should marry, Alexander, and then you would not be such a pain in the arse.”

Jordan could not stop herself. She started to giggle. William groaned inwardly, wondering what was going to come spilling forth from her delicious little mouth and praying she didn’t offend the man too greatly. Fortunately, the baron had had enough to drink as well.

“Nay, my lord, no sisters,” she said between chuckles and snorts. “Just me. And my cousin, Jemma, and my other cousin, Caladora. But there are plenty of beautiful Scot lasses for the choosing.”

The earl guffawed loudly in one short burst. “None that I have seen; at least, none like you.” He reached out a thick finger and stroked her cheek. “I’d pay good money for you.”

Jordan lost all of her joviality at that moment. She was frightened of the man and pressed closer to William. She was trying to formulate a reply when the baron, mercifully, moved away without another word.

William, relieved the encounter had not come to blows, hastened her from the room. As soon as they were in the foyer, he gathered her into his arms and took the steps two at a time until he reached her rooms.

There was no guard outside, which meant that Kieran was still inside with Jemma. Jordan had passed out cold on his shoulder and he shifted her so that he could knock on the barred door.

Suddenly, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye and spun around, at an extreme disadvantage with Jordan in his arms. He certainly didn’t want her to become a shield should a sword fly out at him and he was fully preparing to drop her to protect them both.

But it was only Alexander. The man stood in front of him, swaying dangerously. William’s tensed body relaxed at the sight. He was annoyed; he had no time for Alexander’s nonsense tonight.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he demanded of the viscount. “Why aren’t you in bed?”

“I wanted to tell you to leave her alone,” Alexander replied.

William didn’t show any emotion. “Go to bed,” he said. “You are drunk.”

“Aye, I am,” Alexander agreed. “But I know what I am saying. Leave the bitch alone.”

William reached out his foot and rapped on the door. It was almost simultaneously opened by a grim-faced Kieran, who was gazing hostilely at Alexander. He had heard the voices.

“Take Jordan,” William said quietly, handing her carefully over to his knight.

“Give her to him.” Alexander crowed. “By all means, let Kieran have the whore. He’s a big man with big needs. Hell, there’s enough to go around for everyone.”

William’s nostrils flared in a rare display of his fury. A hard lesson was coming for the viscount.

“William,” Kieran stopped his advance. “Let me take Alexander back to his rooms. You take Lady Jordan.”

Kieran was afraid William was going to commit murder by the sheer look on the man’s face. But William shook him off.

“Nay, I shall be but a moment,” he assured him evenly. “Put her to bed.”

Kieran watched as William put a crushing hand on Alexander’s shoulder and turned the man back around, forcibly escorting him down the hall. William was speaking to him, but Kieran could not hear the words. But he knew the tone and he didn’t like it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


An hour later, William came back. Kieran admitted him, looking closely for any signs of blood on his hands. William saw his expression and waved him off.

“Nay, I did not kill him, but I wanted to,” he said. He sat heavily in the high-back chair, feeling his fatigue as he did.

Kieran studied him. “What’s that cut on your eye?”

William put his finger to it as if he had forgot it was there. “That? Just another one of Alexander’s tantrums. Seems he didn’t like what I had to say. But I, on the other hand, was most interested to hear what he had to say.”

Kieran sat opposite him. “And what was that?”

William let out a sigh, resting his head against the back of the chair. “ ’Twas not Analiese that made an attempt on Jordan’s life. It was Alexander.” When Kieran appeared shocked, he went on. “He did not exactly admit it, but he had knowledge of the attack that only my knights knew. Unless we have a spy among us, which we do not, Alexander made the attempt.”

Kieran let out a long hiss. “Bastard,” he said with conviction. “What did he say that led you discover him?”

“In his drunken state he mentioned the Welsh archer, the fact that the man was murdered with a dagger, and of Analiese’s necklace. Had he mentioned only one correct fact and not several, I would simply have assumed that he was guessing.” He exhaled wearily and scratched his forehead. “But then there was the curious statement that he believes himself in love with me and does not like the attention I have been paying Jordan.”

Kieran wasn’t surprised by the admission. “Alexander’s fondness for men is well known, William, but you are not his type,” he said. “His tastes run from young boys to the effeminate noblemen of the king’s court. He has never shown any desire for a fighting man.”

“Then I am given the dishonor of being the first.” He rubbed at his neck. “This conversation sickens me.”

Kieran took the hint. “Now that we know it is him, how do we protect Jordan against him?”

William lifted his eyebrows. “Now that we know it is him, I would say it makes it much easier,” he said. “We’ll continue the guard, but I think she can be allowed more freedom due to the fact we’ll place a guard on Alexander as well.”

Kieran snorted. “How are you going to explain that to de Longley?”

William sat forward, pausing a moment before rising exhaustedly to his feet. “I shall think of something and let you know when I do,” he said. “Now, I shall check on Jordan.”

He lumbered to her door and entered quietly, shutting it behind him. She lay on her back, one arm over her head and the other on her stomach, softly snoring in her stupor. He smiled, knowing she would have quite a headache when she awoke and imagining how foul her humor would be. Seeing that she was well and not wanting to wake her, he went softly for the door. The minute he lifted the latch, he heard her stir.

“English?” she called.

He moved back to the bed. “ ’Tis me, love. Go back to sleep.”

“I will, but I want ye to sta….” She rolled toward him and immediately gripped the bed. “Oh, God… I dunna feel so well.”

He could see what was coming and struggled to keep from smiling as he quickly retrieved her chamber pot.

Jordan retched her guts out in it and then some. William could do nothing more than hold her hair back so she would not soil it and speak softly to her while she gasped in her misery.

She fell back on the bed, her face green. “Oh, English, I feel awful. I have never felt so bad in my entire life.”

He threw a piece of linen over the pot and sat on the bed beside her. “Then mayhap at the wedding party you will not drink as much,” he said with gentle sternness. “Consider this your lesson.”

“Why dinna ye stop me?” she turned the blame around.

He laughed softly. “Because you would not have listened to me and probably would have accused me of spoiling your fun. Some things you must learn on your own, my lady. But I am curious; you have never been drunk before?”

“Not like this,” she moaned softly. “I dunna like wine much. And I could never drink enough whisky to make me sick.”

Kieran opened the door softly and peered in, grinning at the two figures on the bed. “Did anyone call for water?”

William grinned in return and nodded at him. “Aye, we did.”

“I thought so,” he closed the door behind him.

“Why the water?” Jordan rolled onto her side and hugged her pillow, trying to stop the bed from moving.

“To wash you up,” he replied. “And to drink. Byron has a concoction of mashed root and herbs that is guaranteed to make you feel better.”

She shoved her face into the pillow. “If I drink anything I will surely barf it up.”

He reached over and rubbed her back. “No, you won’t, I swear it.”

She fell back asleep, but the godawful potion was waiting for her when she next opened her eyes, and she drank it gladly.
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Jordan awoke around noon. Even with her tremendous headache, she was determined to seek out Analiese and return the heavy, expensive necklace she had borrowed the night before. She was eager, too, to see if Analiese had a change of heart over the night once the wine had worn off and her mind had cleared.

She was apprehensive that the lady who would greet her this morn would be the same lady she had met the first day she had come to Northwood. She knew that hate wasn’t something one could forget over the course of a few hours.

But she wanted to go alone, not with her entourage of soldiers following her. She knew she could not simply walk out; nay, she would have to be cleverer than that. She must consult a higher source of cunning and deceit, for she was not particularly good at it.

Fortunately, Jemma was a master of trickery and decided that Jordan would dress as a serving girl and slip past the guards unnoticed. But the real convincing came when Jemma insisted on going and Jordan insisted she stay. It threatened to be an all-out brawl until Jordan told Jemma if she followed her, that she would send her back to Langton. Jemma ceased her arguing because she knew William would do it if Jordan asked it of him, and the thought of leaving Kieran terrified her.

Jordan traded clothes with Maggie the maid. The simple coat and tunic was too big, but she cinched up the girdle until she could not breathe to make it fit properly. Plaiting her hair into a thick braid, she tied a kerchief around her head and put on Maggie’s worn brown slippers. She then took a basket and threw a pile of mending in it, concealing the necklace at the very bottom.

Jordan felt very sly and wicked, but also a great deal of freedom. She was not allowed from her rooms unescorted for any reason, and the thought of wandering the halls of Northwood in disguise made her feel very adventurous.

Jordan had a general idea where Analiese’s rooms were, simply from the talk she had heard and knew approximately how to get there, but even if she got lost she was not worried. Somehow, she would find her way. The thought that she would be anonymous in her serving garb, free to go anywhere in the castle, blotted out all apprehension she might have.

Jemma pinned her braid up under the kerchief so that her hair would be concealed. It was the final step before gathering her basket and opening the door, keeping her head lowered so that the guards could not recognize her. Jason had been on duty earlier; she prayed he was not there now for he would surely notice her.

Walking past the guards had been exceptionally easy, much to her surprise. No one said a word to her. She continued down the corridor, not daring to raise her head until she had rounded a corner and was out of their sight.

Getting her bearings, she knew that the family’s quarters were further down the corridor. It was so long she could not even see the other end. With a deep breath of excitement, she trudged down the endless hall. Wouldn’t Analiese be surprised to see her?

She went up a small flight of stairs and the hallway widened considerably. On the floor running the length of the corridor for as long as she could see was a richly woven woolen rug. Instantly she knew she had entered the de Longley family’s realm. She pushed forward, eager to find Analiese’s rooms.

There was a soldier further down the hall, standing stiffly next to a door. She approached him.

“Sir,” she said. “Might ye tell me where Lady Analiese’s room is?”

He looked sternly at her. “Why?”

Jordan blinked, taken aback at his gruffness. “Because….” She glanced at her basket of mending. “Because these are the garments she has requested immediately. Where are her rooms?”

He looked her up and down. “What’s your name, girl? I haven’t seen you around here.”

Oh no! Jordan thought. She didn’t like the look in his eyes. “My name is Elinor. Might ye show me where Lady Analiese’s rooms, please?”

“Elinor,” the soldier rolled it on his tongue, taking a seductive step toward her. “You are a bonny wench.”

“I am married.” she jumped back from him, holding the basket in front of her.

“Married?” the soldier repeated. “All the better. Then I won’t be spoilin’ anything.”

She was quickly becoming terrified. “Stay away from me, Sassenach.” she warned desperately. “My husband is a knight and he will run ye through if ye touch me.”

“A knight?” the soldier momentarily stopped. He frowned. “Which one?”

William was the fiercest knight by far, but everyone knew he wasn’t married. Her mind raced to think of the second most-imposing knight she could think of. “Sir Kieran Hage.”

“Sir Kieran?” The soldier began to show signs of nervousness at last. As she had hoped, the man did not wish a confrontation with the massive man. He looked her up and down again then, licking his lips, he went back to his post on the door. “You had better not be lying, wench, or I will track you down and make you wish you’d never been born. I shall remember your face, too. Lady Analiese’s rooms are three doors down, to the left.”

“She is lying,” said Alexander.

Jordan had failed to notice that the door the soldier had been guarding was opened. Alexander stood in the archway, an evil smile on his lips.

The guard jerked around to Alexander, then back to Jordan. He wasn’t sure what to say or how to react.

Jordan was frightened. Alexander kept staring at her, the hate in his eyes reaching toward her like an evil, cloying fog.

She instinctively took a step back, clutching the basket in front of her. She had to get out of there, realizing that she had placed herself in severe danger. She could run, but not knowing the layout of the castle well put her at an extreme disadvantage. Her panic was growing.
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William heard the yelling from the top of the stairs. Puzzled, he took the short walk to Jordan’s door, listening to the shouting get louder. The guards were gathered around the door, listening, and he shoved them away in his attempt to reach the latch. With a glare, he silently ordered them back and entered the antechamber.

Jemma stood in the center of the room, squared off against Elspeth, the older of the two maids. He glanced about, noticing immediately Jordan was not in the room. Jemma saw him enter and instantly shut her mouth, suddenly very afraid.

“This is no way for ladies of the future countess to act,” he said reproachfully. “Where is Lady Jordan?”

Old Elspeth had her back to him. She spun around to face him, her round face flushed. “She’s gone. And this little peapod wunna tell me where she went.”

Fear surged through William. His eyes riveted to Jemma. “Where in the hell is she?”

Jemma was quaking inside but she defiantly lifted her chin in spite of her common sense. “She’s in no danger, sir knight.”

His jaw ticked and he took deliberate steps toward her, standing so close he was almost standing on top of her. “That was not what I asked. Where is she?”

Jemma fully intended to evade his question again, but her fear got the better of her. “She went to seek Lady Analiese’s rooms.”

He looked perplexed. “Why? How in the bloody hell did she get out of here?”

“She dressed as a serving girl and slipped past the guard.” Jemma was gushing like a well. “She wanted to return Lady Analiese’s necklace, alone, and talk to her again. She doesna like all of the guards she is forced to endure.”

The veins on his throat were pulsating and Jemma impulsively stood back from him. If he was going to explode, she did not want to be within his reach.

“Damnation.” he hissed between his teeth. Before anyone could say another word, he was bolting for the door, slamming it with such force that one of the hinge supports cracked, raining splinters of wood on to the stone floor.

Jemma and Elspeth stared at the bits of door sprinkled on the ground. “Oh, my,” Elspeth said slowly.

Jemma nodded in agreement, wondering what would happen to Jordan when William caught up to her and very glad she had not gone with her, for once.
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Alexander was enjoying Jordan’s terror. He was in such a perfect position to humiliate and terrorize her that his wicked little mind was whirling with the possibilities.

There were so many things he could do, but he did not want to be directly implicated in physically harming her. Hell, the Welsh archer had been the perfect assassin, he thought, until the man failed. Since then, however, when Alexander saw how his father and the knights had reacted, he decided that killing her was mayhap not the smartest thing to do. One could eventually be caught, and a murderer would not ascend the title of Earl of Teviot.

Of course, at this point, he had no recollection of his conversation with William the night before, and did not remember his confession, or the fact that he damn near implicated himself in the plot to kill the lady. Even if he had remembered, it would have made little difference. William had no power over him.

Except the power of desire; he lusted for William as he had lusted for none other. The man’s beauty and strength inflamed him to the point of insanity. He wanted to feel those arms around him, run his tongue over the naked buttocks, and feel his mighty sword as it forged into him. But this little bitch seemed to be taking all of William’s time and attention, and he would make her pay for her interference.

Scot or English was of no concern to him, in faith. He simply hated all women. Vile creatures with privates like horses, huge and slimy and gaping.

The next best thing to killing her was to make her so miserable that she would voluntarily leave or, at best, kill herself. He could see a blooming opportunity for Jordan to suffer major humiliation and he not be made to blame. He had a ready and willing tool in his guard. The man had appeared shortly before dawn, informing Alexander that Sir William had ordered him protected because of the attempt on Lady Jordan’s life.

Alexander didn’t stop to think that it had been over a week since the attack, he was simply flattered that William was thinking of him. He was doubly flattered when he noticed his sister had no guard. Obviously, William thought he was worth protecting.

He pushed himself off the door frame and moved toward Jordan. She stiffened, using the basket like a shield as he approached, wondering with horror what he intended to do. When his hand lashed out she let out a small cry, thinking he was going to strike her. Instead, he ripped off her kerchief. With a thin smile, he turned back for his door, handing the soldier the kerchief as he passed by him.

“Use this to gag her,” he said coldly. “ ’Twill block out her screams.”

Alexander’s door slammed. Jordan ran cold; he had given the man his permission to rape her and God only knew what else. She knew now that she had to run if she were going to get help, no matter where the corridors took her. Mayhap if she screamed and yelled enough, someone would hear her. She silently swore to God that lf he let her come from this crisis free of harm, that she would never again disobey William.

Her body tensed, preparing to bolt as the soldier glanced curiously at the kerchief and shrugged. “Mayhap I will use this,” he said thoughtfully. “I would not want your screams to distract me from my pleasure.”

Bile rose in her throat. She closed her eyes a brief second to fight it down, but by the time she reopened them he was upon her, his dirty hands reaching for her.

Jordan screamed, dropping the basket and twisting away from him, but he had her by the arm and he pulled her back against him roughly. She could smell his rotten breath and it threatened to bring up the contents of her intestines.

He was strong. She fought and twisted, screeched and kicked, but his grip held firm. She could feel him trying to pin her against the wall so that he could free up a hand to rip away at her clothing.

But she was a wildcat, scratching and beating him with her fists and trying desperately to break free from his grasp. Even when he lashed out and slapped her, bringing the taste of blood to her lips, she continued to fight. She would get away from the man or die trying.

He slammed her up against the stone wall, momentarily stunning her in the brief reprieve in which she stopped her struggles, he fumbled with the ties of the girdle, trying to loosen it. She was seeing stars and deathly afraid she would faint when she suddenly felt a hand to her breast and immediately she returned to the land of the living, slugging the man in the face and resuming her vicious fighting. She wondered vaguely if anyone had heard her screams and if they had, if they even cared. They probably thought it was the screams of another bawdy serving wench in the throes of passion.

The soldier was grabbing at her hips, trying to lift her skirts. She was using her elbows, aiming for his face, screaming curses at him in Gaelic. But her energy, fed by adrenalin, was fading and being replaced by a panic that promised sweet, safe darkness if she would only give in. But she would not give up – she could not. She could not let this happen to her.

Faintly, she heard a high-pitched noise, a strange sing-song note that sounded like a bell or a tuning fork. She was almost distracted by it, wondering where it was coming from, when the soldier lurched away from her like a rag doll, wildly and out of control.

The next thing she saw was William, broadsword in hand, driving the blade into the soldier’s torso and clean through the other side. The man twitched once, twice, and moaned before his eyes closed and he was forever silenced by the hand of death.

Jordan was still pressed up against the wall, tears over-spilling her eyes and mouth agape as she stared at the dead man. Her hair was askew, her dress torn and disheveled, and her lip swollen and bleeding.

She could not move; she could hardly breathe. All she could do was gawk in horror as William calmly, coldly, removed his sword and wiped the blood off on the soldier’s tunic.

He gazed at the soldier a moment longer before turning to Jordan. She knew he was looking at her but she could not bring herself to meet his eyes, a man was dead because she had deliberately disobeyed him. She as good as killed the man herself.

Jordan could not face him, not after what she had caused him to do. Spinning toward the wall she burst into hot, frightened tears. Her fingers clutched at the stone as she poured out her heart. Her sobs grew more violent and her knees grew weak, her mind spiraling with the shock of what had happened.

William caught her before she fell, clutching her to his hard chest and inhaling deeply of her hair. The terror that was clawing at his heart was beyond all rational words and the anger that had gripped him was the rage of the devil. His emotions were surging like the raging tides and to hold her, to see that she was physically sound, helped calm him somewhat. But he still felt as if he were bordering on insanity.

He let her cry, knowing she needed to release her fear just as he had released his own when he had driven the sword into the soldier’s innards. But after a few minutes of holding her and stroking her lovingly, of whispering sweet words into her hair, he turned her around to look at him.

His big hands clasped either side of her face. “You are safe, love,” he whispered. “Look at me. Let me see what happened to you.”

She was sobbing quietly but she tilted her head up. He noticed her eyes were still closed. “Look at me, Jordan,” he repeated.

She did, sluggishly, revealing the pale green orbs as if a curtain were slowly raising. His heart lurched at the myriad of emotions he could so blatantly read. His thumb traced over the small cut on the corner of her mouth.

“Did he do this?” His voice was raspy.

She nodded, then burst out into sobs again. “Oh, English, I am so sorry. I was wicked and I disobeyed ye.”

He shushed her, kissing her face, tasting her tears. “You are safe now.” Now was not the time to scold her. “Come on. Let me take you back.”

“ ’Twas Alexander who told him to do it,” Jordan said. She was not going to cover up for the evil little man.

William went stiff with rage. “What did he say?”

She sniffed, wiping at her nose. She proceeded to tell him everything since she had arrived in the hall, everything Alexander had said and done. She was so frightened and angry and horrified at the soldier’s death that she wanted Alexander to suffer purely because he had provoked the man. She felt like a tattler, but she was not going to protect someone who had tried to do her great harm.

William was collected and unreadable as always when she finished. Except for one thing; she noticed the veins in his neck throbbing. She’d never seen that before and it puzzled her. He paused a moment after she had concluded, drawing in a deep breath before finally nodding. Then he kissed her forehead and released her.

“Is Alexander in his rooms?” he asked mildly.

“Aye,” she nodded, wiping away the remainder of her tears and touching her swollen lip.

He nodded again. He turned and stepped over his sword where it lay upon the floor and walked directly to Alexander’s door. Jordan watched him apprehensively, wondering what he was going to do. He seemed calm enough except for that wild pulsing at the base of his neck.

He tried the door to find that it was bolted from the inside. Jordan continued to watch him as he took a step back, as if he were contemplating the situation. She didn’t know what to think, for he looked thoughtful and sedate. Had his anger fled?

She doubted it. She had grown to know him well enough to know he would not have gotten over it that quickly. So what was he planning?

She was about to find out.

Like a flash of lightning, William lashed out a huge booted leg and rammed the door head-on. Jordan shrieked in surprise as the door gave, cracked, and finally swung open in a hail of flying wood and debris. Not only had the wooden bolt snapped, but he had separated the panel from the top hinge.

William was through the doorjamb before the door had even come to a final resting place.

Jordan clutched her throat in shock, running after him but pausing at the threshold, not sure if she should follow him in yet horrifically curious to see what he was going to do.

Alexander had been sitting at his writing desk at the opposite side of the antechamber when William had kicked his door in. He now stood, a long thin sword in his palm pointed right at William’s chest.

William was advancing on Alexander as if the man were not holding a sword. Jordan heard her breath coming in small, panicked gasps, knowing William’s sword lay back in the hall. She turned and ran for it, retrieving the heavy blade with all of her strength and dragging it back to the doorway.

“William. Yer sword.” she cried.

If he heard her, he did not acknowledge her. He walked right up to Alexander and batted the sword from the man’s hand as if it were nothing more than a toy. Alexander was terror-stricken; his pasty face was beaded with sweat and his whole body was quaking.

“Never point a sword at me unless you intend to use it,” William growled.

Alexander backed away from him. “Get out of here.”

William’s jaw ticked. “I understand that you encouraged the attack on Lady Jordan.”

Alexander’s eyes darted to Jordan in the doorway and back again. “I know of no attack.”

William lost his composure, then. He charged Alexander, grabbing the man by the collar and slamming him onto the flat surface of the desk behind him. Vellum scattered and ink spilled, wells clattering to the floor. The heavy oaken chair tipped over and William kicked it into the wall as it tried to fall on him.

His hazel-gold eyes were as murky as the depths of the sea. “You lying bastard,” he seethed. “I should have killed you last night when you all but admitted to me ’twas you who ordered the assassination attempt on Jordan, but I restrained myself although God knows why. You paid the Welsh archer and then killed him so he could not talk. You even planted your sister’s necklace on the man to throw us off your scent.”

Alexander was terrified, struggling against the vice-like hold, but William gripped his neck tighter. But William wasn’t finished yet.

“Now you give your blessing for a soldier to attack Lady Jordan?” he went on. “What in the hell is your warped mind thinking?”

Alexander was gasping for breath. “Let go of me or I swear to God I will have your head.”

William was grasping him so tightly that he knew the man was laboring for air. “Not until we have an agreement, but God knows I should kill you here and now for what you have done.” His voice was not quite as urgent, but the tone had become deadly. “You will leave Lady Jordan alone. You will not look at her, speak with her, nor even so much as think about her. If I hear you have so much as glanced in her direction, I will descend on you like the plague and I can promise that you will not survive. And you will watch every step you make, for I shall be watching you as well. One false move and The Wolf will strike.”

Alexander was white. His mouth was working, foam on his lips. “How dare you threaten me.” he rasped.

William smiled, cold and deadly. “ ’Tis no threat I give you, but a promise. One more transgression against Lady Jordan, however small, and I will kill you.”

Alexander began to spasm. “I wonder what my father will have to say about that.”

William’s eyes glittered. “Then I wonder, also, what he will say when he learns his heir masterminded the assassination plot against the future countess, and wholeheartedly approved an attack on her person? ’Twould be certain grounds to have your viscount title stripped and possibly exiled. Remember then, Alexander, that this is between you and me. I know everything that is in your black heart.”

Alexander looked stunned. Still defiant, but stunned. William, satisfied his point had been well-taken, hauled the man to his feet.

“Jordan, come here,” he said quietly.

Shaking, Jordan lay down the sword and approached the two men, warily eyeing Alexander. He was staring at the ground, William’s hands swallowing up his shoulders and neck. She stopped several feet away. William grabbed the Alexander’s hair and painfully forced the man to look at her.

“I want to hear you apologize,” William growled in his ear.

Alexander’s mouth went into a thin line and he tried to turn away, but William held him firmly by the hair. “Do it or I run you through this instant,” he hissed.

William was pulling his hair so hard that Alexander would have said anything simply to be free. “I apologize.” he cried.

William released him and he fell forward, bracing himself against his desk so he would not plummet to the floor. He was breathing heavily with exertion and hatred, spittle dripping from his mouth to the oaken surface below him. Had he had a dagger within reach that moment, he would have thrown it at William. His mind was cloaked with black anger and humiliation, feeding off each other.

“Get out!” he screamed, his voice cracking.

William silently moved to Jordan, gathering her against him. She fell into him, feeling his strength renew her own. She had heard everything he had said, all of the revelations he had kept from her. She was frightened and relieved at the same time, confident that Alexander would harass her no more. She had seen the look in the man’s eyes and he was deathly afraid of William, and of the knowledge William held. Now that it was over, she simply wanted to get the hell out of there.

William knew her feelings and quickly ushered her from the room. In the hall lay her scattered basket and Analiese’s necklace on the floor. She pulled away from him, going to retrieve her basket, not surprised when she turned back to him to see that he had gathered the bits of clothing and the necklace. She held the basket as he placed the items in it.

“Do you still wish to see Analiese?” he asked her quietly.

She nodded. “Aye, I do.”

He sighed, knowing how important it was to her. “Then we will return to your rooms and you may change out of that dress. I am sure you do not wish for Analiese to see you in it.”

She looked down at the torn, soiled dress. “Nay,” she whispered, her eyes trailing over her shoulder to the cooling corpse on the floor. “What about him?”

William pulled her with him, whisking her down the corridor. “Do not worry about him,” he said, pausing but a moment to sweep her into his arms.

Gratefully, she wound her arms around his neck, laying her head on his shoulder. Her proud, strong William. Sweet Jesu,’ what would she ever do without him?


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Thomas Scott sat in the grand hall of Langton, his handsome face dark as he listened to the ranting of sundry clan members and allies. He had been listening to their anger off and on for nearly two days. His mood was black and his ale tasteless to his tongue as his mind grasped the severity of the situation before him, one almost too terrifying to believe.

“Ye signed a peace treaty with the Sassenachs.” Oliver Barr pounded the table with a meaty fist. “They have broken the treaty, man. The bottom line is, what do ye intend to do about it?”

Thomas observed his ally over the rim of his cup before carefully setting it down. “The treaty I signed was between Northwood and Langton,” he said. “It said nothing about the Barrs, or the Macphersons, or the Callendars, or the McKennas. Ye, Oliver Barr, attacked The Lyceum and nearly destroyed her. Of course the English laird sent for help, and he happened to send word to Northwood. The laird of Teviot was simply supporting his ally.”

“Exactly my point,” Barr boomed. “Ye and I have been allies for many years, Thomas. ’Tis yer duty to support yer kin. I demand ye break ties with Northwood. Had it not been for the damned Wolf, we would hold The Lyceum right now.”

Thomas was trapped, although he would not let on that he indeed felt the pressure. If he broke the treaty, he would suffer no peace from the English. If he did not break the treaty, he would suffer no peace from his countrymen. He would literally be alone, and even with the size of Langton, he could not survive alone.

“Ye have been fighting Lord Harringham for years, Oliver,” he said evenly. “Just as I have fought de Longley as my closest English enemy. If Harringham sent a missive offering peace for yer daughter, would ye not take it simply to have a peace? Yer asking me to dishonor my word and jeopardize Jordan’s life. Northwood has committed no transgressions agin Langton, so I would not be right in my assumption that they have broken the treaty.”

Oliver Barr sat with his elders, several members of the MacPherson clan, and the Callendar brothers. Barr was the most adamant and the others seemed to be agreeing with him simply because he was loud and aggressive, and they were a-feared to go against him.

Thomas knew this, but he also knew that shortly he would have to make a decision. Nathaniel and Matthew sat on either side of him, and he knew they would accept whatever he decided.

“Yer a Scot, Thomas, whether or not yer daughter has married into an English house.” Oliver had lowered his voice. “Yer duty lies in yer loyalty to yer countrymen, the same countrymen who have fought and died for ye. Ye yerself had one hundred men supporting me on my assault. Technically, they fought agin Northwood, which means that the treaty has already been compromised.”

Thomas looked hard at Oliver before lowering his gaze. He could see that he would be given no choice in this. Two days of bickering and reasoning could have been saved if he had only given in at the beginning, but he truly hoped that his allies would see his reasoning. He knew now that they saw only what Oliver Barr was telling them.

“Then what would ye have me do?” Thomas forced the words out, knowing exactly what he was going to be told and ashamed he would be going back on his word. But to survive, he had to bow to their wishes.

Oliver sighed, pleased that Thomas was finally coming around. He knew the man would, eventually. “Ye will withdraw Jordan and tell the English laird that since he had broken the treaty by fighting agin the Scots, the marriage contract is dissolved,” he said, and sat down and fixed Thomas with an unwavering gaze. “Then we band the clans together and launch an attack to destroy both The Lyceum and Northwood. The two seats have long been the greatest cause of our troubles. With them gone, we can easily deal with the smaller English fortresses until we alone control the entire border.”

Oh my God, Thomas thought. This kind of war could take years, and he was so damn sick of fighting. He glanced at the other allies to gage their reactions and was appalled to see that they were as staunch as Oliver. They’ve already discussed this, he thought in growing realization. They have already planned this and his agreement was to be a mere formality.

“I see,” Thomas said with controlled anger. “I see, in fact, a great many things. I see that this is not a response to yer defeat at The Lyceum, but in fact, something ye appear to have been planning for a while. When I signed the treaty with Northwood, it threw yer plans haywire because ye need Langton’s strength and her strategic position. This excuse about Northwood’s troops fighting Scots is simply a convenient reason for me to dissolve the treaty.”

Most of the latter was speculation, of course, but he felt he was not getting the whole of the story. He never believed Oliver Barr to be a power monger, but the man’s story was telling him exactly that.

Oliver sat back in his chair. “See it as ye will, Thomas. But the fact remains that Langton canna survive without her allies. Ye need us and we need ye. And if we controlled the borders, ’twould fill our coffers and benefit all of our kin. There is great advantage in it.”

Thomas felt Nathaniel stiffen beside him; his brother had a vile temper when roused. This talk of coffers and power had a familiar ring, but it was not coming from a familiar mouth. There was only one man who spoke of unreachable visions of gold and glory.

“True, there is an advantage to it, but how many will die to see yer daft scheme through?” Nathaniel said. “ ’Tis madness of which ye speak. Did Dunbar McKenna have any part in this idea of yers?”

Oliver straightened angrily. “Dunbar McKenna has pledged his full support, if that’s what ye mean. The man knows the meaning of the word ally and I am proud to be allied with him.”

Thomas passed a glance at his brother. Dunbar McKenna, of course. The bastard was always craving what was not his, including Jordan for his dimwitted son, Abner. Mayhap this was his way of getting back at Thomas for refusing a betrothal. He had no way of knowing that Dunbar was behind this, but his head was literally spinning with possibility.

The McKenna probably did more than pledge his support. He probably planted the seed that created this mess. Suddenly Thomas had had enough. He slammed his cup down and rose.

“I shall think on this and give ye my answer in three days,” he told them sternly. “Be gone with ye, I am sick of seeing yer tired faces.”

The men stood wearily and began to file from the hall, the soft buzz of muted conversation following them. Oliver was the last one from the room.

“I shall wait to hear from ye, Thomas,” he said in what could be termed as a threat. “I pray ’twill be the correct decision.”

Thomas didn’t answer, nor did he look at him. As soon as they were gone, he let out a blustery sigh and swept his cup from the table in an angry gesture. “Damn.”

“What are ye going to do?” Nathaniel asked, sitting on the table.

Thomas shrugged. “What would ye do?”

His brother pursed his lips. “Seems that we’re damned one way or t’other,” he said. “But since ye asked, I shall tell ye. The treaty with Northwood is not only for peace, but with Jordan as their countess, they are obliged to us. Now think of all the English warlords that are obliged to them? I dunna worry about our hotheaded allies when I think that one word to the laird of Teviot and we could have thousands of soldiers at our disposal.”

“The treaty said nothing of an alliance, only peace,” Thomas reminded him. “They are in no way obligated to us except in that they willna fight agin us.”

“Untrue,” Nathaniel countered. “An alliance was the whole purpose of the treaty. They are sworn to fight wi’ us now, wi’ Jordan as their countess.”

Thomas looked at his brother. He was so damned weary he wished everyone would just leave him be. But there was much to do in three days and he could not consider resting.

“Then let’s find out what the earl’s interpretation of the treaty is,” he said finally, sitting down in his chair. “Get me ink and vellum. We’ll send a missive to the laird and see just exactly how far his loyalty goes.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Jordan had not seen William since he had brought her back from Analiese’s room. That evening would mark the beginning of Adam’s knighting ceremony and he had much to do, so he had kissed her tenderly on the forehead and moved on to his pressing duties. She was sorry to see him go, but she was also glad so that he would not see her in her agony as she fought off a monstrous wine-induced headache. And after her run-in with the soldier, she was shaken to the core.

She relayed the incident with Alexander to Jemma and her cousin was furious, to say the least. She ranted and raved and threatened to punch the man’s face in, but in the same breath she thanked God that she had confessed Jordan’s whereabouts to the captain. She had been terrified that Jordan would never speak to her again.

Michael was left in charge of the ladies that afternoon. She was surprised when he insisted that she go for a walk, contending that the fresh air would help clear her head. She agreed, but Jemma was even worse off than she was and took to her bed with a splitting headache and an upset stomach. Her condition was as much from the whisky as from her upsetting day. Not even Kieran, stopping by briefly to check in on his little firebrand, could get her out of bed. Miserable, she remained with the maids to care for her while Jordan left with Michael.

The day was cooler than it had been since she arrived, though it was still unusually humid. Jordan wore a somewhat plain gauzy linen surcoat with a simple golden tassel girdle draped over her hips. Any sort of weighty material upset her stomach, as did the heat, so she wore the surcoat with nothing on underneath save her slippers. The material was opaque so she was not revealing anything, yet she felt somewhat naughty and brazen without so much as a shift on. But it felt wonderful and cool and free and she was feeling better already.

The sun had brought some color to her pale cheeks and her lightened mood kept a smile on Michael’s face as she chatted about anything that came to mind. Keeping an eye out for William, she directed Michael to the tanner’s shed where she intended to check on her boots. Michael, mostly silent since he was conscious of his stutter, did manage to pipe up now and again.

Several guests from the engagement party were up and walking about, although they looked to be feeling about as well as she was. Since Adam’s knighting ceremony was following on the heels of the party, and the actual wedding was a mere two days away, nearly everyone who was at the party was being housed in and around Northwood, and that included over a thousand soldiers from various houses. Those men, however, were confined to the outer bailey and the training field. Several encampments surrounded the fortress to house them.

One of the visiting barons, Daniel de Troiu of Deauxville Mount, had been particularly friendly to her in a pleasant sort of way. She thought him a rather handsome man with his bright blue eyes, black hair and thin mustache. He had danced several dances with her the night before and she had come to enjoy his quick humor and mannerly behavior.

De Troiu spent a good deal of time talking to her in the sun, and with every passing minute Jordan could feel Michael stiffening beside her. She had no doubt the protective instincts were on William’s behalf and decided to wind up the conversation. With a man as large as Michael, ’twas not a good thing to pique his temper. Saying her goodbyes, she hastened Michael on to the tanner.

The man had finished the boots, he told her, and the cobbler was finishing with the soles at that very moment. Thrilled, she saw that the boots were beautiful doeskin and she was eager to try them on. She was making small talk with the tanner as she watched the cobbler work when they were briefly interrupted by the man’s wife.

Jordan looked up and instantly recognized the woman who had loaned her the apron to cover her head wound on the first day she had arrived. Her face lit up.

“My pardon, mistress, but what is yer name?” she asked the woman.

The plump woman with a kind face and big apple cheeks smiled and curtsied deeply. “Sylvie, my lady.”

“Sylvie,” Jordan repeated. “Ye were the one who loaned me yer apron when I was hit by the rock, weren’t ye. I dinna have a chance to thank ye that day, and I apologize it has taken me this long to find ye. Yer kindness meant a great deal to me.”

The woman blushed. “Think nothing of it, my lady,” she insisted. “I would have asked Sir William if he would allow me to tend to you, but the man was set on murder and I was afraid to. I see that you have no scar.”

Jordan pulled her hair back so that the woman might see. “Just a little scab, but no scar, I think.” She stepped around the tanner so she wasn’t speaking over him. “What is yer function here at Northwood?”

“Why, my Sylvie is the midwife here,” the tanner said proudly. “She has birthed nearly every babe for the past ten years. And she does a good deal of cooking for the poor and sick.”

Jordan smiled at the man’s prideful boast. “Then I was right; ye are a generous woman.” She was struck with an idea. “How would ye like to serve me, Sylvie? I could certainly use yer knowledge and company.”

Sylvie was overwhelmed. “My lady, that is a wonderful offer. But you have your own servants, don’t you? I have seen you with a pretty dark-haired lass, and you brought two women with you as well.”

“True, I already have two maids,” Jordan coincided. “But the dark-haired lass is my cousin and she is more of a companion than a servant, and my maids have their hands full with her to cater to. I really could use ye, if ye’re willing.”

Sylvie was obviously thrilled. “Can I still tend to my midwifing duties?”

“Of course,” Jordan laughed. “I wunna deprive future babies of yer expert hands.”

It didn’t take long for Sylvie to reach a decision. “Then I would be honored, my lady. Besides, you need someone to take proper care of you. I have seen those knights, the way they hang all over you. Disgraceful.”

Michael cleared his throat and took a step back from Jordan, causing her to burst out with laughter. She put her hand on Michael’s arm so he would not disappear altogether.

“The knights have been most kind and gentle to me, mistress, and I consider them my very best friends,” she told Sylvie. “I shall see ye up in my rooms later today, if that is agreeable.”

Sylvie gave her a quick curtsy and a thank you and was gone. Jordan returned her attention to her boots, happy to have found the woman who helped her. Truth be known, she wanted an earthy woman to balance out the worldly court lady who would be arriving any day now. She had no idea what to expect and her apprehension was growing. Now, with Sylvie around, mayhap the court lady would not be so upper-handed with the naive Scot.

Satisfied she had made a good choice this day and her headache all but forgotten, she and Michael resumed their walk.
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It was near dusk.

Paris and Kieran had prepared Adam through most of the afternoon for the ceremony that awaited him. Adam was truly worthy, in William’s opinion, to be admitted into the brotherhood of knights, and he looked forward to officiating. The last knight he had officiated had been Corin, and that had been two years ago.

He had a hell of a time keeping the earl out of his hair, for the man was so eager to see his son knighted that he became William’s shadow, making sure he was in on every decision that directly affected his boy.

Finally, in a desperate attempt to rid himself of the nuisance, he convinced the earl that the feast on the morrow would be of the utmost significance and insisted that the earl himself see to it. De Longley, in full agreement, complied and left him alone.

As dusk came, Jordan and Jemma watched from their rooms for any sign of the procession of knights. A cooling wind caressed their faces as they watched and eagerly waiting, wishing they could attend this momentous event. The mystery was exciting.

As the pomp and circumstance began to commence, it occurred to Jordan that Michael was in her antechamber, not participating in the festivities. With a furrowed brow, she wandered in the room where he was standing near the window, watching the happenings below.

“Michael, why aren’t ye attending Adam with the others?” she asked.

He looked at her. “Because someone had to watch over you, m-my lady.”

She didn’t believe him. “There are soldiers to do that. You should be down there with the other knights.”

“There is no need. I have seen dozens of m-men knighted and all of the ceremonies are the same.”

She looked him in the eye and he smiled wanly, trying to convince her he was sincere. She put her hands on her hips.

“Ye’re a liar, Michael de Bocage. Why are ye here, and dunna give me anymore of your half-truths,” she said flatly.

He sighed. “Because you needed a guard this night and William assigned me.” He wasn’t about to tell her the whole story, but what he stated was the truth.

She frowned. “Do ye swear?”

“Aye.”

“Do ye swear it on yer oath as a knight of the realm?” she demanded again.

He cleared his throat. “Aye, m-my lady. I do.”

She still didn’t believe him, but didn’t push anymore. “Well, then, since I have never been to a knighting ceremony, ye can tell Jemma and me what goes on. Come to the bedchamber window with us; ’tis a better view.”

He obeyed, standing behind them as they gazed out the window toward the knights’ quarters. A soft glow from inside filtered through the thin windows, with shadows passing before the openings now and again.

“What are they doing now?” Jemma asked softly.

Michael braced his legs apart, crossing his massive arms across him. “Right now Adam is taking his ceremonial bath. ’Tis largely symbolic, im-mplying purification of the soul for service to God.”

“I wasna aware that English knights are so religious,” Jemma said.

“Indeed, m-my lady,” Michael insisted softly. “ ’Tis the primary purpose of a knight to uphold the laws of the church. In fact, a philosopher once wrote that the knighthood’s function is to protect the church, fight against treachery, to reverence the priesthood, to fend off injustice from the poor, to m-make peace in your own province, to shed blood for your brethren, and if need be, to lay down your life.”

Properly awed, Jordan and Jemma gazed at the knights’ quarters with new eyes. “All of that?” Jordan asked softly. “ ’Tis an awesome responsibility you hold, sir knight.”

“Aye,” Michael replied. “And one may also add to the list to protect lovely young maidens.”

The women turned and smiled at him. Jordan was about to speak when he suddenly pointed out the window. “Look, there,” he said. “Here they come.”

They were riveted to the window, straining to see all. The door was now open and they could see movement. Adam emerged, dressed in a long pristine white robe with a red mantle draped about him. He solemnly headed for the small chapel under the Northwest turret.

William was directly behind him and Jordan’s heart warmed at the sight of him. He was dressed in full ceremonial armor, his hair combed and clean-shaven. His gait was distinctive, she noticed, with a sort of arrogant and proud swagger. She wondered why she had never noticed it before. Behind him were the rest of the knights, plus several other men in armor she did not recognize. Kieran carried Adam’s sword and shield, and Paris held a shiny object in his right hand.

“What is Paris holding?” she asked Michael.

“Adam’s spurs,” he told her softly. “A symbol of his knighthood.”

The procession walked silently, with each man disappearing from their line of sight as they rounded the corner of the castle. When all had gone from view, Jemma and Jordan turned on Michael eagerly.

“What will they do now?” Jordan asked.

“When will they be done?” Jemma demanded.

“Will Adam get hit with a sword at the ceremony?”

“Does Adam have to fight William to prove himself?”

Michael’s head began to swim and he put his hands up, although he was laughing. “Please, ladies, one at a time,” he implored. “Now, in answer to your questions, they will be done at dawn. Nay, Adam does not get hit with a sword, m-merely christened by it, and he does not have to fight William. As for what will happen now, ’tis very simple from this point on. The knights will lay Adam’s sword, shield and spurs on the altar and Adam will hold vigilant prayer all night. Then there will be a ceremony at dawn in which the earl and invited guests will attend, and William will knight Adam.”

“Do all of the knights have to pray all night long?” Jordan tried to hide her disappointment; she had hoped to see William this night.

“Aye, my lady, they do,” he replied, then added with a touch of drollness, “it does wonders for one’s knightly devotion to spend an entire night kneeling in armor. There are not many things more painful in this life.”

The thought of all of the knights kneeling all night long brought giggles to the women.

“Who were all of those other knights?” Jordan asked. “I dinna recognize them.”

“Those were other honored knights Adam wished to have attend him,” Michael replied. “The Captains of Beverley, where he fostered, Deauxville M-Mount, Northumbria, Cumberland, Hawkgrove, Bitterwell, Simonson Keep, Alston, and Wellesbourne, I believe.”

Jordan snorted and turned away. “It doesna sound like much of an honor to know that ye are going to spend the entire night on yer knees.”

“ ’Tis more than that, m-my lady,” he said softly. “Tell me; would you do anything for your clan, even if it meant being uncomfortable for a time?”

“Of course, without question,” she answered.

“It is the same with the knighthood,” he responded. “You see, we depend on each other, fight and die for each other. Hell, sometimes even fight and die against each other, but we are all part of the same clan, as you will. We are all of the same vows and goals. ’Tis an honor to accept a new member willing to pledge his life for the collective brotherhood.”

She understood what he was saying, knowing knighthood ties were like clan ties; very strong. She appreciated Michael’s patience in explaining the ceremony to two ignorant women.

“Thank you, sir knight,” she said. “Ye have been most educational.”

“M-my pleasure, my lady,” he answered.

She could not help but notice the wistful look in his eye when he turned away.
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After a night of kneeling in his armor, William’s body was screaming for relief by the time the eastern horizon turned faint shades of pinkish-blue. When the richly garbed priest kneeling at the private altar rose stiffly, William did too. That signaled the other knights to rise, albeit slowly. If there were any groans of pain, William didn’t hear them.

He stood next to Paris and the captain of Beverley, Sir William Payton-Forrester. Payton-Forrester was, in simple terms, the most beautiful man God had ever seen fit to create. He was nearly as tall as William with long blond hair, flowing to his shoulders, and sky-blue eyes.

He reminded William of a Roman statue. His face was sharp of feature and square of jaw and he had the good fortune to have as fine a character as his looks. Although he had had the lion’s share of women during his life, he had finally found a woman whom he could love, and who in turn could tolerate him. William had seen her; she was a flame-haired Scot beauty with porcelain features. Pretty as she was, William was confident his Scot beauty was prettier.

Silently, the knights began to file toward their designated positions for the knighting. As William and Payton-Forrester separated themselves from the group, they noticed that the honor guard had opened the door to the chapel and the guests had begun to enter reverently.

Not a word was said until the young priest began to intone the mass in Latin. William stood before Adam, whose head was bowed respectfully. William held his sword, his own sword once belonging to his grandfather. The sword had inducted many a knight, including William. After the prayers and the readings, in which the audience participated, it was time for the blessing and the benediction.

The priest stood over Adam and made the sign of the cross, his monotone voice droning out the sing-song blessing. When it was time, William spoke the words that accepted Adam into the brotherhood of knights and tapped him lightly on first the right, and then the left shoulder. With the final blessing of the audience, the service was concluded.

Adam rose, his handsome face smiling at William as his new captain handed him his sword, his shield, and his spurs. The earl and Alexander were close behind, waiting for the proper moment to congratulate him. When William nodded slightly in their direction, they pushed forward and nearly swallowed Adam up.

William was officially finished with his duties for the moment and his mind turned to Jordan. With the earl occupied, he could slip away and spend a few stolen moments with her. He was moving for the door when Captain Payton-Forrester stopped him.

The man had a smile that could devastate the entire female population of England. But William had seen it before.

“Where are you off to, Wolf?” Payton-Forrester demanded. “ ’Tis been a long time since we have seen each other. I hardly had time to speak to you last night.”

“Hell, I was busy,” William said. “And you arrived so damn late. How is your lovely wife?”

“Shannon is well, thank you,” his friend said. “Expecting our second child. I assume Adam told you that she bore me a son last year?”

“Aye, he did,” William replied. “Congratulations on Simon.”

Payton-Forrester nodded. “And what about you? Have you found no woman yet? God knows, your ugly face would chase them off.”

William grinned. “No wife yet,” he said truthfully. After all, Jordan wasn’t his wife. Yet.

“Well, get on it, man,” Payton-Forrester told him. “I wish for our sons to foster together, but you must cooperate.”

“I shall try,” William answered, leading them both out into the early morning sunshine.

“God’s Toes.” Payton-Forrester exclaimed, shielding his eyes from the bright sunlight. “ ’Tis hot as hell this summer. I cannot ever remember this kind of heat, especially this far north.”

“Nor I,” William glanced up at Jordan’s windows, wondering if she were awake.

“Say, Wolf, I heard that the earl’s betrothed is the image of an angel,” Payton-Forrester said with a jab to William’s arm. “How true are the rumors?”

William could not stop himself. “True as the Bible, William. She is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

His friend looked insulted. “But you have seen Shannon and still you make that outrageous statement?”

William grinned, hoping to lighten the insult. “Aye. See if you do not agree if you have the privilege to meet her.”

“Preposterous.” Payton-Forrester said gruffly.

William left him with a promise that he would sit by him at the celebration feast, and entered the castle with Jordan filling every corner of his mind.

Michael met him at the door. William’s guard went up at the look on his knight’s face. “What is wrong?” he demanded.

Michael looked grim and upset, motioning for William to keep his voice down.

“I wanted to speak with you first, before you see her,” he said quietly. “The earl came this m-morning before the sun rose. He went into Jordan’s bedchamber and closed the door. William, there was nothing I could do to stop the m-man.”

William’s chest nearly exploded with apprehension and horror. “Stop him from what?”

Michael sighed heavily. He hated to deliver such news. “I do not think he violated her, at least not in the literal sense,” he said softly. “But he did touch her. That was all I could get out of her. William, I am sorry. He is m-my liege and I am sworn to obey him. He ordered me away and I had to comply.”

“Damnation!” William hissed furiously. “Of all the goddamned, unbelievable….”

He stopped in mid-rage at the sight of Michael’s face. It suddenly occurred to him that Michael knew about his relationship with Jordan. They all did. He had told no one but Paris, but somehow they all knew.

They were obviously beyond any more charades. And it was obvious by Michael’s words that his knight was on his side, right or wrong.

William let out a blustery sigh, struggling to control his fury. “Where is she?” he asked quietly.

Michael tipped his head. “In her bedchamber.”

He moved toward the closed door. “Stay here in case Jemma awakens,” he said. “I do not want her near Jordan yet.”

“Aye, m-my lord,” came the soft reply.

Wearily, strung out with anguish, William entered the darkened bedchamber. Jordan was asleep on her bed facing away from him. He closed the door quietly, concern etching his tired features. He moved around the bed so that he could see her face; it was pale and tear-stained and his heart lurched painfully.

God, why? He mused bitterly. Why did this have to happen to them? Why could not they have met under different circumstances allowing them to be together? William kept hoping the inevitable wedding would somehow be put off. He realized he wanted it postponed indefinitely because he could not stand the thought of it taking place.

With each passing minute, she became more a part of him than the minute before and he knew now, looking at her, that she could never be the Countess of Teviot. He’d given her a pretty speech earlier about honor and selfishness, but those reasons were gone. That was before the reality of the earl’s visit. William would not allow Jordan to marry the man. She belonged to him; the king, and the crown, and peace be damned.

William unlatched his armor and let it slide to the floor. The clothing came off, piece by piece. He was so damned tired and frustrated he simply wanted to crawl into bed beside her and hold her until he gained control of himself. Naked, he slid under the covers and gathered her to him. Instantly she awoke and began struggling hysterically.

“ ’Tis me, Jordan,” he gripped her flailing arms. “Calm yourself, love. ’Tis me.”

Jordan froze, her confused and terrified gaze riveted to his face. It took a split second for the sight of his hazel-gold eyes to register, and then she burst into tears.

He pulled her fiercely to him, clutching her as if he could absorb her fear and her sorrow into his own body. Her sobs were breaking his heart.

“I am here, love, I am here,” he whispered over and over. “You are safe.”

“He came here,” she sobbed. “The earl came to me.”

“I know,” he whispered.

“He touched me.” She pulled away to look at his face, tears streaming down her face. “He forced me to undress for him. He…he touched me.”

William stiffened against her, white hot anger ripping through him. He forced himself with every ounce of strength he possessed to remain outwardly calm.

“How did he touch you?” he asked hoarsely.

Her whimpers were killing him. “He touched my skin and made me turn around for him so that he could look me over. Then…,” she was making herself hysterical, “then he made me lie on the bed so he could see for himself if I was a virgin.”

Dear God in heaven, how much could one man take? William bolted up, taking her with him, his hands roughly grabbing her face to look at him.

“He did what?” He realized someone’s voice was breaking. It was his.

She was gasping. “He put his fingers where only ye have touched me, English. It was horrible.”

William felt the blood draining from his face. “Then he knows that you are no virgin.”

“He asked me who had taken me, and when.”

She was quaking violently in his grip and he realized that he was shaking, too. “What did you tell him?”

Her eyes were wide on him, fearful of his reaction. “I told him that no one had taken me, that I had been riding horses since I was a bairn, astride as men do. Sometimes that accounts for the lack of virginal evidence even though the woman hasna known a man.

“Then you lied to him.”

“Nay, English, I dinna.” She was calming somewhat, hiccupping and sniffling. “I remembered what ye had said to me once that if the earl asked questions that he would have to be most specific in order to gain an answer. Ye never took me; ye made love to me. He dinna ask me that. And the rest about riding horses was no lie, either, so I told him no true falsehoods.”

“A minor point, Jordan,” he replied softly, his anger draining away and being replaced by cold apprehension.

The earl was no fool; if he had heard the rumors then he suspected who was to blame. Already, Jordan might be in a greater danger than she realized, and that thought panicked him. His natural instincts to protect her were surging wildly.

“Are ye angry with me?” Jordan asked, noticing he had become distant.

He ran his fingers lightly over her face. “Nay, love. You did what you had to. Now I must do the same.”

“What do ye mean?” she asked.

He looked at her. He really looked at her. The decision he came to was so rapid that he scarce had time to review it before he was speaking.

“We are leaving.”

“What?” Her tears were gone, replaced by stunned surprise.

“We’re going to London, tonight,” he said. “From there we can arrange passage to France. I have relatives in Normandy who will welcome us.”

All of her pain and anxiety flew out the window. She was filled with amazement, hoping beyond hope that he was serious. “But what about all of those things ye told me?” she wanted to know. “Ye told me that men would die if we were to run away together. What about…?”

He cut her off. “If I am to weigh men’s lives against yours, then I will choose you every time,” he said, looking somewhat contrite. “Forgive me for not putting you first above all. Forgive me for my pretty words that now have no meaning.”

Jordan stared at him. “There is nothing to forgive,” she murmured. “Truly? We will leave England?”

“Aye,” he was rising from the bed and retrieving his clothes.

There was a great urgency in his voice. “There is no time to waste. Pack a small satchel for yourself with only the things you need.” He was pulling on his breeches but fixed her with a hard gaze. “Tell no one, Jordan, especially not Jemma. No one must know our plans. Do you understand me, love?”

“Aye,” she nodded, then her lips spread into a slow smile. “Oh, English, ye really are serious, aren’t ye? But what about yer life here at Northwood? Yer reputation? Yer station? Will ye throw that all away?”

He fastened his breeches and hastily pulled on his tunic. “You are my life, and to hell with my reputation and station. It means nothing without you.”

She had grown calm. She trusted him implicitly and leaned on his every word, as if God himself had spoken it.

This was what she wanted, what she had hoped for. No England, no Scotland, no king and no earl. Just the two of them, starting a new life in France. It was almost too fantastic to believe, but believe it she did, with all of her heart. The prospect itself was thrilling, frightening, and overwhelmingly wonderful.

“Then I shall be ready for ye,” she said quietly.

He pulled on his boots and began to quickly put on his armor. Jordan rose from the bed and helped him with the leg protection until he was once again in full regalia. He paused a moment in his great rush, glancing down at the beautiful armor and running a hand over it.

“ ’Tis the last time I will wear this,” he murmured with a hint of regret.

Jordan watched him touch it, the reverence his fingers held for it, and her eyes began to well again. He glanced up and saw the liquid pools about to spill over.

“Nay, lady, no more tears from you,” his voice sounded tight. “ ’Tis time I go downstairs and it’s time for you to prepare yourself for the feast. And a suggestion if I may; wear a dress that will travel well.”

She nodded obediently, wiping at her eyes. He pulled her to him and kissed her forehead before moving quickly for the door.

“William?” she called after him.

He stopped at the archway. “Aye, love?”

Her eyes were wide at him, her face pale and wan. “Are ye sure?” she whispered, her eyes narrowing at him to catch any hint of doubt he might display.

His face went hard and determined. “Never more certain of anything in my life.”

He fled the chamber. By mid-morning, Jordan was bathed and dressed and packed. She had tried to be secretive about it, especially with Jemma’s big ears and mouth, but she feared that she had not done a very good job. Jemma began to look strangely at her and ask even stranger questions until Jordan went in her bedchamber and closed the door.

Her bath had been long and she had washed her hair twice, for she had no idea when she would again get the chance. Dressing had been the tricky part; she wanted to wear something more elegant than a traveling dress, yet something that would wear well and she would be comfortable in for some time.

She eventually decided on a dark blue linen surcoat with a heavy lining. The bodice was snug and flattering, covering her delicate skin. The sleeves were long and moved well with her.

She had a heavy petticoat under the abundant skirt, a pair of thick hose, and the doeskin boots that the tanner had made for her. She was grateful for their durability and comfort. She had pulled her long hair off her face with a matching lavender-and-gold hair band, then proceeded to braid it into one thick braid that draped prettily over her shoulder. Tendrils of hair fell loosely about her face.

She had a lush blue cloak lined with white rabbit that matched the surcoat perfectly, and she tucked it under the bed along with her satchel. The bag itself held her essentials as requested: a brush, a small mirror, two cakes of Lavender-scented soap and a rag, another set of stockings, a spare shift, a small vial of beeswax for her chapped lips, and her lighter weight linen surcoat with the gold girdle.

With all of her surcoats and jewels, everything she was taking to start her new life was shoved into that small little bag. She absolutely had no regret but for one, she prayed her father would eventually be able to forgive her for doing what she must.

There was a knock at her door and she opened it to find Paris smiling at her.

“Good morn, my lady,” he said pleasantly. “I am your escort this day.”

She smiled and stepped into the antechamber, noticing Kieran had come for Jemma. She was pleasant and smiling, but deep in her heart she already missed her friends and kin who had become so important to her. As much as leaving was to be her ultimate joy, it would also be her great sorrow because she could honestly say that she loved these people.

“Come, Lady Jordan, for the gallery awaits,” Paris said, prodding her towards the door. Without a hind glance to her cousin, she latched onto Paris’ arm and swept from the room.

Jemma waited until the door closed before whirling to Kieran.

“Something is not right,” she insisted.

He looked puzzled. “What do you mean?”

Jemma shook her small finger at him. “I mean, Jordan is acting strangely. Most strangely. Something’s amiss and I intend to find out what it is.”

He smiled and pulled her against him, lifting her petite body off the floor. He had been quite open with his affections for her in recent days when they were alone. At first she had expressed outrage, but in truth, she craved his touch. He was the gentlest man she had ever known, for all of his incredible size.

“Your mind is playing tricks on you,” he said, burying his face in her neck. “There is nothing awry.”

She began to melt at his touch but was determined not to lose sight of her thoughts.

“Stop it, ye brute,” she said half seriously. “Put me down.”

He let her feet touch the ground but he did not release her until she ducked down and pulled herself free of the tree-size arms.

“Be serious, Kieran,” she stamped her small foot. “Come with me to her bedchamber. Mayhap there is something there that will help me discover what she is up to.”

He grinned wolfishly. “My pleasure.”

“Ooch.” She thrust a warning finger at him. “None of that, I tell ye.”

He looked properly contrite. “As you wish, but you are disappointing me.”

She jutted her chin up and turned on her heel. “That is your misfortune.”

Opening the door, she began to carefully pace the room, her amber eyes searching for anything out of the ordinary. Everything looked quite normal. She threw open the doors of the huge wardrobe and ruffled through the dresses and dug through the accessories that lined the bottom.

Kieran was leaning against the doorjamb, his arms crossed and his expression amused. “Well?”

She didn’t answer him at first. Then, she pulled back and looked thoughtfully at the items in front of her. “A traveling satchel is missing.”

Kieran shrugged. “So?”

Jemma didn’t respond. Instead, she went to the bed and tore off the covers. He watched her curiously in her increasingly serious quest. He, however, was becoming quite bored with it all and was about to suggest she give it up when she suddenly dropped to her knees and ducked her head under the bed.

“Kieran!” she yelled, and he was immediately on his knees beside her, looking under the bed. “Look. Her bag and a cloak shoved over there, by the head of the bed.”

She straightened quickly, still on her knees, looking at him with astonishment. He looked at her with mounting confusion. Kieran wasn’t naturally suspicious unless he had a good reason, and it appeared as if he might have just that.

“She is going to leave,” Jemma said, jumping to her feet.

Kieran went around the bed and withdrew the cloak and bag. He opened the bag with Jemma peering over his shoulder and was disturbed by what he discovered. With a heavy sigh, he replaced the bag and cloak and turned to Jemma.

“Not a word, Jemma,” he said. “At least not until I speak with William. Mayhap he knows what is in her mind.”

“Why wunna she mention this to me?” Jemma wondered aloud. “Was she going to leave me here while she returned to Langton?”

He shook his head and didn’t want her speculating, ’twould simply make her upset. “I do not know, sweetheart,” he said. “Do not worry yourself over it just now. Let me see what William has to say.”

Neither one of them knew of the incident with the earl early that morn. Jemma had been fast asleep in the other room and had heard nothing. Michael had not mentioned anything unusual, and William had come and gone before she had even awoke.

It never even occurred to her that she would be running away with William, or why. She was deathly afraid Jordan had had enough of the English treaty and was determined to go home.
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The morning feast was just that; a feast. The mouthwatering smells of roast venison and beef filled the air and the guests and family were merrily enjoying the second formal meal in as many days. Wine and ale flowed freely.

Jordan sat at the earl’s right, but the man had not spoken nor even acknowledged her during the entire meal. She felt sick with embarrassment and shame, but looked forward to her future with William. Keeping that thought foremost in her mind helped her deal with the earl’s presence.

Would the earl even care enough to retaliate against her family? And what of the king? The man was in York and was expected on the morrow. Would he avenge a broken treaty? She had to trust that William had thought these matters through, and that he was certain that her family would suffer no ill effects. She hoped he was right.

Far to her left, Jemma entered the hall with Kieran. Jordan felt confident that whatever turmoil she and William left in their wake, Kieran would not let it reflect badly on Jemma. She trusted that the English knight would take good care of her cousin.

William wasn’t sitting at the dais. Instead, he was seated with the visiting captains and knights directly off to her right, sitting by a man who was quite striking. The man kept glancing in her direction, giving her a devastating smile, then laughing when she looked away primly. She decided that he was a rogue and she hoped William would slug him for being so flirtatious with her.

Someone sat next to her. She glanced up to see Analiese seating herself formally, accepting a cup from a servant with practiced arrogance.

“Good morn,” she said to Jordan.

Jordan was shocked that Analiese actually extended the first greeting. “Good morn, Analiese. Are ye feeling well today?”

Analiese nodded curtly. “Better that I was feeling yesterday.”

“I know what ye mean,” Jordan admitted ruefully. “I will never drink that much wine again.”

“Nor will I. Remind me of that fact at your wedding should I appear to be getting out of hand.”

Her manner was stiff but Jordan was delighted at her attempted conversation. She thought that mayhap Analiese wasn’t just an arrogant bitch because that was her nature; mayhap it was all she had ever been shown and had reacted accordingly. Treated kindly, she responded well.

“I would ask the same of ye,” Jordan said. “But at least ye dunna look as if ye were feeling poorly not a few hours ago.”

Analiese dropped her gaze and looked into her cup. “Thank you,” she said. Then she paused. “Not simply for the compliment but for everything, Jordan. I hope… I hope that we can be friends one day.”

Jordan raised her eyebrows. “Someday? Why not today?”

Analiese broke into a thin smile with small, yellowed teeth. “Agreed.”

Jordan and Analiese carried on a friendly conversation that gradually grew into a warm one. They spoke of a great many things, some serious, some not. But they talked the entire meal, neither lady hardly touching a bite.

“Who is that man sitting next to Sir William?” Jordan asked.

Analiese daintily picked at a piece of bread. “That is Captain William Payton-Forrester of Beverley Castle.”

Jordan snorted. “The man is a rake. Look at him, his arrogant manners and the way he smiles. A womanizer.”

“He was, I heard, until he got married last year,” Analiese replied. “My servants think he is the most beautiful man they have ever seen. Next to William, of course.”

Jordan was about to heartily agree that William was beautiful, but caught herself. “I hadn’t really noticed,” she shrugged casually.

Analiese looked at her but Jordan averted her gaze to her plate. “He has certainly noticed you,” Analiese said. “He looks at you all of the time.”

“He does not.” Jordan scoffed, uncomfortable.

“Aye, he does,” Analiese countered softly. “All of the knights do, except for Kieran, because he is in love with your cousin. Do not feign ignorance, Jordan. Surely you know how they feel about you.”

“They are loyal vassals,” she said.

Jordan was starting to sweat. “I have no interest in them.” True enough, she had no interest in the knights as a collective whole; only William.

Analiese sighed and turned back to her food. “I wish…I wish William would look at me that way he looks at you.”

Jordan’s head snapped in her direction, banking the wild jealousy that surged through her. She knew of Analiese’s feelings, but this was the first time she had ever heard the woman voice her thoughts. Jealousy gave way to pity. The poor girl was in love with someone she could never have.

“Ye’ll find a proper husband someday, Analiese,” she said reassuringly. “And not a knight, either. A fine nobleman.”

Analiese glanced at William. “I would give it all up for the Captain.” She suddenly felt embarrassed at her confession and turned back to her food. “But he only has eyes for Northwood; and for you.”

Jordan didn’t reply, for she had no idea what to say. Gradually, she became aware of breathing over her left shoulder and turned to see the earl listening in on their conversation.

He actually smiled at Jordan, though she wondered if it was not for Analiese’s benefit. She, on the other hand, found it very difficult to look the man in the eye after what had happened earlier that morn. Legally, he had every right to do it, but she still felt violated and ashamed.

“My two favorite ladies,” he said. “You will never know how it pleases me to see that you two are finally being civil to one another.”

“ ’Tis more than that, sire,” Jordan said with forced courage. “We are friends.”

“I am glad to hear that,” he answered with a lingering gaze.

He eventually turned back to his sons and Jordan found herself searching out William to see if he had seen the conversation. Indeed, he was watching her like a hawk. When their eyes met, he gave her a faint nod and returned to his friends.

She inhaled deeply to stop her quivering stomach, wanting to get the hell out of the room. She was becoming increasingly impatient, hoping it would not show.

Jemma was seated several chairs down and saw the glances between Jordan and William. She was more puzzled than ever, and she was determined to ignore Kieran’s request of saying nothing. Jordan was her cousin, her kin, and she would know what the woman was planning, or die trying. She was also doubly troubled by the fact that Analiese was sitting next to Jordan. Although the conversation looked peaceful enough, she was positive that Jordan needed her intervention.

“Ladies.” Jemma sat on the opposite side of Analiese and eyed the woman venomously.

Analiese stiffened and Jordan was immediately fearful that Jemma would ruin all she had worked for.

“Lady Analiese, ye remember my cousin, Lady Jemma,” Jordan said quickly. “Why, it was just as I was telling ye; Jemma helped make this dress. She embroiders beautifully and she had expressed great admiration of the surcoat you wore the night we arrived. ’Twas a magnificent piece of work. Wasna it, Jemma?”

Jemma was so stumped that she blinked twice as her cousin smiled encouragingly at her. This did not sound like a hostile confrontation to her. She had been prepared for an all-out verbal war. But from the looks on their faces they were actually enjoying themselves and she wondered if she were even in the right castle. Wasn’t this the home of the vicious, petty Lady Analiese? But, fortunately, she had enough presence of mind to follow Jordan’s lead.

“Aye,” she began slowly, then quickly. “Aye, it was indeed beautiful. Do ye do yer own embroidery, Lady Analiese?”

“Aye,” Analiese said flatly. She obviously hadn’t forgiven Jemma for the previous insults.

Jemma was not ignorant; she had a good deal of intelligence and could see that Jordan was making amends with Analiese. Biting back her natural snappishness, she smiled sweetly.

“Then ye will have to show me your methods,” she said nicely. “I canna embroider as well as ye do by a far sight. Would ye be so kind?”

Analiese’s haughty look faltered slightly as she glanced at Jordan and then to her cousin again. “Mayhap someday, when I do not have more pressing duties.”

Jemma was the model of an obedient, respectful lady. “Ye’re too generous, my lady. I look forward to that time.”

Jordan silently thanked God for giving Jemma the wisdom to curb herself in Analiese’s presence. It was as if a huge weight had been lifted from her chest and she actually took a deep, cleansing breath. Jemma smiled at her cousin and curtsied deeply, preparing to return to her seat.

“Wait,” Analiese said just as Jemma stepped away. When Jemma turned and faced her expectantly, Analiese struggled against her pride and flicked a wrist in the direction of an empty chair that was flush against the wall. “Join us, if you will. Lady Jordan and I were speaking of… husbands.”

Jemma’s face lit up. “My favorite subject. What do ye know about them?”

Analiese’s lip twitched. “Not much. Mayhap with our combined knowledge, we will not be so ignorant.”

Jemma’s face split with a wide smile as she pulled up the chair.

Several feet away from the dais, William Payton-Forrester was again passing an appraising eye over Jordan. William saw him but ignored it, more intent on noticing that Jemma had joined Analiese’s and Jordan’s conversation.

“So that is the fair Scot lass, is it?” Payton-Forrester raised his brows.

William glanced casually at Jordan. “Aye.”

Payton-Forrester passed a thoughtful hand over his chin. “I must get a closer look at her to see if your boast was justified.”

“You can see her well enough,” William told him. “She is not a prize mare to be ogled.”

“I do not ogle,” Payton-Forrester said flatly. “But I do inspect.”

William shot him a hard look, brooking no tolerance for what the man was suggesting. “Not her, you do not.”

Payton-Forrester looked into the eyes of his friend and was struck by what he read in the depths. His jocularity vanished in that second when he realized that there was more going on here than William was telling him, and he furthermore realized it was none of his business. The comments from earlier regarding the earl’s intended, when he proclaimed her great beauty, were beginning to make sense.

He pitied his friend for what could never be. He knew how strongly he felt for his Shannon and knew that if he could not have had her, he would not have wanted to live. He could not help but wonder how deep William’s feeling ran for the lass.

“Well, since you are going to ruin my fun, my men and I will be leaving this morn,” Payton-Forrester said.

William nodded. “Nearly everyone is leaving with the exception of Northumbria and Cumberland. It seems the earl did not invite many people to his wedding.”

Payton-Forrester passed another glance at Jordan. “Christ, I would if I were marrying her. I’d invite the whole damn country.” When William gave him another icy gaze, he smiled to lift the mood. “In any case, William, ’twas good to see you again. And find yourself a wife, would you?” Again, he looked at Jordan and found himself clapping William on the shoulder. “I hear Flanders is lovely this time of year.”

William almost reacted to the statement, wondering if Payton-Forrester and Paris had been talking. Where had he heard that before? He knew he had given away more than he had intended to, but he steadfastly refused to acknowledge the comment. Obviously, the man was not a fool and William knew he could trust his confidence. Were his feelings for Jordan so blatantly obvious?

As his friend quit the table, William again turned to pass a glance at Jordan, when one of his soldiers near the huge entry door caught his attention. Gladly, he excused himself and went to the man.

“My lord, riders approach.”

“Do we know who?” William asked.

The soldier looked grim. “Scots, my lord. Two of them.”

William was puzzled but did not show it. “I am coming,” when the man did a quick bow and ducked away, William turned in Paris’ direction and motioned to the man. When Paris joined him, the two of them marched purposefully from the room.
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The two Scots sat in a guardroom in the gatehouse, being allowed entrance, and only to be herded into the room like criminals. They sat and waited, speaking alternately in English and Gaelic; angry at their treatment. When William and Paris entered the room, there was tangible hostility.

William approached cautiously while Paris hung back by the door. He eyed the two men.

“State your business,” he said coldly.

The first man, a dark-haired young lad, returned the cold stare. “First ye will do me the courtesy of tell me with whom I am speaking.”

As William’s eyes became accustomed to the dimness of the room, he realized the men were wearing Scott tartan. He was a little more at ease than he had been but a moment before, but he was more curious than ever.

“I am Captain de Wolfe,” he replied. “Who are you?”

The young man’s eyes widened slightly when he discovered who he was talking to, but he held himself well. “My name is Cord Scott, nephew of Laird Scott. He has sent me here with a missive for the Earl of Teviot.”

William knew better than to ask for the message or to demand to see it. He would simply take the man on his word. With a faint nod he indicated the door.

“Come with me,” he said, then jabbed a finger at the other man when he rose to follow. “He stays.”

Cord complied, waving the other man down. “That ’tis just – my brother, Ian,” he said as if that made any difference.

William didn’t answer. Leaving Paris with the other Scot, he took Cord into the fortress, leading him to the earl’s solar.

Sending a guard to retrieve the earl, he leaned back against the wall to study the individual more closely from where the man could not see him. They waited in complete silence. William was mildly impressed to see that Cord appeared neither fidgety nor nervous, even though he knew William was staring down his back.

The closer he scrutinized him, the more familiar the fine dark features looked to him. His cold stare washed with a thoughtful expression.

“Is Jemma your sister?” he asked.

Cord jerked his head around to look at him. “What do ye know of Jemma?”

William could see a great deal of venomous suspicion and wondered why. “Then she is related to you?”

Cord shot to his feet. “Tell me what ye know of Jemma, ye bastard, or I shall take off yer hide.”

William wasn’t offended. He could see from the temper that the man was her brother. It occurred to him that when Jemma had been discovered following them, she was in disguise, and knowing her as he had come to, she probably did not think to tell anyone her plans. For all her family knew, she had been kidnapped, and most likely by the same English army that had taken Jordan. He was cognizant of the man’s distrust for him.

“I know that she is here, at Northwood, whether or not we want her,” William said evenly. “See here, lad, we did not kidnap her. She followed us, as she said in her own words, so she could serve her cousin. But what she has done and what her intentions were are two different things entirely.”

Cord drew a long breath. “She is here? With Jordan?”

“Aye,” William replied.

He stared at William a moment before regaining his seat. He sat as if contemplating the explanation given before finally releasing a pent-up chuckle. “The little magpie,” he muttered. “Always had a brain duller than a hammer.”

William nodded. “I see we are speaking of the same woman.”

Cord looked up at him then chuckled again. “I never did believe she was kidnapped. Ye English were never actually close enough to the fortress to get in. I figured she had to have of slipped out, or some other sort of nonsense. She was terrified of Jordan leaving her, ye know. She can’t live without the woman. I take it she is well, then?”

“She is,” William answered.

Cord nodded. “And making a bloody nuisance of herself, I see?”

William grinned wryly. “We are used to her now.”

Cord nodded again. “Me mam will be glad to hear that her only daughter isna dead or left by the English hounds after they had their fill of her.”

“I assure you, she is quite safe,” William told him.

As he pondered Jemma’s brother, William thought of the missive the man carried and wondered if after it was read, if such a thing as safety would still be possible. True, he was planning to take Jordan with him regardless, but Jemma would still remain at Northwood and at the mercy of the earl. Unless, of course, Kieran and Jemma accompanied them to France. Several thoughts raced through his head, but he said nothing.

The earl came into the solar, eyeing the Scot thoroughly when he stood. “What is this all about?”

“Are ye Lord de Longley?” Cord asked, not a waver in his voice.

“I am,” the earl replied shortly. He was angry at being taken away from Adam’s feast and wished to return immediately. “What is it you have for me, lad, and be quick about it.”

Cord reached beneath the folds of his tartan. William pushed himself up the wall in a purely defensive maneuver, concerned for the earl’s safety in case the Scot was harboring a dirk. But what Cord drew forth was a rolled length of vellum.

“A message from Laird Scott, sire,” Cord said. “I am to await a reply.”

With a purse of his lips, the earl snatched the vellum away and broke the seal. His eyes began to read hastily until he had reached halfway down the page. Then, he visibly slowed and seemed to be re-reading certain passages.

William was unable to gauge the earl’s reaction and wildly wondered if Laird Scott was demanding his daughter back. He fought the urge to read the parchment over the earl’s shoulder. After several minutes, the earl glanced up at Cord, then turned to William.

“Leave us,” he told his captain.

William complied even though he was anxious to know what was going on, but knowing he would find out soon enough. He took up position in the corridor outside of the room and waited. Paris joined him at some point and the two of them stood in silence.

It wasn’t until nearly an hour later that the earl summoned William and Paris into the solar. Cord was gone, taken by a couple of soldiers back to the gatehouse where he would be housed until a reply was drafted.

Impassively, William and Paris stood before the earl where the man sat behind his massive oak desk. He was sitting in his overstuffed chair, facing the windows with a distant look to his eye. William wondered if the man even realized they were standing there.

But the earl eventually moved, reaching out and picking up the missive from the Scot laird. He held it up to William, still not looking at him.

“Read this,” he commanded quietly.

They did. Twice. The two of them looked at each other in disbelief before setting the parchment down on the desk. The air was warm and still, with only the sounds of faint activity in the bailey permeating the windows now and again. The sounds were faint and deafening at the same time.

“What do you think, William?” the earl finally asked.

William was much calmer than he had expected himself to be. “It has got to be the most ambitious, insane load of drivel that I have ever heard,” he said. “How can those others clans believe that they can actually control the border? Not only that, but they seem to believe they can take on the whole of northern England to accomplish it. Laird Scott is right; he is caught in the middle of something big. If he breaks our treaty, he will be at war with us, and if he does not, his former allies will destroy him.”

“The bottom line is simple, my lord,” Paris put in. “Either support the Scotts when they defy their allies, or return Lady Jordan.”

The earl scratched his head and turned to face them. “I do not like ultimatums. I fear that I will have to inform the king of this and he will not be pleased.”

“What do you have in mind to do, my lord?” William asked him.

“I am not sure yet,” he replied. “Of course, I want to support Clan Scott, but if we did, then it would mean war against every other border clan. I do not know if I can risk the security of Northwood in such a fashion.”

“It means war regardless,” William interjected. “Whether or not we support clan Scott, we will be at war with the border clans. The only difference will be whether we are fighting with clan Scott or against them.”

“Agreed,” Paris said. “The border clans are apparently intent on destroying every significant fortress on the English border one way or the other. I think what we should be concerned with now is notifying all of the warlords along the boundary and formulating a plan of action.”

“In good time, Paris,” the earl assured him. “As you know, the majority of them are in my dining hall at this moment and I expect to inform them of this missive before they leave. But at the moment, I am more concerned about clan Scott’s request.”

“What of the wedding?” Paris asked him. “The king is expected on the morrow.”

“There will be no wedding, at least not in the literal sense,” the earl stated casually.

William and Paris stared at the man. He was looking at the desk absently, but slowly, his head came up and he focused directly on William.

“Will there, lad?” he asked softly.

William forced himself to take a slow, deep breath. Every muscle in his body was rigid with apprehension at the question. After what happened this morning, he had expected some manner of confrontation. He sensed that it was coming now. He could not, would not lie, but he would not deny a direct question.

“What do you mean?” he asked evenly.

To his shock, the earl actually smiled weakly. He sat forward in his chair and folded his hands.

“I mean, that there will be a wedding, but I will not be the groom.” His voice softened, as did his expression. “The game is over, William.”

William was so geared up for an all-out fight that his limbs suddenly went weak with confusion. “What game?” he asked.

De Longley passed a glance at Paris. “Get out of here. This does not concern you.”

Paris fled, leaving William bewildered and off-balance. He continued to stare into de Longley’s small brown eyes, hoping to regain his composure before the next barrage.

“My lord….,” he started hoarsely.

“Nay, William, allow me to finish,” the earl said, and waved at him. “You see, I was a fool. I should have realized from the very first day that you were in love with her, but I…I simply overlooked the fact. The very night I informed you of the king’s directive, while in my bower, I remember distinctly the look that came to your eyes when you spoke of your angel of mercy. You have that same look in your eyes every time you look at her still. I should have listened to you when you spoke, William; not so much in your words, but in your tone. But I am an ignorant old man. I’d forgotten what it was like to be in love.”

William was reeling with disbelief. He felt horribly guilty and wildly relieved at the same time.

“You assumed all of this?” He still was not ready to admit anything until the earl asked it plainly of him.

“Assumed, yes, but I am not so stupid that I did not hear the rumors,” he replied. “Especially when Alexander was so free with his gossip. And this morn…well, I must say that I am ashamed of what I did. I guess I wanted to see her for myself, the prize that caused my William to deceive me. I listened to the gossip, lad, and I knew that although she left Langton a virgin, she no longer retained that distinction. She would not tell me that she was not a virgin and I suppose anger and curiosity forced me to see for myself. Yet for whatever the reasons, I must humbly beg your forgiveness. It was inexcusable.”

“You had every legal right to inspect your betrothed, sire,” William said calmly.

The earl slapped his hands on the desk, causing the parchment to rustle. “Damnation, William, stop being so evasive with me. I am trying to tell you that I am sorry and that if you wish to marry the lady, then I shall help you.”

William was dazed. The entire conversation had been too overwhelming to believe, but believe it he did. He knew the earl well enough to know he was not being deceived. If he were speaking the words, then they were sincere. There was no longer any reason why he should still deny the situation but it had become so much a part of him that he was unsure as to how to admit his sins.

“I did not enjoy misleading you, sire,” he whispered finally.

The earl visibly relaxed. Now that the words were spoken, it would be easier to deal with.

“I know, lad,” he said softly. “But the situation made it impossible to act in any other manner. What remains now is what you intend to do about it.”

He took a deep, cleansing breath. He was aware that he was feeling much lighter with his confession. “I want to marry her, of course. But what of the king and the treaty?”

The earl sat back in his chair. He looked thoughtful a moment before snorting. “I have gone for years without any major decisions to make. Now, I have two massive conclusions to reach all on the same day. I take it that returning Lady Jordan to Langton is out of the question?”

William grinned sheepishly. “That would be a fair statement.”

The earl nodded shortly. “Then that answer makes one decision for me. Now about the king and the treaty; I will have to work on that one.”

William nodded, feeling giddy with relief and exhaustion. The two men sat in silence for some time, each lost to his thoughts. William’s mind was reeling and he could not seem to hold one rational thought. Everything had changed now and he wasn’t sure how to feel about any of it.

Finally, he spoke. “Why would you do this for me, my lord?” he asked. “After a deception as great as this, I would expect swift retribution. Not your assistance.”

The earl smiled. “Because you are a son to me,” he said. “Were it in my power, I would pass the title and the fortress on to you. You are my pride, lad. Your reputation is mine. You are far more valuable to me than you can possibly know. This assistance, as you call it, is merely a small favor for the hundreds you have done for me. Besides, I have a feeling you would be with Lady Jordan, no matter what the cost, and I would hate to lose you to Ireland or France.” He sat forward with a knowing wink. “Furthermore, I would lose all of my knights. They would follow you rather than stay here and serve me.”

William gazed back in amazement; everything he had always known, the earl had known as well. He felt like a fool for underestimating the man.

“I am speechless, sire,” he admitted softly. “To thank you does not seem quite enough.”

“Do not thank me yet, lad,” the earl’s tone made him perk up. “We must still deal with the king. Your marriage to the lady must be kept from him, at least for the time being. But I suspect that in lieu of a believable explanation, I may very well have to proceed with some sort of ceremony with Lady Jordan at my side come tomorrow.”

“A mock wedding?” William asked, knowing the earl would be putting himself at great risk.

De Longley nodded quickly, his mind working rapidly. The man was a very cunning bureaucrat and knew what he could pull off and what he could not.

“The king is has a tendency to doze during long ceremonies,” he said. “Mayhap if there is enough Latin and enough pomp, we can pull the wool over his eyes and he will sleep right through it. He will think he has attended a wedding when, in fact, he has simply attended an overly long mass.”

William wriggled his eyebrows. “That seems risky.”

“Indeed, but there is no choice.” The earl stood up and William followed. “For now, we have a real wedding to prepare for. I will leave you to tend to Lady Jordan and whoever else you decided must be made aware of the situation. I will summon the priest and make a sizable donation to his coffers for his silence and cooperation. I will send for you later.”

William could not help himself. He went down on one knee and kissed the man’s signet ring. “For as long as I live, my lord, I shall be your faithful servant. I owe you everything.”

De Longley looked at his dark head, at the man to whom he owed the very roof over his head. He bade him rise.

“Nay, you do not,” he said quietly. “But if you must, consider the score even.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Outside in the corridor, Paris was leaning with his back against the wall, staring grimly at the closed solar door and wondering what in the hell was going on in there. All manner of horrible thoughts were racing through his mind, thoughts he would catch and then just a quickly toss away because they terrified him so.

The earl knew. He wasn’t particularly surprised for the man was not a fool. But he was tremendously worried about William and Jordan, and he briefly entertained the thought of spiriting Jordan out of Northwood simply to avoid the coming wrath. Treaty be damned, he would take her somewhere and then send word to William.

But he knew he could not do that, at least not until it was asked of him. So he began to pace, his brow furrowed as he watched his boots hit the cold stone beneath him He could not hear anything, either. No shouting or furniture being broken. Just complete silence that was driving him insane.

“What are you doing?” Kieran came up behind him.

Paris looked up at the third-in-command. “Waiting for William.”

“Good. I must speak with him.”

Paris shook his head warningly. “Now would not be a good time. Anything you would say to him, you may say to me.”

Kieran looked at him. “ ’Tis about Lady Jordan. William would hear this.”

Paris stopped his pacing and scrutinized the knight. Kieran held his firm gaze.

“You know, do not you?” Paris asked after a moment.

“About our captain and the lady? Aye,” the man said quietly. “ ’Tis why William must know what I have uncovered.”

Paris stiffened. “Is she in any danger?”

“Nay, nothing of that sort,” Kieran said, then peered strangely at Paris. “What in the hell is the matter with you? You are acting as skittish as a brood mare.”

Paris clenched and unclenched his jaw, looking at the man a moment, observing the deep brown orbs. Kieran was a good man, as good as any and then some. He knew the man could be trusted with his life, as he had proven many a time. Paris was so worried he felt the need to confide in someone.

“The earl knows,” he whispered huskily. “That is why William is in there alone. The earl knows about him and Jordan.”

Kieran’s face went slack. “Dear… God….”

Paris nodded grimly in agreement. “Exactly.”

With that, the both began to pace. When Deinwald and Ranulf came upon them several minutes later, it looked like some strange dance to them.

“What is going on?” Deinwald demanded.

Kieran looked up. “The earl knows about William and Jordan. William is in with him now.”

“Kieran!” Paris snapped reprovingly.

Kieran swung to him. “Hell, Paris, we all know. We have for a long time. You must have known that.”

Deinwald’s face was a mask of shock. “Damnation. Who in the hell told de Longley?”

“No one, Deinwald,” Paris said irritably. “Get a hold of yourself.”

Ranulf clasped his hands behind his back thoughtfully. He didn’t appear overly worried like the others.

“William won’t back down,” he said evenly. “ ’Tis likely to be quite a tussle.”

“I have yet to hear any cries of pain or broken glass,” Paris said, resuming his path.

The four of them made quite a scene in the corridor. Michael came looking for Kieran a few minutes later and, with a brief explanation, joined them in their aimless wandering and waiting game. Before Paris realized it, every knight of Northwood was in the corridor, waiting for the outcome of William’s meeting. Paris thought it felt more like a death watch.

“What are ye all doing?” said a familiar female voice.

They all froze, turning to see Jordan coming toward them down the corridor. She looked lovely in the pale blue surcoat, her hair attractively arranged and her beautiful face filled with puzzled amusement.

It seemed that no one knew how to answer her. Paris, regaining his wits, went quickly to her. ’Twas not the best place for her to be if the door opened and the earl saw her standing there.

“Waiting,” he said lightly, hoping to throw her off the track. “Nothing of any importance. Shouldn’t you be in the hall?”

“I was, but everyone is leaving. Seems the engagement party spoiled their appetite for any more drinking because everyone was so horribly ill afterwards,” she glanced around. “Where is William?”

“With the earl,” Paris told her, desperate to remove her from the area. “He will most likely be awhile.”

“All day,” Deinwald put in helpfully.

Paris glanced nervously at the knight before returning to Jordan and taking her arm. “I saw something the other day that might pique your interest,” he was grasping at straws. “Mayhap you will accompany me while we are waiting for William to be done.”

“What, Paris?” her eyes lit up like fat in the fire.

“Oh…well, I, uh….” Now he’d done it. Think, you fool, think. “I saw that a dog had had a litter of pups in the stable. Mayhap you would like one?”

Much to his and the other knight’s relief, she clapped her hands in delight. “Oh, I would love one. I had a rabbit at home but I had to leave it, poor thing. I would love a dog.”

Thank you, God. Paris prayed silently. “Excellent,” he said. “After you, my lady.”

He gestured for them to walk in the opposite direction but he wasn’t quick enough. The door from the solar flew open and William came forth, followed by the earl.

No one in the corridor dared breathe. They were frozen like marble statues, the only thing able to move was their eyes as they focused on William’s face. But his face was unreadable, as it usually was, offering them no clue as to what has transpired. It was impossible to describe the emotions that filled the air, flowing through all of them, feeding off of one another. They knew they should turn tail and run for their lives, but no one could seem to move a muscle.

Even Jordan felt the tension and was puzzled. In faith, she was also a little frightened to see that the earl and William had been in discussion; alone. She had no doubt that she had been the topic. Her apprehension grew when Paris’ hand tightened on her arm.

William was only vaguely aware of his knights because his eyes had been riveted to Jordan since he had opened the door. He had felt quite in control when he had quit the room, but now in her presence, he felt that glorious weak feeling spreading through him like wildfire.

She was his! William wasn’t sure if he could tell her without breaking down. He wasn’t even sure if he could form the correct words. He took a deep breath to compose himself, but instead it went the other way and he lost his control. He was suddenly storming toward her with a drive he had never before known.

“I have always wanted to do this in front of everyone,” he muttered en route.

Grabbing Jordan with tender violence, his lips descended on hers. She was stunned senseless, wondering if he had indeed lost his mind or if he was possessed in some way. She was so shocked she could not even find the presence of mind to hold onto him as he crushed her to him like he never had. He was so firm and possessive that it took her breath away.

She thought she was going to faint with his force when he suddenly pulled away, looking at her with the smoky, seductive gaze she had grown to love so well.

“English!” she managed to gasp. “Have ye gone mad?”

“Fortunately, no,” he continued to hold onto her even as he turned to his knights. To say they were astonished was a gross understatement. He grinned at them, a very rare occurrence.

“Buck up, lads, and polish your armor,” he told them. “You are about to be attendants at a wedding.”

Paris stood in stunned silence, unable to comprehend William’s words. Was he asleep, dreaming he was awake? Or did he somehow pass into another dimension where William and Jordan could be together, legally? He stared back at his captain with a degree of shock William had never seen.

William let go of Jordan with one arm long enough to slap Paris forcefully on the shoulder.

“Quit staring at me,” he said. “I am quite sane. In fact, I have never been better.”

The earl took pity on the knights since William wasn’t. He motioned to the men to come closer to him, provided they remembered how to walk.

“Gather around, my faithful lads,” he said. “I have a story to tell you.”
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Jemma was having fits. When Jordan told her of what had transpired, she had to hold her hand over her mouth for a full minute to keep from screaming aloud. She simply could not believe what her deliriously happy cousin was telling her.

“What of the king?” she demanded with a gasp.

Jordan shrugged. “The earl will take care of him. All that matters is that William and I will be married.”

“But…but….” Jemma stammered. “But the whole purpose of the treaty was to marry ye to a powerful English house so that we could have peace on the border. William is not an English lord, he is just a knight.”

“But no one will know I am married to him, at least not yet,” Jordan reminded her patiently. “The earl will stage a mock ceremony on the morrow for the benefit of the king. Try to remember this, Jemma, for I do not want to repeat it again. There may be a chance that someone else might hear.”

Jemma nodded so hard she tipped sideways. “God’s Blood, yer dress. We must get it out and hang the wrinkles out.”

Jordan put her arm around her cousin’s shoulder. “We have time, Jemma. Get a hold of yerself now.”

Jemma was flighty and scattered when it should have been Jordan with the jitters. Yet Jordan was so calm it was frightening; even as they removed the wedding surcoat from the huge wardrobe and brought it into the antechamber, she was perfectly collected.

Jemma jabbered and twittered as she grew accustomed to the idea that her cousin would actually be marrying the man she loved and not the fat, old earl. It was so incredible she still could scarce believe it.

“Arna ye nervous, Jordan?” she asked, as her cousin hung the massive dress from the ceiling, near the hearth.

Jordan shook her head, her face dreamily happy. “Of course not,” she said. “This is what I have wanted more than anything else in my entire life. To marry is a dream itself, but to marry a man ye love…well, ’tis most unbelievable.”

Jemma nodded in agreement, her joy overcoming her shock for the first time. “Oh, Jordi, I am so happy for ye.”

Jordan grinned back at her, feeling the excitement. “Me, too.”

Sylvie came into the room, her arms laden with Jordan’s freshly washed garments. She was so busy that she didn’t notice Jemma and Jordan until she had set the bundles down. Then, she noticed the magnificent wedding surcoat hanging from the ceiling.

“What a beautiful surcoat.” she pointed to the dress. “Getting it ready, are you? Well, let me help you.”

Jemma put her hand on Sylvie’s arm, twitching with excitement. “Sylvie, can ye keep a secret?” she giggled.

Jordan let her cousin go on. After all, Sylvie wasn’t stupid and it would be no time before she figured out what was going on. She trusted the woman and knew that the secret would be safe.

Sylvie eyed Jemma and Jordan both. “Aye, of course, my lady. What secret?”

“Jordan’s getting married. Tonight.” Jemma burst.

“Tonight?” Sylvie repeated with disbelief. “But the king is not here yet.”

“She is not going to wait for the king, because he is not invited to this wedding,” Jemma said gleefully.

Sylvie was bewildered and Jordan took pity on her. “Sylvie, I am not marrying the earl,” she said softly.

The woman looked at her as if she was daft. “You’re not?”

“Nay,” Jordan shook her head. “I am marrying the captain. Tonight.”

The color that had left Sylvie’s face suddenly flooded back into her cheeks. “The captain? Oh, dear God, what on earth is the earl going to say?” she gasped, sick for her little ward. “I do not understand, my lady.”

“Here, Sylvie, sit down,” Jordan gently pushed her into the nearest chair. “I am marrying the captain with the earl’s blessing. Ye mustna tell a soul what ye know, not even yer husband. Promise me?”

Sylvie’s eyes were wide as she gazed up at Jordan, but she nodded. “Anything, my little lamb,” she said, then a soft expression crossed her features. “You know, I thought there was something between you two. A woman can always tell these things.”

Jordan gave her a small nod and moved back over to where her dress hung from the rafter.

“I have seen him look at you, my lady, and I have seen the way he looks at other men who look at you,” Sylvie said, rapidly making sense out of the entire situation. “Ah, yes, now it is beginning to become clear to me. I do not know why I should be surprised. Dear God, you’ll be marrying the most feared man in the realm. What an honor for you.”

Jordan glanced at her cousin, both of them knowing just how lucky she was. She let out a happy sigh and glanced back up at her dress.

“Well, now, we need to steam this dress,” she said briskly.

Sylvie jumped up from the chair. “Do not worry, my lady, I shall do it now.” She was moving with a sense of purpose. “Where are those two little birds who call themselves your maids? Lord, I shall take a strap to them when I find them. They are never around when they are needed.”

Jordan stepped back as Sylvie began to break out the hot irons, watching the fat woman bustle about. Jemma came over to her.

“We need to wash yer hair, Jordi,” she said. “And flowers. What will we do about flowers? We still have time to go out and collect some. And food. What about…?”

Jordan put up her hand. “The earl is making the arrangements,” she said, then looked thoughtful. “Jemma, where are those flowers we picked on our way here? I know we used most of them for soap, but I remember ordering some of them dried for winter. Do ye know where they are?”

Jemma nodded, determined. “I shall find them, dunna ye worry about that. But why do ye want them?”

Jordan smiled a soft, happy smile. “Purely sentimental, Jemma. Would ye find them for me while I order my bath?”

Jemma nodded, eager and happy to help out. Jordan watched her bounce away, still in such a haze of happiness and disbelief. She felt as if she needed a good, cold splash to make sure it was all real. If she woke up on the morrow and it was all a dream, then she would surely die of a broken heart.
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It was close to dusk. In a seldom used room under the northeast tower, the knights of Northwood were gathered in their ceremonial finery. The smell of tallow candles cloaked the air, casting tiny flickers of light on the brightly polished armor. The mood was soft, the conversation muted as they waited patiently for the primary players of the deception.

A small table against one wall held wine, great wedges of cheese, grapes and small tart apples. The knights congregated in small groups, speaking with soft tones and gentle laughter, sampling the wine and food. The only knights missing were William and Paris, for obvious reasons.

The glow of the candles were becoming brighter as the sun set. William and Paris entered the room, easily talking between themselves as if they were attending a meeting rather than a wedding. They smiled at their friends, handshakes going all around. Now that the shock of William marrying Jordan had worn off, the knights were in a most jovial mood. Even crusty old Ranulf was smiling a good deal more than anyone could ever remember.

None could scarce believe the good fortune that had befallen their captain. Where they had expected violence and bloodshed, at the very least, there was joy and peace. It was a remarkable situation to say the least; and none were more surprised than William himself.

Although he was entirely cheerful outwardly, his insides were shaking as a true bridegroom’s should be. He was certainly not immune. He was not nervous at the prospect of marriage, of course, but for the recourse that could follow that event. He knew he should not allow the earl to be equally guilty in this action, but he obviously could not deny his liege. The earl was a distant third cousin of the king, but William wondered if that family line would break under the direct disobedience of a royal decree. Apparently the earl did not think so, and he hoped to God the man was right.

And then there were the Scots. Those damn bastards, to which he would soon be related, wanted to overrun the whole bloody territory. He, the earl and Paris were still the only people who knew of the missive. When he glanced about the room, he wondered what the future would hold for his knights. Would they survive the wars that were inevitably coming? Would he, for that matter? That thought brought a stab of fear; no longer was he a lone Wolf. He would soon have a mate, and the need to live, if only for her, was greater than his fear.

On what should be the greatest day of his life, he was plagued with worry. He tried to push it aside, if only for Jordan’s sake. Being as intuitive as she was, she would pick up on his mood.

The earl entered the room in a bluster of deep green silk, practically dragging Father Sutton by the arm. The priest, who had supervised Adam’s knighting ceremony, was a young thin man with an infectious smile. He had been initially overwhelmed at the subterfuge the earl was suggesting, but in the goodness of true love, he had graciously accepted a large donation on behalf of the church and swore on the Bible to keep silent.

He greeted William when the earl shoved the men together, and smiled at the captain, who known as The Wolf.

“I never thought I would see the day when one of Northwood’s finest would approach the altar in marriage,” he said truthfully. “And if that occasion came, I certainly did not expect it to be you.”

William started to reply when the earl cut him off. “Shush.” he said nervously. “The bride is coming.”

William barely had time to glance to the door when Jordan was through it, filling the room with her radiant beauty. He looked at her; they all did, so captured by her beauty that the room had gone stone cold silent.

Jordan heard the conversation cease when she entered, and she stopped, smiling self-consciously at William where he stood several feet away. She wore a dress of pale ivory satin, which was embroidered with gold thread around the cuff of the sleeves and on the hem of the full skirt. The neckline hung off her exquisite shoulders. The long sleeves clung to her arms, and the bodice hugged her torso. Her hair was free and flowing to her waist. William had never seen anything more beautiful in his whole life.

Jemma was behind her, dressed in royal blue brocade. She held two huge bouquets of dried spring flowers, smiling her pretty curvy smile in compliment to her cousin. It was if time was standing still, for just a brief span, reveling in the moment that might never have come.

The earl broke the spell. He shoved the priest to the front of the room. “Come now, everyone, there is no time to lose.”

Jordan dashed to William, who reached out his hand and clasped her small one in it, reverently, taking just a fleeting instant to kiss her palm softly before tucking it into the crook of his arm. She smiled lovingly at him as they took their positions in front of the priest. Jemma stood to her left, handing her one of the bouquets of flowers.

“Where did you get these?” he asked. “Surely there are enough fresh flowers in the vicinity.”

“Aye, there are,” she said. “Ye dunna recognize these? I picked these on the road from Langton; the day of our very first kiss.”

He wiggled his eyebrows in remembrance of that day. “I suppose they are to remind me of the humility I suffered, and that you expect such blind obedience from me in the future?”

“Nay, English,” she said softly. “They are to remind me of the first time I realized I loved ye.”

He smiled, patting her hand on his arm as the earl shushed them again and the priest began to recite the marriage mass.

The knights circled around the couple; their armor reflecting the light of a hundred candles. Jordan didn’t notice until she turned to William to recite her vows that each knight had his sword drawn, laying across the breast plate from right hip to left shoulder. She was touched by the show of support and loyalty. William would tell her later that the gesture meant a pledge to the death; they would die for her as their lord’s wife. It was a needless gesture; all would have died for her the day they met her.

She quickly forgot her thoughts when William recited his vows in his husky, deep voice. Tears sprang to her eyes. She never believed she would hear those words come from his mouth, at least so soon. Her voice was so tight when she repeated her vows that she squeaked. Behind her, she could hear Jemma sniffing.

When it came time to place the ring on her finger, she did not expect any such memento because of the hasty nature of the ceremony. Yet to her surprise, William took an item from Paris’ hand and held it up in front of her. It was a dainty gold chain, fine and delicate, and strung on the chain was a ring.

“What’s this?” she asked.

He placed the ring in her palm. “A simple gold band. I intend to have a fine ring made for you when the circumstances allow, but I wanted you to have a token just the same.”

She smiled reverently as she gazed at the ring. “Oh, no, English. I would keep this.”

He returned her smile, touched at her obvious adoration of the plain ring. He was going to argue with her but he did not have the heart. Later, he would have his way, he told himself.

He placed the chain over her neck. “You cannot wear the ring on your finger yet,” he said softly. “Until that time, you can wear it next to your heart.”

She looked at the ring, trying to keep her composure. But she could not, her emotions bubbled forth and she began to weep quietly, leaning against him. The priest finished the ceremony, William kissing salty, wet lips at the conclusion.

The knights pressed forward to congratulate them, one by one. Paris was the first, shaking William’s hand heartily, a grin on his face and not saying a word. The two of them had been through so much together that no words need be spoken, for William knew what was in Paris’ heart. The men were closer than brothers. Paris moved in front of Jordan and she smiled up at him, as he placed his hands firmly on his hips.

“I will settle for no handshake, Lady de Wolfe,” he said flatly. It was the first time she had heard her new title and a shock of elation went through her.

She grinned broadly, throwing her arms around his neck. He laughed low, giving her a firm squeeze before setting her down again. But he did not release her before he planted a loud kiss on her cheek.

Kieran was next and she gave him the same treatment. One by one, each knight received the honor of a warm hug and a kiss from Lady de Wolfe. The last knight was Deinwald; he was trying to give her his usual hard gaze, crossing his arms in front of him as if he was protecting himself. But she could see the lips twitching and the corner of his eye quiver and she knew he was having a difficult time maintaining his facade. He didn’t want her to see that he would have liked a hug and a kiss, too. He was trying very hard to remain stern.

She fixed him with a firm stare and put her hands on her hips. “Deinwald Ellsrod, do ye mean to say that ye are not going to congratulate me?”

“Congratulations,” he said gruffly.

She shook her head and opened her arms to him. The hard stance lasted only a moment longer before his face cracked into a large, boyish grin and he embraced her, kissing her cheek. She laughed with delight at winning the game.

“Deinwald, unhand my wife,” William growled after a moment.

Embarrassed, Deinwald pulled away quickly and allowed the earl access to the new bride.

Jordan wasn’t sure how she should react to the earl. The man had very nearly violated her before dawn, but now he was the cause of her greatest joy. She attempted to form a pretty speech in her mind, but it was dashed the moment he began to speak.

“Lady Jordan,” the earl took her hand. “As I begged for William’s forgiveness this day, I must also ask yours. What I did this morn was intolerable and I have no excuse other than to say that I was wrong. Mayhap it was an old man’s vanity. At any rate, I hope that in a small way this marriage makes up for my sins, and I pray that William makes you happy. I believe I can vouch for the lad’s character.”

She relaxed and smiled. “I accept yer apology. And I am indebted to ye as well. Ye’re the most generous of men, sire, to put the needs of others before yer own. I can only pray that ye dunna find yerself in trouble over what has been done.”

“If handled correctly, there should be no trouble,” the earl insisted with a smile. “If we can simply get through our sovereign’s visit, then we shall be relatively safe.”

Jordan nodded, hoping to God he was right. The small wedding party finished the food and the wine, voices quiet lest they be discovered. They were already pushing the limits of caution by remaining as long as they had, but no one seemed to want to leave. Least of all the earl. He stood with Adam, drinking a good deal of his private stock wine and chatting with Paris.

William didn’t want it to end. He wished there had been music and minstrels and flowers filling every corner of the room, just for her. He had promised her that someday they would have a huge, fine wedding with those things, a wedding in which he could announce to the world that he had married the most beautiful woman who had ever lived.

But for now he was content, for he never believed this event would occur while he was still young. He was married to the woman of his dreams, and that was all that mattered.

Finally the earl set his cup down and moved toward them. “We have been here overlong, William. Mayhap you should bid your bride good-eve and let us be about our business.”

Jordan looked stricken that he was going to leave her, but quickly recovered herself. She reminded herself that they had the rest of their lives to spend together, though she wished they could have spent their wedding night together. She was trying not to be selfish, but was not succeeding.

William nodded. “Aye, my lord. The king should arrive come the morning and there is much to do.” She could see him transforming himself from bridegroom to commander as if he were changing a suit of clothes. “Go and change into your battle armor. We shall meet in the earl’s solar in an hour. Paris, you will come with me. Kieran, you will please escort my lady wife and her cousin back to their chambers and set the guard.”

When he called her his ‘lady wife’ he had looked most sweetly at her, it was the only waver in an otherwise hard façade. He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead before turning her over to Kieran and quitting the room in pursuit of the earl.

Kieran watched her stare wistfully at the empty door. He moved into her line of sight and extended an armored elbow.

“My lady?”

She tore her gaze from the door, glancing up into his kind brown eyes. The other knights were filing from the room, as was Father Sutton, and Jordan took the offered arm.

All of a sudden, her wedding was over and she felt a distinct depression at that thought. For something she had waiting and dreamed so fervently for, it was over quicker than she wished. Her husband was gone, off attending his liege, and she was now being escorted back to her rooms with her cousin just as she had been a hundred times over since her arrival. The rooms would be unchanged, her clothing would be the same, and the atmosphere would be the same.

There would be guards in her hall, making sure no one molested the fair Scot lass. Tomorrow would dawn just as it had for millions of years, the same as always. Everything was unchanged in spite of the brief ceremony here tonight. Except there was one difference that turned her depression into soaring joy.

She was now Lady de Wolfe.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Henry III, King of England, and his wife, Eleanor of Provence, arrived to a herald of pomp shortly after the nooning meal of the following day. They had spent nearly a month at Beverley Castle and would be attending the earl’s wedding before heading back to Windsor.

Jordan stood by the window, watching the incoming caravan with a great deal of nervousness. William and the other knights were in full regalia, down in the outer bailey forming an honor guard as the king and his wife rode in. Jordan could see him from where she stood, so regal and proud in the saddle. Even his destrier was decorated with plates of highly-polished ceremonial armor.

Curious and agitated to a fault, Jordan wrung at her hands as she tried to get a better look at the man who had ruled England for twenty five years. When he climbed from his litter, she was afforded a good view of him; Henry was a small man, yet fairly well-built for his size and age. It was said he was fickle, weak-willed, and greedy. He had sold the two dukedoms of Normandy and Anjou simply for the money obtained and because he didn’t need them, anyway.

He had all of England at his hand. But it was also said he was a temperate man, although she wondered just exactly what that meant, yet he was educated and had ruled England rather well after the tumultuous reign of his father, King John. He was neither outstanding nor a complete failure, but rather average. Still, she was wildly curious about him.

Eleanor followed her husband from the litter, assisted by William himself. She was about the same size as her husband, but it was difficult to tell much more than that. She wore a wimple and veil that covered everything but her face, and a voluminous dark surcoat that revealed nothing of her figure. If she hadn’t been laden with jewels, she would have resembled a nun.

The earl was there to greet his third cousin on his mother’s side. Jordan watched him scrape and bow and noted that except for the hair color, the king and the earl were as different as night and day. Alexander and Analiese were right behind their father, bowing and scraping as well.

The enormity of the situation began to settle over Jordan then. Sweet Jesu,’ the bloody King of England was here, and to witness her marriage to the earl, no less. She hadn’t been particularly fearful until this point, and she moved away from the window when she realized she was growing terrified. What if the king found out what they were up to? What if he punished the earl and William? What if…what if…what if….?

The dress she was wearing suddenly wasn’t good enough and she ripped it off, diving into her wardrobe for her emerald green silk with the golden trim. She struggled to put the dress on and to fasten the stays, not wanting to take the time to call her maids. With sweating hands, she put on her hose, garters, and slippers and ran a brush through her hair. Then she suddenly remembered she had a big green silk ribbon that accessorized the dress and she plunged into one of her chests to find it.

She tied the ribbon around her head, pulling her hair off her face. She also dug out a gold and emerald necklace that had belonged to her mother and put that on as well, standing back after a moment to study herself in the mirror. Did she look lovely enough to be presented to the king and queen of England? Would they think her worthy of the treaty? Sweet Jesu,’ she hoped so.

Jemma, who had been in the downstairs hall observing the activity, burst into the antechamber, her face flushed with excitement.

“Did ye see them?” she exclaimed as she rushed into Jordan’s bedchamber.

“Aye, I did,” Jordan twisted her fingers anxiously, then burst out: “Jemma, the bloody King of England is here. My God, what was I thinking when I married William last night? What is going to happen if the king finds out? We shall all go to the block.”

“The king is not going to find out,” Jemma assured her. “Try to calm down. Ye dunna want him to see ye so nervous or he will think ye a ninny.”

“I am a ninny for letting William and the earl risk their lives for me,” she wailed.

“Stop that.” Jemma admonished her. “They dinna do anything they dinna want to. Ye worry over much.”

Jordan paced about like a caged animal, chewing on her fingernails. Jemma watched her cousin, wondering if she should go and find William or Paris to calm her down. She knew for a fact that Jordan could get herself worked up into a frenzy quite easily and she had never had much luck calming her down.

“Jordan, ye must relax,” she said, pouring her cousin a cup of wine. “Someone will be coming for ye soon to meet the king and ye canna meet him all shaking and silly.”

Jordan took the wine and downed it all in one swallow. “I know,” she grunted as the wine coursed down her throat. “But I canna help it. I am so scared.”

There was a sharp rap at the antechamber door and Jemma went out to open it. Kieran and Michael stood in the doorway, with Kieran smiling pleasantly at Jemma.

“Greetings, my lady,” he said. “Is Lady Jordan dressed?”

Jemma pulled him into the room. “Aye, she is, dressed and making herself sick.”

Kieran passed a glance at the bedchamber door in time to see Jordan passing through it. She looked a little pale, but other than that, was absolutely ravishing in the green dress.

“My lady,” he greeted her.

Jordan ignored the knights and went right to the wine decanter. Pouring herself another full cup of wine, she took two huge gulps before Kieran took the cup away from her.

“No more of that,” he said softly. “You will need your wits about you when you are presented to the king and queen.”

Jordan stared back at him a moment before rolling her eyes miserably. “Oh, God,” she moaned. “I think I am going to be ill.”

“Nay, you are not,” Kieran said firmly yet gently, taking her arm. “You are going to be fine and bring a great deal of pride to your countrymen.”

Jordan didn’t know why she should listen to him, but she did. His wisdom and his tone went beyond mere superficial words. He had that air about him that he meant what he said. She liked Kieran; she always had ever since the first night they met, and she was glad that he and Jemma were coming together.

“When are they expecting me?” she asked, forcing herself to calm.

“The earl has taken them into the grand hall for refreshments and they will be expecting you shortly,” he replied.

She nodded. “Where is my husband?”

“He is with them,” Michael said, standing next to Kieran. “In fact, the king has latched onto William like a leech and has refused to let him out of his sight, m-much to William’s annoyance.”

Jordan smiled at that mental picture. “Canna exactly be rude to the king now, can he? Then I believe I can forgive him for not coming to retrieve me himself.”

The knights returned her smile, relieved she was regaining her composure. Jemma thrust herself forward, grabbing Kieran’s arm possessively.

“Stop smiling at him like that, Jordi,” she sniffed good-naturedly. “Ye’re married already.”

Jordan grinned at her cousin and threw her arms around Kieran’s massive arm, pressing herself against him.

“That may be, but I still appreciate a fine man.” She looked into Kieran’s surprised face. “What say you, sir knight? Would ye have married me had ye not met Jemma and had William never existed? Well?”

He actually blushed at her jest. But Jemma pushed herself closer to Kieran, putting her arms around his torso and scowling at her cousin.

“Leave him be,” she ordered. “He’s one man ye canna take away from me.”

Jordan’s eyebrows shot up. “I have never taken any man away from ye.”

Jemma lay her head on Kieran’s chest. “Mayhap not literally, but all the men look at ye and never me. Ye’re too pretty, Jordi, and I have told ye that. So leave Kieran alone; you have the captain.”

Jordan smiled faintly and shook her head, thinking her cousin’s statements ridiculous. “Ye’re so beautiful and ye dunna even realize it.”

“I realize it,” Kieran said softly.

Jordan gave the man a radiant smile, glad he was backing her up on the matter. Michael shook his head at the entire conversation.

“I hate to interrupt, m-my delectable stud stallion,” he said to Kieran drolly. “But we should be going. They will be expecting Lady Jordan.”

Kieran gave Jemma a final squeeze. “Aye, they will. We should be off.”

They all moved for the door, including Jemma, until Kieran stopped her. “Just Jordan, sweetheart.”

She stuck out her lip. “But canna I even go and watch from the shadows? Please?”

He smiled and shook his head. “Nay, I am sorry. ’Twould be the king and queen you would be spying on.”

“I wouldna be spying,” she insisted. “Oh, please, let me come and watch.”

“Not now, Jemma,” Jordan told her cousin. “Ye’ll see them tonight at the feast.”

Jemma eyed both her cousin and Kieran before sulking over to the high back chair and plopping her small body on it. She didn’t say a word and Kieran was afraid he had mightily upset her.

“Tonight, Jemma. All right?” he said, trying to pacify her.

She lifted her chin and looked away from him, pouting. He started to go to her but Jordan put out her hand.

“Leave her be, Kieran,” she said softly, then looked over at her cousin and raised her voice. “Acting like a bairn, she is. ’Tis not unusual.”

Jemma glared at them both again before turning back around and curling up into a ball on the chair. Her hijinks were making Jordan forget her own nerves as Michael opened the door and she was escorted out by the two handsome knights.

Jordan’s nerves announced themselves loud and clear the very moment she set foot into the grand hall. There were more soldiers and courtiers than she could count, all distant and unfamiliar in her grand hall. She would have felt as if she were in a completely different place had it not been for the Northwood soldiers lining the hall in full regalia and the sentries stationed in the gallery above.

The meal was an informal one, meant to simply refresh after the journey and tide the guests over until the large feast later on that evening. Kieran and Michael escorted Jordan through the white-faced women and haughty men who made up the king’s caravan. She looked the people in the eye, silently daring them to say one bloody negative word to her. But even though she was putting up a brave front, inside she was feeling exceptionally uncomfortable.

As they approached the dais, her eyes immediately fell on her husband seated, no less, at the king’s hand. Even de Longley was on the other side of William, one seat down from the king. Puzzled, Jordan tried to keep her eyes downcast until she was spoken to.

Henry and Eleanor eyed the Scot woman with interest. She was extremely beautiful, and that came of somewhat of a surprise. Henry found his curiosity whetted; usually when the woman was as beautiful as all that, she was as stupid as a door. He continued to observe her for several long moments before speaking.

“Your full name,” he asked.

Jordan’s head snapped up. “The Lady Jordan Mary Joseph Scott, daughter of Earl Thomas Scott of clan Scott, sire.”

Henry nodded. Jordan openly observed the man, noting that one eyelid drooped profusely and gave him an almost dense appearance. He was homely-looking, she thought.

“We are pleased with your comeliness,” he finally said. “And we are also pleased that a mighty alliance will be forged come the morrow. I, in fact, sent an invitation to your king, Alexander, but he was unable to attend due to illness. A pity.”

“Aye, sire,” Jordan agreed quietly.

The king stared at her a few more moments. William, at the man’s left hand, watched his wife impassively. God, she looked lovely, but she was nervous as hell. He didn’t blame her in the least.

Henry leaned around William to look at the earl. “Fill her full of worthy English sons, John. She is of fine stock.”

Jordan heard the words, outraged that she was considered no more than a brood mare. But she held her tongue and her downcast expression, praying the man would dismiss her.

“Indeed,” Eleanor spoke up and Jordan became nervous anew. “She is lovely. ’Tis amazing to find one so lovely and untouched. How old are you, child?”

Jordan looked at the queen, a thick-featured plain woman. It was said that she was an extravagant woman, much to her husband’s disapproval. Jordan could believe that rumor purely from the jewels she wore.

“Twenty years, your highness,” she replied.

“Twenty years.” Eleanor repeated. “You are practically an old maid. Tell me; were you not betrothed to anyone at home? Why have you not been married already?”

Jordan blinked. “I…I was betrothed at one time, my lady,” she said. Not even William knew this particular detail of her life and she spoke haltingly, knowing he was listening. “When I was a bairn I was betrothed to the son of the clan chief Galloway. But my betrothed was killed in a battle with the English when he was seventeen.”

“And your father did not immediately make another betrothal?” Eleanor pressed.

Jordan felt sick. Why didn’t she simply drop the subject? “Nay, my lady. My Da was rather particular about his only daughter. He felt no one worthy for me.”

“The earl is worthy, however.” Henry was now back in the conversation, and wanted to know if Laird Scott was snobbish in general, and not merely with his fellow Scots.

“Aye, sire, the earl is worthy,” Jordan replied quickly. “My Da was pleased for the opportunity of peace.”

Satisfied with the answer, Henry turned his attention away from her and she assumed she was dismissed. But Eleanor, however, had other intentions.

“Come here,” she motioned to Jordan.

Jordan immediately went to her, curtsying. Eleanor flicked her wrist in the general direction of a dozen women to her right.

“The earl has requested one of my women to guide you through your new station in life,” she said. “I have selected a young woman who I believe will be quite to accomplish this task. Aloria?”

A tall blond woman separated herself from the pack and stepped forward. Jordan’s eyes widened a bit; she was nearly as tall as the knights, with long, straight hair and a prettier-than-average face. But, Sweet Jesu,’ she was big-boned. Jordan had a horrible feeling that one wrong move or word and this woman could seriously disable her. She looked as if she could take on some of the men at Northwood and win.

“This is Lady Aloria de Gare,” Eleanor said. “She will serve you quite capably.”

Aloria moved around the table and came to stand slightly behind Jordan. Eleanor, with a final glance of approval, turned her attention away and Jordan knew she was dismissed.

She was expected to stay and eat with the king and queen. Yet she was so nervous and sick that she knew if she tried to eat a bite, it would all come back up again. However, she allowed a steward to show her to a seat on the dais next to Analiese and she slouched in her chair, trying to hide behind her friend.

“Where is that monstrous creature?” she whispered to Analiese.

Analiese gazed inconspicuously over her left shoulder. “About ten feet behind you, as she should be. She is a big one.”

Jordan gave Analiese’s arm a squeeze as a servant filled her trencher with mutton and spiced new apples. “God help me,” she murmured as she tried to eat.

As worried as she was about Lady Aloria, her biggest concern was her husband. She could not even look at William. She felt as if she had fibbed to him somehow, when honestly, she never thought to tell him that she had been betrothed as an infant. To be truthful, the subject had never crossed her mind to tell him, but this was not an ideal circumstance for him to find out. She knew he would be furious with her and she didn’t blame him. She simply wanted to get this meal over with and retreat to her chambers.

Her wish came shortly. The king and queen were tired and wished to rest before the festivities began, graciously dismissing their vassals as the earl and Alexander led them from the hall. Amazingly, William wasn’t required by the king, and when Jordan realized that, she was panicked enough to return to their chambers to escape his wrath.

A servant led Aloria away, and Analiese had vanished; leaving Jordan walking alone as quickly as she could from the hall without running.

She wasn’t fast enough. William caught up with her just outside the hall and without a word, grasped her arm and led her down a corridor and into a small solar. He waited until he closed the door softly before even looking at her.

She tried to read his expression, but she could not. He looked as controlled and neutral as always and she was scared to death.

“You look lovely,” he said after a moment.

“Thank ye,” she replied. “I couldna decide what to wear and I am glad ye like it.”

He nodded faintly. “Indeed,” he said, pacing a few feet across the floor. “That was quite a revelation you dropped before the king. Not even I was aware of it, and I thought I knew nearly everything about you. You are, after all, my wife. Why is it that I never knew you were betrothed to another man?”

Jordan swallowed. “I never thought to tell ye, English. It was never of any importance to me.”

He looked at her and she saw his gaze hardened. “It is of great importance to me. Who is this man that would have married you?”

“I was betrothed to him when I was three years old,” she said quietly, calmly, hoping he would understand. “His name was Ian McCulloch and his father was Laird Galloway. I only met him four times in my entire life; the last being one week before he was killed by the English near Melrose. That’s all there is to it; I never knew him, nor loved him. I only love ye.”

William was silent a moment. “The last time you saw him…how old were you?”

“Sixteen,” she answered.

“And you felt nothing for him?”

Her eyes narrowed with puzzlement. “Nay, English, I told ye that I dunna even know if I liked him at all because he was a big brute with an arrogant disposition.”

William leaned his large frame against the wall, crossing his arms. His movements were slow, and thoughtful. His anger was abating with her straightforward answers, although he was still perturbed that she had never mentioned this ‘little’ detail. If he were honest with himself, he realized that he wasn’t angry as much as he was insanely jealous.

“Very well,” he said. “Then tell me this, wife, is there anything else you wish to tell me that you feel ‘unimportant,’ yet that I might find out otherwise?”

She was glad he wasn’t too angry, but she was annoyed that he was insinuating that she was keeping secrets. She pursed her lips wryly. “Oh, let me see,” she said with exaggeratedly and thoughtfully. “Have I told ye that I was once the kept woman of King Alexander and bore him twelve bastards? Or, better yet, have I told ye that I have kissed every man south of Edinburgh and there isna one of them who dunna live for the sound of my voice? And I intend to conquer England the same way.”

She was rewarded with a faint twitch of his lips and he pushed himself off the wall, moving to within an inch of her. With a soft, seductive gaze that took her breath away, he spoke. “You have already conquered me.”

She smiled and threw her arms around his neck, her lips latching onto his. She did not have to wait to feel his muscular arms around her, or his lips responding to her. She laughed softly with triumph.

“What does the king want of ye, English?” she breathed as his lips paid exquisite attention to her soft neck.

“The man is acting like a smitten boy,” he replied, his breath hot on her skin. “It would seem that he has become most impressed with my reputation and demands war stories from me.”

She was melting to him, forgetting about the king and the queen and her nerves. He was making her tingle with passion and desire and she knew she had to have him now, here, at this moment.

Her hands moved to the latches on his armor. “Take this damnable stuff off,” she demanded huskily.

“I cannot,” he insisted, yet still suckling on her skin. “I am required in the outer bailey.”

Undaunted, she unfastened a latch. “I require ye now, English, and I am more important.”

She expected an argument, but instead he began to unfasten his armor himself. In no time it was off, except for his greaves. Jordan’s passion was building with every breath. They were so consumed with each other that nothing else in the world mattered at this very moment but their need for one another.

The need was more powerful than the law, protocol, or the very monarchy that resided within the walls. They had been denied their wedding night, they would have their night now.

William picked his wife up and carried her over to an overstuffed silk couch near the windows. He practically threw her down, pushing her skirts up while she fumbled with the stays on his breeches. When his huge organ was freed, red and throbbing, she massaged and caressed it, loving the smooth feel of him. He moaned, his tongue licking her pink mouth and tangling with her own tongue.

She was slick and hot when he pushed deep into her, filling her with the proof of his desire. Her legs hung over the sides of the couch as his rhythm took flight and they began to move together with such force that the legs of the furniture thumped methodically.

Jordan’s legs wrapped around his buttocks as if she could pull him deeper and deeper inside. His arms were braced on either side of her and she clung to his neck, holding him as he drove deep, deep, into her. The friction was building in her loins, a hot pressure increasing with every thrust until she finally felt the release she sought in warm, delicious convulsions of pleasures.

William, feeling her tighten and throb around him, lost himself in her with a scalding eruption. He could not have controlled it any longer even if he wanted to.

He put his legs down on either side of the couch and pulled her up to sit on his thighs, his arousal still joining their bodies. She cuddled against him, her hands inside his tunic and caressing his skin with blissful satisfaction. His chin was resting on the top of her head and he was in utter heaven simply to feel her, all of her, against him.

“If you had married this Galloway, I would have never met you,” he thought aloud, frightening himself.

She looked up at him, her hands still in his tunic. “Aye, ye would have. My Da was specific when he told Laird Galloway that I wunna be allowed to marry his son until I was twenty-one; I think because Da could not bear to part with me. I met ye on the battlefield when I was but twenty.”

He remembered the meeting better than anything else in his entire life. “I remember you said you weren’t married,” he sighed. “My God, do you mean to say that if Galloway hadn’t died and if I had waited a nominal amount of time to return to Scotland to thank you for your kindness, then your marital status would have been changed in that space?” he kissed the top of her head. “Lord, I would have run myself through for my stupidity and the damn luck.”

She grinned. “Ye wouldna been able to marry me, anyway, English.”

“You think not?” he said. “Had your father not consented, I would have simply kidnapped you.”

“Ye would have?” she looked up at him. “But…but I thought ye said ye would return to thank me for my kindness, not ask for my hand.”

He cocked his eyebrow. “Marrying you would have been your reward.”

Her mouth opened at his arrogance. “And what if I dinna want yer thanks? Lord, yer a conceited man.”

He smiled provocatively again. “You would have refused?”

She looked away coyly. “Mayhap. After all, ye’re a Sassenach.”

His hands found then way underneath the dress and he began to caress her soft bottom. It was no time before he was once again rock-hard within her and she began ride him up and down. It was a sweet, erotic position and she found that if she stood tall on her knees and then plunged back down again, she could make him groan most wonderfully.

He came first this time, holding her hips down on his member as he erupted into her. When she felt his pulsations, her pleasure was almost instantaneous.

Limp with bliss, they clung to each other for long, contented minutes. Jordan had no idea when she would next see him and savored every moment, as did he. Therefore, they savored the moment.

Unfortunately, William truly had pressing duties. He felt guilty making love to his wife twice and then bolting up, but he had little choice. She understood, of course, or at least insisted she did and in a few minutes they were going their separate ways.

Deinwald escorted Jordan back to her chambers at William’s request. She was a bit apprehensive because she knew Aloria would be waiting for her and she was, frankly, afraid of the woman. She was simply as big as a man and from what else she noticed, she was attractive and probably a bit older than herself. She wondered apprehensively what sort of temperament the woman possessed.

She found Aloria in the antechamber waiting tall and silent. Jordan entered the room and Deinwald followed, his blue eyes glaring hostilely at the queen’s lady. Aloria curtsied to Jordan and eyed Deinwald.

“My lady, ’tis an honor to serve you,” she said. “As I am to understand it, I will have the privilege of guiding you through your new station.”

“Aye,” Jordan replied. “I hope I am a good student.”

Aloria nodded shortly before eyeing Deinwald again. “I am sure you will be, my lady. And as a first lesson, if I may, a proper countess does not allow any man other than her husband in her chambers. The knight must leave.”

Jordan turned to look at Deinwald. His face was hard and glaring.

“You’ll not tell me to leave, wench,” he growled.

Aloria didn’t back down as Jordan knew she would not. “Lady Jordan is entrusted to me now and anything that directly affects her well-being is my concern. If I say you will leave, you will leave, or I shall have you removed.”

“And just who will remove me?” Deinwald flared.

“I will, if I must,” Aloria replied calmly.

As big as she was, she could probably do it. Jordan cringed, although she was actually quite amused to see Deinwald so ruffled.

“Try it, wench, and you’ll be sorry,” Deinwald’s eyes narrowed in a challenge.

“Deinwald,” Jordan stepped in. “Dunna call Lady Aloria wench, ever. I dunna like that term. And please do as she says.”

He looked at Jordan uncertainly, not wanting to leave her with a strange woman knowing how protective William was for his wife.

“Aye, my lady,” he agreed reluctantly, but not before shooting Aloria a deadly glare.

Jordan closed the door behind him and smiled sheepishly at Aloria. “The knights are very protective of me,” she explained. “But I do apologize for his rudeness. He can be rather surly.”

“I understand, my lady,” Aloria said. “But from now on, you must conduct yourself properly and if it offends the knights who have grown accustomed to being your escorts, then so be it.”

Jordan realized that this woman meant all of the knights. “But…Sir William is my fiancé’s captain. In fact, the earl has entrusted him with my safety always and he has had free access to me since before my arrival. What of him?”

Aloria cocked an eyebrow. “I will have a talk with Sir William, my lady, have no doubt.”

Jordan almost laughed; she would like to be a fly on the wall when that conversation took place.

“Well,” Aloria said briskly after a moment. “Since I have already settled myself, I will help you prepare for the feast this evening.”

There wasn’t much to prepare for, simply a bath and to be dressed, and all of that could be accomplished in a couple of hours. There was plenty of time for Jordan to find out everything she could about her new lady-in-waiting.

“There is time for that later,” Jordan told her, moving for the high-back chair. “Tell me of yerself, Lady Aloria.”

Aloria’s brisk manner faltered a bit. “There is not much to tell, my lady. My father is the Earl of Devon and I have two older brothers. I have served our gracious queen for four years, since I was eighteen.”

“Did she order ye to serve me?” Jordan asked.

“Aye, but I consider it an honor, my lady,” she replied correctly.

Jordan looked at her a moment. “But ye are displeased at leaving court.”

Aloria met her gaze for the first time and cleared her throat before answering. “I like Windsor, my lady.”

Jordan cocked her eyebrow. “And now ye find yerself in the wilds of northern England, far away from court life.” She shook her head apologetically. “I am sorry if ye dinna want to come, Lady Aloria. Having one of the queen’s women here was not my idea.”

For the first time, Aloria looked less than the proper English court lady. Her eyes took on a sort of soft, sad reflection. Jordan immediately was alerted to the change in mood and was aware of the most human side of the stiff woman.

“Yet I have come, my lady,” she said softly. “And I will serve you well, I vow it.”

“Of that I have no doubt,” Jordan looked intensely at the woman. “Why would I think otherwise?”

Aloria swallowed and squared her shoulders, the stiffness returning. “I thank you for the opportunity, my lady.”

She deliberately avoided answering the question and Jordan could see that it was because she didn’t want to, but in that brief second that she had let her guard down there had been something there, something painful. Jordan felt there was a reason why she was here at Northwood other than the fact that the queen had ordered it.

But she would not pursue that now. She shifted the subject as she rose from her seat. “I wish to take a walk now,” she said. “Will you accompany me, Lady Aloria? ’Twould be a chance to get a look at Northwood.”

Aloria nodded shortly. “Of course. I am your lady and I will go where you go.”

Jordan moved for the door and yanked it open, jumping back in surprise to find Deinwald, Michael, and Marc standing in the doorway. They were as surprised as she was and she saw immediately that they had been listening at the door.

Aloria suddenly jammed herself forward, putting herself between Jordan and the knights.

“There will be no more of this!” she boomed. “Lady Jordan is not a young maiden to be gaped and leered at, and you will cease this moment. If I find any of you loitering at her door again, then your punishment will be swift.”

The three knights looked taken aback, if not irritated. Deinwald rolled his eyes and muttered a quiet curse. Michael cleared his throat.

“M-my lady, we do neither gape nor leer at Lady Jordan,” he said. “ ’Tis our sworn duty to protect her; always.”

Aloria glared at him when Marc took a step forward. “Whether or not you like it, my fine court lady, we are Lady Jordan’s shadows,” he said quietly. He had a very deep and authoritative voice. “You cannot get rid of us, so you might as well become accustomed to our presence.”

Aloria’s chin jutted up. “We’ll just see about that.”

He nodded readily. “Aye, we will,” he countered with equal firmness. Marc could rile very quickly. “Obviously, you have not been advised that there have been attempts on Lady Jordan’s life or you would not make such a ridiculous statement.”

Aloria looked at Jordan in surprise. No, she had not been told, and now she felt a bit embarrassed. Swallowing, she turned back to the knights.

“Then I stand corrected,” she said with forced humility. “I will not demand that my lady be rid of you, but I will ask that you keep a proper distance. Now, if you would like to accompany us, my lady wishes to go for a walk.”

The knights silently fell in behind the two women and made it to the stairs when they were confronted by Jemma and Kieran. Jemma’s amber eyes immediately flashed malevolently at Aloria.

“Ah, so this is yer court wench, is it?” Jemma was in Aloria’s face, daring her to respond to the insult. She was always particularly brave with Kieran behind her.

Aloria cocked a blond eyebrow. “I am her lady-in-waiting if that is what you were trying to say.”

Jemma. Sassy Jemma. She put her hands on her hips and looked Aloria over as if inspecting a side of beef.

“Ye’re a big one,” she observed, not at all nicely. “Why did the queen pick ye? Is it because if Jordan has trouble learning English customs, ye can beat the lesson into her?”

The knights didn’t know whether to pull them apart or laugh at the whole thing. They were, for once, glad of Jemma’s aggressive behavior. She went after the new English wench like a bulldog. They didn’t like Aloria, either, and it bothered them that she was to be so close to Jordan.

“I have no intention of laying a hand on Lady Jordan,” Aloria stated, eyeing Jemma. “You, however, are another matter.”

Jordan’s eyes widened. It was a challenge, and Jemma never backed down from a challenge.

Jemma laughed loudly. “Ye think so, do ye? For yer information, court wench, I am Lady Jordan’s cousin and her first lady-in-waiting. We dunna need ye, nor do we want ye here, so ye can just go back to yer precious queen and tell her so.”

She was bordering on blasphemy. Jordan passed a glance at the ever cool Kieran, and saw that even he looked concerned with Jemma’s body language. She wondered if he were going to intervene.

Aloria put her hands on her big hips. She was finished being tolerant. “You little bug,” she snarled. “Somebody should have squashed you long ago. What you want or need is of no concern to me, and if you want to get rid of me, then you’ll have to tell the queen yourself.”

Jemma matched her frown. “Dunna call me a bug, ye big cow.”

“Cow?” Aloria raged.

“Aye.” Jemma yelled. “Ye’re as fat as one and just as ugly.”

Aloria’s mouth went into a flat angry line and she clenched her fists. Just as she took a step, Kieran went between the two women and fixed his hard stare on Aloria. Jordan was shocked; she’d never seen that particular expression on Kieran’s face and he suddenly looked most frightening to her.

“I do not think that would be a wise move,” he said, taking the top step as Aloria stepped back. He had been standing two stairs below Jemma, and now that he was on level ground, Aloria could see that he was absolutely massive.

Aloria eyed him but she was far from backing down. “And just who are you, sir knight?”

“Sir Kieran Hage, third-in-command of Northwood’s army,” he said evenly, his eyes glittering with rare temper. “And this woman you were about to advance on belongs to me.”

Aloria took a calming breath, realizing that she was in a no-win situation. “Then she should learn to control her mouth, my lord,” she said as respectfully as she could manage.

“As you should learn to control your temper, speaking from one large-boned person to another,” he replied. “Now, continue with Lady Jordan and I do not want to hear that you have so much as spit in Lady Jemma’s direction or my retribution will be swift. Is that clear?”

Aloria swallowed and moved around him. Jordan, surprised to see Kieran’s anger and furthermore thinking he had been a bit harsh on her new lady-in-waiting, eyed Jemma reprovingly as she moved down the stairs. The knights followed the two women, leaving Kieran and Jemma alone in the hall.

Jemma frowned at Kieran. “Why did ye do that? I can handle myself.”

He focused on her and she was surprised to see his eyes dark and angry. “She was right, Jemma. You need to learn to control your mouth, for I will not always be around to get you out of trouble.”

Jemma blinked at the reprimand and lowered her gaze. She wanted to say something, anything, but she could not think of the proper words. She didn’t want to fight with him, mostly because she knew he was right. With a frustrated shrug, she moved to a small window seat and sat.

Kieran watched her tiny, graceful movements. Lord, she was a sweet, caring woman when she wanted to be, but she was as feisty as a cornered fox. She was the epitome of female temperament.

“Go away, Kieran, and leave me be,” she said after a moment.

“Nay, I will not,” he said firmly. “And do not start feeling sorry for yourself. You always do this when I scold you.”

“I canna change who I am.” Her head came up. “I have always been this way and I canna change. I am not the calm, sweet, gentle girl my cousin is so quit trying to mold me into an image of Jordan. I am what you see….me.”

He went over to her. “I would not change you into Jordan.”

Her eyes narrowed at him. “I heard that when ye were traveling with Jordan from Northwood, ye and the captain were in love with her. So William married her and ye had to take the second prize.”

His eyebrows rose and he sat on the seat next to her. “Who told you such lies?”

“It doesna matter who told me,” she looked away, “but I know it’s true. It has always been true with Jordan. She’s always been the most beautiful, and I have always been second.”

“That is the biggest cock and bull story I have yet to hear you utter,” he said bluntly. “You are not, nor ever have you been, second to me. I knew the first minute I saw you that you were special.”

Jemma turned back to him. “But were ye ever in love with my cousin?”

If he admitted it to himself, he had been. But that would be his secret and his alone and he was sorry he would have to lie to Jemma. But he could not have that cloud hanging between them, or between Jordan and Jemma.

“I think she is very beautiful, but I love you,” he said softly. “And I think you are more beautiful.”

She smiled a little, her cheeks flushing at his look. “I am not.”

“Aye, you are,” he reached out and grabbed a fistful of raven’s-wing colored hair. “Your hair is silkier, your eyes purer, your smile brighter. Aye, you are more beautiful than your cousin.”

She smiled broadly as his hand caressed her cheek. “Then I thank ye, sir knight. I had no idea ye felt that way.”

“Aye, you did,” he corrected her. “I have been telling you that for weeks now. You were never my second choice, Jemma. Always my first.”

She threw her small arms around his neck and kissed him with all of the passion and force her luscious red lips could muster. He wrapped his massive arms around her, swallowing up her entire torso as he pulled her against him. Their tongues met and probed, suckled and licked at each other until Jemma was gasping with excitement. Without another word, Kieran picked her up and carried her into the ladies’ apartments.

He took her into her small bedchamber and laid her upon the bed, removing his armor and clothing between hot kisses. He had tried before to bed her, but she had always balked. This time, however, she had stripped herself nude before he was done undressing and his eyes raked over her small, perfect form appreciatively.

“Jesus, you are beautiful,” he said, running his hand lightly over her full breasts.

She shuddered at his touch, forgetting her fear and reservation, only wanting him to touch her and love her. He laid on the bed next to her, half-covering her with his big body while his hand roamed freely about her silken skin. He was so pleased to see the way she responded to him and for a brief moment their eyes met.

“I love you, Jemma,” he whispered. “I always will.”

She put her tiny hands to his face softly. “I know what a bitch I can be,” she said. “I pray ye can forgive me my indiscretions. Sometimes I act before I think. But know that I would never do anything in the world to embarrass ye intentionally.”

He grinned and kissed her cheek. “Jemma, you bring fire into my life. I would not have you change for the world. With you, I know my days will never be dull.”

She smiled at his words and he descended on her mouth, kissing her until she could not catch her breath. His huge hands completely covered her full, round breasts as he teased her nipples into hard little peaks. She ran her fingers through his close-cropped hair as he suckled the hard pellets, wondering if there was anything more wonderful on earth than his hot mouth.

His hands parted her thighs and he moved in between them, being ever so mindful that she was the smallest woman he had ever made love to, yet by far the most perfect. Even so, she was easily less than half his size and it excited him greatly.

“How tall are ye, Kieran?” she breathed out of the blue.

His head came up to look at her. “Three inches over six feet. Why? How tall are you?”

She shoved his face back into her abdomen. “Almost five feet exactly.”

She had asked because it suddenly excited her terribly to have this huge man possessing her. Her mind was full of silly, irrational thoughts. She smiled and closed her eyes as he returned his attentions to her belly and thighs. Then her eyes opened again and she gazed dreamily up at the ceiling, feeling the newness of his intimate touch.

“How tall is William?” she asked.

Kieran didn’t care how tall William was. He only cared about the fragrant blossom he was about to unfold. His kisses were delicate and sweet on her inner thighs and about her groin.

“Five inches over six feet,” he whispered between kisses. Why was she so damn curious about height, anyway? But he remembered, too, that this was her first time and she was probably trying to distract herself from her natural nervousness. But, so she could not ask anymore dumb questions, he anticipated her thoughts. “And Michael is seven inches over six feet, and Deinwald is one inch over six feet, and Jason is not quite six feet, and Ranulf is exactly six feet, and Paris is my height, and Marc is four inches over six feet, and….”

She put her hand over his mouth. “All right already,” she whispered with a smile. “Quit talking so much.”

He grinned and suckled each one of her fingers as she closed her eyes with pleasure. After a moment, he lifted himself back over her, gazing into her liquid amber eyes as his fingers began probing her.

Jemma’s thighs parted wider as he inserted a finger into her, feeling the proof of her virginity immediately. He’d never bedded a virgin before and wondered if all virginal barriers felt as thick and tough as hers did. He was going to have to thrust hard to move past it and his heart sank a little; she was so tiny that he knew the pain was going to be excruciating.

She pressed into his hand as his finger moved in and out, making her wet and slick for his entry. He was nearly going mad with her response but he had to gauge himself and slow down, waiting until he was sure she was ready for him. He inserted two fingers, and then three, and her eyes came open in distant alarm.

“ ’Twill be easier this way, sweetheart,” he promised, kissing her face. “You know that there will be some pain.”

She nodded, feeling his thick fingers in her. “I know, but I dunna care. Come to me, Kieran.”

His composure slipped and he put both huge legs between her thighs, parting her own legs wide. He removed his fingers and began to apply pressure with his thick organ, firm and constant. She was so slippery that it was no time before he had gained about an inch or more of headway, her barrier the only thing standing in between him and heavenly pleasure.

Jemma, however, felt far too much pressure. There was no pleasure. Her fear was beginning to grow as he filled her full.

“Kieran….” she began fearfully.

He kissed her to shut off her protests. He had stopped his onslaught for the moment and when he felt her relax again and respond to his kisses, he drew back thrust hard into her, breaking through and nearly driving himself to the hilt.

Jemma whimpered, trying to move away from him, trying to escape the sensual assault. But he held her firmly, whispering to her in an even, soothing tone even as he began to move within her once again. But she had begun to cry and he stopped his movements, kissing her tears away.

“I am so sorry,” he whispered. “I know it hurts, sweet, I know.”

“I dunna want to do this anymore.”

“It’s all over, the pain is all over,” he kissed her gently. “Just lie there and enjoy it, now. Trust me.”

She shook her head and he laughed low, waiting a good long time for her to grow accustom to him before moving within her again.

She was small and tight and it was the most incredible pleasure he had ever known. Never in his life had a woman given him so much pure pleasure and he wished he could tell her that, but she probably would not understand. But more than that, he had claimed her for his own and never would another man mark what he had taken; she was his forever.

True, the stabbing pain had subsided but Jemma still felt as if she was being stuffed full. When he began to move, she tried to lie still and wait for it to end, but somewhere in the process a strange fire started low in her loins and she realized her legs were wrapping around him of their own accord. His hands gripped her buttocks and she was aware that her hips were grinding against his own. It was new and wonderful.

He was terribly heavy on her and he was aware of it. He suddenly stopped and held her to him, moving to sit back on his knees and putting Jemma on his lap, still embedded in her. He was afraid if he withdrew she’d never allow him in her again. But she sat on his thighs, gazing back at him with a seductive look and he was seized with lust and desire. His thick arm held her against him as his free hand sought out her large breasts, suckling her nipples as he began to pound into her again.

Jemma hung her head back, her hair tickling the tops of his thighs as she came to like the sensation of him inside her. He was huge and she felt a raw, but his big body wedged into her most private orifice was becoming a marvelous experience.

His thrusts became extremely forceful and he held her hips, his eyes focused on her bouncing breasts every time he drove into her. Jemma gripped his neck, letting him do all of the work because he knew exactly what he was doing, how to make her feel wickedly womanly. The fire in her loins, the pressure built into a peaking tingling sensation and suddenly she felt her whole body go stiff, a wildfire of turbulent pleasures rippling through her small body. Her mind went black, the only thing of any importance being this most electrifying excitement and she boldly wished for it to go on and on, to never end. She heard herself telling Kieran just that.

He felt her spasms and the erotic words that spilled forth from the delicious red mouth and was lost in a violent surge of thrusting, shooting his seed deep into her womb and groaning with satisfaction. Never, never in his life had he experienced something so completely satisfying, emotionally and physically. He was so content that he was shaken.

They clutched each other fiercely, for an eternity, neither one of them uttering a word. In faith, Jemma was still quite dazed as Kieran raised her face up to his.

“Are you all right?” he asked with a smile.

She nodded. “Aye.”

He pushed her hair off her face. “I am sorry it had to hurt so much. You know I would not hurt you for anything.”

“I know,” she said. “It passed and…I liked it.”

He laughed softly. “I know,” he said, his hands still in her hair. “Tell me you’ll marry me, Jemma.”

Her eyes opened wide and her mouth dropped. “Marry ye? Well…yes, of course, but when?”

“Whenever you decide,” he said, kissing her. “I shall leave that up to you.”

She looked doubtfully at him for several moments. “Are ye sure ye want me? After all, I speak my mind and….”

He kissed her again to shut her up. “And I love you that way.”

Happily, she threw her arms around his neck. Her Sassenach knight.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


The day was warm and sunny as Jordan and Aloria entered the inner bailey of Northwood. In the shadows it was cool, but as soon as they walked into the direct sunlight it was enough to make one sweat. They were silent as they walked and every so often, Jordan would glance behind her at the three knights. They would gaze back helplessly, wanting to tell her just what they thought of her new lady, but wisely kept silent. There was nothing any of them could do about it.

When the silence became uncomfortable, Jordan took to politely pointing out items she thought Aloria might find interesting. Aloria would nod shortly but remained quiet unless absolutely necessary. Jordan began to feel as if she were talking to a wall.

Jordan’s favorite place by far was the outer bailey and all of its activity. Peasants were bustling busily about and she often wondered what on earth kept the peasants so busy; they always had something to do.

She stopped at the little lean-to where the man with the mercantile kept his wares; she loved his shop best of all. He had all sorts of interesting little things along with bolts of material and she loved to inspect his stock.

The man, a thin fellow with receding hair, greeted her familiarly and began to show her his latest acquisition: perfume from the continent. Delighted, Jordan took to trying every bottle he had, and when she ran out of space on her arms, she put it on Deinwald. He, of course, was horrified, but in truth he liked the attention so he let her touch him with the oil and then smell it on his skin.

Aloria hung back, out of the way, watching her new mistress and the knights. She was such a beautiful, happy woman that Aloria was jealous and curious at the same time. She wished she could be like Lady Jordan, but she knew she had not the charm or the beauty. But it was more than physical beauty; it was the way she talked, the silly way she laughed, and the charming smile that came from within. They were signs of a very content, very happy lady.

Still, she wished she could laugh and joke with men the way Lady Jordan did, improper though it might be. She found herself watching with fascination.

Deinwald, smelling strongly, finally bowed away and Jordan grabbed Michael’s big arm so that she could smell the last two bottles. She would sniff and approve or disapprove, and then the knights would smell the scent and give their opinions. Not all opinions matched, however, but Jordan finally decided on three different fragrances. After the perfume, she delved into the new fabrics the man had.

A shadow fell across the doorway and everyone turned to see William crowding the opening with his massive frame, smiling at his wife.

“Well, hello, English,” she said gaily. “Come and see what I am to buy.”

He raised an eyebrow, entering the cramped space and highly aware of Aloria’s presence. “What now, my lady?”

He called her ‘my lady’ and Jordan suddenly remembered Aloria’s presence, too. She pointed to the bottles of perfume. “Look at these wonderful perfumes,” she said, turning to Michael. “Hold out yer arm and let him smell.”

Michael rolled his eyes comically and held out an arm to the captain. William cocked an eyebrow at his knight, although Michael refused to look at him, and took a quick sniff.

“Pleasant enough,” he observed. “But why is Michael wearing it?”

“Because I am already covered with the stuff,” she held up her arms to emphasize her point. “Deinwald is wearing perfume, too.”

William cast a reproving eye at his knights. “Good God, I shall be beating the men-at-arms away from them. What about you, Marc? Haven’t you been roped into this, as well?”

Jordan turned around, a large measurement of rose-colored fabric held up in front of her. She immediately put it against Marc, just under his neck and looked at it thoughtfully.

“What are you doing?” William asked on behalf of his knight.

She pursed her lips as she thought. “Seeing how well this color goes with his skin tone. His skin is fair, like mine, and our coloring is nearly the same. How does it look?”

William shook his head faintly in defeat. “He looks charming,” he said, backing away as she returned the material to the merchant.

“I think so, too,” she looked at the shopkeeper. “I shall take all ye have of that. And the blue, too,” she glanced at William, “for Jemma.”

William gave a feeble shrug, watching her barter for the price. When the amount was finally agreed upon, she noticed a tray of bracelets she hadn’t seen before. With a cry of delight, she began to inspect the bangles and bade Aloria to join her.

William turned to watch the big woman as she respectfully moved past him and quietly appraised the jewelry. He stood, arms folded across his chest, watching his wife and her new lady-in-waiting intensely, looking for any signs of discord or trouble. He had not met this woman yet and was displeased that already the lady was allowed such close access to his wife before he’d had a chance to interview her.

Jordan turned to her husband, her hands full of bracelets. “Lend me yer arm.”

He cleared his throat, knowing it would be useless to argue with her. Obediently, he extended his huge arms and she immediately put a bracelet on his wrist, but it was the only one that would fit. She scrutinized the bangle before removing it and spared William any more embarrassment.

Aloria, however, soon found herself up to her elbows in bracelets while Jordan tried to decide which one she liked best.

After a minute she pulled them all off and handed the one she liked best to the merchant. “That one,” she said decisively. “Now, if ye would please add it all up and tell me what I owe ye, I shall thank ye.”

The merchant nodded happily, for it was a large sale. William groaned inwardly, wondering just how much this was going to cost him. His wife had one vice and one vice only; she was a slave to dresses and pretty jewelry and feminine frills. But, then again, so was he.

Michael had the material and Deinwald carried the vials of perfume as if they were made of gold. Jordan swore if he dropped them that she would personally kill him. She wore her new bracelet, the rough-cut sapphire and silver gleaming under the warm sun. William bade his two knights to return the goods to Jordan’s rooms while he and Marc continued to escort the ladies about.

Jordan was eyeing the cobbler’s shed and he caught her look. “What are you going to buy now, my lady?” his voice had a warning tone to it.

She caught the inflection in his voice and quickly looked away. “Nothing,” she said, looking for a change of subject. She turned to Aloria, slightly behind her. “Is Northwood much different from Windsor?”

“Aye, my lady,” she answered. “Windsor is much, much larger.”

“And ye like it there?”

Aloria’s eyes snapped to her new mistress and Jordan caught a glimpse of something, be it sadness or hostility. “It was my home, my lady.”

She answered her, but without truly answering the question. Jordan began to wonder if Aloria didn’t leave a lover behind and resented her new mistress greatly for it, for she was certainly stiff and formal enough.

“Being the queen’s lady must be exciting,” Jordan took William’s arm unconsciously. “I shall wager ye’ve traveled far and wide and seen a great many things.”

Aloria didn’t notice Jordan’s action; she was watching her feet. “ ’Tis an honor to serve the queen, my lady. She is an educated and gracious lady, as is the king.”

“Are ye educated, Aloria?” Jordan asked, knowing the English did not encourage education for women.

“I can read Latin, French, and English,” Aloria replied. “I have had a good deal of practice writing, as well. Why, King Henry himself taught me to read Latin. He is quite fluent, more than most priests.”

Jordan nodded before she truly thought of the contents of the answer. Then, slowly, a dawning horror filled her veins. Latin. The false wedding ceremony tomorrow would be in Latin, and the king was fluent in it. What if he didn’t fall asleep as the earl promised, and furthermore paid close attention to what was being said? What if…?

Her head snapped to William just as his eyes found hers, silently imploring her to be silent and calm. His thoughts were exactly the same, as if they were reading one another’s mind, and he was near panic trying to think of a solution. But he remained outwardly cool, praying Jordan would remain the same. The woman could panic so easily that he hoped she would be lucid enough to control herself.

Jordan started to quiver; he could feel it through his thick leather gloves. “What other languages does our king speak?” she asked Aloria, with nary a quiver.

Bravo, Jordan. William applauded silently, thrilled that she had the presence of mind to think clearly and formulate a plan to gain useful information. He felt himself washing with relief, feeling hopeful that together he and his wife could come to a plausible solution.

Aloria looked thoughtful. “Aside from the languages I mentioned, he speaks Italian and German. Our king is exceptionally educated.”

Jordan nodded. “He doesna speak Gaelic?”

“Surprisingly, no,” Aloria said. “He has never had the interest. He believes it a harsh language, and he is not fond of Welsh, either.”

Gaelic. Jordan passed her husband a slow, knowing glance and he fought the urge to kiss her soundly for her quick thinking. Good God, the woman could think quickly on her feet when she set her mind to it.

The rest of the walk went pleasantly enough. William and Marc returned the ladies to the front doors of Northwood, and Marc discreetly excused himself, while Aloria stood next to her mistress and eyed William impatiently. William saw the look and knew exactly what the woman was doing.

“Lady Aloria, you are excused,” he said. “I will see Lady Jordan up in a moment.”

Jordan winced, wondering if Aloria would challenge William’s authority in this matter. She soon found out; much to her dismay, Aloria planned to do just that.

“Begging the Captain’s pardon, but it is not proper for the future countess to be seen alone with another man other than her husband,” she said bravely.

Trouble was, she was absolutely right. William cocked a slow eyebrow at the woman, hoping that she would back down by sheer intimidation.

“My lady, I have been Lady Jordan’s personal protector and champion since her arrival,” he said steadily. “She has seen two attacks on her life and the orders from the earl are that she is never, ever to be without a knight for protection. Am I making myself clear?”

Aloria nodded; she knew of this man and his reputation and was hugely intimidated, but she also knew her duty.

“Aye, my lord, I understand, but the fact remains…,” she went on.

William stopped her. “The fact remains that she is far safer with me than with you, considering we know nothing about you,” he meant it as an insult. “Therefore, until such a time as you can be deemed trustworthy, I will continue to have free access to Lady Jordan, day or night.”

Aloria’s face turned red. “The queen considers me trustworthy, sire, and her authority exceeds yours,” she shot back. “If you find my presence so difficult, then you will have to discuss it with her. Until such time as I hear differently, I will staunchly refuse to allow you, as you called it, ‘free access’.”

Jordan cringed. She was standing in between them and felt William reach down and pull her out of the way. He towered over Aloria, his beautiful face dark.

“It is not your place to give me orders, woman,” he growled. “You can make this easy or you can make it difficult; the choice is yours. You must trust me enough to know that I would not compromise Lady Jordan’s reputation or station. I am not a dimwit and I understand protocol better than you do. Take that tone with me again and you risk a great deal.”

Shaken, Aloria felt as if the hazel-gold eyes were burning her. “Forgive me if I have acted disrespectfully, my lord, but I only have Lady Jordan’s best interests in mind. And I must still refuse you free access.”

William glared at her a moment longer and she truly thought he might strike her, but instead, he turned abruptly on his heel and disappeared into the castle.

Aloria let out a relieved sigh, realizing that she was shaking with fear. Jordan looked back at the woman impassively, although she was impressed to see that she had stood her ground against William. Foolish, but brave.

“He’s a nasty one,” Aloria murmured.

With a grin, Jordan brushed past her. “Not really.”
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Jemma was sitting in front of her loom when Jordan and Aloria returned. Kieran had been gone a good half-hour, leaving Jemma alone to bask in her newfound happiness. Her cheeks were a perpetual pink, evidence of the new light from within and she hummed cheerily as she worked. Never had she felt so entirely content.

But her good humor fled and she stiffened when Aloria came into the room, glaring at the woman with tangible hostility. Jordan noticed right away, hoping she would not have to referee any fights. It seemed that ever since Aloria’s arrival, the woman had done nothing but ruffle feathers and Jordan was concerned that she might have to play the peacemaker between her and the others. It was not a position she wanted to find herself in.

But she pretended not to notice the animosity as she kicked off her slippers and sat down to her sewing; she was embroidering the cuffs of a dress Joana had made. Aloria, seeing that her mistress was busying herself, pulled a piece of needlepoint from her belongings and sat primly in the corner as she worked quietly.

There were a thousand things Jemma wanted to tell Jordan, and vice versa. But they kept silent with the strange woman in the room and focused their attention on their sewing. Yet it didn’t keep the glances from passing between them.

“Where did Kieran go?” Jordan asked her cousin.

Jemma’s face came up and she knew she was blushing. “I dunna know. Off to his duties, I suspect. Where is Analiese?”

“Tending our queen,” Jordan said. “She has always wanted to go to court, ye know, and now she actually has a chance to serve the queen while she’s here. She’s in heaven.”

“Mayhap the earl will send her to London when the king and queen return,” Jemma remarked.

Jordan glanced over at her lady-in-waiting, sitting invisibly in the shadows. The woman looked positively lonely and she felt a stab of pity for her. “Aloria, where did ye foster?” she asked simply to bring her into the conversation.

Aloria’s head came up from the book, surprised to be invited to speak. “In Gloucester, my lady. I went to foster when I was five years old.”

Both Jordan and Jemma looked up at her. “What?” Jordan demanded. “Why on earth were ye so young? ’Tis madness.”

Aloria looked at both ladles unemotionally. It had been so long ago that she had forgotten the pain of being abandoned.

“My mother wished it,” she said simply.

“But why?” Jemma asked. “Were ye a naughty child that she dinna want ye around? To be only five years old and fostering is terrible.”

“ ’Twas not so bad,” Aloria murmured into her book. “ ’Twas better than staying home.”

Jordan heard the last sentence, uttered very quietly. She set down her embroidery. “Yer home life was unhappy?”

Her voice was so soft and soothing that Aloria felt herself instantly becoming comfortable with her new mistress’ manner. She could already see she was not at all like the women of Windsor, conniving and petty and nasty. She was gentle and sweet, and had an air of kindness about her. Aloria had never been around anyone such as Lady Jordan and was a bit unbalanced; she had grown terribly accustomed to always being on the defensive.

It had been so long since Aloria had been around decent people she had nearly forgotten how to act. She had never been good at playing court games as it was, and there was something about Lady Jordan that made her want to open up.

“Aye,” she said after a moment. “Verily.”

Jordan felt sorry for the big-boned lass. “Was yer family cruel?”

Aloria looked at her, wondering why in the world she felt like confiding in this woman, this Scot. She had always been so good at covering up her emotions, at evading them, but now she felt like spilling them all out to this gentle woman. And she still had no idea why.

“Not cruel, not really,” she said softly. “You see, I am a bastard, the result of a liaison between my mother, the Countess of Devon, and the earl’s chief steward. Yet the earl publicly accepted me as his child, fed me and kept a roof over my head, yet he could not stand the sight of me so when I was five years old, I was sent away to foster. I have been fostering ever since.”

Jordan’s jaw dropped in sympathy. Jemma, too, was misty with pity.

“Aloria, how terrible for ye,” Jemma exclaimed softly. “Have ye never had a true home, then?”

This woman speaking was certainly not the she-devil Aloria had run into earlier. She was speaking and acting gently, like her cousin. What was it about these two women that made her feel suddenly comfortable, suddenly as if her words mattered? She didn’t know, only knowing that these two Scots weren’t like any English she had ever met. She found herself telling them things she had never voiced to anyone.

“Not really,” Aloria shrugged. “Not until I came to serve the queen at my mother’s request, but even then I didn’t truly fit in. I am not the very model of a true court lady.”

“Why not?” Jordan demanded. “You are pretty, and well-groomed, and knowledgeable.”

Aloria gave her mistress a weak smile. “But I am not tiny and fragile like the rest of them, like the both of you,” she replied. “True ladies are tiny little things that men like to take care of. No one wants to take care of me.”

Jordan and Jemma looked at each other as if the thought had never before occurred to them. And Jemma began to feel exceeding guilty about the name-calling earlier.

“Aloria, I dinna mean it when I called ye a cow,” Jemma said sheepishly. “Everybody looks like a cow to me because I am so short.”

Aloria actually smiled at Jemma. “I started it, my lady, by calling you a bug. And I do apologize for that.”

Jemma grinned back and waved her off. “I have been called worse,” she pointed at Jordan. “By her, no less.”

Aloria gave a little laugh as Jordan nodded vehemently. Then her new mistress fixed her with a pleasant gaze.

“You’ll fit here, Aloria,” Jordan assured her softly. “I promise ye will.”

Aloria did not even dare to hope but she nodded. “If I survive,” she said, half in jest. “The knights look as if they want to kill me, especially the captain.”

Jordan cocked a confident eyebrow and sat back in her chair. “Let me tell ye a little secret about the knights of Northwood, Aloria. A little honey and they will be eating out of yer hand.”

Aloria looked puzzled and ashamed. “I do not know if I would know how. Men usually stay away from me.”

“Not anymore,” Jordan replied. “If you are with me, then they’ll be near you. Just do what I do.”

Aloria gave a timid little giggle. “I can but try, my lady. But will it work with the captain?”

“Nay.” Jemma exclaimed vehemently. “Nothing works with that man. Ye’ll simply have to bow and scrape at his feet if ye want him to even be civil to ye.”

Jordan glanced at her cousin as she talked about her husband. Was William really so cold to other women? She had not ever noticed because of the attention he gave her. Or was Jemma exaggerating again, she wondered.

But Aloria took Jemma for her word. “Then I shall be as respectful as possible to him,” she passed a glance at Jordan. “Providing he does as he is asked.”

Jordan almost smiled, remembering the angry words between Aloria and William. She knew William would most certainly not do as he was asked, and Aloria would not back down. It would prove to be an interesting test of wills.

The women sat for quite a while with companionable conversation, feeling infinitely more comfortable with each other. Jemma and Aloria seemed to have completely forgotten about the bad start they’d had and for that, Jordan was glad. She didn’t want to play the mediator for the rest of her days.

They discovered that Aloria was actually very humorous in a droll sort of way and Jordan was coming to like her. Her initial rigid manner had all been superficial, to please the queen and the earl, but in private she had loosened tremendously. Her misgivings of the court woman had vanished.

By mid-afternoon, there was a harsh rap at the door. Aloria rose and opened it to find Kieran and Deinwald standing in the opening. Kieran looked right at her.

“You, woman,” he said coldly. “Come with me.”

Jordan had never heard Kieran use that tone and she stood up. “Why?”

“Orders from the earl, my lady.” His tone was instantly gentle again as he addressed her.

“What orders, Kieran?” Jordan stepped forward as if to protect Aloria from the men.

“I do not know, only that I have been ordered to bring her to the earl and the captain,” he answered.

Immediately, Jordan knew why. William had run right to the earl after the confrontation with Aloria and demanded she be removed. He had no idea what had transpired in the past couple of hours in the privacy of Jordan’s chambers, and Jordan did not want to lose her new lady-in-waiting. She liked her and was deeply distressed at the prospect of homeless Aloria being displaced again.

Aloria’s family had not wanted her, and now Northwood would pledge the same. Jordan could not let that happen. Aloria must have a home.

“I am going,” Jordan said shortly.

“The orders were only for Lady Aloria, my lady,” Kieran said firmly.

Jordan gave him a look daring him to stop her. “I am going, I said.”

Kieran didn’t outwardly react, but Deinwald pursed his lips irritably and Jordan glared at him. “Dunna look at me like that, Deinwald Ellsrod, or I shall box yer ears.”

He cleared his throat and stepped back, leaving Kieran to take the abuse should it come to that. Kieran, for his part, looked long at Jordan.

“Very well,” he agreed reluctantly. “So do not box my ears.”

She nodded curtly, not giving in to his humor for she knew the situation to be serious. She was going to do battle with the earl and William on Aloria’s behalf and she must be mentally prepared. They would not take her lady from her.

Over the top of Jordan’s head, Kieran’s gaze found Jemma sitting in front of her loom. She smiled her sweet little smile at him and he felt himself go warm and silly inside. He was so glad to see that, upon reflection, making love to him had not been a mistake in her eyes. He gave her a wink and closed the door behind the ladies.

Kieran and Deinwald took them directly to the earl’s private solar. When Kieran opened the door, Jordan pushed right in with Aloria at her heels.

De Longley was sitting at his desk and William was leaning against the wall, both men engrossed in their conversation. William turned when he heard the door open, fully expecting Aloria, but very surprised to see his wife. And the hard, determined look on her face doubly surprised him.

“Lady Jordan,” the earl greeted her before William could speak. “To what do we owe the honor of your presence?”

There was not a man in the room who had ever seen Jordan angry, and it was a sight to behold. The woman was as hard as rocks. “I would know why ye have summoned my lady-in-waiting, sire.”

De Longley contemplated his answer a moment. “As you are her mistress, ’tis your right to know,” he glanced at the big, blond girl. “We have decided that Lady Aloria does not fit our needs here at Northwood. She will be returning to London with the king and queen.”

“Nay!” Jordan stamped her little foot, and when she suddenly realized who she was talking to, added, “Sire, I dunna want her to leave.”

William walked around to stand by the earl’s desk. “ ’Tis not your decision to make, my lady.”

She was furious with him to say the least. “But she is to be my lady, is she not? Then why canna I have a say in this decision?”

William and the earl glanced at each other, wondering why she was defending this abrasive woman. But they also knew Jordan had a big heart and it would probably be wiser to reason with her than to give her a blunt order.

“Then I will hear you,” the earl said after a moment. “Why do you wish her to stay?”

Jordan eyed William as she spoke. “Because, sire, I like her. She will make me a fine lady and teach Jemma and I about courtly things. Please dunna send her away. I want her to stay.”

William was sitting on the edge of the earl’s massive desk, his gaze on his wife less than pleasant. Jordan ignored him, instead, focusing on the earl.

Aloria was stunned at the entire conversation, shocked that Lady Jordan would defend her. She’d never had anyone defend her, and she could see that the earl and the captain were displeased with the lady’s boldness.

“If I may, my lord earl,” she stepped forward. “If you deem it best that I go, then go I will. I will not argue the point, although I do thank Lady Jordan for her fortitude on my behalf.”

The woman was a smooth-talker, William thought. And he was not surprised to hear that his wife liked her, but he still wanted her gone. He turned his head away from both of them.

“Lady Jordan is impressionable, Lady Aloria, and needs to be handled with that in mind,” he said. “You are too forceful and commanding, in our opinion, for this duty.”

“Ye mean in yer opinion,” Jordan spit out before she could stop herself. “Ye dunna like her because she stood up to ye.”

The earl fought off a grin at her bravery, misplaced though it may be. William turned a cool gaze to his wife.

“Whether or not I like Lady Aloria is not the issue here. The point is that she is not suited to you. And she will go.”

Jordan was livid at his arrogant, unforgiving attitude. This was the captain she had grown to despise, the unmovable man she had seen on unwelcome occasions. She frowned mightily at him, apparently at a dead-end.

Well, they could not have Aloria. They had no right to send her back when the queen herself had selected her. She was not going to let her new lady go without a fight.

Whirling on her heel, she charged past Aloria, reaching out to grab the woman’s hand. “Come with me,” she snapped.

Shocked beyond making a rational decision to refuse, Aloria did as she was ordered. Jordan yanked the woman along with her to the door, coming to a grinding halt as she but reached the latch. Her glowering gaze settled on her husband.

“Ye canna have her!” she spat at the roomful of men. “If ye want her, then ye’ll have to fight me for her.” With that, she jerked open the door and pulled Aloria along after her.

Once outside the door, as if she suddenly realized what she had done, she passed Aloria a panicked glance. She’d never been remotely disobedient in her life and was shocked at herself. Her fury dissipated, overrun with fear of the coming wrath.

“Run!” she instructed hastily.

William and the others sat a moment in stunned silence. Kieran and Deinwald stared at each other, and then at William, wondering what he was going to do to his lovely new bride for her insolence.

“Your wife is a woman of deep feeling,” the earl commented, while on the verge of giggles.

A muscle in William’s jaw ticked as he thought on her behavior. “The only thing she is going to be feeling is my hand on her backside when I catch up with her.”

De Longley released a pent-up giggle. “Do not be too harsh with her, lad. She’s had a rough time of it today.”

William stood up abruptly. “Aye, but it does not excuse her rudeness to you or me. I apologize for her, my lord.”

“No need,” the earl waved him off. “However, the most pressing issue at hand is the wedding ceremony. I knew Henry spoke Latin and I was a fool not to imagine that he would pay attention to what was being said. I had hopes that he would doze through the service but it appears to be a foolish trust. So it remains; what language do we perform the mass in?”

William crossed his arms. “Jordan speaks and writes Gaelic. Why not that? Aloria said Henry had no working knowledge of the language.”

De Longley nodded in agreement. “That makes the most sense. I will send for Father Sutton immediately and your wife can write the mass for him. We’ll tell Henry that Jordan wished the service to be in her native language for purely female sentimental reasons, or some other story along those lines, and pray that he is not offended.”

William nodded, moving for the door.

“And William,” the earl said with a twinkle in his eye. “Be easy on her. ’Twould not do for a bride to show up at her wedding bruised from head to toe.”

William realized how harsh he must appear outwardly and forced himself to relax. “No need to worry, my lord. I’d sooner cut my own arm off than lay a hand on my wife in anger. However, she will receive an earful, and mark my words, the court lady returns with Eleanor.”

He left the room, leaving the earl with Kieran and Deinwald. The two knights glanced at the earl where the man sat with his chin in his hand behind his desk. His eyes were distant and amused.

“Mark my words, lad,” he muttered with a chuckle. “That remains to be seen.”
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William burst into his wife’s rooms without a knock. Jemma, who moments earlier had been advised of Jordan’s stupidity, yelped at the sight of him and fled to her room, slamming the door. William frowned at Jemma’s reaction, wondering if he would get the same response from his wife.

“Jordan!” he roared.

Jemma screamed again from behind her door and he glared irritably at the closed panel as if his wife’s cousin could see his distaste at her behavior. Not waiting for an answer, he barged into Jordan’s bedchamber to find her standing calmly at the foot of her bed, her green eyes wide at him.

She met his gaze with an up thrust chin, an action suggestive of Jemma of which he highly disapproved. It only served to fuel his outrage.

“Where is she?” he demanded.

Jordan was grinding her teeth. “Packing her things, thanks to ye. Seems I am the only one willing to fight for her to remain here. She willna stay where she’s not wanted.”

His eyes narrowed. “What possessed you that you would be deliberately rude to the earl and to me? What is the matter with you?”

“Ye treat me like a brainless nymph, William,” she shot back. “Ye treat me as if I am only good as a pretty little piece of chattel on yer arm or good in bed. Ye already run my daily life as it is. Am I not even allowed to choose my companions now?”

He was slightly taken aback with the passion of her statement. “Is that what this is about? You are trying to assert a certain amount of control with me?”

“Nay.” She came around the bed to stand in front of him. “I would simply like to have a say in a decision that will directly affect me. Is that too much to ask of ye? I am capable of making an intelligent decision.”

“I am well aware of that,” he said evenly, seeing that she was truly angered by the situation. “Jordan, we have been through this before. You must trust that I know what is best for you.”

“And I dunna?” she asked pointedly, though calmer. “William, I am not daft. I think Aloria is a fine addition to Northwood and I wish her to stay. Why do ye want her to leave so badly? Because she stands up to ye?”

“Why do you keep bringing that up? You stand up to me, yet I d-o not send you away,” he said, a bit sarcastically. “I told you from the beginning that if I did not feel the queen’s lady was a proper companion for you, then I would send her back. And from the looks you were giving her in the grand hall, I didn’t think you wanted her. Why the change of heart?”

Jordan deflated a little, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Because I have had a chance to talk to her, to get to know her,” she said. “Did ye know she’s the bastard daughter of the Earl of Devon’s wife and he sent her away when she was five years old? She has never had a home, English, or a place where she belongs. Even the queen was eager to be rid of her because she dinna fit in at court. Canna ye see? I dunna want her discarded again. Aloria just wants to find a place where she belongs, and I want her to belong here.”

William listened to her and let out a heavy sigh, his anger evaporated for the most part. Scratching his head thoughtfully, he moved over to the window.

“She will keep us apart, Jordan,” he said, gazing out over the bailey. “ ’Tis too soon to let her in on our secret, if indeed we ever feel we can. Did it ever occur to you that she told you those things simply to gain your pity, when in fact, she could be a spy from Henry?”

Jordan looked shocked. “Nay…, I mean, I dunna think she is.” She was suddenly uncertain and feeling foolish. “Why would the king have a spy here at Northwood?”

William shrugged and turned away from the window. “Henry is a greedy, shallow man. Northwood is very wealthy and powerful. ’Tis possible he is looking for an excuse to expropriate her lands and wealth to fill his own coffers.”

Jordan opened her mouth in surprise. “Do ye think so? But why?”

“I am not saying this is the case, Jordan, but it is always a possibility. That is the primary reason I am uncomfortable with Aloria around.”

“Then why did the earl send for a court lady in the first place? If it was an easy opportunity for the king to plant a spy, then why would he make himself vulnerable?”

William shrugged and sat down next to her. “A court woman, a knight, a soldier, it makes no difference,” he said quietly. “We have several spies in our midst right now and that is not unusual. But we do not have one in the heart of the family, as Aloria would be.”

Jordan looked back at her husband, frightened at his words. Yet, in her heart, she did not believe Aloria to be a spy. And she still believed everything the woman told her. Mayhap it was her naiveté, but she still wanted the lady. She just could not believe that she was there to destroy them.

“English,” she said softly and he turned to her. “I dunna believe she is a spy, but I shall do as ye ask. Yet I will ask one thing; talk to her before ye send her back. Gain a bit of insight into the woman before ye condemn her.”

He studied his wife’s beautiful face, relishing every feature but found his eyes constantly drawn to her bow-shaped lips. He leaned over and kissed her softly, lingeringly.

“If you wish it, I will do it. You are a very wise woman, Lady de Wolfe, when you are not being so blatantly impudent.”

From outside the bedchamber door they suddenly heard a loud thud. William leapt to his feet and yanked open the door with his wife on his heels.

Aloria was picking herself up off the floor from where she had tripped over a small foot stool. Her eyes were wide as William came charging at her, grabbing her by the arms, and she could read her own death in his eyes.

“You were spying!” he accused viciously.

“Nay, my lord.” she shook her head, scared out of her mind and terribly cognizant of the painful grip he had on her arms. “I would not do that, I swear.”

“Damnation, woman, do not lie to me,” he seethed. “You were spying. How long were you standing outside the door? How long?” He punctuated the last two words with a rough shake.

Aloria’s face was white and she was trembling violently. “I…I entered to seek out Lady Jordan to thank her for defending me. I had just only approached the slightly ajar bedchamber door when I heard her voice, asking someone to speak with me and gain insight. And then I heard your voice, my lord, and I hastened to leave.”

William muttered a silent curse, knowing before he asked what the answer would be. “What did you hear?” he growled.

Aloria swallowed, knowing very well she could be sealing her own death. But he knew what she had heard and it would be of no use to lie to The Wolf.

“I heard you call her ‘Lady de Wolfe,’” she whispered.

William was holding Aloria so tightly that he was cutting off the blood flow to her arms. She met his gaze, however frightened she might be, watching to see what he was intending to do to her.

Jordan stood near the antechamber door, her hand over her mouth in fright. Had William been right? Was Aloria a spy? If she was, she now knew their secret and Jordan was terrified. She didn’t know what to think.

William’s enraged face relaxed a bit as he stared back into Aloria’s terrorized blue eyes. But his jaw was ticking and the veins on his temple bulged, strongly indicating the level of emotion he was feeling.

“You have put me in an awkward position,” he said most quietly. “You are not a very good spy; it has been a long time since I have caught one.”

“I am not a spy,” Aloria insisted hotly. “I would never do such a thing.”

“Then how do you explain eavesdropping at Lady Jordan’s door?” William fired back.

“I was not eavesdropping,” she said persistently. Oh, Lord, he had to believe her. “I told you the truth. I was coming to thank her for her support and the door was slightly ajar. I did not know that you were in the room with her.”

William clenched his teeth. True, she didn’t know he was in the bedchamber with Jordan. And, true, the door was ajar. But the woman had just discovered Northwood’s mightiest secret, and all of their lives were now in jeopardy. She had to be silenced, unfortunately for her.

He lowered his gaze but did not release her. “You leave me with no choice.”

“No, English.” Jordan suddenly cried, racing to him. “Dunna do it.”

Jemma opened her bedchamber door, having heard the entire conversation. She wasn’t about to let William kill Aloria, either. But instead of going to stop him, she fled the room in search of Kieran or Paris. They were the only men who could stop him, if at all.

“Jordan, go back into your bedchamber and close the door,” he told her calmly.

“Nay!” she cried, clutching one of his arms. “Dunna kill her. Oh, please, no.”

Jordan was starting to cry and Aloria was already sobbing. But William was hard and knew what he had to do. Too many people’s lives depended on it.

“Jordan, do not argue,” he yelled at her. He never yelled at her. “Go back into your room.”

She was tugging at his arm, her beautiful face coated with frightened tears. “I willna let ye.” she wept. “Ye canna murder her.”

“Jordan, I have no time for this! Do as you are told.”

She began beating on his arms, trying to force him to release his hold on the woman. But it was like striking iron and her hands were smarting.

“I willna let ye kill her, Sassenach,” she wept, furious as well as frightened. “She says she wasna spying. Why dunna ye listen to her?”

He could not think with his wife hysterical. Grasping Aloria by the hair, he freed up one of his hands and took his wife by the arm and attempted to shove her back into her bedchamber. Jordan, however, proved to be uncannily strong and fought him every step of the way.

He grunted with exertion. Aloria was struggling on one hand and Jordan was fighting like a tiger on the other hand. As intense and focused as he was, all of a sudden the situation with his wife struck him as comical and he fought off the desire to laugh. He was trying to save her life and she wasn’t cooperating in the least.

“Let me go!” She twisted and tried to slug him.

He sidestepped the blow and pushed her into the bedchamber, slamming the door close. There was a small bolt at the top of the door; he slid it through and locked her in.

He had to close his ears to her screaming and kicking; hating himself for being so cruel, but knowing what he had to do. She would understand, too, eventually. He only hoped she didn’t hate him for an overlong amount of time.

Pulling Aloria to him, he hastened to the antechamber door when he was suddenly met by Paris and Kieran. Jemma stood behind them, shaken and tearful.

“What goes on, William?” Paris asked, eyeing the hysterical Aloria.

William was in no mood to be challenged again, but he did his knights the courtesy of explaining. There was no telling what Jemma had told them.

“She is a spy,” he said quietly, quickly. “She was eavesdropping at Jordan’s door and discovered the truth about her.”

Kieran and Paris looked at the big woman. “Christ,” Kieran muttered in disgust. “A plant from Henry, no doubt.”

“Give her to me,” Paris said quietly. “I shall take her.”

“Nay,” William replied. “I will do this. I will not have her blood on your hands.”

From behind Jordan’s locked bedchamber door there was suddenly a frenzied burst of cursing and pounding, all directed at William. Jemma, behind the knights, thrust herself forward.

“What did ye do to her?” she demanded harshly to William.

William wasn’t going to dignify her question with a response; he had no time for her. When she tried to move past him and to Jordan’s door, Kieran reached out and grabbed her.

“Nay, Jemma, leave her,” he said firmly. “I suggest you retreat to your bedchamber as well.”

“Nay, I willna. I willna allow ye to conspire to kill Aloria!” she spat, taking a swing at Kieran’s face.

He ducked her fist, snatching her arm. “Do as I say.”

“Nay.” she screamed, all feet and fists. “I wunna let ye take her.”

Kieran grabbed her, but not before she made good contact with his left cheekbone. He hauled her up against him, kicking and screaming and fighting him every step of the way as he took her into her bedchamber. When he exited the room and tried to close the door, she attempted to break free and he was forced to push her back, hard, so that he could close the door completely and bolt it from the outside.

William could now do as he intended. He had Aloria roughly by her arm, and guided her out of the room and into the corridor. The knights could still hear Jemma and Jordan screaming and cursing like wild fiends until Paris closed the antechamber door and they were all alone in the dim hall.

“Where to, William?” Paris asked.

“The cellar.”

Aloria, her face white and wet with tears, turned around to look at him. “I beg of you, my lord, do not do this horrible deed. I am no spy; I swear it on the blessed Virgin. I care not that you are married to the earl’s intended. I only want to live here and serve your wife. She has been most kind to me.”

William ignored her pleas, but Paris looked at her. “You are a clever one to make both ladies defend you so.”

“I am not clever!” she cried out. “I am a simple woman, nothing more. I can only swear to you on the Bible of our Lord that I will not reveal your secret, nor could the devil himself wring it from me. You must believe me, my lord, please.”

He ignored her again, but he had heard her words and they cast a shadow of doubt in his mind. What if she was telling the truth and he executed an innocent woman? His wife was an excellent judge of human character, and she believed Aloria to be innocent. What if she was innocent? Good God, as much as he hated premeditated murder, he was about to commit it and he wasn’t convinced anymore that he should.

Kieran and Paris flanked him and the prisoner as they made their way to the lower levels of Northwood and into the ‘cellar,’ an underwhelming term for a vast, cavernous labyrinth of dungeons.

The small party moved into a seldom used offshoot of the stuffy first level, to the very last room at the end of the dim narrow hall. It was completely silent, void of any occupants. A most appropriate place to commit an execution.

“I shall do it,” Kieran said gravely. “ ’Tis not fitting for you to do this, William.”

“If anyone will do it, ’twill be me,” Paris said. “As his second, it is my duty to….”

William roughly shoved Aloria into the dank, musty room. “Shut up, both of you. This is my duty, as it was my secret she discovered. My main concern now is what to tell the queen. If you wish to help, then think of a plausible excuse. Now get out of here and let me accomplish this task alone.”

Paris and Kieran looked long and hard at him but obeyed. When they were gone, William followed Aloria into the room and closed the heavy door behind him.

Aloria was curled up in a ball at the far wall. In the light of the dim torch, he could see her head buried between her knees and her whole body shaking.

“What in the world ever possessed you to become a spy for the king?” he demanded after a moment. “Why, woman? I am trying to understand this.”

Her head came up. “I told you, my lord, I am not a spy. It was an accident, all of it. I would not lower myself to the ranks of the cowardly for a simple reward or bauble in return for my services. If I was to become such a wretched creature, I would choose to be a whore, for at least I would be receiving a certain amount of pleasure for my efforts.” Her eyes were wide, beseeching him for mercy. “My lord, your wife was kind to me. Kinder than anyone has ever been in my entire life. I would not do something as despicable as spy on her, and though you are planning to kill me for such a crime, God knows of my innocence.”

Doubts were filling him. To hear her speak, to understand her reasoning, he was now beginning to see for himself that she was an intelligent, well-bred woman. His only contact with her until this point had been a turbulent one, but now that he had spoken with her, he found himself beginning to believe her.

Her only crime, if he were to be reasonable, was to have been in the wrong place at the wrong time and hear a bit of confidential information. If she had been a spy, she would not have tripped over her own feet in her haste to retreat.

So many lives depended on what this stranger knew. Mayhap he should discuss this with the earl; after all, he was directly affected, as well. William was not the sort to act in haste, but he realized now that was exactly what he had done.

“Aloria,” he said in a low voice. “Look me in the eyes and swear to me on everything that is holy that you are not a spy, and I will take that into consideration.”

She didn’t hesitate. “I am not, nor have I ever been, a spy.”

“But you realize that you carry knowledge only a select few, very trusted people know.”

“And I also know that you are more angry at me for having that knowledge than you actually believe that I am a spy,” she replied. “My lord, I care not that you have married Lady Jordan. Why would I?”

“Because you are a vassal of the king, and any loyal vassal would reveal a deception of this magnitude.”

“Aye, but you are a vassal, as well,” she countered. “And there is a good reason why you have not revealed your secret to our king, matters which I neither care about nor concern me. Who am I to question the motives of the illustrious Wolf?”

He looked down at her and she was hoping beyond hope that he was reconsidering his intention. But much to her horror, he deliberately removed his mighty sword from its scabbard and ran a finger along the sharp edge. The movement was slow, calculated, bordering on the actions of a madman. Horrified, she continued to watch as he intentionally drew his own blood.

“If I were to believe you and let you go, what is to say that you will not run right to Henry and spill yourself?” he asked slowly, his eyes glittering like the devil.

She gulped at the blood streaming down the side of the pristine blade. “I can only give you my word, my lord. I will take your secret to my grave.”

“I know you not. What good is your word?”

“The word of a bastard daughter of noble breeding,” her throat was tight with fear. “I respect your wife, my lord, and would do nothing to harm her.”

William cocked an eyebrow. “And I love my wife and would kill without hesitation for her.”

Aloria blinked fearfully; the entire length of the broadsword was lined with red blood. “My lord, would that I could change things. But I cannot. I have sworn my loyalty to you in spite of your doubts, and there is nothing more I can say. If you are going to kill me, then get on with it.”

William stared at her for a long while, seeing nothing but honesty and truth in her eyes. She never wavered from her story; not once.

Rapidly sheathing his sword, he turned on his heel and was gone, bolting the heavy door.

Shaken and astonished in every sense of the word, Aloria vomited her guts into the moldy straw.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Kieran and Paris met their captain at the top of the stairs as he ascended from the dark bowels of the cellar.

“Jesus, William, wipe the blood from your sword,” Paris hissed.

William glanced at his sword and then examined his hands; there was blood all over them, too. He heard Kieran mutter a curse.

“It’s my own blood. I guess I nicked myself,” he said calmly.

His men looked a horrified. “My God, what did you do? Chop her to death?” Kieran demanded softly.

“She’s not dead,” William replied softly. God, he was feeling defeated and miserable. “She’s very much alive.”

Paris and Kieran glanced at each other. “Why? William, she knows. You cannot allow her to live.” Paris insisted.

“Yet she lives just the same,” William looked at his men for the first time. “She convinced me that she is no spy and for that I will spare her life for the moment, but you are correct when you say she ‘knows.’ But I believe I must speak with de Longley before I take her life for her unfortunate mistake.”

The three of them went to seek out the earl. He was not a difficult man to find, sitting in his solar in his favorite chair, contemplating the world outside his window. He did that often and William always wondered what could keep the man’s mind so busy that he could sit for hours, staring into nothingness.

De Longley heard the knock at his door, turning as his three knights entered the room. He could see at once that something was wrong.

“What is it, lads?” he stood up.

He saw the blood on William’s hands and sword and was instantly very concerned, but William waved him off.

“ ’Tis of no consequence, my lord,” he assured him. “An accident. But we do have a problem.”

“What sort of problem?”

Paris and Kieran stood like huge silent sentinels behind William as he spoke.

“The queen’s lady, Aloria, has discovered our secret,” he said quietly. “I accused her of spying and took her down to the cellar where I was planning on disposing of her, yet she managed to convince me that she was not spying and for the moment, she is spared. The fact remains, however, that she holds a catastrophic bit of information and I must seek your wisdom in this matter, my lord.”

De Longley looked at his captain a moment in shock before turning away, wandering listlessly toward his desk. “Great Gods, William. How on earth did she find out?”

William shook his head. “I was in Jordan’s chambers and she came upon us and heard a bit of our conversation. Not much, but enough.”

The earl let out a sort of strangled grunt, scratching his thinning hair. “And you are sure she is not a spy from Henry?”

“She swears on the Holy Bible that she is not, and I am forced to agree with her,” William replied. “In hindsight, I do not believe her to be the spying sort. I may be wrong, but I do not think so. And neither does my wife.”

De Longley’s eyes snapped up to him. “And how does your wife fare through this?”

William’s face took on a completely miserable expression that caught the earl off guard. “Not well, my lord. Not well at all.”

De Longley waited for him to elaborate but when he didn’t, he continued on. “And what does this woman say about our ‘secret?’”

“She says she cares not, that she only wishes to serve my wife. She is most insistent about it,” his captain replied.

The earl sat heavily behind his desk, folding his hands thoughtfully. He was silent for several long minutes, during which time William had poured himself two large cups of wine and drank them both. Paris had settled himself on the window seat while Kieran leaned against the wall by the door. All of them were waiting for the earl to make a decision, and William was greatly relieved that it was no longer his to make.

“I am not an advocate of murder, William,” de Longley finally said. “If this were a clear case of malicious spying, then there would be no question of execution. However, the girl’s denials cast a doubt on the charges. If you say she is not a spy, and if you believe she will not divulge the information she has acquired, then I am in favor of allowing her to live.”

William nodded silently, watching de Longley’s tired, old face. “As you wish, my lord.”

“And I furthermore believe she should be allowed to continue to serve your wife,” the earl looked at him. “For various reasons, the first being that you will better be able to keep a watchful eye on the woman. And secondly, because Lady de Wolfe wishes it. This situation may not be as devastating as we believe, at least I hope not. But I will leave the final decision up to you.”

William held his gaze a moment. “If you believe it wise, then I will agree.”

De Longley nodded, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Where is the woman?”

“Still in the cellar,” William answered.

“Release her then, but warn her,” the earl instructed. “And not a word of this to anyone else. This predicament goes no further than these walls.”

“Aye, my lord,” William replied formally. Paris and Kieran stood tall from their slouches, knowing the conversation had concluded and the decision had been made. The earl was starting to speak again when there was a soft rap at the closed door, and Kieran opened it.

Michael stood in the doorway, his gaze seeking out William. “M-my lord, your wife has just ridden from Northwood with Father Sutton.”

“She what?” William boomed.

The earl was on his feet. “I sent Father Sutton up to your wife’s chambers, William, so she could help him with the mass. They were to work on it in the privacy of her bower.”

“She was locked in her bedchamber,” William said, and suddenly let out a hissing sigh. “Damn, he must have let her out.”

“Was Jemma with them?” Kieran asked Michael.

The big man nodded. “Aye, she was.”

William slapped a hand to his head in unbelievable frustration. “Is it possible she is seeking sanctuary?”

“Sanctuary? For what?” the earl demanded.

William’s hand fell back to his side. He was having difficulty grasping events as they unfolded. “She was hysterical about Aloria,” he said, distressed. “She knew my intentions and she fought fiercely to defend the woman. I can only assume that she is angry enough to try and escape me.”

The earl shook his head. Great Gods, life had been so simple before the addition of beautiful Lady Jordan. Now he could barely keep track of current events as they happened.

“Go and get her, lad; waste no time.” He waved his knights on. “And not a word to anyone. Great Gods, I can only pray Henry does not catch wind of the goings on around here. And bring her back before the feast tonight.”

The knights were gone, jogging out of the castle to the knights’ quarters, donning the rest of their battle armor and ordering horses saddled and brought around. William, Paris, Kieran and Michael were joined by Ranulf and Deinwald as they mounted up.

“Who in the hell was in charge of the gate and let her through?” William demanded angrily to everyone, anyone.

“Jason had the wall, my lord,” Ranulf replied. “But the gates were open and she was gone before he could stop her.”

Lewis approached his captain from his position on the inner wall, wondering what was going on. William slapped his helmet on and stabbed a finger at the young knight.

“Lewis, tell Marc that he is in charge until I return,” he commanded. “Round up Corin and Adam and tell them I want security tightened and the gates closed immediately. We’ve the bloody king to protect.” Hell, if his wife was able to slip out, then who would be able to slip in? He was angry at the lack of security; and angry at everything.

The six knights barreled out of Northwood and raced down the road that skirted the small village, headed towards Father Sutton’s church.

He was damn well furious, but he was also scared. He was always scared when he was unable to protect Jordan. Yet he was also fearful that she would be unable to forgive him, even though he had not carried out his threat. She was so bloody sensitive and caring that he was afraid his actions had somehow scarred their relationship.

With renewed determination, he spurred his destrier faster.

Father Sutton’s church was rather well-appointed for a religious order that swore a vow to poverty. And with the generous contribution the earl had made on William and Jordan’s behalf, it promised to become even more lavish. The knights reined their steeds to a halt in front of the church and dismounted in a racket of noisy armor, moving toward the entry of the holy structure.

“William, if she had indeed sought sanctuary, then you cannot violate the church,” Paris said quietly as they approached.

“I can at least speak to her,” William said firmly.

“Not if she doesn’t want to speak to you. You know that,” Paris reminded him. “The priests won’t let you in.”

“She will speak to me,” William said in a low, threatening voice. “Or I shall tear the bloody building down brick by brick.”

Paris muttered a curse. “You cannot,” he hissed. “Let me do the talking, would you? You are likely to go off at the slightest provocation and the monks will slam the door in your face.”

“Nay, Paris, I will do the talking,” William said as they reached the huge front door. “I am quite calm.”

Paris snorted his refusal as William rang the bell.

A small monk with shorn hair and dirty robes answered the door. William and the other knights removed their helmets respectfully.

“Father, we are seeking Lady Jordan Scott,” he said.

He priest nodded eagerly. “From Northwood? She is here. She is with Father Sutton,” he stood back to allow the men entrance. “Come in, good knights, but leave your weapons at the door.”

William’s sword, in its scabbard, and five others landed in a pile next to the door. So did the helmets.

The interior was dark and smelled strongly of incense as the knights followed the monk into the chapel. Huge banks of expensive tallow candles burned brightly from all corners and furnishings were abundant. But the chapel was void of any living person, and William looked questioningly at the monk.

“She is upstairs,” he explained. “Wait here and I will tell her you are here.”

William put out a hand to stop him. “Would it be possible for me to announce myself?”

He didn’t want to give her the chance to refuse to see him. Fortunately, the monk agreed and beckoned him to follow. William was given a bit of hope in this action, for if Jordan truly didn’t wish to see him then she would have left word. Yet he motioned for the rest of the knights to follow. If his wife and her cousin were going to act up, then he wanted reinforcements.

The small brother led the men up a narrow spiral staircase that proved difficult for William and Michael to maneuver because of their height. Kieran, too, had difficulty simply because of his sheer mass. It widened at the top and opened into a narrow corridor.

“Down here,” the monk motioned, moving quickly to the very end of the hall.

“Hell of a staircase,” Kieran muttered behind Paris, who shushed him.

The little priest reached a rather well-made oak door and rapped softly. Father Sutton opened the door, his eyes widening at the sight of the knights. He pushed himself through the door quickly and out into the hall, closing the panel behind him softly.

“Captain!” he exclaimed softly.

William forgot about his pledge to remain calm. “Why did you bring my wife here?” he demanded. “It was foolish.”

The fastest way to go to hell was to be harsh with a priest, Paris thought dryly. But Father Sutton held his ground, unruffled.

“A moment, sire, please,” the priest begged. “Let me speak with you for one moment before you take her back to Northwood.”

“No,” William said coldly, moving past the priest.

Father Sutton grabbed his arm. “Captain, I implore you. I only ask a moment of your time on your wife’s behalf.”

Paris had hold of William’s other arm, silently pleading with him to grant the priest’s request. William caught the look in his friend’s eye and, reluctantly, removed his hand from the door latch.

“Very well,” he said shortly. “What is it?”

Father Sutton took a relieved breath. “Your wife is extremely upset, my lord. She told me what transpired this day and begged me to escort her here.”

“Did she request sanctuary?” William asked suspiciously.

“Nay, she did not,” the priest answered. “Sire, she brought with her all of her jewels, everything of value she has. She has given them to me for penance for your action. She wants me to pray for your soul.”

William looked at him, stunned. Then, slowly, the selflessness of her action dawned on him and he slumped, putting a weary hand on his face. He had been so damn sure she had come here to flee him, when in fact, she had only been thinking of him.

He felt foolish, guilty, and overwhelmed. “She did that?” he asked.

“Aye,” the priest dared to smile. “She is deathly afraid you are going to spend eternity in hell for murdering the queen’s woman and hoped that all of her combined valuables would buy you salvation, though she still does not believe it to be enough.”

William looked at Paris in astonishment. Then he had to turn away and compose himself. Did she really love him that much that she was concerned for every little part of him, including his immortal soul?

“What is she doing now?” he asked huskily, his back still turned.

The priest’s gaze moved between William’s back and Paris’ face. “Up until a few minutes ago, praying with her cousin,” he replied. “But at this moment, we are starting on the mass for the wedding tomorrow. I have never even spoken Gaelic and will need both of their assistance.”

William squared his shoulders and faced the priest. “Then I will leave her here to work. My knights and I will be outside the church, waiting to escort her home. My orders are to have her back before the evening meal.”

The priest thought a moment. “Then that gives us about four hours. Aye, we should be done in plenty of time.”

“Good,” William’s voice was no more than a whisper as he turned away and headed back down the hall.

“Captain,” Father Sutton called after him. When William stopped, he continued on. “Was it…was it truly necessary to kill the woman?”

“She is not dead,” William replied faintly. “You might want to mention that to my wife and give her back her jewels. You certainly do not need them.”

The priest simply smiled and reentered his room, quietly closing the door behind him. The small monk offered the knights food and drink, but William refused, instead descending the tight staircase and retrieving his equipment.

Outside, he felt as if he could breathe again. But he was not sure he would fully recover, nor understand the depth of his wife’s devotion to him. He was so unworthy of her.

He spent the afternoon contemplating Jordan and her loyalty. Nearly three hours later, Jordan and Jemma finally exited the church. But the women stood at the door, gazing back at the knights with uncertainty. William nudged Kieran.

“Come on,” he said softly.

The two men walked to within several feet of the wary women, with all four of them gazing at each other and no one speaking. William could read the pain and sadness in his wife’s eyes and cleared his throat.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

She nodded silently, but didn’t move. The standoff was becoming uncomfortable until Kieran finally moved forward to Jemma.

“Come, my lady,” he took her arm gently.

“I can walk,” Jemma yanked her arm away angrily. She had obviously not forgiven him for being so rough with her.

Kieran sighed apologetically and grasped her arms, forcing her to face him. “Sweetheart, I am sorry I was harsh. But you gave me no choice.”

Her amber eyes flashed. “Ye pushed me.”

“Aye, I did, but you were fighting me and I had to do something,” he said. “Hell, look at this bruise on my eye. You did that.”

She hadn’t realized she had hit him. She looked at the bruise and suddenly felt guilty for it; it was quite purple. Her hard stance wavered.

“I…I dinna mean to hurt ye,” she said, then suddenly her eyes filled with tears. “But ye scared me. Ye were going to…to….”

She could not go on and he felt a surge of emotion, relief as well as regret. He pulled her to him, whispering soothingly to her, and led her away to his destrier.

Jordan watched her cousin go with the knight, her gaze averted from her husband. William took a few timid steps closer.

“Did you get your valuables back?” he asked softly.

“Aye,” she nodded. “But not all of them. I insisted he keep some of the nicer pieces, William.”

He didn’t like the tone in which she used his Christian name. “Why?”

Her pale green eyes riveted to him. “Because I dunna know ye as well as I thought. You were going to commit murder, something I dinna believe ye capable of. I would have the priest pray for that part of ye that would knowingly kill a weaker being.”

His misery returned in one blow. “You do not understand, Jordan. I was going to do what I felt needed to be done. Too many people’s lives depended on it. I am sorry if you cannot comprehend that.”

“So am I,” she replied. “I thought ye were perfect, William. But ye’re not; ye’re just like all the rest.”

She could not have done any more damage to him if she had taken his sword and gutted him. He stared back at her, naked pain in his eyes.

“Please do not hate me,” he said, and could not help himself from begging. “I know you do not agree with me, but I do not regret my actions. There are things in this life that are necessary, though distasteful as they may be. Would you have preferred, instead, for me to have done nothing and for Aloria to have gone straight to the queen with her knowledge? Do you realize what would, and still could happen?”

She didn’t answer him; she was staring off across the small garden, overgrown with foxgloves. He sighed helplessly.

“Then I shall tell you,” he said quietly. “For his blatant disobedience, the earl could be stripped of his lands and titles and taken to London for execution. I, at the very least, could be made to face the block at Northwood, killed on the very soil I have spent my life protecting. And you could be sent back to Scotland, in disgrace, and the Scott clan humiliated. Now tell me; is sparing one life worth losing so many others?”

When she did turn to look at him, her eyes were glistening with hot, unshed tears. He could only gaze back at her, praying to God that she somewhat understood now.

“Ye’re not a murderer?” she was begging for an answer to satisfy her soul.

He shook his head. “Nay, love, not if I can help it, not if there is another way,” he replied. “Death in battle is one thing, but outright killing is entirely another. But I would murder all of England to keep you safe.”

She crumpled, her hands flying to her mouth as tears spilled over her cheeks. “I know, English. Forgive me for doubting ye.”

He caught her in his arms, holding her so close he was crushing her. He felt his eyes sting with tears at the pure relief he felt.

“My sweet love, there is nothing to forgive,” he whispered. “If anyone should be begging forgiveness, it should be me. I am so desperately sorry you had to go through this.”

She sobbed against his chest armor as he caressed her with gauntleted hands.

“Ye frightened me so,” she whispered, muffled against him.

“I know, love,” he cooed. “I am sorry.”

He held her for a long, long time. When her sobs finally died down, he helped her wipe her tears away. She looked so pitifully tired and worn with worry.

“Where is Aloria?” she asked hoarsely.

“In the cellar,” he replied. “I shall retrieve her upon our return.”

Jordan nodded as he tenderly took her back to his horse. The other knights watched the forlorn figure with great sadness as their captain helped her to mount.

“English, what if she tells?” she asked after they were underway.

He never thought the word ‘English’ would sound so sweet to his ears. To hear her use it meant that all was right once again.

“She has given me her word that she will not. We will simply have to trust her.”

Jordan leaned back against her husband with a sigh, knowing he spoke the truth. There was nothing any of them could do but trust the strange woman and pray she was honorable.
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Jordan was awakened before dawn by Aloria and Sylvie, both women eager and business-like to get her dressed and ready. Jordan was so tired she nearly slept through her bath until Sylvie poured cold water on her head to wake her up and began scrubbing her scalp raw.

After that, she was most definitely awake. While Aloria fussed over the dress and the accessories that went with it, Sylvie dried Jordan and began the long task of drying her thick hair. Even at dawn the day was warm, and with the added fire in the hearth it was no time at all before her silken tresses were soft and nearly dry. At that point, Sylvie took strips of linen and began to wrap Jordan’s hair for bouncy curls.

Her hair rolled up, both serving women took to oiling Jordan’s skin with lanolin and Lavender oil, as well and buffing her fingernails to a clean shine. Pampered, powdered, primped, Jordan felt like a queen. When Aloria’s large hands began to massage her shoulders expertly, she swore she was in heaven.

Jemma hung back and out of the way, concerned with what she was going to wear. She alternately teased her cousin and complained about her own miseries, keeping the mood light and happy.

William had returned Aloria the previous night, and with the exception of a hug from Jordan, there had been no further references regarding the incident. Jordan had sensed no tension from the woman at all, for which she was relieved. She wanted to put it all behind them, yet she truly wondered if Aloria and William would ever be able to forget this, enough to be civil to one another. But even now, Aloria acted as if nothing in the world were amiss.

Sylvie, God love her, had been friendly to Aloria from the start, to which Aloria had responded in kind. Jordan was thrilled, for she was sure the two headstrong women would butt heads endlessly, and she was mightily pleased when they seemed to get along.

Jordan’s ladies dressed her in her undergarments, pantalets and a whale-bone girdle that made her small waist look even smaller and thrust her breasts upward. Aloria made it so tight that she could not breathe and had to beg to have the stays released just a bit. Jemma had had a good laugh over that.

The sun was steadily rising when Jordan’s two maids brought breakfast for the ladies; huge trays filled with porridge, bread and honeyed butter and warmed, mulled cider. It was Jordan’s favorite meal and she delved in with delight, spooning gobs of honeyed butter onto her porridge and slathering it onto her bread.

She ate until she could hold no more, much to the chagrin of Aloria, who wondered how she could eat so much and still stay as tiny as she did. Sylvie, however, heartily approved of her mistress’ appetite and knew the food would serve her well for her busy day.

Jordan sat on a tall stool and sipped her mulled cider as Sylvie unrolled her hair and brushed it out into a satiny mass of curls. As the old woman was forming uniform curls with her hand, there was a sharp rap on the door. Sylvie scampered for Jordan’s robe to cover her near-nakedness as Aloria answered the call.

William entered the room, without so much a glance at Aloria, who was standing next to him. His eyes were focused entirely on his radiant wife. She smiled happily up at him, gripping the mug of cider in two hands and swinging her feet.

“Good morn to ye, Captain,” she said. “What brings ye here?”

Lord, she was so beautiful and loaded with charm. He smiled back at her, his body feeling warm and languid. He hadn’t seen her since late yesterday and had missed her terribly.

“Something I think you will be pleased to see,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. From behind him, he brought forth a lovely wooden box, trimmed in gold leaf.

Jordan dropped off the stool and went to him, handing her mug to Aloria as she touched the box. “What is it?”

His eyes glittered. “From the king and queen. Open it.”

All of the women, including the two Scottish maids, crowded around as Jordan unlatched the box and raised the lid. A cry of delight went up; inside was an exquisite diamond and pearl tiara. Jordan’s mouth was agape as she lifted the prize gingerly from its cradle.

“Oh… my.” she exclaimed softly. “ ’Tis the most beautiful treasure I have ever seen.”

“To wear today, my lady,” William smiled at her happiness.

Immediately Jordan rushed over to the full-length mirror and held the tiara up on her head, observing it from different angles as Jemma danced excitedly next to her, begging to touch it. All of the women surged over to the mirror like a tide, watching Jordan play with the tiara and offering bits of advice as to how she should wear it.

William stood back and watched, wishing to God that he could be standing beside her at the altar during the ceremony and not the earl. ’Twas his rightful place, after all. But it was enough that she was truly his, and he was infinitely grateful for that.

“And one more thing, my lady, and then I must depart,” he said, digging another smaller box from his vest.

Jordan handed the tiara to Jemma and the women crowded around her cousin. She went back over to her husband.

“What is that, English?”

He placed it in the palm of her hand. “Open it.” With the women occupied, he dared to bend down and kiss his wife tenderly. “I shall see you at the ceremony.”

Jordan watched him leave before opening the little box. Inside was the most beautiful gold heart, encrusted with dozens of small garnets and attached to a delicate golden chain. It was absolutely divine and she noticed a bit of parchment folded in the corner of the box. Unfolding the paper, she read it:

You will always have my heart.

Her eyes filled with tears as she removed the necklace from the box. The women were still admiring the tiara and Jordan slipped into the privacy of her bedchamber.

There, she removed the heart from the chain and re-strung it on the chain that held her wedding band. The heart and the ring tinkled against one another like a crystal bell as she slipped it back over her head, forever to keep the two items most precious to her next to her heart. She could part with any other possession she owned, but she would die before parting with the two tiny treasures.

Sylvie barged into the bedchamber, insisting that it was time to get dressed. Jordan allowed herself to be hustled out into the antechamber and stood atop a short stool while Sylvie and Aloria carefully dressed her in the ivory and gold surcoat. It was an extremely heavy surcoat, with layers of fabric, and Jordan was already beginning to sweat beneath it.

She felt as if she had been standing still for hours while Sylvie and Aloria fussed and tied and straightened. When the ladies were finally satisfied that the dress was presentable, Jordan herself proceeded to place the tiara atop her head. Crowning her flowing hair and lovely face, she looked stunning.

The ladies stood back, admiring her now that she was in full regalia.

“I do not think I have seen a lovelier bride,” Sylvie said with satisfaction.

Jemma, who had been in her own bedchamber dressing, came back into the antechamber to critically observe her cousin. She studied her intently for a few moments before nodding her head with approval.

“Aye, ye’re right,” she said proudly. “There isna a more lovely woman in the whole world. Ye look like an angel, Jordi.” She stepped forward to kiss her cousin’s cheek. Jordan knew she was blushing with all of the praise, but several more coy glances into the mirror confirmed the observations. She thought she looked rather good, too.

With Jordan and Jemma dressed, Aloria changed into her best surcoat. Sylvie and the maids, being servants, were not invited to the ceremony and were sent on ahead to the new apartments Jordan would be occupying in the family wing of Northwood. There, they would prepare the bedchamber for the wedding night they knew would not come. But everything had to go smoothly, as if this were truly a wedding, so there would be no confusion or doubt.

There was a knock on the door. Analiese let herself in, gasping with delight at Jordan.

“Oh, Jordan.” she cried. “You look like a princess.”

Jordan hugged her friend. “I feel like one. Look at the tiara from Henry and Eleanor.”

Analiese admired it wholeheartedly, showing a great deal of emotion for one so usually reserved.

“I do apologize for ignoring you since Eleanor’s arrival,” she said after a moment. “But the queen demanded my presence every day, and I have been very busy.”

“Dunna fret over it,” Jordan hushed her. “I know how badly ye want to go to London. Mayhap the queen will ask ye to go with her when she leaves.”

“Mayhap,” Analiese shrugged. “But she has so many women already.”

“Then mayhap the earl will ask her on yer behalf,” Jordan said hopefully.

Analiese shrugged again and smiled bravely. “They are almost ready for you downstairs,” she said. “You should see the chapel, Jordan. It is loaded with flowers and incense and people in fine clothing. It is beautiful.”

Jordan smiled weakly, suddenly feeling just the slightest bit nervous.

“I am so glad we are to be related,” Analiese said, and hugged her again.

Jordan’s smile faded. Aloria turned her head away and pretended to busy herself, while Jemma faintly lifted an eyebrow in Analiese’s direction. Firmly, Jordan broke from the embrace and smiled brightly.

“Well, now, are ye to accompany me downstairs?” Jordan asked. “I would like ye to stand with me, Analiese. Jemma and Aloria are going too.”

“Of course I will,” Analiese said. “I would not leave three ladies alone among all of those men standing at the altar.”

The women passed the remainder of the time drinking the cider and talking softly about anything that came to mind. As the sun rose higher and the temperatures increased, Jordan became increasingly nervous. She could hear the activity in the baileys and the people’s voices, knowing they had all come to see her. This was her day, and she was about to go through with the biggest deception of her young life.

William’s words from the day before kept swirling through her head. What would happen if the king found out about their lie? Death for the earl and William, and disgrace for her. Sweet Jesu,’ she wasn’t as brave as she thought, but it was too late to turn back now. She had to be convincing.

The knock they had been waiting for came. Jordan swallowed hard and tried to look regal as Aloria answered the door. Every knight of Northwood was standing in the corridor; all ten of them. Dressed in their ceremonial armor, bathed and shaven, there were no handsomer men on the face of the earth. A smile of pleasure graced every woman’s face as they beheld the sight; even Aloria. And none was more handsome than William.

He stepped into the antechamber, his eyes softening at the sight of his wife, but highly aware of Analiese’s presence.

“My lady,” he said, his voice husky with emotion. “You look beautiful.”

Jordan’s gaze was riveted to her husband as she curtsied. “Thank ye, Captain.”

Paris pushed his way in, grinning openly at Jordan. “Lord God, you are gorgeous,” he said with satisfaction. “I think I shall marry you myself.”

Jordan giggled coyly, lowering he gaze. It was an utterly charming move that had every man captivated. Finally, William regained enough of his senses to move toward her.

“Your groom awaits, my lady,” he said softly, extending his arm. “Are you ready?”

She looked up at him, feeling his potency. It bolstered her sagging courage. “Aye, I am.”

Paris pushed his way next to her, taking her other arm. Kieran took Jemma, Michael took Analiese, and with a good deal of hesitation, Deinwald took Aloria. The other five knights formed a sort of protective circle around the women as they made their way to the chapel of Northwood.

Analiese watched the back of William’s head, the longing in her heart painful. She had loved him as long as she could remember. She would always love him, no matter what. No matter if he was in love with her future stepmother. As it was, she was beyond jealousy for she knew she had not a chance for a match with the illustrious Wolf. It was more of a wishful longing for what could never be, a feeling she was learning to bank more with time.

She hoped the queen would take her back to court and she furthermore hoped she would find a suitable husband there. The Wolf, it had taken her a good while to realize, was better left to the wilds of the north. The sooner she forgot about him, the better.

The king’s soldiers were everywhere as they walked. Jordan felt the stares of the men and kept her gaze lowered. Even flanked by her husband and Paris, she felt scrutinized and vulnerable. With every step, her anxiety rose just a little.

In order to enter the chapel from the main doors, the party had to pass through the inner bailey. Outside, it was exceedingly dusty and Jordan balked on the last stair.

“I dunna want dust all over my dress,” she insisted to the puzzled knights.

Paris was closer. He leaned over and swept her into his arms, flashing William a delighted grin. William shook his head warningly, but noticed that Kieran, Michael and Deinwald did the same with the other ladles and the action brought a smile to his lips. Ah, chivalry. With a wiggle of his brows, he followed Paris and his wife.

Aloria, aloft in Deinwald’s muscular arms, eyed him warily. He frowned at her intermittently, but there was no force behind it.

“I could have walked, sir knight,” she said.

He scowled. “You ungrateful wen…woman. I am trying to spare your surcoat and you could be more thankful.”

“And I could have just as easily hoisted my skirts so they would not have draped along the ground.”

He looked her right in the eye. “Are you always so disagreeable?”

“Are you?” she returned with a cocked eyebrow.

“Hell, yes,” he barked, shifting her weight to get a better grip on her. He obviously had no intention of setting her down. “You weigh as much as my horse.”

“I would understand if you are too weak to carry me, then,” she said.

He glared at her. “I shall take my hand to your backside and show you just how weak I am, wen…woman.”

She fought off a grin; he was handsome in a boyish sort of way, and exceptionally strong. She liked the feeling of his arms around her. “My name is Aloria, my lord. You may call me by my name if you wish.”

He grunted and she did smile, then. He was trying hard to avoid her gaze, knowing he would surely smile in return and not wanting to. Well, not much wanting to.

As they crossed the compound, William walked close to Paris, his wife’s head just inches in front of him.

“You push me to the limit, man,” he growled to his second.

Paris laughed. “But don’t you see? This will put suspicion on me and away from you.”

William shot him a menacing glare as Jordan turned around to look at her husband; instantly, his face went sweet.

Paris set her down as they entered the cool, dim chapel. There were soldiers everywhere and inside, Jordan could see a roomful of people waiting their chance to study her. Her nerves were apparent.

But they gave her no time to dwell on her lagging courage. As soon as Father Sutton saw that she was in the church, he advanced to the altar. The earl stood and approached it as well, with Alexander beside him.

With an encouraging wink, although he wished he could have done more, William took his place a foot or so to her left and bade her enter.

Father Sutton spoke Gaelic as if he had been born into it. Although he mispronounced several words, he spoke so convincingly that no one but a Scot would have known he had completely butchered the Gaelic word for ‘Lord.’ And he was swift in his delivery, as if feeling he were committing a deadly sin by performing the ceremony at all. He moved quickly through the mass and prayers, as well as the final benediction. The priests that were assisting him kept looking at him as if he had gone mad.

The knights and ladies formed a cozy little group around the earl and Jordan, nearly sealing them off from the rest of the church. Jordan had lost sight of William and wondered desperately where he was, when in fact he was directly behind her. It would have eased her mind considerably if she had known that.

When it came time for her and the earl to drink from a common chalice, she was able to turn slightly and caught a glimpse of her husband’s face. He was sweating profusely in the humidity, dressed in layers of armor, as they all were, but he managed to give her a nearly imperceptible wink. Her heart soared with the acknowledgement and she nearly smiled, until she caught a figure just inside her line of sight.

Henry, King of England, was staring at her emotionlessly. A bolt of fear surged through her; the man could destroy her life, all of their lives, if he so chose to do so. And why wouldn’t he? They had all lied to him. Her nerves roared to life and she broke into a cold sweat, with uncontrollable horrors rolling through her mind. So many people were in jeopardy because of a wedding she allowed to take place; it would then be her fault if the king were to discover their deception.

William saw her hands start to shake again and he was concerned. Up until this moment, she had handled herself beautifully. He passed a glance at Paris from the corner of his eye, and was met with a puzzled look reflecting his own feelings. He wondered briefly if she were becoming ill with all of the excitement and with the heat.

Jordan was ill, but not for those reasons. The enormity of the situation was weighing heavily on her and she wondered how on earth she was going to get through the rest of the day with Henry and Eleanor bearing down on her. How could she convincingly live a lie? What if she slipped up? What if she inadvertently said something? What if…?

Her emotions began to race, as did her breathing. She could hear the priest intoning the remainder of the blessing as if he were racing with the devil to finish it, but suddenly she could not hear anything else but her heart pounding in her ears. Panic. Horror. Fear. Her mind was reeling.

She felt very hot and a strange lightness filled her head. With horror, she realized she was going to faint and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it. Her cheeks blazed inordinately warm and her vision faded to black.
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When Jordan came to, a host of faces were staring back at her with great concern.

“Here, now, here she comes,” she could hear the earl’s voice. “My lady? Can you hear me?”

“Sit her up.” It was a matronly woman’s voice. “Child, can you hear me? Come around now.”

Jordan struggled to sit up as several hands steadied her. “What… what happened?”

“Rest easy, child,” the woman said.

Jordan blinked her eyes into focus, deeply embarrassed that she had passed out. The queen was kneeling beside her, a wet cloth in her hand. Henry, behind his wife, stared back at her with his droopy eye and Jordan had to look away or she knew she would become sick again.

The earl was on the other side of her, along with William, and she turned enough to see that she half laid in Aloria’s lap.

“How do you feel now?” the queen asked.

Jordan blinked again, her hand going to her head. “A little dizzy, Your Highness.”

“ ’Tis the heat,” Eleanor said firmly, and everyone around her nodded confidently. “You will retire until the celebration this evening. ’Twould not do well to have a sickly bride at her own feast.”

Aloria gently pushed Jordan into a sitting position, as those who were kneeling around her stood. The earl motioned to William.

“Pick her up, Captain,” he instructed. “Had I the strength, I would do it myself.”

William reached down and gathered his wife to him with infinite gentleness, trying not to let his concern show. Eleanor approached Jordan as she lay cradled in William’s arms.

“You made it through the entire ceremony before your strength gave out,” she said with a bit of pride. “Let me be the first to congratulate you, Countess of Teviot.”

Jordan smiled weakly, then stiffened as Henry approached. He eyed her emotionlessly. “You are a lovely bride,” he said. “I hope to see you well tonight. I think I should like to have a dance with the most beautiful bride in all of England.” With that, he turned and preceded Eleanor from the chapel.

William felt Jordan relax as the king and queen left, and he gave her a little squeeze. The earl turned to him.

“Get her up to her apartments. I must attend our king and queen, as befitting a bridegroom,” he said, looking at Jordan with concern. “Are you sure you are feeling well, Jordan?”

She nodded faintly. “Aye, my lord. ’Tis the heat, I am sure.”

The earl nodded in agreement, pulling his children with him as he left. In his wake, it took Jordan a moment to realize the entire chapel was vacant.

“What happened to the people?” she asked, confused.

“De Longley chased them the hell out when you fainted,” William replied. “You scared him.”

She shook her head, trying to clear her muddled mind. But a glance about told her that they were entirely surrounded by their trusted people and she relaxed against her husband, putting her arms around his neck.

“I was fine until I saw the king,” she said softly. “Then it was as if I had no control over my fear. All I could think of was his wrath should he discover us.”

Without replying, William took his wife from the chapel, through the back way, and up to her old apartments. His knights dispersed themselves and Aloria made herself scarce, although William made sure Paris kept an eye on the woman. He was still having a difficult time trusting her.

William sat her down carefully in the antechamber. “Off with that damn mountainous dress,” he ordered softly, helping her with the stays.

The dress fell to the floor and Jordan stepped clear, still holding onto William’s arms to steady herself. She was feeling much better now, but still a bit shaky. He removed the girdle and she sighed with relief, now clad only in her pantalets.

“Go lay down,” he ordered, his eyes raking over her body.

She obeyed, heading into her bedchamber thinking they were going to make love, but then realizing he wasn’t following her.

“English?” she called to him.

“I shall be there in a moment,” he said.

With a shrug, she lay down on her stomach on the cool linen sheets, letting out a contented sigh. She could hear him banging about in the antechamber and she cocked a puzzled eyebrow, wondering what in the world he could be doing.

He came into the chamber a minute later, bearing a basin and a cloth. Jordan, still on her stomach, watched him remove most of his armor and roll up his linen sleeves.

“What are ye doing?” she asked.

He put the cloth in the water. “I am going to bathe you.”

Pleased at the attention, she buried her face in the pillow and relished the feel of the cool water on her back and arms. His touch was slow and gentle, yet confident and she drowsed with the pleasure he was giving her. He stopped a moment, long enough to remove her pantalets, and then resumed his duty.

The cool dampness was heavenly on her legs and buttocks. The gross heat was permeating everything, and only the thick stones of the castle were able to offer some relief.

He continued to swab her for an endless amount of time and she was nearly asleep when he suddenly stopped.

“Turn over,” his voice was hoarse.

She obeyed, rolling onto her back. His breathing was ragged and his eyes smoky as he gently swabbed the front of her body, starting at her outstretched arms and ending at her little toes.

Jordan lay there, her eyes closed, her mind wallowing in every sensation he was giving her. The man was a gentle as a mother, for all of his size and strength. She could lay here forever and submit to his tender touch.

When he reached her breasts, he noticed what she had done with his gift.

“I like this,” he lifted up the chain.

She opened her eyes long enough to see what he was talking about. “It makes sense. The two most important tokens in the world to me, always next to my heart. Thank you for the gift, English. It means more to me that ye could imagine.”

“You are welcome,” he said, gently pushing the chain aside and continued his task.

“Did I scare ye, too?” she asked after several minutes.

He looked up from bathing her calves. “Hell yes, you did. But I caught you before you hit the ground.”

Her eyes opened and she stared up at the ceiling. “I have never fainted before. All I can remember is seeing Henry looking at me with his saggy eye and everything becoming very warm,” she said softly. “It still makes me sick to my stomach if I think about it.”

“Then do not think about it,” he instructed, wiping the cold cloth over her ankles.

“I canna help it.” She propped herself up on her elbows, looking down at him at the foot of the bed. “English, I am so scared he is going to find out what we’ve done. I canna bear the thought of losing ye. If ye were to die, I’d kill myself.”

He tossed the cloth into the basin. “Nobody is going to die, love. We are almost done with it.”

She pulled her knees up, hugging them. “But there is still tonight. And there is still Aloria.”

He let out a grunting sigh as he removed his boots and sat on the bed. “Jordan, listen to me,” he said quietly. “Even if the king were to find out, I would find a way to take you and leave the country. Remember what we talked about just a few days ago? I have family in Normandy. There are always options, love. You worry overmuch.”

She gazed at him, his hair waving in the heat, his beautiful face. “I love ye, English.”

He smiled, flashing his dimples. “I love you, even if you did faint in front of the king.”

She gave a small cry of outrage and hit him with the nearest pillow. He laughed seductively, pulling his wife to him and kissing her with all of the longing and ferocity he was feeling for her. He lost himself in the taste and feel of her, leaving her delicious mouth to suckle hungrily on her neck and the rest of her sweet body.

That afternoon, the captain of the troops made love, not once, but three times to the earl’s supposed bride.


CHAPTER THIRTY


Jordan had not had a drop of wine all night. She was still too uptight with the presence of the king and queen, and with the degree of their deception to be able to hold down anything more than water. Even in spite of William’s encouraging words that had calmed her so during the day, she found that seeing the monarchs again brought every fear back tenfold.

She was greatly troubled that King Henry had seen it fit to keep William so close to his vest since their arrival into the hall. The man seemed to have an obvious fondness for her husband and she was at a loss to discover why. With all of his courtiers, why should he demand William’s attention? She frowned, staring down into her trencher. It wasn’t like she would have been able to occupy his attention all night long, not when they were attempting to convince the general public that she had married the earl, but she found she was actually jealous of the aging monarch.

“Patience, my lady, patience,” the earl said, next to her ear. “You shall be able to see your husband soon enough, but until that time, maintain a happy facade if only for my sake. You are supposed to be happy that you married me this day.”

Immediately Jordan’s head came up and she beamed at the earl. “How is this, sire?” she said through her teeth.

“Lovely,” he replied. “Now, eat a bite from my trencher so that our guests may see we enjoy one another.”

He reached down and plucked out a juicy morsel of beef, placing it gently in Jordan’s mouth. She chewed slowly and with relish.

“Excellent, my lady,” de Longley complimented her. “You would make a fine actress.”

She was smiling, but this time it was for real. While the earl kept up a steady stream of conversation, the musician’s melodies floated above the huge crowd of people, blending in with the voices and the laughter. The more she relaxed with the earl’s words, she found she could actually enjoy herself. Soon she was laughing with Adam, ignoring the hell out of Alexander, and giggling with Analiese.

Suddenly the earl clapped sharply and the musician’s stopped. The buzz from the crowd died down as the attention turned to the guest of honor. Jordan, too, looked at him curiously.

“My friends,” the earl said benevolently. “I am honored to have you here this day, as is Lady Jordan. And to show our thanks, Lady Jordan will now honor us all with a song.”

Jordan was frozen with fright. To sing, in front of all these strangers and the blessed King of England? She was terrified. The crowd clapped happily as the earl extended his hand to help her rise.

“Up, my lady,” he said so only she could hear. “Your audience awaits.”

“My lord….,” she began.

He plastered on a false smile. “Smile,” he commanded.

She, too, put on the same fake smile instantly. “I canna sing in front of these people.”

“You can and you will,” he said, pulling her up and pointing her in the direction of the musicians. “Go on. I promise they will love you as much as we have come to.”

Love you as much as we have come to. The words echoed in Jordan’s brain. What had she ever done to deserve their love? She could not think of one single thing. Obeying blindly, she made her way to the place where the musicians stood and, after a brief conversation, turned and faced the audience. She was shaking like a leaf, praying her voice would not give out on her in her terror.

She searched out her husband, sitting next to the king, listening to the monarch prattle on. He glanced her way, a look of such love and warmth glazing his expression that she immediately felt confident in herself. As long as he was listening to her, supporting her, she could do it.

De Longley, too, gazed back at her as one would approve a daughter. Even Analiese managed what she probably considered a warm smile. Her trust in herself and her ability grew with their silent encouragement.

She murmured instructions to the musicians and the music started softly. Nervously, she glanced at the long table where the knights sat. They watched her, each with their own encouraging expressions, silently cheering her on.

It occurred to her just how much she loved her friends, the Englishmen she had grown up hating, she had now come to adore. No clan could have been closer. As much as she loved her family, she could never remember camaraderie such as this.

Her cue came. She began to sing a soft, hauntingly reverent melody praising the Virgin Mary. Since she had taken part in a great deception in the eyes of the church, she hoped that singing praises to God might ease his anger.

It was a beautiful piece, starting out softly, rising to a high flight of delightful notes, showing her great talent and range. With no effort at all she manipulated notes, trilling and running a scale, leaving her audience anticipating the next phrase with baited breath. Softening into the final bars of the song, she actually smiled with happiness when she realized she had captivated her audience.

There was a brief pause following the song before the entire hall burst into wild applause, calling for more of the same. Blushing, Jordan did a quick curtsy and dashed back to the dais, only to be met by the earl and his family, who, save Alexander, were on their feet clapping loudly.

“Again, my lady, I command it!” the earl roared happily.

She was embarrassed with all of open praise and glory, trying to beg the earl off by saying her throat was strained. She was lying, of course, for she was truly humbled by the response and was afraid if she were to perform another song, it would prove that the first attempt had been a lark. Better to leave them wanting for more that to leave them wanting her to stop.

The king and queen, on the other side of the earl, were on their feet as well and clapping politely. She curtsied deeply at their attentions and the applause died when they ceased. She could see William behind the king, beaming like a proud father.

“Sit, sit,” the king told everyone in the hall, motioning with his hands. “Everyone sit. I have a grand announcement to make that simply cannot wait any longer.”

The hall instantly went virtually free of conversation, the occupants turning their attention to their fair-haired king. The man smiled generously at his faithful vassals, with much personality and emotion as Jordan had seen since his arrival.

“ ’Twill be hard to follow such a performance, Countess,” he acknowledged Jordan, who forced a smile and a gracious thank you.

He turned back to the audience. “Today is a day of rejoicing for Northwood fortress. Not only has your earl married a talented and lovely woman, but a peace alliance has been cemented that will bring prosperity in the years to come. I am sure I speak for us all when I say congratulations. Additionally, I have an announcement that will be somewhat of a surprise to the recipient, but not much of a surprise for those who know him and his reputation. I speak of none other than Northwood’s illustrious captain, Sir William de Wolfe.”

William’s face registered none of the apprehension and surprise he was feeling. He continued to gaze calmly back at his king, even as the king motioned him to rise.

“Captain de Wolfe,” the king said, smiling a thin smile. “Your reputation as being the gatekeeper of the border has not gone unnoticed to the crown. You are feared and respected, and I would be hard-pressed, but for a few, to find a greater knight in all of England. You and you alone are responsible for keeping the Scots under control,” he said, facing out into the hall and raising his voice. “As you know, Wales has long been a source of rebellion for the crown much more as of late, and I find that I am in need of a champion, someone who knows of border wars and of subduing uprisings. Someone of The Wolf’s reputation must ascend to greater heights in service, which is why on this eve I have the privilege of bestowing upon Sir William de Wolfe the title of Baron Kilham, with properties along the border near Coldstream. He will also bear the title of ‘King’s Champion,’ and will lead my troops on a successful campaign into Wales.”

William was stunned. He could not take his eyes off the king as the man turned and privately congratulated him on his new title, insisting that they would formalize everything on the morrow. It was all he could do to utter his thanks.

He was hardly aware of the riotous applause in the hall and his troops calling his name, the haunting cry that roused them to or from a battle. He could only see the king, hear his revelation, and think of Jordan.

William could see that Henry was quite pleased with his announcement and expected William to be as well. But pleased wasn’t near the word he had in mind to describe what he was feeling at the moment.

Henry was conversing with de Longley by this time. William retained enough of his senses to see that the earl was slightly flushed, a strong indication of the level of emotion. He knew that already the earl was voicing his disapproval; not for the title, but for the fact the king intended to take William from Northwood. He would have a strong ally in de Longley and he thanked God for that.

The king waved de Longley off and, pleading age and fatigue, abandoned the hall after dropping his hammer-hard announcement. Eleanor, with a gracious congratulations to the new champion, followed on his heels.

“Fear not, John,” Henry called out before he quit the room entirely. “I have no intention of making a spectacle of myself and showing up in your bridal suite demanding bed linens.”

De Longley could only stare back in astonishment, but after that, his attention turned to his former captain.

William, however, was focused on his wife. He could see her staring back at him, her face pure shock. And he knew her well enough to know that she was very close to breaking. He had to get her out of there and get her alone or they would both snap. De Longley moved toward him, but he waved the earl off curtly.

“Not now, my lord,” he hissed quietly, nodding in Jordan’s direction.

The earl understood. “Take care of her, William. But I intend to beat the king’s door down if I have to, in order to gain private audience. Henry will not make a declaration like that and get away with it so easily.”

“Aye, sire,” he replied, splitting from the earl and catapulting himself off the dais. Unfortunately, he ran head-on into a crowd of well-wishers and was effectively stopped.

He was pleasant but brief, craning his neck and catching Paris’ attention. No words were spoken, but Paris knew exactly what William was asking of him.

Swiftly, he moved off the dais and grasped Jordan firmly by the arm. She jerked, looking at him as if she didn’t recognize his face. He was worried by the look in her eye but smiled encouragingly.

“Come, my lady,” he whispered. “Your husband awaits you.”

She bolted up, practically dragging him with her as she blew out of the hall, her mind a muddy, boiling mess of pure confusion and utter despair. Paris found himself jogging beside her as she raced up the two flights of stairs that led to her quarters. By the time she spilled into her antechamber, her breathing was coming in hysterical gasps and she was quickly losing control.

Paris gripped her by the arms, trying to steady her. “Calm yourself, Jordan. Breathe deeply.”

Her hands flew over her mouth as if that would stop the horrible sobs spewing forth. With every breath she was slipping closer to insanity.

“He is taking him away.” she gasped. “He is going to take William away.”

Paris could see the tears, the panic, and the pain. He pulled her against him, trying to quiet her until William got there. “Have faith, my lady. He will not leave you if he has any say in the matter.”

She pulled away from him. “But Henry decreed it. He is to be the king’s champion and he will go to London, and then to war in Wales. My God… what will I do if he…?”

He grabbed her, pulling her to him once again. Her voice was growing louder by the moment and it would not do for someone to hear her outburst.

“He is your husband, Jordan,” he whispered tightly into her ear. “He will not leave you alone.”

She was sobbing against him, her pain surfacing, and she was unable and unwilling to control it. At least she wasn’t yelling anymore.

Like a raging bull, William came charging in through the door. Paris stepped aside as William captured his wife in his arms, holding her fiercely against him.

He had no right to ask her to stop crying, for what the king had announced was tearing him apart as well. But he had to calm her, for she would hear more than one startling disclosure before the night was out.

“Try to calm down, love,” he whispered against her hair. “I know you are frightened, but try to stop crying. Please.”

Jordan heard him and, as he had requested, tried to stop her tears. They did not readily cooperate, but she was soon rational enough to speak. Paris, seeing that she had somewhat regained her composure, turned to leave.

“Nay, Paris, remain,” William instructed him quietly.

William kissed Jordan’s temple and sat her in the high-back chair. He knelt before her, gripping her hands in his large ones. He lowered his head a little, catching her gaze, to make sure she looked at him. He smiled sweetly at her and she gave him a wan smile in return.

“That’s my girl,” he cooed softly. “Now I need you to listen to me. Agreed?”

She nodded, sniffling. He squeezed her hands.

“I am sorry about the king, love,” he said softly. “I had no knowledge of the man’s intent, believe me. ’Twas as much a surprise to me and it was to you. Even now, I am sure the earl is at the king’s door begging audience on my behalf. He certainly does not want to see me go.”

She was calmer, staring back at him with loving eyes. He loved the way her eyes seemed to reach out and caress his face. He could almost feel her touch.

“But there is more, things you must know,” he went on. “ ’Tis true I have been keeping much from you, information that directly concerns you, but news that the earl and I decided not to divulge to you right away. We received a missive from your father three days ago.”

She straightened. “My Da? Why?”

He continued carefully. “It seems that he has been having trouble with certain border clans, namely the Barrs, McKennas and the MacPhersons. He has reason to believe that the border clans are intending to unite into one massive army to gain control of the border.” He was caressing her hands, as if his touch could ease her troubles. “They have given your father an ultimatum: break ties with Northwood or prepare to defend yourself against your former allies. They have as much as told your father they will destroy him unless he breaks the treaty with de Longley and Henry.”

Jordan’s eyes widened. He fully expected her to break down again and was surprised to see that she remained quite calm, her only expressions those of concern and anger.

“Those stupid people,” she shook her head. “Their hate is consuming them. They consider my Da a traitor for trying to maintain a peace. What is my Da planning to do?”

“He has asked for a commitment of alliance from Northwood and her allies,” he said. “He seems to have no intention of breaking the treaty but he wants to make sure he will have support should he rebel against his fellow lairds.”

She smiled faintly. “Ye see, English? ’Tis what I have told ye all along. My Da dinna attack yer army when ye were bringing me to Northwood those weeks ago. I knew it was the McKenna all along. He is an honorable man. Ye’re going to support him, of course.”

“We would like to,” William said. “In fact, the messenger was sent back last night telling your father that we would support him in any manner requested. But the earl made the decision without consulting the king. He was hoping to keep the king out of this. However, now that is not possible. If I am to stay at Northwood, we must give the king the reasons why I cannot go with him to London.”

She looked closely at him. “The king would not support an allied earl? He would send me back instead?”

William met her gaze. “ ’Tis not out of the realm of possibility and, of course, I would not allow it. Which would bring up an entirely different set of difficulties, the foremost of which we cannot divulge to the king. Yet.”

She tilted her head and gave him a wry little grin. “Ye mean that we lied to him, to the entire population of Northwood, and that I am a baron’s wife instead of an earl’s?”

He smirked. “Something like that,” he muttered. “The next few hours should prove to be most interesting if, in fact, de Longley can gain audience with Henry immediately.”

Her smile faded. “Will he tell him everything, English?”

“I do not know, love,” he said honestly. “The earl is a very smart man. You needn’t worry about his diplomacy.”

She looked at him a moment before shaking her head slowly. “Seems to me that ’twould be much simpler to send me back.”

He shook his head in disagreement. “Nay, love, because whether or not you return to Langton, the border lairds still intend to band together and wage an all-out war. ’Twill only be a matter if Thomas Scott is fighting with them or against them.”

She looked thoughtful a few moments. “Mayhap if I returned and spoke to the earls, they would listen to me and know that fighting the English is futile.”

“A noble gesture, but useless I say,” he said. “You are now English, Jordan. You represent the enemy.”

She bit her lip. When she remained silent, he rose and stretched his long legs, pleased she had taken the news of her father so well, but he was wondering how de Longley was progressing with the king. He was becoming increasingly desperate to speak with the man. Paris moved from the shadows and, whispering something into William’s ear, headed for the door.

“If ye stay here ye’ll be fighting my kin,” Jordan said softly, staring at the floor. “If ye go with the king, ye’ll be fighting Welsh. Either way, English, ’tis battle for ye. I dunna know if I like that. Nay; I dunna like it at all.”

Paris and William passed glances at each other before Paris silently quit the room.

William gazed over at Jordan a long time. She was staring dreamily off into space, still dressed in her magnificent ivory and gold wedding surcoat. She looked so lovely and so fragile, and the depths of his love for her went beyond words. He was suddenly seized with an urge to hold her, to take her, to make her his again and again, as he had so many times.

He went over to her, his body beginning to tingle with anticipation. When he held out his hand, she gazed up and him and put her small hand in it without a word.

“Come, wife,” he said hoarsely. “I would bed you as mine own now.”

She smiled, wrapping her arms tightly about his neck as he swept her and the huge dress into his arms and carried her into the bedchamber.

In a matter of moments they were stripped naked and were on top of the cool linen sheets, their kisses hot and passionate as their hands roved eagerly about each other. William’s tongue was licking her, lapping every bit of skin he could find in his frantic hunt to taste every inch of her. She was responding to him recklessly, without reserve, loving his touch more and more with every stroke of his hand.

He tried to roll over on her but she put up her hands, instead, pushing him over on his back. He smiled at her through half-closed lids, reaching up to catch her lips once, twice, before she gently pushed him back down on the pillows. With a wicked little smile, she began to kiss and run her tongue over his warm, musky flesh.

“Oh, my Wolf,” she whispered seductively. “How I wish we could do this all day,” she said, running her tongue down his sternum, “every day,” she plunged her tongue into his navel and drew a groan from him, “and all night. I dream of yer body next to mine.”

He raised his head to watch as she ran her mouth over his groin, raking her fingers through the crisp black hair. Her long silky hair was spread erotically over her back and dripping onto his thighs, covering them both. He flinched with pure pleasure when her hot hands gently grasped his testicles, stroking his heavy organ sensually.

His anticipation was at a fevered pitch, watching and waiting for her wet mouth to come down on him. When the rapturous moment arrived, his head slammed down onto the pillow and his eyes rolled back into his head. He could not believe the unadulterated pleasure that surged through his veins.

Her tongue was teasing him into insanity. Her searing mouth plunged down on his again and again until he savagely pulled her up by her hair, flipped her onto her back, and drove into her so hard he rammed her head into the carved oaken headboard.

Jordan cried out with total ecstasy as he drove into her again and again, pounding her with the force of his thrusts until wave after wave of pleasure rolled through her, but still he was not finished. He was unstoppable, wanting his pleasure to last because somewhere in the back of his mind he was unsure when they would be together again. He wanted to remember this, to sustain him for the weeks and months to come.

To feel her throbbing heat surround him, pull at him, was sweetness unimaginable. When his climax finally came, he poured into her, imagining that his seed would find its mark and she would bear him a son. He so wanted a child that was a part of her, a part of him; to carry on his legend and blood.

Strange he should think of that now; an heir had never held much importance to him. But because it was Jordan, any child from her would be the greatest event of his life. And, God forbid, should he perish in the imminent wars that were coming, he wanted her to have something of him.

They lay together in the stillness of the night, clutching each other as their breathing slowed and their bodies cooled. Still half-aroused and buried in her, William felt her go limp and knew she had fallen asleep. He smiled; he knew how tired she was from the day. Closing his eyes, sleep claimed him as well.
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The reply from Northwood reached Thomas near the deadline he had given the clans for his own response. Cord had ridden like the devil through the night to reach Langton and was near collapse by the time he spilled in through the gates.

Thomas held the missive bearing the earl’s seal for a while before opening it. It was as if staring at it long enough and hard enough would forcibly will the parchment to bear the answer he sought.

Nathaniel hovered over his shoulder while Matthew sat in a chair across the room, waiting patiently.

“Dammit, man, open it,” Nathaniel demanded eagerly. “We have no time to waste.”

Thomas sighed reluctantly before finally breaking the seal with his finger. Unrolling the missive, he read it all the way through without any reaction whatsoever.

Nathaniel was joined by Matthew in his hovering, both men watching their eldest brother’s face for any clue as to the content. But Thomas gave no outward clue, even as he lowered the vellum to his lap.

“Well?” Nathaniel blurted. “What does it say?”

Thomas looked tired suddenly. He set the message down on the table next to him and rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“It says that we are going to war,” he replied softly.

“Damnable English,” Nathaniel exploded. “They’re betraying the treaty. I told ye they were not to be trusted.”

“Nay, Nathaniel, I dinna say we were going to war agin the English,” he said, looking at both of his brothers one at a time. “ ’Tis a blood war, lads. Northwood has agreed to support us. The only battle we’ll be fighting will be agin our clansmen when we inform them of our decision.”

Nathaniel looked taken aback. He stared at his brother a moment before turning away.

“Then the English have more honor than I gave them credit for,” Matthew said. “I dinna think they would do it.”

Thomas nodded faintly. “Lord, I wonder if Jordan had anything to do with this,” he murmured. “Is it possible that she has been accepted enough that she could convinced them to support us?”

Matthew shrugged. “Jordi is a sweet girl, but she is not a soldier,” he said. “I am sure the earl wouldna do anything he dinna want to, no matter what his betrothed said. No, I say he is being entirely honorable. Amazing for a Sassenach.”

Thomas stared at the paper on the table. “Then it seems the only thing to do is to send a missive to McKenna and prepare our troops,” he said.

No one wanted to retrieve the ink and parchment. They simply remained frozen where they were, their minds contemplating the enormity of the actions they were about to create. Dear God, they hoped the English weren’t lying or didn’t change their minds. Everything they were, everything they were about to do, was in Sassenach hands.

’Twas an appalling, frightening prospect.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


There was a rap on the door and William was instantly awake. Bolting from the bed, he went into the antechamber stark naked and opened the door, giving no mind to his appearance.

The earl stood in the arch, not so much as passing an eye over his captain’s nude form. “Come with me,” he said quietly. “Now.”

William was dressed in a matter of minutes, closing Jordan’s door softly behind him. The earl led him down the hall, bypassing the stairs, and William wondered where they were going. Reaching a small alcove that overlooked the distant hills, the earl paused. William faced him intently.

“There is no easy way to deal with this, William,” the earl said. “I spoke with Henry and told him of the Scots. I insisted that you cannot leave me now, not with the threat of total war on the border. But the king seems to think that one man will not make or break victory. He is absolute in that he needs you in London to plan his Welsh campaign.”

William stared at him with disbelief. “Then I am going to London.” He ran a hand over his face to try and regain some of his escaping composure. “Doesn’t he understand what united Scots will mean to the border? Every English castle within a seventy mile radius of the border will be at risk, including Durham and Newcastle-on-Tyne. York might even be at risk. I am needed far more here that on some damn raiding party into Wales.”

The earl put his hands up in supplication. “I know, and I told him. He knows it, but he seems to think we are quite capable without you. He knows Paris is quite competent in handling the troops.” He went over and sat heavily on the large window seat. “He read the missive from Laird Scott. Henry has been King of England for twenty-five years, William, and he simply does not believe that all of the Scot warlords will unite into one massive army. And even if they do, with their bickering and fighting, any true organization could take years. Right now, he is more concerned with the Welsh and he feels that with you as his champion, Wales can be controlled. It seems your reputation has spread, even to Wales.”

William sat down opposite the earl, bracing a leg up on the bench seat as he gazed out of the window. He was stunned.

“I cannot leave Jordan,” he said simply.

“She will be safe here.”

William looked at his liege. “I will not leave her.”

“You have no choice.”

William stared back at him a moment before again letting his gaze trail off across the compound. “Send her to Wolverhampton. My brother will provide well for her, and she would be closer to London, and to me.”

“Your brother, the earl?” de Longley repeated. “That is possible, indeed. But would it be wise? Should the king hear that the Earl of Teviot’s new bride is staying at the Earl of Wolverhampton’s keep, a man who just happens to be the brother of Northwood’s former captain, it would raise questions.”

William had already thought of that, but in his urgent quest to keep Jordan near him, he needed to hear the voice of reason.

De Longley watched him for a moment before patting him on the leg. “We shall think of something, William, but until then Jordan will be safe here. The people love her, the knights would die for her, and my family is growing accustomed to her. Without you near her, she needs to be surrounded by familiar people. Which brings me to another point; all of the knights will demand to go with you. I will allow you to take no more than two, for reasons which I am sure you will understand.”

William knew indeed; with the impending crisis de Longley needed all of his experienced men. He scratched his chin. “Paris will want to go.”

“Out of the question,” the earl said firmly. “Paris is now my captain. And, I would imagine, Lady Jordan’s champion. But any of the others are acceptable.”

William swung his leg onto the floor. “ ’Twill not be an easy decision,” he admitted. “Paris and I have not been without one another for several years. Kieran, Michael, Marc and I were squires together. Ranulf helped train me. I myself knighted Corin, Adam, Deinwald and Lewis. I have ties to all of them.”

The earl nodded. “Make your decision this night, if you will. The king is eager to leave on the morrow, I think.”

William wasn’t surprised. He brooded darkly and the earl slapped him on the shoulder.

“In spite of everything, William, congratulations are in order,” he said with forced joviality. “A title and the king’s champion all in the same day is quite an honor, Baron Kilham.”

William was pleased by the honors, of course, but for him the price was too high. He smiled at de Longley in spite of himself.

“It has been a pleasure serving you, my lord,” he said, feeling emotional. “I will always consider Northwood my home, and you, my liege.”

“It will always be your home, lad.” De Longley felt as if he were losing a son. “Why do you think I am keeping Jordan here? I know you will return for her, and then I will get to see you again.”

“You will indeed,” William said with conviction.

The earl chuckled, in agreement, William thought. But the man continued to chuckle until William shot him a puzzled look. De Longley caught the look, waving him off.

“I am sorry,” he said. “It is just… well, if Henry knew I was telling you this he would likely draw and quarter me. But the king mentioned that lands come with your title, lad… border lands.”

William looked doubtful. “Which border? I am, after all, destined for Wales.”

“Not permanently,” de Longley said. “Even Henry knows you have grown up here in the wilds and assumes that you would prefer lands here; he is not unkind. He mentioned Castle Questing as your seat.”

Now William was surprised. “Questing?” he repeated. “My God, that place? That was the stuff of legends and stories when I was a lad here. In fact, I can remember John Winebald telling me that the ghost of Baron Dudforth still roamed the halls looking for the sword he lost in the Crusades.”

“Pah,” de Longley spat. “Dudforth is walking in paradise, not the halls of that massive structure. He did name it for the Great Quest, however. ’Twas the seat of power along the border for many years during and after Richard’s crusade. Dudforth was with him, you know.”

“I know,” William nodded, becoming more pleased by the moment. “Questing is the size of Northwood, at least. Even though she has been vacant for a number of years, the king still maintains a skeleton force there because of the village. So he mentioned Questing, did he? ’Twill be a nice place to raise a family.”

“A family?” the earl looked at him. “You are a little early to be thinking of that yet, aren’t you?”

William shrugged. “God willing, Jordan will bear me many strong children. ’Tis never too early to think of that.

De Longley nodded and rose slowly, as did his former captain. They faced each other, hundreds of words begging to be spoken but neither man could seem to find the proper way to express them. It was difficult to put twenty years into a few sentences. The earl had been the only father William had ever known and if he thought about it, he would realize that he loved him as such. His heart felt strangely tight at the thought he was no longer a formal part of Northwood. Finally, William put his hand on the earl’s shoulder, for a change.

“I would say good-bye now, my lord, in case I have not the chance tomorrow,” he said, his voice tight with emotion. “You have been a father to me and I shall always consider you more than my lord. Thank you for everything you have ever done for me, and everything you continue to do.”

To William’s surprise, the earl rushed forward and quickly embraced him before stepping back hastily. He swore he saw tears in the man’s eyes.

“As I have told you before, lad, you are more of a son to me than my eldest and heir,” he said. “I am truly glad Henry sees fit to bestow upon you what you so mightily deserve. And I consider it a privilege to have been your liege. Now, if you will excuse me, I am feeling my age tonight. I will see you on the morrow.”

William nodded as the earl moved down the corridor. But he paused, his robes flowing about him.

“I shall come to your wife before dawn and escort her over to her new apartments in the family’s wing,” he said. “Her maids and ladies are there now, assuming she is with me in my bower. ’Twill look better if I return her come the dawn.”

“Agreed,” William replied. “She will be ready.”

De Longley nodded and, with a final glance, disappeared down the dimly lit hall.

William stood there a long time, his mind a jumble of emotions and worries. His life was taking an unexpected direction, some pleasant and some unpleasant. It was difficult to know how to react to all of it. For a man whose entire life had been carefully mapped out, these past three weeks had thrown him into another world.

He would return now and seek his wife, claiming the last few hours before the dawn at her side. He knew once he entered their bed that there would be no sleeping, for he was aching to touch her again.

His heart was smashing into a million pieces at the thought of being away from her for an unknown amount of time and he wondered briefly if one could die from a broken heart.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


As he knew, they did not sleep the night away. Jordan took the news of his departure calmly enough, perhaps a bit too calmly. William wasn’t sure if she even grasped the words he was telling her, but she insisted she did and that she was not worried in the least. She knew her Wolf would return to her.

They made love to one another again and again, sealing their love with the scalding flames of passion even as the cock crowed, signaling the approach of the dawn. As the horizon turned deep pinks, they were reluctant to admit their time together was limited.

When the hour drew near, Jordan’s brave facade finally broke down and William found himself bathing her, brushing her hair, dressing her, and preparing her for the difficult day ahead. He would have liked nothing better than to join her in her tears, but he could not. He had to be strong for her.

He soothed her, eventually firmly chided her, and gently ordering her to stop weeping and be strong. She obeyed, slowly, for every time she looked at him the tears would start anew. Finally, she was able to regain her composure and noticed her reflection in the large bronze polished mirror as she went to put water on her face.

“English, ye choose the pale green dress ye told me never to wear again,” she teased him, smoothing at the seductive material. “ ’Twas the dress I was injured in. Joana did a wonderful job of repair, dunna ye think?”

He glanced at her as he drew on his boots. “ ’Tis my favorite dress,” he said frankly. “Kieran’s, too, even if it is obscene. But I wished to see you in it today.”

She turned and grinned at him. “While ye are away I shall have Joana make six of them, in different colors. One to drive you mad with lust for every day of the week.”

He smiled in return, moving to don his armor. “You would, you little minx,” he said. “Here, love, help me with this.”

She went to him eagerly, helping him with his chausses and then with the fixing of the armor. She tried not to think that this would be the last time she did this, for God only knew how long it would be until she saw him again. That thought threatened tears all over again.

When he was almost finished, she distracted herself by retrieving her comb and standing on a chair to run it through his thick, dark hair.

“What are you doing?” he asked with a mock frown.

“Brushing yer hair, English,” she snapped good-naturedly. “ ’Tis a mess.”

He made a face but stood still as she combed. “Aye, and it will be again when I put my helmet on,” he told her.

Undaunted, she continued until William was sure she had brushed him bald. But he closed his eyes at her touch, tucking it back in his memory to remember when he was feeling particularly lonely. He watched her beautiful face as she observed her handiwork, playing with the natural wave in his hair until she was sure he looked presentable.

“There,” she sighed, looking down into his eyes. “Now ye look like a proper baron.”

He wound his thick arms around her midsection, pulling her against him. Standing on the chair, she was almost exactly his height.

“And you, madam, look like a proper baron’s wife,” he kissed her sweetly. “I will send you a missive as soon as I reach London and let you know what is happening. I will try to write you at least every week until I see you again. And you know, of course, that my brother is the Earl of Wolverhampton, should you need to get a private message to me. It will be much easier for me to write you than for you to write to me.”

She nodded. “I know,” she replied, running a hand along his hair. “Have ye decided which knights ye will take with ye?”

He sighed. “I have been thinking hard on it,” he said quietly. “For whoever I take will remain with me once we return to Questing. Even then, I intend to press de Longley for more. Those men are like my brothers.”

“They will not be happy that only two will be allowed to serve ye in yer new position,” she said.

“Neither am I, but I must respect de Longley’s wishes.” He lifted her off the chair and onto the floor, still embracing her. “But I have made my choice. I will take Kieran as my second, and Deinwald.”

Her eyes widened. “Kieran?” she stammered. “But…English, Jemma will be crushed.”

“I know, but think on it, love,” he told her. “When we return to Questing, Jemma will go with you. And Kieran will go with me. ’Twill be much harder if he stays here and I have to petition de Longley to retrieve him at a later date.”

She saw the logic, but she knew how heartbroken her cousin would be. She sighed and nodded.

“Ye are right, as always,” she said. “Poor Jemma.”

He snorted. “Poor Jemma indeed. She will no longer have the biggest knight at Northwood as her personal protector, and she will have to tame her mouth.”

She frowned. “ ’Tis not that and well you know it. She and Kieran love each other. In fact, she says he has asked her to marry him.”

He released her with a half grin, pulling on his gauntlets. “Then he had better do it today, before we leave, or they will be waiting a long time.”

She watched him, now finally in full armor save his helmet. Her heart lurched painfully in her chest but she was determined not to let him see her pain. God, she missed him so much already.

The light mood between them was fading fast, the void filling with the pain of separation. She tried to fight it off, thinking madly of what to say or do, but it was difficult when his armor was reflecting candlelight back at her, reminding her with every move he made that he would be gone soon.

He turned to her finally and anxiously watched her face for any sign of a breakdown, but she gave him a smile instead.

“I have a song for ye,” she said softly. “ ’Twas a song my grandmother sang to my grandfather every time he left for battle, and she swore that to sing it was to bless the man and render him impervious to harm.” Smiling shyly, she looked him in the eye and lifted her beautiful voice.

Home, my sweet, where e’er ye roam,

to home my heart ye come,

The world is a cruel and darkly realm,

but yer hearth will remain yer stead.”

It was sweet, sad and simple. Her voice trailed away and his heart was suddenly gripped by her words. She could see his carefully maintained composure slipping and tears filled his eyes.

Running to him, she threw herself into his arms and they held each other silently, the force of their embrace speaking everything they could not say because tears stood in the way. She wanted to stay in his arms forever, never letting go, wanting to cling to him kicking and screaming as he left with the king. Had she had any less sense, she would have done exactly that. But she knew he would be back. He had promised her.

Jordan pulled back, tears on her cheeks but smiling nonetheless as he hovered over her, devouring her face.

“Buy me some pretty things in London?” she begged sweetly.

He smiled. “Of course I will. Dresses and baubles and jewels to fill your chests, I promise.”

“Tell Kieran to buy Jemma some pretty things, too,” she told him.

“Aye, madam, I will,” he eyed her critically. “Now, I will have your promise that you will not be too hard on Paris. He likes you a great deal. You will obey him without question, for he is my voice in my absence.”

“Aye, I will not run amuck over Paris, I promise,” she said with a twinkle in her eye.

He gave her an exaggerated scowl. “You had better not, for if I hear that you have so much as frowned at him, I will take a strap to your pretty little bottom.”

She kissed the end of his nose. “As ye say, husband. I shall behave.”

There was a knock at the door. They looked at each other, knowing the time was upon them at last. He gave her an encouraging smile and went to answer it.

De Longley stood in the doorjamb, circles beneath his eyes. He smiled weakly at the two of them.

“I do apologize for interrupting,” he said.

“Not at all, sire,” William said with more energy than he felt. “My lady is ready to accompany you.”

The earl passed a glance to Jordan. “Is she? Good, good. Your wife looks lovely, as usual.”

William glanced at her, standing alone in the middle of the room. He felt his heart twist painfully again at the sight of her. “Aye, she does indeed.”

De Longley sensed the pain in William’s voice. He held out a hand to Jordan.

“Come, my lady,” he said pleasantly. “See the splendid apartments I have selected for you.”

Jordan obediently moved forward, taking his hand. She paused a moment, her eyes seeking out her husband as if asking his permission to go. William gazed down at her wide green eyes, forcing himself to smile.

“Go ahead,” he said softly. “I shall see you later.”

She smiled faintly in return, allowing the earl to lead her on through the door.

“Oh, William, before I forget, Henry is awake and demanding to see you,” he said, appalled at his forgetfulness. “He sent a soldier to my rooms about an hour ago, saying he was unable to find you. I told him I would deliver the message.”

William nodded, squaring his considerable shoulders. “Then I shall go to him at once,” he said.

“ ’Tis likely he will announce you your lands and pass along a couple of formal charters documenting your barony,” the earl said. “Then I suppose he will send for me, so I will see you after I settle your wife.”

William nodded again, exiting the room behind them. At the stairs they parted ways; William was headed down the flight while the earl and Jordan continued down the corridor.

At the top step William paused just long enough to watch the seductive sway of his wife’s hips as she moved down the hall on the earl’s arm. With an appreciative shake of his head, he descended the steps.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


The meeting with the king went exactly as the earl had said. After formally ascending to the title of baron in front of the king’s witnesses, William was passed two documents; one declaring his title, and the other bequeathing him all lands and related privileges to the barony of Kilham and Castle Questing.

The king was quite pleased with his generosity, as was William. He tried to act surprised when the monarch took great relish in announcing his new lands to go with his title and he must have done a good job, for Henry looked more than pleased with his reaction.

The earl joined them later for no apparent reason other than to congratulate his captain and express his pleasure to have William as an ally. But the king wasn’t finished with William yet.

“There is one more thing, baron, and then we will be finished,” he said, scratching his sparse head. “Not even John is aware of this for I wasn’t sure myself until this morn. John, you have been the largest fortress between the Scots and York for some time. But even your time is growing near and since Alexander is to inherit your title, I am frankly worried about the safety of the border. Alexander is not near the man you are, and I do not mean that as an insult, merely a fact. Which is why there is some method to my thinking when I made William a baron and handed him Questing. With that occupied, it will be the major force to be reckoned with on the border. Yet, of course, that will not be for some time yet; years, even.”

William did not like the sound of that. He did not want to be in London for ‘years.’ The king took a healthy swig of goat’s milk and continued.

“Therefore, I have come to a decision, John. Until such time as William fully occupies Questing, I will make you Warden of the North Border,” he announced. “You will be in charge of the entire length of the border between Scotland and England, and all of my vassals shall be answerable to you. If there is a problem, then it will be your duty to make sure it is resolved. Then, when such time as my champion returns to the wilds, he will take over the title. I will supply Questing with six hundred men to support the title and powers. Before we leave I will leave one hundred of my troops to reinforce your new responsibilities. With The Lyceum compromised, I am sure you can use the manpower.”

William and the earl stared back at the king, stunned at the announcement. ’Twas the earl who spoke first.

“Your Most Highness is generous to a fault,” he said. William thought he detected a note of sarcasm in his voice. “I shall do my best to live up to your confidence, my lord, but in faith, William is the tactician. He is certainly most deserving of the title.”

The king was being most ambitious in protecting his border with Scotland, William thought. Mayhap Laird Scott’s missive prodded the man into thinking that mayhap there would be great trouble along the border soon. With Wales and Scotland nipping at Henry’s heels, the king was taking no chances.

“Thank you again, sire,” William echoed. “I am thrice honored.”

Henry nodded at them both. “Now, I am finished with you both,” he waved at them. “Earl, we will be departing early afternoon. I suggest you prepare yourself. My captain of the household troops, Rolf de Moray, expects that you will be in command when we leave the gates.”

The king had, effectively, placed William in command of every soldier in England. He felt as if he were dreaming the entire thing, for he had never even entertained such a thought. He bowed deeply to his king.

“My lord places great trust in me,” he said. “I shall not fail you.”

Henry looked hard at him. “I know you won’t, lad,” he said. “I know you and your reputation. And I only choose the best.”

He turned away from them and they knew they were dismissed. De Longley waited until they were well down the corridor before letting out a long, heavy sigh.

“Warden of the North Border.” he scoffed. “Great Gods, that ought to piss the Scots off. If they were merely thinking of merging their forces, then that little title ought to prompt them right into it. Doesn’t he realize they will throw everything they have directly at Northwood simply to destroy her and rid themselves of their cage-keeper?”

William nodded. “I have always felt wardens are for jails, not a field title.”

The earl snorted. “Hurry back from Wales, William, and claim your distasteful title from me.”

William smiled. “I am tempted to announce the title to the border lairds myself just to make them mad enough to riot. Then Henry would have no choice by to send me back to the borders to quell the uprising.”

The earl smirked at him. “A good thought, lad.”

They parted company at the stairs. William descended into the foyer and headed out into the early morning sunshine.

The day was already glorious and warm as he crossed into the outer bailey and headed for the knight’s quarters. Around him the population of the fortress was coming alive, readying for the day ahead. He glanced about, something he didn’t usually do, for this would be the last time he saw Northwood in this state. He was homesick already.

William entered the antechamber of the knights’ quarters, a room reserved for meetings and private meals, and came face-to-face with all nine of his knights.

He sighed to himself; he had expected as much. They had heard the announcement last night and had probably been up all night waiting for him to return. They deserved some answers.

William stood in front of them, bracing his legs apart and crossing his arms expectantly.

“Well?” he demanded.

Paris was leaning against the far wall. “They wish to congratulate you, my lord.”

“They do?” William responded. “Then I accept.”

Kieran was sitting directly in front of him. He smiled lazily at the new earl. “Baron Kilham, is it? Has a nice sound to it. So does King’s Champion. Quite a privilege, I would say.”

He gazed down at Kieran. “Stop sounding so jealous. You know I could care less about the titles and land.”

“Titles?” Kieran repeated suspiciously.

“Lands?” Michael blurted on his heels.

William glanced at Paris when he spoke. “It seems the king had more surprises up his sleeves after he left the celebration last night,” he said mildly. “Since you asked, I will tell you. I have received the Kilham barony, Castle Questing, and all of her lands. I have also received another title in addition to baron and King’s Champion. When I return from the campaign in Wales, I will be further known as Warden of the North Border.”

The knights looked properly awed. William grinned when he saw that they were speechless. Paris moved himself off the wall and walked toward his friend.

“I do not know whether to bow to you or kiss your feet,” he quipped.

“Both, if you will,” William returned without missing a beat. “And you, man, are now Captain of Northwood. Congratulations.”

Paris bowed slightly. “Thank you. But I would prefer to go with you to Wales.”

Here it comes, William thought. “I am sorry, my friend, but you cannot,” he said as he put his hand on Paris’ shoulder. “As much as it pains me, you must remain behind at Northwood. De Longley needs you with the Scots on the march.”

“What do you mean, William?” Deinwald asked, puzzled.

William proceeded to explain the missive. When he was finished, his knights looked grim.

“So that was what that was all about,” Kieran’s jaw flexed. “I knew you would tell us in time, but I had no idea that was the message. And we are supporting Langton?”

“Aye,” William replied. “Which is why de Longley is reluctant to let any of you go with me. He absolutely refused to let Paris go.”

The men were silent a moment. “Which of us will you be taking, my lord?” said Adam.

William glanced at de Longley’s fair son. “I was only allowed a choice of two,” he said.

Angry voices raised to protest that decision and William lifted his hands to quiet them.

“Two only,” he insisted loudly. “De Longley needs the majority of you here at Northwood. Believe me, it was not an easy decision, for the two of you who accompany me will remain with me when I take over Questing. There will be no returning to Northwood.”

They knew that, but they didn’t care. They simply wanted to serve William. He glanced at the faces of his loyal vassals and was greatly saddened that he could not take all of them. They had been through so much together and he knew he would not feel complete without them.

“Who is g-going with you?” Michael asked the fateful question.

William detected a note of hopefulness in the man’s voice. “Believe me when I tell you it was the most difficult choice I have ever had to make. But I believe I made the best choice I could. I need knights with certain qualities with me, as does Paris. I could not take someone that I knew he desperately needed.” He wanted to explain his decision so that they would understand. “Ranulf must be here to control the men-at-arms and train the youngers. There is no one better suited in that capacity, although I will miss him sorely. Corin, you and Adam and Lewis still need valuable experience, experience that remaining here will teach you. I believe it is in your best interest to stay. Jason, you and Marc will be very important to Paris with your strength and experience with the scots. Michael, you will remain behind because Paris will need a second-in-command. You are more than capable. That leaves Kieran and Deinwald to accompany me to London. Kieran as my new second, and Deinwald as my left hand and liaison to the troops. If I cannot take Ranulf, then I want Deinwald, for he is just as cantankerous,” he smiled faintly, glancing at the faces he knew so well. “And that, gentle knights, is my decision.”

Because he had explained it so well, there were no hurt feelings. Everyone began talking at once, congratulating each other, speaking of the future and teasing William good-naturedly about the wife he was leaving behind. They could only imagine the pain he must be feeling, and each man who would be remaining felt it his personal mission to protect her. Especially Paris.

After the knights had retired to rest and prepare for the departure, Paris and William remained in the room. Paris eyed William as the man sat wearily in a chair and poured himself a cup of wine.

“Do not look at me like that,” William told him irritably.

“Like what?” Paris asked innocently, sitting opposite his friend.

William shot him an impatient look. “Like you are about ready to burst out in tears. Honest to God, Paris, I cannot take any more emotional confrontations today. I am spent.”

“You shall get no such confrontations from me,” Paris assured him, although he didn’t mean it. He had so many things he wanted to tell his former captain but he was unused to expressing himself. “Simply allow me to say one thing; that I will guard your wife with my life until such time as you return.”

William looked at him. “I know you will.” When the moment turned too sentimental, he stiffened a little. “And I give you permission to discipline her if needed. And I am sure it will be needed.”

Paris snorted. “You never disciplined her. What makes you think I will be any different?”

William gave him a wry smile, focusing his attention on his cup, watching the wine swirl. Paris gazed at him.

“This will be a whole new world for you,” he commented.

“Aye,” William replied. “I was quite content with my world here. Paris, should you require me for any reason, do not hesitate to send a missive. I will be at your call.”

“So noted,” Paris said. “Let us hope the Scots back down from their plans so that I will not be needing reinforcements from the crown.”

“Agreed,” William said fervently, then sat back in his chair and put his booted feet up on the table. “Wales. What a Godforsaken country. I do not relish spending a winter campaign there.”

Paris shrugged. “Just do what Henry wants done and get it over with.”

William contemplated his boots. “What if Henry wants me with him in London for a long time to come? I will not leave Jordan any longer than I have to.”

“Henry is fickle in his old age,” Paris commented. “Mayhap you will fall out of favor quickly if the campaigns are not successful.”

“I will not deliberately lose a battle,” William told him. “I do not even think I would know how to. Besides, if I did he might take away my lands and titles. Jordan deserves to be chatelaine over her own household. And our children deserve a keep to inherit.”

The men sat in silence for a long time. It was a comfortable silence; the last of many. Finally, William rose stiffly.

“I am going to take a bath,” he announced wearily. “Find Luke for me, if you would, and have him pack my things.”

“Aye, my lord,” Paris answered as if he were still William’s second.

With a sigh, William headed for his chamber, bellowing for hot water as he went.
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The king, his entourage, and three hundred soldiers waited in the outer bailey of Northwood. The entire castle population had gathered to see William off; the haunting chant of ‘Wolfe’ filling the air as it had for the past half-hour. Women and children were crying, and men looked sad to know that their beloved Wolf was leaving them.

William was in Jordan’s apartments. He stood by the window, gazing out into the bailey, hearing his name being called. He was bathed, shaved and combed, and dressed in his battle armor. Jordan was in the other room; he could hear her banging around.

“What are you doing, love?” he called out to her. “I have to leave.”

She bustled back into the room, carrying something in her hand. She smiled up at him as he turned to her.

“I was getting something for ye,” she said. “Something to remind ye of me while yer in London.”

His brow furrowed. “What is it?”

She extended her hand and he saw immediately that it was a lock of her hair tied with a strand of pale green silk from his favorite dress. His heart softened as he took it from her, lifting it to his nose and inhaling her Lavender scent. The smell brought tears to his eyes but he chased them away sternly.

“ ’Tis wonderful, my lady,” he said softly, lifting up her hair to see that she had taken the bunch from the very nape of her neck. There was a large section gouged out unevenly.

“No one will see it,” she knew what he was thinking. “Besides, my hair grows quickly. If I cannot go with ye, then this is a part of me that ye can take.”

He kissed her softly, lingeringly, before tucking the strands into his glove. “I shall place it in my vest and always wear it next to my heart. Thank you.”

There was a knock at the door and William answered it. Kieran stood in the hall, his face somewhat drawn and Jordan knew he had just come from Jemma.

“The king awaits, William,” he said.

“I am coming,” he told him.

He turned to Jordan, standing alone and still in the center of the room. They had already said everything that needed saying and done everything that needed doing. To say anything at all would be rehashing a fine goodbye. If he took her in his arms one more time he was afraid he would never let her go.

Jordan saw the indecision and grief in his eyes and took charge. She marched over to him and kissed him on the lips firmly.

“Be off with ye,” she said briskly. “Send me word when ye reach London. And ye, Sir Kieran,” she reached up and pecked him on the cheek, “I shall watch out for Jemma until ye return. Dunna worry about her.”

They looked at her and each other. Jordan gave William a little shove. “Well, get going. Ye shouldna keep the king waiting.”

Without a word, William left with Kieran and the door closed softly behind them.

Jordan stood there, staring at the closed door, feeling all of the grief and loneliness she had suppressed welling dangerously within her. She fought off the emotions, knowing that if she gave in she would be destroyed.

She was already dying inside but did not want to admit it. Her pain was manifesting itself into an aching in her heart that was tearing her apart. She clutched at her chest as if to grab the pain and rip it from her.

The door suddenly opened again. She startled and stepped back, only to see William standing before her once again.

He drew her against him, kissing her ferociously. All of her resolve broke then and she began to cry, returning his kisses and tasting him one last time.

“I love you with all of my heart,” he said between kisses.

“I love ye, English,” she whispered in return. “Return to me safe, I beg ye.”

He pulled away from her and was gone again, this time for good. Jordan’s sobs overtook her and she let them. She had given up the fight. She crumpled to the floor, letting the cold stone wash with her tears of pain as she prayed to God to protect her husband.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Dunbar McKenna received a missive from Langton shortly before dawn. Awakened, he kicked the serving girl out of his bed and yanked the vellum from his son’s hand. Somewhere behind Abner hovered Malcolm, and Dunbar silently waved the lads in as he broke the seal and read the message. It was no time at all before he exploded in a fit of anger.

Abner and Malcolm pressed themselves against the wall, hoping for invisibility as Dunbar kicked over a table and smashed a chair into a wall.

“Damn them!” he raged. “Damn Thomas and his bastard brothers!” He whirled to the young men. “Do ye know what they have gone and done? Do ye?”

Abner shook his head as his father came over and slugged him in the face with a beefy fist, turning rapidly to Malcolm and driving his knuckles into the lad’s stomach. Gasping and aching, the young men tried to regain their feet.

“They have gone and defied the clans,” Dunbar ranted. “Northwood and her allies have pledged to support Langton agin us. Can ye believe it? The Goddamn Sassenachs are supporting Langton.”

He broke a few more things but didn’t punch them anymore. They regained their senses and watched him as he calmed moment by moment, pacing and cursing until he finally came to rest on his bed. The twisted, torn message was still clutched in one hand, but he was shaking and white with fury.

Abner and Malcolm watched him warily, wishing they could run from the room but not daring to move.

“Send missives, lad,” Dunbar said hoarsely. “Send them to all of the clan chiefs and tell them to ride for McKenna Keep as soon as they can. We must respond to the traitors that are among us.”

Abner nodded and, gratefully, left the room. Malcolm was terrified when Dunbar looked up at him, knowing that it was his kin who were the traitors.

“The Scotts will be destroyed,” Dunbar promised confidently. “We will descend on them like a plague of locust and wipe out every one of them. We will stand for no traitors on the border, lad. When they are gone, we will move to mighty Northwood and raze her as well. Then the Sassenachs will see that our clans are not to be trifled with, and the border will be ours.”

Malcolm watched the big, smelly man in his rage. Uncle Thomas was not a man to be bullied, but bully they did until they virtually gave him no choice. Even Malcolm knew Thomas was a man of principles. The attempted attack had failed, Jordan’s murder had failed, and now Dunbar had the excuse he needed to completely wipe out the Scotts and their alliance with the English. The refusal of Thomas to break the English alliance was certainly not an event to be taken lightly, but by refusing the clans, he had played right into Dunbar’s hand.

It was odd, Malcolm thought as he watched the heavy man, that Dunbar seemed so intent on destroying Uncle Thomas. And it seemed that there was no particular reason for it; he was looking for any excuse to desolate the man, and when one failed he simply invented another. There was so much hatred in Dunbar for Thomas Scott; Malcolm wondered why.

This wasn’t just about the English alliance, he was sure of that. And the plan about controlling the border was just a convenient excuse to back Thomas into a corner so that he would have to come out fighting. True, Dunbar liked the growing power he governed, now that the clans were listening to him and not to Thomas, but there was more to it than that. The bottom line seemed to be that he wanted Thomas and Langton destroyed at any cost, for any reason.

None of that much mattered to Malcolm. He had virtually no use for his kin anyway and was pleased to be able to assist Dunbar. The man may have cursed at him and hit him, but he still paid Malcolm more attention than his own father. And acceptance and attention was the very thing Malcolm lacked within his own family, although his conscience, deep down, was reluctant to help Dunbar wipe out his kin.

But no matter. Malcolm squared his shoulders and bravely approached Dunbar.

“What would ye have me do, my lord?” he asked.

Dunbar looked up at him for a moment. “Go back to Langton, lad,” he said. “I shall need ye there.”

“Why?” Malcolm asked, disappointed.

“Because someone needs to open the gates when the army approaches,” Dunbar explained with limited patience. “Ye do me more good inside the fortress than wi’ me, lad. I am depending on ye.”

Malcolm nodded hesitantly, realizing that he would be the man to deliver the fate of Langton into the clan’s waiting arms. Dunbar had this all thought out already, he could see it was as if he already knew what Thomas’ answer would be. Or he had been planning it all along, regardless.

Stomach twisting with nerves, he fled McKenna Keep and into the black Scot night.


Part 2


London


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


January, Year of our Lord 1233 A.D.

It had been six months since William had left Northwood to join the king’s service. Six long months. As he sat in his opulent rooms in Windsor Castle, he found he had never been so lonely.

Henry had not been jesting when he said he wanted William to lead his armies into Wales. Since the day of his arrival William had been doing just that, subduing border skirmishes. He would come back to London only to be forced back into service again. He had probably spent a total of two whole weeks in London and he was exhausted for home and his wife. Although being the king’s champion had its perks, it definitely had its drawbacks as well.

When English border barons requested military assistance from the crown, William was again whipped into action. He led the king’s three-thousand-man force, when and where needed, and of late that was to Hereford and Worcester. Since his brother’s fortress was near Worcester, he had seen Robert three times.

William had written Jordan only once a month since his arrival, something he apologized to her profusely for. He, on the other hand, had only received one carefully worded missive from de Longley. The man spoke of a tentatively calm border, a little of Jordan, and naught much else. William had been hungry for news of his wife and burned the missive in anger.

Not all news was good. It had been difficult to write de Longley of Kieran’s accident. The third month into service and in the midst of a horrific battle, Kieran had received a terrible blow to his neck that had nearly killed him. Had his neck not been so muscular or had he been any less healthy, it would have been a mortal wound. Kieran was fully recovered, except for some numbness in his shoulder, but William and Deinwald had been terrified that they were going to lose him.

He was sure Jemma had gone insane over the news. William could just picture her hysterics as Jordan and Paris tried to comfort her. God only knew how he would have felt in the same situation. Hell, he had been nearly hysterical and he had actually been with Kieran.

Kieran and Deinwald both had been remarkable. Kieran took to second-in-command as if born into it. With Paris always at William’s side, he’d never fully had the chance to prove himself, and after six months of service William, would have been hard-pressed to decide who was a better second; Paris or Kieran. They were both powerful, intuitive, and uncannily intelligent.

Deinwald, too, had blossomed with his new power. Still surly and arrogant, he had also grown a heart somewhere in the process, and the soldiers loved him almost as much as they loved The Wolf. On pure reputation alone, William had their undying loyalty from the start, before he had ever drawn his sword in Wales.

William had to admit he did like London, but he had had no time to spend at court to know if he liked or disliked it. But one thing had been apparent; the single women of the court knew he was there, and he had a constant influx of notes, handkerchiefs, flowers, and the like. At first he had been amused by the attention, but as of late he had grown just plain annoyed. In the back of his mind he was deathly afraid the king would suggest a betrothal to one of the eligible ladies and he had nightmares over that day.

A messenger roused him from his thoughts. The page told him that the king requested his presence and William obeyed, following the boy through the maze of corridors that comprised Windsor Castle until they reached the king’s private audience hall.

He entered the room and bowed deeply before Henry. As he was prostrate, he failed to notice a movement out of the shadows.

“Well, you look like a court dandy, I must say,” came a most familiar voice.

William whirled around, his eyes wide with astonishment. Paris stepped forward, grinning like a fool.

“Paris.” he gasped. “Damnation, man, what in the hell are you doing here?”

When Paris’ smiled faded, William’s heart lurched. Before he could answer, the king stepped in.

“I am afraid he came personally to inform us of a bit of bad news,” Henry said. “I know how close you were to de Longley, William. Please accept my condolences on his passing.”

William was stunned. “The earl is dead?”

“Aye,” Paris said solemnly. “Three weeks ago. He died in his sleep.”

William took a moment to collect himself. He was greatly saddened by the man’s passing, more so than when his own father had died. He felt the loss of a dear, dear friend.

“Which means we now have a new earl,” Henry cut into his thoughts. “Alexander has ascended the title. Northwood and all of her might are in the hands of a weakling. God help us all.”

William’s head snapped up to the king, suddenly realizing the implication of that statement. He looked at Paris; his friend’s face was grave. He was desperate to get the man alone and drill him with questions.

The king was leaning on the arm chair, looking thoughtful. “I will not strip the new earl of his title, not just yet anyway. The man has done nothing yet to warrant such an action. But I must tell you both that I am extremely wary with Alexander as Warden of the North Border. Paris, you must watch him as my personal eyes in the matter. Anything out of line I expect reported immediately to me.”

“Aye, sire,” Paris replied. He didn’t like spying for the king, but in this case he would make an exception Alexander needed watching.

The king snorted most un-monarch like. “It would solve the entire problem if a mishap befell Alexander and Adam ascended the title,” he mused. “He is the only de Longley offspring worth a damn. Young as he is, I think he’d make a fine earl. Well, enough plotting. You are both dismissed, I am sure you have much to talk about.”

The king had delivered the news and now had other things on his mind, fortunately for the both of them. He dismissed the men with the promise that they would dine with him that evening.

William was still reeling even as he and Paris strolled the corridor leading back to his rooms. Not a word was said the entire walk, but when the door to the chamber closed, William turned into a madman.

“Are you insane?” he demanded harshly. “Leaving Jordan while Alexander gobbles up Northwood’s seat?”

Paris put up a hand. “I know what you are thinking, but I can assure you she is perfectly safe,” he said emphatically. “The knights have the watch of her and you know that no harm will come to her.”

William hissed loudly, kicking the nearest table into firewood. “Damnation!”

Paris was only beginning with news from Northwood. He cocked a blond brow at his friend. “Better get a grip on yourself, William. ’Tis more to tell.”

“Get on with it, then.”

“Much has happened since you left, my friend,” he said. “Too much to write in one of those public missives the earl sent to you. First and foremost, let me congratulate you.”

William sneered at him irritably. “For what?”

For the first time, Paris smiled. “For the child your wife carries. She is into her sixth month of pregnancy, eating everything in sight and driving me daft with her moods.”

William stared at him a long, long time. Had a chair not been directly behind him, he would have collapsed on the floor. As it was, the chair groaned dangerously at the sudden deposit of weight.

“A child?” he whispered in disbelief. “My… my dear God.”

Paris, amused at the suddenly pale face, clapped him happily on the shoulder. “Aye, a child, and a large one by the size of her,” he told him. “She is already as big as a house but as beautiful as ever.”

“My God,” he repeated. He was in shock. “A child? Is Jordan well? How does she feel?”

“She is fine,” Paris replied. “Sylvie is with her constantly and Byron sees her daily and says the babe thrives. But I must tell you that she cries easily and rages with the change of the moon. She is possessed, I tell you. I am at my wits end dealing with her.”

William cracked a smile for the first time. “I would gladly trade places with you, my friend.”

Paris was so sorry for his friend. What William and Jordan had had to go through was nothing short of cruel. He gave William a sympathetic pat. “Would that you could.”

William sat back in the chair, his smile widening as his shock transformed into delight. “A babe? I can hardly believe it.”

His friend nodded. “The babe is due in early spring. ’Twould be wonderful if you could be there when she brings your son into the world.”

William looked determined. “I will not miss it, I swear it. Nothing on this earth will keep me from her side. You will tell her that.”

“I will,” Paris replied with a sly grin. “She told me to tell you that if you are not there when your son is born, she will name the child after me.”

William laughed. “She probably would.” he sobered a bit. “Then she has been well all these months?”

Paris sat opposite him, feeling the warmth from the large hearth. “She has missed you like I have never seen one person miss another. She eats, sleeps and drinks you. She lives for your messages, William. I truly believe they sustain her. When I told her I was coming to London, she all but followed me here.” William smiled faintly and Paris continued with the rest of his news. “But there is still more to tell. Jemma, too, is expecting around the same time as your wife. She is suffering great shame through the eyes of the castle, although the knights have treated her like a queen.”

“Jemma?” William’s eyebrows rose. “My God, does Kieran know?”

“No,” Paris said. “I have only seen the king, and you. He must be told immediately.”

“Absolutely,” William agreed heartily. “I shall send my page for him right away.”

William bellowed, sending the young boy who was hovering in the next room running. When the lad was gone, he turned back to Paris.

“The most serious problem, however, is Alexander,” Paris went on. “I have reason to believe he is reconsidering Northwood’s alliance with Laird Scott. You know he never did agree with his father’s decision to make peace with the Scots.”

“He cannot reconsider the alliance,” William said flatly. “It is the king’s directive. He has no say in the matter.”

“Be that as it may, he seems to be serious about dissolving the treaty,” Paris said. “And that means if Langton is attacked, I will be powerless to reinforce them if Alexander says no. He is putting Langton and the clan Scott in great jeopardy.”

William shook his head. “Damn,” he cursed softly. “And I am sure Jordan is hysterical about that. Did you tell Henry?”

“She knows nothing about it. She has been having a difficult enough time with her pregnancy and your absence,” Paris said. “As for Henry, I wanted to mention it to you first and seek your thoughts. You heard Henry; he will strip Alexander of his titles.”

William paused, thinking. He would not let Alexander ruin John de Longley’s honor. Laird Scott had put all of his trust in the English, and if Alexander refused support, then all would be lost for them both.

“Paris, send a message to Captain Payton-Forrester at Beverley,” he told him. “Tell Will the situation and ask him for his pledge of support should Laird Scott send for assistance. If Northwood troops cannot go, then ask him if Beverley will. I will speak with the king myself about this matter.”

Paris nodded. “Well that he will listen to his champion,” he said. “We may well have a new earl before the winter is out. As far as sending a missive to Beverley, I shall do that, but I have already thought along those lines as well. Earl de Troiu was at Northwood for De Longley’s burial and I explained the entire situation to him. You know how he despises Alexander and he has pledged his support should it come to that.”

“Excellent,” William was feeling a little better about the crisis. “Damn Alexander.”

Paris nodded. “And you should be aware that he has been making threats to send Jordan back to Scotland,” he said. “He does not want the dowager countess at Northwood. Yet he seems more threatened by Adam than the child Jordan carries and has even taken to hating Analiese because she has befriended Jordan. He has completely alienated himself from his family, William. Even mild-tempered as Adam is, he is not beyond verbal confrontations with his brother and I have actually had to separate them on several occasions.”

William shook his head with regret. “Adam will kill him if Alexander provokes him beyond reason, and I serious wonder if it may not come to that,” he said. “As for my son, I suppose when I return to Northwood for the birth I will enlighten the earl as to just who Jordan is truly married to, and then I shall bring her and the babe to London with me. She will not stay there another day after that child is born.”

“But what of the king?” Paris wanted to know. “What are you going to tell him about Jordan’s child?”

William shrugged in resignation. “I have all of the documents here, with me. The marriage certificate, the deeds to my lands and titles. After the initial anger, I would hope he would be happy that she is still married to a border lord and the treaty will be between Northwood, Questing and Langton. It should be favorable.”

“He will not be happy you lied to him,” Paris said. “Too bad de Longley isn’t here to back you up on this.”

“Too bad, indeed,” William agreed. “But I think over the past six months I have proven myself invaluable to our king. Hopefully he will take that into consideration and not cut my head off.”

Paris chuckled as Kieran entered the room, his eyes widening at the sight of Northwood’s captain.

“Paris!” he exclaimed, shaking his hand enthusiastically. “What in the hell brings you to this hellish city?”

“I was lonely for your ugly face,” Paris told him, then looked him over. “We received the messages from William. We were afraid we’d lost you there, old man.”

Kieran pulled back his collar to allow Paris a view of his most impressive scar. “Damn near cut my head off, the Welsh bastard,” he said. “I guess he was mad because I cut down twelve of his companions.”

“They deserved it, I am sure,” Paris said, indicating a chair for him to sit.

“You’d better sit, Kieran,” William told him. “There is a lot to say.”

Kieran looked at his lord. “What in the hell is the matter with you? You are white as a sheet.”

William laughed as Paris smiled smugly. “Let me be the first to congratulate you, Kieran.”

“For what?” the man wanted to know.

Paris returned to Northwood within a few days, leaving William and Kieran alone with their surprise. Both men were still a bit stunned at all of the news, but recovering nicely and most happily anticipating their sons.

Nearly a week later, the Earl of Hereford sent out a frantic call to the king for assistance. The Welsh border lords had overrun his border lands and mad Welsh marauders were wreaking havoc. Once again, William, Kieran, and Deinwald, along with forty other knights and nearly one thousand men set out for Hereford, hoping to make it in less than four days. By that time, however, there was no telling just what state they would find the earl’s keep in, or whether or not the man was even still alive. The problem there was that if the Welsh were indeed set on invasion, Gloucester was not far off. William decided to send reinforcements to Gloucester and Worcester just in case.

Another damn skirmish, William thought as he rode from Windsor. He wondered how long this was going to take, wondering if he would be able to slip away in time for the birth of his child. His heart simply was not in it; it hadn’t been since the day he left Northwood.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Jordan stood at her window, gazing out over the bleak winter landscape. Of all the seasons to be pregnant, she decided that winter had to be the worse. Everything was gray and cold, just like her mood. Snow had fallen the night before, but it was now so much dirty mush on the ground. As January moved close to February and the birth of her babe approached, she was growing more anxious by the second, knowing William had promised to come to her.

Jemma had been confined to her bed for the past week because of false contractions. Sylvie was afraid she would deliver early and didn’t want to take any chances. Jordan had spent a great deal of time with her miserable cousin, but she too was uncomfortable and miserable and could only take so much of Jemma’s complaining before it irritated her. Lately, she tried to limit her visits. Between Sylvie, Byron, Analiese and Aloria, Jemma was well taken care of.

There was a knock at her door, and Paris entered before she had a chance to respond. When she turned to see who it was, she beckoned to him.

“Paris, good,” she said. “Come here and rub my back. It pains me today.”

He sighed heavily. “Again? I spent three hours doing it yesterday and my hands have not yet recovered.”

“Shut yer yap and come here,” she snapped, taking his hands and placing them on her lower back. “Down there. Aye, that is good.”

He made a wry face as he rubbed her strained muscles through her surcoat, silently cursing William for saddling him with this duty. But he could see for himself how uncomfortable she was. She was absolutely massive, bigger than Jemma, easily. He wondered seriously if she carried more than one babe. He’d never seen a pregnant woman so large. In his opinion, it should be Jordan confined to a bed as well, but Sylvie said there was no need as long as she was feeling well.

He was rubbing firmly as requested when suddenly the trumpets atop the wall sounded, announcing incoming riders. Paris, concern furrowing his brow, went to the window to look. He could see for himself the band of tiny black dots in the distance.

Michael entered the room. “Paris, we have incoming.”

“I know,” Paris moved passed him. “Come on, man, let’s go see who it is.”

Jordan didn’t care who it was. ’Twas too early for William’s arrival, and from her new apartments she could not see the main gates or the outer bailey, so she sat down once again and resumed her embroidery on the small dressing gown Analiese had made for the baby.

She must have fallen asleep for when she awoke, Paris was entering her room. He had the strangest look on his face. She sat up, rubbing at her eyes.

“What’s wrong, Paris?” she asked “Ye look queer.”

Truth was, Paris looked shocked. He took a few steps into the room and she immediately noticed that someone followed him.

It was Kieran.

Her mouth opened wide in delight. “Kieran. Where is William?”

Kieran smiled feebly. “My lady, you look ripe to bursting. As does your cousin. Have you been well?”

“I am fine,” she immediately noticed he had avoided her first question. Her initial delight was quickly cooling into something so dark and sinister she did not even want to think about it. “Kieran, where is William?”

“In London, my lady,” he replied softly, coming into the room. Paris closed the door and followed him.

“Isna he coming, too?” she asked.

She was aware that Paris had moved to stand beside her chair. Kieran pulled up a chair to sit in front of her. She studied his face, he looked pale and weary and not at all like himself. Her concern was igniting something far more powerful in the pit of her belly.

“What is wrong, Kieran. Where is William?” It was a calm, deliberate statement. She wanted an answer.

Kieran glanced up at Paris before answering her. “He is in London, as I said.” He let out a sigh, running his hand over his short cropped hair. “God, Jordan, I wish there was an easy way to tell you this, but I cannot think of one. Forgive me for being blunt and insensitive. I am here because William was wounded in a skirmish three weeks ago.”

Her stomach lurched. He had been wounded before, severely, she told herself quickly. He will survive. “How badly?” she asked calmly.

Kieran looked at her and she could read the pain in his eyes. “Bad, my lady,” he whispered. “We were fighting Welsh usurpers and were overwhelmed by the sheer number of them. There were so many that it was as if the mountains were alive with them. William was magnificent, as always, showing no signs of weariness, even though we had been fighting for nearly three days. We thought the heat of the battle had passed and we relaxed a bit; nothing unusual about that. William had raised his faceplate to wipe his brow when he was hit out of nowhere from a crossbow.”

She continued to stare at him calmly, fighting to maintain herself. It was the most desperate fight of her life. “Where was he hit?”

“In the face,” Kieran said in a raspy voice. “The arrow took out his left eye. He was lucky to have survived at all.”

She sat there a moment, her face draining of all color, and her hands gripped the arms of the chair like a vise. She was trying to will all of her efforts into controlling herself, but tears came in spite of her fervent attempt. She vaguely felt Paris’ hands on her shoulders.

“But he lives and that is all that matters,” she whispered.

Kieran sighed, his shoulders sagging. “He lives, but barely,” he murmured. “We nearly lost him to the fever, but it broke. Now he cannot seem to regain his strength. I do not know if he’s going to survive, Jordan. The king’s personal physician has spent day and night with him and even he doesn’t know. We have called a priest for him three times already.”

She was shaking violently, her mind racing. William was dying. Sweet Jesu,’ it wasn’t possible. He had promised to return to her. He had promised!

Her mind flew back to the moment she first met him when he lay dying on the dark rich earth of Scotland; a lifetime ago, it seemed. She had tended him and he had recovered. When she nearly died from the fever, he had tended her and she had lived. He had never left her.

Now he needed her again and she would go to him. He would live for her. He had to. Determination such as she had never known filled her, blocking out everything else in its violent wake.

Rising unsteadily but with conviction, she fixed Kieran with an icy glare. “You will take me to him.”

“Out of the question,” Paris told her as gently as he could. “You cannot travel.”

She whirled on Paris like a rabid dog. “I tended his wound once before; the thigh wound that should have killed him,” she snarled. “I will tend him now and he will live. I am going if I have to walk every step of the way.”

Paris’ jaw ticked. “I cannot allow it.”

“Go to hell.” she hissed, turning away from him. “Kieran, ye get a meal and rest. I shall send my servant to ye when I am ready.”

Kieran was stricken. “Jordan, be reasonable,” he said helplessly. He did not want to have a shouting match with her. “You cannot travel in your current state. I think….”

Jordan cut him off. “I shall send for ye,” she repeated through clenched teeth. She glanced at the expressions of the two men, not liking what she was seeing. Her anger cooled to stone-hard grit with steadfastness of epic proportions. When she spoke again, her voice was low. “Listen to me, knights, and listen well. William needs me and I am going to him. If ye try and stop me, ye will be very sorry. Nothing can stop me, so ye may either help me or ye be in my way. And if ye be in my way, I will kill ye.”

She disappeared into her bedchamber, and Kieran and Paris looked at each other after a moment.

“What now?” Kieran asked with desperation.

Paris scratched his head and kicked the chair, as emotional as Kieran had ever seen him. “She’s going to have the babe on the road if she goes,” he muttered. “Damnation!”

Kieran was feeling his exhaustion. He had ridden all the way from London in six days, and from Wales before that. He was tired to the bone.

“She’s going to go regardless of what you tell her, Paris,” he said quietly.

“Then what would you suggest, Kieran?” Paris demanded harshly. “For I am out of answers. If she goes, I cannot go with her and I would be breaking my promise to William to protect her always.”

“Why can’t you go?” Kieran asked.

Paris sat heavily, rubbing his forehead between two fingers. He was so damned tired, too. “The Scots are fortifying their defenses across the border,” he replied wearily. “Our scouts say that they are amassing. We cannot get a message to Laird Scott because the Scot line cuts between us. They are isolating clan Scott for an attack. I am needed here now more than ever.”

Kieran let out a long sigh. “Damn,” he mumbled. “Have you sent word to Beverley and Deauxville Mount?”

“Aye, yesterday,” Paris replied, then looked up at his friend. “Why is it that everything always happens at once? I am growing old before my time.”

“You were already old,” Kieran said, scratching at his neck and grunting wearily. “Now, then, I am going to find the priest and have him marry Jemma and I before I leave. I shall be in her bedchamber should you need me.”

“Aye,” Paris replied. As Kieran headed for the door, Paris called out to him. “Welcome back, Kieran.”

Kieran grinned weakly. “Thank you, I think,” he said, quitting the room.

Jordan was ready to leave by early afternoon. With help from her maids she had packed her clothes, including surcoats for after the birth of the baby, all of the baby clothes she had made, and a few clothes for William. She didn’t know why she packed his things, but she did. Mayhap it was for some measure of comfort, however small.

Sylvie was beside herself. She followed Jordan about as she packed, raving and pleading with her not to go to London. When she resorted to begging, Jordan had enough of the whimpering and chased her away. She was so grimly resolute to see William that she would have walked through God himself to get to him.

Sylvie left her mistress, but not before she laid into Paris. Paris listened calmly enough, agreeing with the woman but pointing out that unless they were going to physically restrain the countess, there was no way to keep her from going.

Jordan was so busy packing that she missed Jemma’s wedding. In fact, she wasn’t even told of it until Analiese came spilling into her rooms and blurted it out. There was quite a bit of excitement coming from Analiese. Then, she saw Jordan’s trunks and bags and her chatter turned to questions.

Jordan was tired of pretenses and lying. Since the earl was dead and she was going to London, there was no reason to lie to anymore. Especially to Analiese. The woman had become her trusted friend.

“I am going to London to see William,” Jordan said firmly.

Analiese was shocked a puzzled. “But why? Of course, I realize he is near death, but why is it so necessary for you to go to him?”

Jordan swallowed hard, trying not to lose her nerve. “Because…because I dinna marry your father as ye thought, Analiese.”

Analiese’s eyes widened. “What are you talking about? I was there, Jordan, and witnessed everything.”

“What you witnessed was a grand blessing, not a wedding mass,” she said, as she tugged on her friend’s hand and directed her into a chair. She held her hands tightly, gazing into that pale and average face. “William and I loved each other from nearly the day we met. Yer father discovered this secret and arranged for us to be wed, in secret. We were wed the day before the king arrived, and the ceremony ye witnessed was nothing more than a farce.” Her face softened as she gazed at Analiese’s stunned expression. “I am sorry I have never told ye until now. I was afraid to, knowing how ye felt about William.”

Analiese swallowed hard, desperately trying to comprehend what she was being told. “You didn’t trust me?”

“Of course I trust ye.” Jordan insisted. “This has nothing to do with trust. ’Tis just…I knew that ye loved William and I dinna want ye hating me, ’tis all.”

Analiese sat a moment, contemplating everything. Aye, she had loved William once and supposed in some way, she always would. But that was past and she squared her shoulders firmly.

“I was always very fond of William, but he is beneath my station and therefore it was a waste of time to dream of what could never be.” She forced herself to smile and took Jordan’s hand. “Then this child is his, not my father’s?”

Jordan nodded. “Aye,” she peered closer at her friend. “Are ye angry with me?”

Analiese shook her head and rose from the chair. “Never. I am truly happy that you and William have found happiness. You know, I always thought there might be something between you two, as much as you attempted to deny it. But I guess I never really believed it until now.” Her plain face washed with concern. “Oh, Jordan, I am so sorry he’s ill. Of course you must go to him.”

The focus has shifted from Analiese back to Jordan and she felt her pain blossoming again. How fortunate that Analiese took the news so well, for she truly didn’t think she was emotionally strong enough to fend off a tirade.

“Alexander doesna know about William and me, but Adam does,” she said softly, fixing Analiese with a sincere stare. “Alexander mustna know.”

“He will not hear it from me,” Analiese said firmly.

In fact, she had ceased speaking to her brother altogether some time back. He had become distant and odd, a bitter shell of a man who was self-centered and mean. She used to be able to communicate with him better than anyone, but no longer. Oddly enough, she didn’t particularly regret it.

Moving her thoughts away from her churlish brother, she noticed Jordan’s trunks. “What can I help you with?” she said. “It appears as if you are mostly packed.”

Relieved and weary, Jordan turned her attention back to her baggage and Analiese helped Jordan finish packing. When she was finished, she did something remarkable; she asked to accompany her to London in Jemma’s stead. Jordan was more than glad to have her go, relieved beyond words that they were still friends in spite of the great falsehood between them. It proved that their relationship was indeed more than superficial.

Byron joined them not an hour later, carrying a larger than usual black bag. Jordan looked at him curiously.

“Where are ye going with that thing?” she asked.

“With you, my lady,” he replied, planting himself in a chair. “Sylvie must stay here with Jemma, and I must go with you. Besides, there is no telling what that charlatan, who calls himself the king’s physician, has done to The Wolf. I will probably have to lift spells and bleed him to make him well again.”

Jordan smiled a little, tremendously grateful to have Byron accompanying her. It seemed her traveling party was growing by the hour, with everyone afraid to let her go, and they were determined to do everything in their power to force her not to exert herself.

None was more concerned about her than Paris. He knew she was going regardless of what he said or did, so he marched down to the stables and had the hands retrieve the large traveling carriage that had once been used by de Longley’s wife. It was a little worn from sheer disuse, but Paris put ten men to clean and repair the rig. If Jordan was indeed going, then it would be in the most comfortable possible way.

Christ, he was scared. William, his best friend in the entire world, was dying and there was not a damn thing he could do about it. William had entrusted him with Jordan’s life, a duty that took priority over his obligations at Northwood. Heavy with child, she was his main concern. And now she was hell-bent on travelling to London to be by William’s side in his last hours. Paris felt like a failure.

He felt as if he had no control over anything, as if everything was slipping away from him. What if William did die? What if Jordan had her babe on the road and something terrible happened to one, or both? He would be a worthless human being for failing in his responsibilities. And Paris, like William, was unused to failure.

The carriage was readied in mere hours. With all of the people Paris had put to work on it, he had expected it sooner but was pleased just the same.

Just after dusk he stood in the brightly lit stable yard watching the workmen put the finishing touches on the wheels. He hadn’t even eaten his dinner, yet he was not hungry. He was driven to have everything as perfect as he could possibly prepare it.

Kieran joined him in the stable yard. Paris glanced at the man; he was tired to his very bone, and he began to feel the return of the pain in his heart. Looking at Kieran brought on memories of William and his current condition, but he fought it.

“Well?” He looked at Kieran.

“Well what?”

“Are you a husband yet?”

“Aye, that I am,” Kieran nodded with a grin. “Damn strangest wedding I have ever been to. The bride pregnant and abed, and the groom dirty, smelly, and unshaven. But we are married and that is all that matters.”

“Sorry I could not have attended the happy occasion. And how is your wife faring?” Paris inquired.

“Big as a house, but well,” he replied. “She complains her arse hurts her all the time and she is going to fat.”

“She is highly jealous that Jordan still has permission to roam about freely,” Paris said.

“I know,” Kieran’s smile faded. “And she was insistent that we wait for Jordan to attend our ceremony. I had to tell her about William and she was nearly hysterical. She knows Jordan is going to London and she is adamant that she go with her.”

“Impossible, of course,” Paris’ jaw ticked. “Jordan should not even be going.”

Kieran let out a long, weary sigh. “Yet she is and there is nothing either one of us can do about it.” He crossed his arms and gazed out over the yard with its goats and cats and skinny dogs. “I do not want to deliver William’s child, Paris. The very thought that the lives of his wife and child are in my hands scares the hell out of me.”

“How do you think I feel?” Paris returned softly. “I promised William I would look out for her, yet I am allowing her to make this long journey to London. But I cannot keep her here in good conscience, Kieran. If William does die and she was not there with him, then she will hate me the rest of her life. And I could not deal with that.”

“My feelings exactly,” his friend replied, rubbing his hands over his face. “God, Paris, what if he does die? I know his only concern would be for the welfare of his wife and child. What will become of them?”

“Nothing,” Paris said with grim determination. “I would marry her in that event.”

Kieran looked at him. “You would?”

Paris shrugged. It was well known to his close friends that marriage was on a par with the Black Death. To Paris it was to be avoided at all costs. “I would consider it,” he muttered.

Kieran smiled. “You would do it and kill anyone who stood in your way. Do not lie to me, Paris. If William had not taken an interest in her, then you would have been after her like a hound after a rabbit.”

Paris scowled at him. “And what about you? Thank God Jemma came along or you and William would have eventually come to blows. I saw the way you looked at her.”

“I did no such thing,” Kieran snorted. “You are mad.”

“You think so?” Paris pushed his way into Kieran’s face, his hands on his hips. “You can lie to William, but do not try to deceive me. I know better, Kieran. I know you were falling for Jordan, and falling hard.”

Kieran stepped back, avoiding his gaze. “You are insane, Paris. You must be thinking of Deinwald. Or Michael. Or Marc. Hell, they could not take their eyes off her.”

Paris shook his head hard. “Deinwald would have taken Jemma over Jordan, and all Michael is interested in is another conquest. Marc, however, would be considerable competition.”

Kieran’s eyes narrowed. “Did Deinwald tell you that? Does he have an interest in Jemma?”

“Nay, he did not say a word. He fears you too much.” Paris waved him off, then gave him a sort of reproachful look. “I never thought you would lie to me, old friend.”

“I have not,” Kieran met his look steadily.

Before the argument could continue, both men caught sight of a shrouded figure moving toward them, a big female figure. They turned to Aloria as she approached.

“My lords,” she greeted. “I have just come from Lady Jordan’s rooms. She is packed and ready.”

“She is going to have to wait until morning,” Paris said firmly. “She will not be departing this night.”

Aloria nodded, glancing at the carriage. “She will be traveling in that? Well and good.”

Paris glanced at the carriage as well. “By damn, if she is going to have the babe on the road, then better to have it in a firm shelter,” he turned back to Aloria. “Will you be going with her?”

“Byron and Analiese are to accompany Lady de Wolfe,” she replied. “I will stay here and assist Sylvie with Lady Hage.”

Satisfied, Paris nodded. “How is Lady de Wolfe faring?”

Aloria shook her head. “Staunch and determined, I am afraid, to go to London,” she said sadly. “God himself could not keep her from going. She will not even go and visit Lady Hage because she is afraid her cousin will try and talk her out of this madness.”

“Jemma must be having fits,” Kieran muttered to Paris. “Well, I suppose I had better go and calm my wife down before she has that baby sooner than expected.” With a brief nod to Aloria, he was gone.

Paris and Aloria stood silently for several moments. Aloria cleared her throat softly. “Is the baron truly dying, my lord?”

“I am told so.”

Aloria sighed sadly. “She lives for him, you know. ’Twill surely kill her if he dies.”

Paris stiffened. “Nay, she will simply learn how to live without him. As we all will.”

Aloria stood there another moment or so before giving Paris a small curtsy and excusing herself. She was a few feet away when she suddenly stopped.

“Captain,” she faced Paris hesitantly. “In spite of my rough beginning here, the baron was never anything less than polite to me. I am truly sorry to hear of his fate and I will pray for his soul.”

Paris’ jaw began ticking again. “If you must pray, madam, pray for him to live. Pray that he lives to see his son.”

With an uncertain nod, she was gone. Paris, suddenly feeling very tired, turned back to the carriage. All that was needed was a fine team of horses. Ah, yes, he thought, forcing his fears down, I know of just the team.

To keep his mind occupied, he went on to select the steeds.

By dawn, the carriage was ready with an escort of fifty heavily-armed men. After saying goodbye to his tearful wife, Kieran went to Jordan’s chambers to retrieve her. Paris was there, sitting grimly at the foot of Jordan’s bed while she cinched up her smallest traveling bag.

Paris was not a happy man, but he had resigned himself to the inevitable. Kieran, not happy either, waited politely until Jordan was finished.

“There,” she turned to her husband’s second-in-command. “Ye can take that bag and put it in the carriage with me.”

Kieran nodded, picking up the bag. “Are you ready, Jordan?”

“Aye,” she replied, then passed a glance at Paris. “Wait for me in the bailey, please? Paris will bring me out.”

Kieran left with the bag, leaving Jordan alone with Paris again. When the room was empty, Jordan eyed the captain of the troops, knowing how guilty he was feeling.

“Paris,” she said softly. “I am sorry ye canna go with me. I wish ye could.”

“So do I,” he replied, looking up at her. “I would give anything to see William again and to keep you from harm, as I promised him.”

She smiled, moving close to him. Her huge belly was in between them, brushing against his arm.

“Kieran will take good care of me,” she said softly. “Paris, there aren’t words enough to thank ye for what ye have done. Ye have been my very best friend for the past few months and I am going to miss ye.”

As he looked back at her, he realized just how much he was going to miss her as well. He had become so accustom to being with her constantly that he was already beginning to feel a little lost. He reached out and took her soft white hand.

“I will miss you, too,” he was embarrassed that his voice sounded tight.

She put her hand on his blond head. “We share a common bond, Paris. We both love him with all our hearts. I shall send word to ye as soon as I can.”

He nodded, staring down at her hand and caressing it absently. He was afraid if he looked her in the eye he would start bawling like a babe.

Jordan sensed his emotions. She leaned down and kissed the top of his head. “Dunna fret. I shall be fine and the babe will be fine. I promise not to have him on the road to London.”

“I shall hold you to that,” he replied softly. “William will kill me if anything happens to you.”

She grinned, tipping his head up to look at her. “Mayhap when he sees me, he will be angry enough to stay alive just long enough to belt ye for letting me out of yer sight.” Her smile softened as she gazed down into his worried blue eyes. “Dunna worry. Everything will be fine. I willna let William die without a fight.

“I know.” He looked into her face, seeing the face William loved so well and knowing exactly why he did love her so. It would be so easy to…. “Kieran will be wondering where you are,” he said softly. “ ’Tis time to go.”

She nodded. But her hand was still on his face and she bent down and kissed him on the cheek. “Then we shouldna keep him waiting.”

Feeling sad and depressed, Paris stood up and extended his arm to her “Your carriage awaits, my lady.”

She accepted it warmly and together they went down to the bailey.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


The journey to London was thankfully uneventful. Weary and exhausted, Kieran helped an equally exhausted Jordan from the carriage. She stretched the fatigue from her body, gazing about at the magnificent courtyard of Windsor Castle. She could scarce believe she had actually arrived.

Kieran had brought the party in to the northern entrance, crossing through the Great Park and entering through the twin portcullises of the King’s Gate. The bailey, a vast open thing bustling with activity, should have enthralled Jordan, but she could not muster the excitement. She was focused on one thing; her husband. He was here, within this place, and she had to see him.

Byron and Analiese exited the carriage, standing close to their mistress, as Kieran began shouting orders to the soldiers. The knights accompanying him picked up the orders and suddenly there were soldiers mobilizing and moving from the courtyard, leaving Jordan alone with her carriage, her companions, and her wagons.

“How are you feeling?” Kieran asked her gently.

“Fine,” she said shortly. “Where is William?”

He took her arm and led her through the entrance of the Earl Marshall’s Tower. She found herself staring at the many, many people they passed, all dressed in the finest clothes she had ever seen. The courtiers stared back at her as well, but she wasn’t the least bit self-conscious with her enormous belly.

Jordan was tingling with apprehension, afraid of what she would find when she finally came face to face with her husband. She wished Kieran would run, fly, anything to reach William immediately.

Down a corridor they ran head-on into the king himself. Henry looked surprised to see her on Kieran’s arm, looking her over with growing pleasure.

“Lady de Longley,” his voice was soft but unmistakably powerful. “A genuine pleasure.”

Jordan curtsied and had to be helped up by Kieran. “My lord king.”

Henry pulled back her heavy cloak, revealing her stomach. He snorted. “God’s Blood, John must have planted an entire population in that belly.”

Jordan flushed, she was angry, tired, and upset to the core. She discreetly pulled her cloak back around her and looked the king in the eye.

“Might I have a word with ye in private, sire?” she requested with controlled fury, although she was shaking profusely. “ ’Twill take but a moment and is most important.”

After a slight hesitation, the king nodded. “Only a minute. I have duties to attend to.”

He drew her into a small antechamber not far from where they met, leaving everyone else still congregated in the corridor.

Kieran watched the closed door like a hawk, wondering what in the hell Jordan was telling the king. He could guess what it was but refused to believe it. Truth was, he was afraid to believe it. He had no idea how the king was going to react.

The minutes drew long. Analiese passed Kieran a couple of worried glances as Byron inspected the artwork lining the hall, ignoring the strange stares of the king’s perfumed courtiers. The corridor was silent save the sounds of servants and soldiers in the distance.

Deinwald rounded a corner and nearly ran headlong into Kieran.

“I saw you ride in,” he exclaimed. “I have been looking all over this bloody maze for you.”

“How is William?” Kieran fired at him.

Deinwald looked grave. “They have called another priest. He has been with him for a while now.”

Analiese closed her eyes and lowered her head. Byron picked up his bag and went to Deinwald.

“Take me to him, Sir Deinwald. There is not a moment to waste,” he instructed firmly.

Deinwald looked torn. “Byron.…”

Byron pointed a gnarled white finger at him. “No argument. Take me now.”

Kieran nodded briefly and Deinwald complied, leading Byron back the way he had come.

“Dear God, Kieran,” Analiese moaned. “He is not really going to die, is he?”

Kieran sighed. “Not if Jordan has anything to say about it. What in the hell is taking them so long?”

As if she had heard them, Jordan suddenly emerged from the room. She was alone and Kieran went to her immediately.

“Take me to my husband. Now.”

He didn’t hesitate.
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William’s chambers were dim and smelled strangely. Jordan’s nose wrinkled when she entered the dark antechamber, glancing about. It was a lovely room, but it didn’t suit him, she thought. All of her determination fled and now she simply felt frightened. She wanted to see him so badly but was scared to death of what she would find. But no matter; he was her husband and he needed her.

“He is in here,” Kieran whispered, pointing to the partially open door on the left.

Taking a deep breath and praying for courage, Jordan plunged through the door.

There were several people in the room. Her eyes immediately found the bed and the large, still figure lying upon it. Her heart went into her throat when she saw William; he was as white as the sheets upon which he lay, his glossy dark hair dirty and plastered to his head. His head was turned away from her so that she could not see the majority of his face and her imagination began to run wild. Fear and anticipation coupled and her body began to tremble.

Byron was on the other side of the bed, examining William closely. Not taking her eyes from her husband, Jordan removed her heavy cloak and took slow, halting steps to the edge of the bed.

“Byron?” she rasped.

Byron studied him a moment longer before answering. “The eye and socket are healing well enough. There are no signs of infection,” he said softly. “But he has been greatly weakened by this wound.”

Byron’s nondescript eyes met hers for a moment and she gazed sadly at him. Then her eyes drifted back to her husband’s still body. He was breathing slow and labored, and when she reached down to feel his pulse; his skin was clammy and his heart rate was slow. It took her a moment to realize that he had given up the fight. He was not fighting to live.

She was suddenly seized with a fury she had never before experienced. He was not going to die. Damn him! His eye was healing, but still he was not recovering. Why?

Jordan wanted to be alone with him, to feel him against her, to tell him how much she loved him. Even if he could not hear her, she would tell him with every breath she took. He had to know she was there and if he was not going to fight for his life, she certainly was. She would not let him give up.

There were too many people in the room, all breathing down her back at once. Her irritation exploded.

“Get out,” she snapped, looking up at the faces she did not recognize. When they stared back at her blankly, she became infuriated. “Are ye deaf? I said get out! Get the hell out of here, all of ye. Ye damnable vultures; I shall not have ye in here waiting for his last breath.”

Byron knew she wasn’t talking about him but he obeyed anyway, herding the priest and the royal physician with him as he went. Kieran and Deinwald began to bully the occupants on the other side of the room, quelling their protests until the entire room was clear.

When the smelly, dark room was vacant, Kieran stood at the door. He watched Jordan’s back as she gazed down at William, sadness tugging at his heart. He wished to God there was something more he could do.

“I shall be in the next room should you require me, Lady de Wolfe,” he said softly and closed the door.

Jordan stared down at William for a long, long time, ignoring the ache in her back and her general fatigue. Slowly, quietly, she went around to the other side of the bed so she could see his face. She was apprehensive, of course, a strange and unknown fear. But the minute she laid eyes on his beautiful face, she knew her fears were for naught. It really was her William.

The tears came then. She sat on the bed, putting her hands on his face, cooing softly to him. There was a large patch over his left eye. She bent over, kissing his face, her tears falling on his cheeks. Gingerly, she lifted up the patch to reveal the new part of him she had not yet seen.

There was no shock, nothing horrible confronting her. A thick purple scar ran crossways across his eye, starting near his nose and ending right over the brow bone. The eye was closed, a little sunken, but nothing catastrophic. Jordan gazed at it a long time to become familiar with it, seeing from the angle of the wound that indeed it could have been much worse. She leaned down and kissed the eye twice before replacing the linen patch.

She was exhausted. She wanted to lay with him, whether or not he knew she was there. Talking to him the whole while, she removed her clothes bit by bit until her glorious and naked pregnant form was revealed. Before she realized it, she was singing softly to him as she crawled beneath the sheets, the first touch of their flesh bringing tears anew, but this time they were tears of contentment. God, it had been so long.

She lay with him the entire afternoon, singing softly with his head pulled against her breast. She took his limp hand and placed it on her massive belly, telling him of the baby’s habits. She laughed when she told him he kicked like a mule and liked to keep her awake during the night with his kicking and punching.

All afternoon and into the night she sang, exhausting herself all the more but desperate beyond words to let him know how much she loved him, how much his child loved him. Surely he would hear her and it would give him the will to fight.

When Kieran came in well after dark to light the tallow candle, she smiled wanly at him from where she lay, cuddled against William’s pale form. It struck Kieran as particularly pathetic and he left the room with tears in his eyes.

Jordan slept intermittently through the night, waking to talk to him, to feel his head, to smooth his brow. When the baby kicked painfully, she grabbed his hand to lay it on the spot so that he could feel the new life within her, the life they had created with their love.

She fell asleep again and awoke shortly before dawn. William hadn’t moved; his breathing still deep and regular. There had been no change since her arrival and it was suddenly too much for her to take; her bravery fled and she buried her face in the top of his head, sobbing deep, wracking sobs that came from her very soul. She had thought he would wake when he heard her voice, but he hadn’t.

Mayhap she had been wrong. Mayhap he was going to die no matter what she did. She would not let him go. He could not leave her, not when she loved him more than her own life. Her grief turned to anger and she began pounding on his back, yelling at him, yelling at God for being so cruel and then begging Him for mercy in the same breath. She would have gladly traded her own life for William’s.

“Damn ye, William,” she wept, slapping his cheek. “Ye canna leave me. Ye dragged me back from the pits of hell to return to ye and now I forbid ye to leave me. I willna let ye!”

She dissolved into a flood of hysterics, washing his hair with her tears. She kissed the inky locks, tasting her own salty wetness, rubbing her hands against his skin.

“I love ye, English,” she whispered so desperately. “Dunna leave me. Dunna leave yer son.”

Exhausted beyond her limit, she fell into a deep, heavy sleep, his face buried in valley between her breasts.
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Something was tickling her. She twitched, scratched at her nose, but it was persistent. Then it was as if the whole bed moved and she startled herself awake, seized with horrid fear that William had died and that they were trying remove him from the bed.

Her eyes flew open. William was still on the bed, but he had moved. He was lying on his side, facing her. Her heart soared with euphoria and when she lifted her eyes to his face, she was stunned to see that he was gazing back at her with one sleepy-looking eye.

“You are the most enormous pregnant woman I have ever seen,” his voice was raspy and faint.

“William.” she shrieked, trying to sit up but not doing a very good job. He reached out weakly to steady her.

“Nay, love, be calm and come here.” He was as frail as a newborn babe. “I would feel that swollen belly against me.”

She fell against him, crying hysterically as his hands weakly caressed her. He smiled faintly into her hair, inhaling her scent.

“I am with you, love, I swear it,” he whispered.

She was crying so hard she could not speak for several minutes. When she was finally coherent enough to talk, it was with gasps and stammers.

“They said ye were dying,” she sobbed. “I had to come and be with ye.”

He sighed deeply. “I promised you that I would return. I love you too much to leave you, Jordan.” She continued to cry softly as he attempted to shush her. “Come now, love; you are going to get yourself all worked up.” He stroked her face. “I shall be fine now that you are here. All I need is rest. And you.”

She tried to obey, forcing herself to calm, but God’s truth, she was absolutely wild with relief. Sniffling and rubbing her eyes, she propped herself up on her elbow to look at him.

“Oh, English,” she breathed, running her fingers across his face. “I thought I had lost ye. How do ye feel?”

He closed his eye for a moment, relishing her touch. “Very, very weak,” he murmured. “But in spite of that, I am hungry.”

She smiled. “Then I shall have Kieran fetch ye some food,” she said. “The man has been beside himself with worry for ye.”

He reached up and feebly took a strand of her hair between his fingers. His gaze was swallowing her whole.

“Who was it that slapped me and told me I could not die?” he asked. “Was it you, perchance?”

She bent over and kissed his nose, his cheek, the patch of linen over his eye. “It ’twas. Do ye intend to slap me back when ye’re able?”

He closed his eye at her reverent touch, her kisses. “That will not be first on my list of priorities. I simply wanted to thank you. It is twice now that I owe you my life.”

She smiled at him. “I am not keeping score.”

She was so weak with relief she could do no more than gaze upon him, touching him with loving hands. He lay still, feeling her touch, so tired he thought he could sleep for a hundred years but not wanting to miss a moment of her presence.

“Kieran?” Jordan called out. When William opened his eye and looked at her, she smiled happily. “I shall feed ye myself until ye are strong again.”

He nodded imperceptibly. “Better cover your magnificent breasts before Kieran forgets himself and I have to beat him down,” he whispered. “Which reminds me; I must speak with him.”

She giggled and pulled the covers up around her chest just in the nick of time. Both Kieran and Deinwald came barreling through the door, slamming it back on its hinges. Jordan could see from the looks on their faces that they thought the worst had come.

“Come here, Kieran,” Jordan said.

His face gray with terror, he obeyed, gazing down at William’s face. He was so still that Kieran feared the worst. Tears sprang to his eyes as he leaned over William’s form helplessly, not knowing what to say or do.

“My lady…,” he began in a husky voice.

A hand suddenly shot out and grabbed him by the tunic. Kieran nearly passed out from sheer shock, grabbing William’s wrist as if the action would prevent him from falling to the floor. His expression was wide with astonishment as William opened his eye and tugged him down so that he could speak to him.

“William!” he gasped.

Sick and exhausted, William still had the ability to intimidate with the simple lift of a brow. “What in the hell is the matter with you that you would bring my very pregnant wife to London all the way from Northwood?” he rumbled. “Have you gone daft?”

Kieran was nearly ill with relief. “She said she would walk if I didn’t bring her,” he smiled weakly. “I damn near had to pull her off of Paris when he denied her.”

“Paris? Where is he?” William whispered.

“At Northwood,” Kieran replied quietly, hoping William did not pick up on the tone in his voice. “He could not come.”

William’s eye closed and his hand dropped from Kieran’s tunic. “When I am well I am going to kick you right in the arse,” he whispered. “My wife’s condition is most delicate and I do not wish my son born on the road. You were foolish to let her bully you.”

“He couldna have stopped me,” Jordan said indignantly. “Ye needed me, English, and I was going to come. Now, stop talking. Kieran, my husband is hungry. Go fetch him some broth and tell Byron that William is in need of some of his healing herbs.”

Kieran smiled broadly at her. “Aye, my lady,” he saluted his lord sharply and left the room.

Deinwald stood by the door, his expression soft. Jordan had never seen that look on his face. He actually looked as if he might cry.

“He is fine, Deinwald,” she assured him. “He will be just fine. Why dunna ye go and get some sleep now?”

Deinwald moved his mouth as if to speak but ended up clearing his throat. With a curt nod, he quit the room as well and closed the door softly behind him.

She gazed down at him again. “He was the most worried, I think.”

William didn’t reply; he was nearly asleep. With a sigh, Jordan pressed up against him, feeling his hand caress her softly on the small of her back. She kissed his shoulder, gazing up at the ceiling and thinking that everything was indeed going to be alright.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Two weeks later William was feeling nearly tip-top. He had been eating well and rebuilding his strength with daily sword practice, working himself into exhaustion as his wife watched vigilantly. But there was another reason for the sword play as well; now that he only had sight from one eye, he had to adjust his skill with the blade. He had lost a good deal of depth perception with the partial loss of sight and had to become accustom to it. It had not been difficult for him; it was simply a matter of relying on other senses and realizing his depth perception was diminished.

With the help of Kieran and Deinwald, he learned to trust his hearing almost as much as his sight. He would practice with them both at the same time, simulating fierce battle situations and drilled himself for up to fifteen hours a day, learning to depend more on his sense of hearing than his eyesight. Even his sixth sense, the intuition that had served him well, became an integral part of his fighting.

There were a few times when he took decent blows, drawing blood, but still he would not give up. He took it as a personal challenge and he was not about to give in to self-pity. With Jordan watching every move he made in rain or shine, he would not disappoint her. Her faith drove him on.

Henry had taken a special interest in William’s recovery, feeling quite responsible for what had happened to the man. He spent a good deal of time watching his champion practice, debating whether or not William would still be his champion now with his handicap. But by the end of the second week he was immensely pleased to see that indeed, he still had a champion in the baron. The man was positively unstoppable.

And because of his respect and gratitude for William’s service, he would not punish the man for lying to him. When Lady de Longley, or more correctly, Lady de Wolfe, had hastily explained the situation on the eve of what everyone was sure was William’s death, he had been stunned. His shock quickly turned to anger, an anger he found focusing on the deceased earl. After all, John knew better than to foil the king, but he had done it anyway. Lady de Wolfe had said that the earl hadn’t wanted her, which Henry found hard to believe, and therefore sanctioned the marriage between her and William.

Henry could chuckle over it now, the very pregnant woman with her hands on her hips, enlightening him to the truth. She was in London to see her dying husband, and the king would know the truth of the matter since neither the earl nor the king’s champion had seen it fit to tell him. And she had been right when she said it was better this way, for being married to the intended Warden of the North Border was as good as being married to the Earl of Teviot. Now, with John gone, she still held position and power, and cemented a tight alliance.

Ah, well, his children were becoming disobedient in his old age. But he would let this event slide unnoticed for the sake of his champion and his lovely Scot wife. The true person to blame was de Longley, but he was dead and his stupid son now held the titles and the power. Henry was certainly not happy over that, but Castle Questing would now be the jewel in the crown of the border with William at the helm. Northwood, and all of her might, would simply have to be controlled. If need be, he would have William take Alexander down and then the younger, more level-headed son would ascend the power. He thought more and more on that every day.

As William’s strength and power returned, the most personal problem facing him these days was how Jordan felt about his appearance now that he was flawed. God love her, she insisted it made no difference at all, which it truly didn’t to her. He was beautiful with two eyes or one. She noticed for the first few days he had difficulty looking her straight in the eye until she demanded to know why he would not look at her. His much-drawn-out reason nearly broke her heart.

They were sitting at the table after sup one night, gazing into the hearth. William sat next to her, his hand on her belly, seemingly dazed by the flames. Jordan kept glancing at him, wondering why he seemed so subdued these days.

“English, what’s wrong with ye?” she finally asked.

He glanced at her quickly and looked away. “Nothing. Why do you ask?”

She raised an eyebrow at him and grasped his face, forcing him to look at her. He did, reluctantly. “Why dunna ye look at me anymore? Is it because I am so fat that ye canna stand the sight of me?”

He let out a sharp sigh. “God, no. Where do you get these daft ideas?”

He tried to look away again but she would not let him. Instead, she wedged herself onto his lap and refused to let go of his face. He was facing her, all right, but he was looking at the ground.

“Look at me!” she snapped softly.

He did, his gaze hooded. She studied his face closely, every beautiful feature. Finally, she softened. “Are ye embarrassed because of yer eye?”

He didn’t answer her, trying to pull her against him but she balked. “Answer me. Is it yer eye?”

He pursed his lips faintly. “I am not the man I once was.”

She scowled something fierce and hopped from his lap. “In what way? Yer still the man I married, the most beautiful man I have ever laid eyes on. Why do ye make that ridiculous statement?”

“It’s not ridiculous,” he said softly.

“It is,” she returned, her rage gaining speed. “Then if that is the case, I am not the woman I used to be. I used to be slim and lovely, and now I am as fat as a cow. Do ye love me any less?”

“Of course not.”

“Then why would you think I would love you any less simply because ye lost a small portion of yer body? I would not love ye any less if ye lost a finger, much less an eye.” She was angry with him, yet pleading with him all the same. “English, yer beauty isn’t merely yer handsome face. It is yer heart and yer spirit. I am disappointed that ye would put so much stock in your appearance.”

“I am not putting stock in my appearance,” he insisted uncomfortably. “ ’Tis just… oh, God, you would not understand.”

“Tell me,” she demanded softly.

He picked up her anger, his jaw ticking. “I am…I am flawed, Jordan. God, I look at you and you are so beautiful and perfect and I feel so unworthy of you.” He winced at the confession, rising to stand with his back to her. He hadn’t meant to tell her his most inner fears but they came tumbling out anyway. “I am sorry, love. I do not mean to sound angry with you. But I cannot help these feelings.”

She softened tremendously, feeling so very sorry for him. Lord only knew how she would feel if she were flawed in anyway, but she had meant what she said.

“I’d love ye if ye lost both arms and legs, English, if yer face was ripped from yer head,” she murmured. “Ye’re like a beautiful package – delightful to look at, but the real treasure is inside.”

He stood still a moment, staring at the floor. Then, slowly, he turned to face her. “What did I ever do to deserve you?”

She smiled, moving to him and enveloping him in her embrace. “Aye, now that ye’re properly convinced that outward appearances dunna matter, I would see no look of disgust in yer eye when I get even fatter before this babe is born.”

He feigned shock. “My God, is that possible? That you will get even fatter? I surely cannot share my bed with you, then. ’Twould be like sleeping with Kieran.”

Her brows drew together in good-humored outrage. “Kieran is not fat. He has not a bit of fat on him.”

“And how would you know?” his eyes narrowed.

She purposely looked away in an exaggerated gesture. “I have touched the man, English. I do believe his arms are bigger than yers.”

He raised a ravens-wing brow. “His arm had better be all you have touched.”

She giggled as he whipped her back into his grip, his lips clamping down on the soft white silk of her neck.

And thank God for Kieran. He seemed to understand William’s dilemma perfectly, even without being told. The linen patch William was wearing was most unattractive, adding to his self-consciousness, so Kieran took it upon himself to take care of it.

He went into London to a tannery and commissioned the tanner to make two eye patches for his liege, both of black leather. One was plain but the second had silver studs on it. He thought himself quite clever for thinking of it, even though it was not an uncommon sight around London to see a man with an eye patch.

William had been reluctant to try the patch on at first, examining the things closely for quite a while, but finally relented. Gazing back at himself in the polished mirror, he immediately thought he looked like the devil himself and moved to tear the thing off when Jordan stopped him.

“Oh, English!” she exclaimed happily. “Ye look positively dashing. Ye look like a pirate!”

He looked at her, noticing her genuine delight. Then he looked at himself again. “Do I?”

“Aye!” she insisted, moving to get a better look at him. “Ye look…wicked. And mysterious. I love it.”

He grinned at her enthusiasm. He knew she would have told him that even had she hated it, but he could see from her expression that she was true.

“Then so do I,” he looked up at Kieran. “Hell, if I had known this would have been her reaction, I would have gotten an eye patch long ago.”

Kieran picked up the other eye patch, examining it before putting it on and looking at himself in the bronze mirror, too. “Hell, I look damn good with this thing on. Can I keep it?”

“No,” William snapped as he ripped it off Kieran’s head to gales of Jordan’s laughter. He looked at himself a moment longer before turning to his second again. There was warmth in his expression. “Thank you, Kieran.”

“My pleasure,” he replied modestly. “But I warn you, I am going to go have one made for me. Mayhap Jemma will think I look wicked, too.”

Jordan’s smile faded at the mention of her cousin. She missed her dreadfully and not knowing whether or not she had had the child, whether or not she was all right, tore at her. But it was worse for Kieran; he had stayed in London to aid William’s recovery unselfishly even though his heart ached for his little wife. William had insisted he return to Northwood several times, but he had refused.

Jordan went to sit down while the men finished toying with the eye patch. Deinwald entered the room a few minutes later and nearly ran off with the patch with the studs. Jordan’s depression was somewhat eased as she watched her husband, enthusiastic for the first time in a long while.

And she really did love the patch on his eye; it gave him a sort of devil-may-care appearance. She was so pleased at his recovery that she could now focus on bringing this child into the world. It was taking all of her strength, day after day, and she was weary of it. She prayed to God that it would be soon.
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Jordan’s prayers were answered the very next night.

Her contractions had started as gentle twinges in her groin and quickly escalated into full-blown pains within a couple of hours. William was still asleep next to her and she was reluctant to wake him, for it could be hours yet but when the pains increased dramatically, she decided she should rouse him.

“English,” she whispered, jabbing him in the ribs.

He was immediately awake. His head came up, looking at her.

“What’s wrong, love?”

She smiled weakly. “I think, mayhap, that ye should fetch Byron and Analiese. I should not like to have yer son by myself.”

His eye widened, but only for a split-second and then he was in control again. Kissing her forehead, he swung his massive legs over the side of the bed and pulled on his breeches. As he was pulling on his boots, another pain hit her and she gasped before she could stop herself.

He shot off the bed, his gaze boring into her with concern. “Are you all right? How long have you been having them?”

She wished she hadn’t made any noise for he looked positively frightened. “A few hours. Go, now, and get them for me.”

He didn’t even put his tunic on. He threw open the door, bellowing for the nearest soldier to fetch Kieran to him and then turned swiftly back to his wife.

“I will be but a moment, I swear,” he said hurriedly, his urgency picking up speed.

She nodded, waving him on, knowing it was going to be sometime before the child arrived. She wondered if she were brave enough to bear this child. The thought of childbirth never particularly frightened her until this very moment.

But it did not take hours. By the time Byron and Analiese reached her rooms, her water had ruptured and she was in agony. Analiese tried to chase William away, but he staunchly refused.

“I will not leave,” he said firmly, although he was undecided as to whether or not he truly wanted to. Every time Jordan had a contraction he felt as if he were having one, too. “My wife needs me.”

“Your wife will do just fine without you,” Analiese said stubbornly. “Get out of here and let us work.”

He looked over Analiese’s head and sought out his wife. “Jordan, love, do you wish me to leave?”

Jordan was quickly falling into the world of agony, where the only thing that mattered was making from one wave to the next without screaming her head off. Byron was in the process of helping her sit up to drink an ergot potion for the pain when another contraction hit her and she yelped aloud before gritting her teeth against it.

“I dunna care what ye do,” she grunted.

He looked uncertain, preparing to reason with her when Analiese put her hand on him. “If I were you, I would go unless you are prepared to take on a barrage of insults,” she told him with a faint smile. “Women in childbirth often do and say strange things, I have been told. Go out and wait with Kieran and Deinwald. I will let you know when your son arrives.”

He almost argued with her but thought better of it. He was having difficulty seeing his wife in so much pain, wanting so much to stop it but being entirely helpless against it. It would get worse, he knew, and drive him mad with his impotency. He would do her no good in that state. Sighing with great reluctance, he complied.

Two of the knights’ wives were at the door when he opened it, respectfully explaining that their husbands had requested they help attend the champion’s wife. William wasn’t about to let anyone he didn’t know into the room, but he knew their husbands and they were good men. With a wave of his hand, he ushered them in.

Kieran and Deinwald, as well as several other knights he had come to know over months of battle service were in the hall, all looking as if it were their wife who was expecting. When William came from the room, a company of faces turned to him eagerly.

“No baby yet,” he told them. He meandered over to where Kieran was standing and leaned heavily against the wall.

“She will be fine,” Kieran said calmly.

William looked at him. “How can you be so composed when at this very minute your wife may be going through the same thing and you are not there to comfort her?”

Kieran smiled. He had always been the most collected of his knights, and certainly one of the wisest. The man lent new meaning to the term ‘gentle giant’.

“Jemma would be using me as her punching bag, so mayhap it is best I am not there when she gives birth,” he quipped. “However, in all seriousness, I believe that I shall leave on the morrow if you will not be needing me, and make way back to Northwood.”

“Good,” William said thankfully. “I am glad you have finally come to your senses. Jordan will be thrilled.”

The two men rested against the wall, joined by Deinwald. Silently, they pondered their thoughts, each to his own, waiting as patiently as they could muster as a new life was brought into the world.

For as peaceful as it was in the hall, Jordan was in a living hell. Unbelievable pain and pressure were doubling her over, and the instinct to push was like nothing she had ever experienced. Byron was bent over between her legs; his old face was serious, while Analiese stood over his shoulder looking rather pale. Jordan would find out later that it was the first birth she had ever attended.

“Push, my lady,” Byron’s voice never rose above a normal speaking tone. “With your next pain I want you to bear down as hard as you can.”

Jordan tried, but God’s honest truth, she was exhausted. The pains had come so fast and so furiously that they had nearly overwhelmed her and sapped all of her strength. She had only been in labor a mere six hours but it seemed like six days.

Another pain came, tightening across her mid-section.

“Push!” Byron told her.

“I am!” she yelled back as if she were barking orders on the field of battle. Analiese looked startled that such a delicate lady could use such a tone, but Byron didn’t blink. He was too busy watching the baby’s head crown.

Analiese saw it, too. She was overwhelmed with excitement.

“Jordan, I see it!” she blurted happily.

Jordan flopped back onto her pillows in misery. She was about to yell a nasty retort when another pain seized her and she doubled up again, instinctively pushing as hard as she could.

Analiese left her post and went to assist her, sitting behind her on the bed to better support her efforts. Jordan was sweating profusely, her long hair clinging to her wet face. At Byron’s instruction, Analiese put her hands on Jordan’s stomach to aid her in her pushing when the next contraction came.

Jordan pushed and pushed. A half hour later she was still pushing. Analiese was beginning to worry, but Jordan was so oblivious to anything but the pain that she had lost track of time. The knights’ wives, having birthed five children between them, hovered behind Byron and looked quite composed, waiting to be called into service. When Analiese looked into their older faces, she felt somewhat better because she deduced if anything was wrong, the women would be reacting.

Byron was doing something neither Jordan or Analiese could see, but that Jordan could certainly feel. He felt as if he was trying to pull the baby free himself and she screamed at him to leave her alone. After a few moments of twisting and tugging, a faint smile finally cracked his face.

“Okay, ladies,” he said softly. “Push harder than you ever have with the next pain and this babe should break free.”

The pain came. Jordan grunted with the force of her pushing while Analiese bore down with her, all of her queasiness forgotten with the immanency of the moment. Surely as Byron had predicted, the infant slipped free and into Byron’s waiting hands.

A thin wail filled the stale air almost immediately. Analiese hugged Jordan, who was panting heavily but still managed to smile.

“Byron.” she gasped. “Is it…is he…?”

Byron looked up at her, grinning. “Your son is fine and as big as an ox.”

A son. Jordan began to cry and laugh at the same time as Analiese embraced her, both women emotional and relieved. But as Byron was handing the infant to one of the waiting women, Jordan was seized with another pain as fierce as the previous one that propelled her son into the world and she cried out loudly in agony and surprise.

Analiese stopped her laughing and was panic-stricken. “Byron! What is wrong?”

Byron, however, remained entirely calm. “Relax, Lady Analiese,” he said. “It is usually customary for the pain to subside after the baby has been born.”

“But the baby has been born,” Analiese reminded him as if he were completely daft.

His black eyes twinkled. “Not this baby.”

Analiese looked at him for a moment before the truth settled in. “Twins?”

Jordan moaned, twisting a little trying to ease her aching tailbone and body. “Aye, twins. Miserable little whelps. They are making me daft.”

“How long have you known this?” Analiese asked, shocked.

“Not long,” Jordan whispered, again gripped by the torrential forces of childbirth.

Her second son was born exactly ten minutes after the first, a little smaller, but quite lusty and pink.

While Analiese and the two other women cleaned and cooed to the screaming infants, Byron finished cleaning Jordan and gave her a few stitches where she tore. She was so exhausted that she could do nothing more than lie in her damp clothes and doze, but she could hear her sons crying and it was the sweetest music she had ever heard.

When Byron was sure Jordan was taken well care of, he moved to the door to give the news to the father. He could not keep the smile off his face. Lord only knew, he hadn’t smiled in years.

When he opened the door, William was standing in the doorjamb, arms braced on either side of the arch. He was leaning into his arms as if imagining them to be the door, pushing so hard to get in to see his wife that his hands were white.

His head came up from where he had been staring at the floor, the hazel-gold orb fixing on the tiny bald man. His face was emotionless but Byron knew he was wild with worry.

“Relax, Baron,” Byron said quietly. “Your wife is fine. As are your sons.”

William blinked. Then an expression of utter amazement crossed his face. “Sons?”

The old man nodded. “Two of the healthiest boys I have ever seen fit to deliver. Congratulations, my lord.”

Kieran and Deinwald, directly behind him, began to guffaw with laughter, which was picked up by the other men. William heard them but was unable to join in; he was dazed to the core.

“Twins?” he repeated in awe.

Byron stepped back. “Go in and see them.”

William woodenly stepped into the room as Byron slammed the door in the faces of the eager knights. With a push from the little physician, he entered the bedchamber and stepped to the edge of the bed, his attention divided between the two babes being bathed over on the table, and at his wife’s sleeping form.

He could hear the babes, yelling their little lungs out, and knew they were fine. Jordan, however, scared the hell out of him; she was as pale as a ghost.

“Are you sure she is well?” he whispered to Byron.

“Aye, she is,” he replied. “She is merely exhausted. Your sons were quite large.”

He let out a ragged sigh, moving to sit on the bed but not wanting to wake her, so he moved into the nearest chair. He had to sit down or he would fall down, so great his surprise and relief. His gaze never left his wife.

“Here, William,” Analiese said softly. “Would you like to hold your son?”

He tore his gaze away from Jordan’s face to look at the woman standing next to him with the bundle in her arms. Analiese smiled, coaching him as one does a new father as he reached up and took the baby into his arms. His touch was sure yet gentle, not at all timid, as if he had done it a hundred times before.

“This is your firstborn,” she said, stepping away.

He gazed down into the tiny red face, marveling at the perfection he saw. Tiny tuffs of blond hair peeked out from beneath the swaddling blanket and tiny, angry fists waved at him. With all of the swirling emotions he was feeling at that very moment, his first reaction was to laugh.

“Why are you so angry?” he whispered to his son. “You are shaking your fists at me already.”

He continued to chuckle at the infant, examining the fingers and toes that escaped from the swaddling. The babe was quieting somewhat when Analiese brought over the other boy.

“Here,” she said. “Hold your second born so that he will feel no favoritism.”

William took the other babe eagerly, both children nestled quite comfortably in his arms. He looked at his second son, noticing the much darker hair and skin tone. This child would look like him.

“Well, little pup,” he said to him. “You do not look much like your brother, do you?”

The babe’s response was to wail loudly. Hearing his brother scream, the other child resumed his yelling as if to out-do him. It was so comical that William laughed until tears rolled down his cheeks. Unnoticed to him, Byron and the ladies had slipped from the room to allow him privacy with his family.

With the babies screaming, he stood from the chair and began to pace, speaking softly to them of the history of their parent’s relationship. His tone was so soothing and honeyed that it was no time before the infants quieted and went to sleep. But he continued to walk with them, staring at them as if he were afraid they were going to disappear.

He was amazed and elated and could imagine no greater joy than this. Silently, he thanked God for the blessings he had seen fit to bestow upon him. How could one man be so very fortunate, he wondered dreamily.

Jordan was still asleep when Analiese came in to take the babies and put them to bed in the adjoining room. She had a wet nurse ready to feed them when they woke, allowing Jordan time to recover. William was grateful for her foresight.

It was nearly the noon hour but William felt as if he had been up for days. He went back over to the bed where his wife lay, watching her as she slept. He noticed there was a bit of color back in her cheeks and reached out to touch her face ever so gently. God, how he loved her.

He slumped against the wall on her side of the bed, sliding down until his bottom hit the floor. He sat there, one knee raised and elbow resting on it, watching his wife’s sleeping face, never more content in his entire life.

She awoke, once, later on that afternoon to find him gazing at her. With a faint smile, she closed her eyes again and drifted off for the rest of the night.
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The next morning, Jordan awoke absolutely ravenous. Cradling one son while William held the other, she wolfed down a huge portion of gruel as well as a large chunk of bread, talking the whole time with her mouth full. He watched her with a great deal of amusement, listening to her prattle on about the babies, Northwood and Questing. She insisted on seeing Kieran before he left so that he could pass a message on to Jemma for her.

He found it hard to believe she had just birthed two children the day before with the boundless energy she was exhibiting. He knew he was going to have trouble when she demanded to be released from bed.

Kieran entered the room, dressed in his armor, ready for travel. He spoke to both babies as if they would understand exactly what he was telling them, informing them that by one year of age he expected them to be in the saddle, swinging a broadsword.

Jordan argued vigorously with him, advising him that her sons would be scholars and not warriors, a statement William raised an eyebrow to. She merely smiled sweetly in return.

They spoke between them pleasantly for several minutes. Jordan reminded Kieran exactly what he should say to Jemma and extracted a promise that he would send them a missive regarding the child when it was born. William could see Kieran was eager to get on his way and told Jordan to be quiet and let the man leave.

Kieran was headed for the door when Deinwald burst in, his eyes wide.

“William, we’ve just received word from Northwo….” He stopped when he saw Kieran standing there.

William saw Deinwald’s hesitation and was immediately alerted to the fact that something must be terribly wrong. The way the man was looking at Kieran also told him that it must have something to do with Jemma.

He could not simply kick Kieran out of the room. The man was going to Northwood this minute and would need to know anything of importance. Mentally bracing himself, William nodded at his knight.

“Continue, Deinwald,” he said evenly. “What did the message say?”

Deinwald looked helplessly at William. He didn’t want to tell him, not in front of Kieran, and certainly not in front of Jordan, but in his haste he had created the situation. He took a deep breath, his eyes going between William and Kieran. He could not even look at Jordan.

“A messenger arrived a half hour ago,” he said quietly. “The Scots attacked Langton, forming a line to prevent any assistance from England. Alexander forbade Northwood troops to fight, as you knew he would, so Paris called upon Beverley, Hawkgrove, and Deauxville Mount. It took them over a week, but they broke the lines and separated the Scot forces. Only Langton was long gone.”

He glanced over at Jordan; they all did. She was sitting with her son clutched to her chest, her eyes spilling over, but didn’t utter a sound. Deinwald, visibly upset at her reaction, continued nonetheless.

“By this time, the English troops had suffered quite heavily and were discouraged to see that their fighting had been in vain,” he went on. “As they fell back, newly reinforced Scot armies chased them back into England. They got as far as Northwood. She is under siege as of three days ago.”

William was rigid. He was acutely aware of the small baby he held, careful not to allow his reaction to reflect on the child. Moving to the adjoining door, he calmly called to the wet nurse to come and retrieve both children. The fat woman silently and swiftly complied.

“Go on,” he told his knight after the woman left.

“Henry is so mad he could spit nails,” Deinwald said. “He’s mad as hell at Alexander for dishonoring the treaty his father agreed to. He’s already ordered 1200 troops readied for you to lead back to Northwood. Additionally, he wants Alexander brought back to London.”

“What in the hell for?” Kieran demanded.

Deinwald shrugged. “I do not know. Mayhap to stand trial; he didn’t say. At any rate, he wants you ready to ride by this eve. He is in his private audience chambers now and asked that you come to him after I delivered the message.”

William nodded faintly, his mind already working. He was thinking ahead to the ride, to the battle. “Did the messenger say what kind of shape Northwood is in? Has she been breached?”

“Nay, my lord, the man didn’t say,” Deinwald replied. “He was fairly spent by the time he got here. He has been riding three full days and nights to reach us.”

“Where is he?” William asked.

“Resting in a room near the kitchens,” Deinwald said. “I thought you might want to interrogate him further.”

William didn’t say anything; his face was grim. Deinwald took deep breath. “There is one more thing,” he looked at Kieran. Raising his hand, they saw that he clutched a small scroll and offered it timidly to Kieran.

Kieran eyed Deinwald and took the missive from him. “What is this? It has been opened.”

Deinwald cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I know. The messenger from Northwood carried it and Henry took it from him and read it, even though it was addressed to William.”

Kieran frowned. “Then why are you giving it to me?”

Deinwald looked as if he wished he were anywhere but in that room. “Because it is for you.”

Kieran ignored Deinwald’s pale face and read the missive. He only read it once. Then it clattered to the floor.

William was gravely concerned. Something terrible must have happened to Jemma and he was deeply troubled as to what his wife’s reaction would be, as well as Kieran’s. Morbid curiosity and necessity forced him to pick up the missive and read it.

Jordan was wiping at her eyes, watching Kieran’s stiff back and her husband’s face as he read the message. She knew deep in her heart that it was something awful about Jemma. After the news of Langton, she wasn’t sure she could take any more bad news. But she had to know.

“What does it say?” she asked softly.

William looked up at her. He glanced at the vellum again, then at Kieran, before answering.

“Jemma delivered a daughter two weeks ago,” his voice was faint with dread. “Your cousin is fine, but the child was stillborn.”

Jordan’s hands flew to her mouth as if to block out the scream that was threatening to burst forth. Her wide eyes were wider, filling with fresh tears that gushed over her cheeks like a waterfall after a rain. She began to shake her head, back and forth, hauntingly chanting over and over,

“No, no, no!”

William dropped the parchment and went to her, cradling her in his arms and feeling the wracking sobs that shook her. He could only imagine her pain, Kieran’s pain, knowing that it could have so easily been tragic for their sons, as well. Only by the grace of God did they have two healthy children.

As Jordan expended her grief, another sound filled the room, deep and mournful. It took William a moment to realize that Kieran was weeping.

Jordan heard him and she immediately ceased her own sobs, pulling away from William to gaze at Kieran’s heaving shoulders. He stood facing the wall, but his hand was over his face. Jordan instantly forgot her own pain, tears anew for Kieran’s grief.

“I must comfort him,” she whispered.

He didn’t try to stop her. Instead, he lifted her from the bed and carried her over to where Kieran stood. Gently setting her down, he backed away as Jordan threw her arms around the big knight and they cried away their anguish.

William simply stood, watching, his heart breaking for the both of them. He’d never seen any of his knights cry, least of all Kieran. He hoped that Jordan could offer him at least a small amount of comfort until he was able to see his wife again.

But there were bigger things at hand, at least for him. Henry had a sizable force amassed for him to lead back to the border and even now the king awaited his presence. He was damn reluctant to leave at this moment, but he had no choice.

Pulling Deinwald with him, they ducked into a small alcove where William kept his armor. Between him and his knight, his armor was assembled and latched in no time. They had worked silently, knowing what was coming, and mentally prepared themselves for it. William and Deinwald had seen so many battles together that there was never any need for words. It was as if they could read each other’s minds.

They emerged into the bedchamber a few minutes later to find Jordan and Kieran sitting on the bed. William could see that Kieran was calm now and he was listening intently to Jordan’s soft voice. He wished he could allow them more time to deal with their grief, but there were simply too many pressing matters. He needed Kieran with him.

“Kieran,” he said quietly.

Kieran stood, looking somewhat sheepish at his earlier display of emotion. “My lord?”

Since Kieran seemed intent on moving forward, and was putting the outburst behind him, William was too. “You will attend me at my meeting with Henry. Deinwald, see to the assembling of the troops and make sure all knights are present. If I am going into battle, I want a full complement. And see if we can send a missive on ahead to Northwood, letting them know we are riding to their aid.”

“Aye, my lord,” Deinwald said, moving from the room. William turned to Kieran.

“I want to speak with the messenger from Northwood and find out exactly what we will be dealing with, including the current state of Langton. I need to find out the state of the Scot forces.”

Kieran nodded, his armor clanging as he moved for the door. He appeared almost forced in his manner, wanting to get his mind off his sorrow. Jordan watched him with a great deal of sadness as he disappeared into the antechamber.

“He is devastated, English,” she whispered to her husband. “Be easy on him.”

William gazed down at her, so lovely in her flowing white dressing gown. His heart was being squeezed at the thought of leaving her yet again.

“He is a knight, Jordan,” he said. “I cannot afford him anymore consideration than anyone else, less so because he is my second. He is a strong man.”

She pursed her lips, regretfully thinking on his words. “So ye’ll be leaving me once more, will ye?” She shook her head. “Seems we just come together and ye are riding off again.”

He stood before her, watching the sunlight from the window play on her hair. “I am sorry. But at least I was here when you needed me most.”

“Which brings me to my next subject,” she said thoughtfully. “The priest will be christening the babes in a few days. We havena discussed names yet.”

He shrugged. “Whatever you decide is fine with me,” he told her. As much as he would like to help her select names, he had more pressing things on his mind.

“Then I have already selected the names,” she announced bravely.

It was as if she had been waiting for him to leave the naming to her. By the tone of her voice, she had apparently decided a while ago. He fought off a smile.

“Is that so?” he put his hands on his hips stubbornly. “Then tell me so that I may approve.”

He saw a flash of stubbornness in her eyes. “Approve or not, ’tis what I want,” she told him. “I have decided that our firstborn will bear the name of Scott, in honor of my clan and of my father. Our second son will bear the name of Troy, in honor of yer best friend and captain of Northwood for going above and beyond the call of duty during my months of pregnancy. He was a godsend to me, English, and I would like to honor him.”

“Scott and Troy?” he repeated thoughtfully. “Hmmm. I do not get a child named for me? I am, after all, their father.”

“They bear the name de Wolfe, and that is yer name, is it not?” she said slyly, watching him snort at the technicality. “But I have thought of ye and yer father as well. Scott’s full name will be Scott William Edward de Wolfe. Troy’s full name will be Troy Paris Richard de Wolfe, for Paris and his father.”

William was immensely pleased. He scowled at her, however, in feigned outrage. “Let Paris name his own sons after himself. Why does my son need to bear his name?”

She rose stiffly, knowing he was not truly outraged. “Because, English, he did ye a great service by watching over me and ye bloody well know it,” she said. “And, furthermore, ye have served with him for many years and ye….”

He cut her off by pulling her against him. “Fine, fine, I agree with you,” he said, hugging her. “Christen my sons Scott and Troy.”

She smiled happily at him. “Thank ye for ye approval, husband.”

He raised his eyebrows. “As if I had a choice.”

She continued to gaze up at him when suddenly her eyes turned misty.

“What’s wrong?” his brows drew together.

She was trying not to cry. “Langton,” she said softly. “Oh, English, what has become of my Da? My family?”

“I do not know, love,” he replied, rubbing her arms comfortingly. “But I will find out, I swear it. I shall take care of your family.”

She sniffed and blinked. “I know ye will. But I dunna know if they will take kindly to The Wolf.”

“They have no choice,” he said sternly. “Since I am the father of two new kinsmen.”

She smiled through her tears. “My Da will be so pleased to finally have sons,” she said. “Do be gentle when ye tell him his daughter married the most feared Sassenach warrior on the border. He is likely to burst a vein.”

“Better than him bursting my head open with a mace,” he said grinning, and pushed a stray lock of hair from her face. “Do not worry, love. The Wolf is returning to his home. Everything will be as it should be.”

She reached up and touched his patch. “Can ye fight all right now? I know how hard ye’ve been practicing.”

“I am better than all right,” he said confidently.

She believed him and it made her feel much better. She very much wanted to go to Northwood with him but knew it was impossible at the moment.

“Will ye send for me when everything is taken care of?” she asked hopefully.

“Aye, you know I will,” he assured her. “Mayhap we will even occupy Questing for a time, but should Henry call me back to London then you will come with me. I will never be separated from you again, and the king be damned.”

She frowned. “What do ye mean ‘the king be damned?’”

“Because he still believes you to be the countess, of course,” he reminded her patiently.

She shook her head. “He knows I am your wife,” she informed him. When he looked at her with a mixture of disbelief and fear, she nodded firmly. “Aye, he knows, William. I told him myself the very day I arrived. He has not said anything to ye yet?”

“Nay,” he shook his head in wonder, but he was also angry with her. “Why did you tell him, Jordan? ’Twas not your place.”

“Not my place?” she repeated incredulously. “I am yer wife, English. ’Twas not only my place, it was my right. He saw me when I arrived and called me ‘countess.’ I was frightened for ye and wanted to tell him at the first why I had come to London, to tend ye. I dunna think he was very happy, in faith, but at least he knows the truth of it now.”

William rubbed the back of his neck worriedly. Truth was, she had saved him the responsibility and it was much harder to strike a pregnant woman than a large, healthy knight. He deduced that if Henry were truly angry then he would not have commanded William to lead troops back to Northwood. Nor would he still be the king’s champion, or a baron for that matter. William found that he was greatly relieved that the monarch knew their secret.

At least he knew now, heading into his audience with the king, that Jordan had told the man everything. Better to be prepared.

“Speaking of the king, he is expecting me.” He would not dwell on what she had done. Leaning down, he gave her a swift kiss on the lips, but she latched onto his neck with her arms and would not let him go. He responded automatically, kissing her deeply until he forced himself away from her with a groan. “Do not do this to me, Jordan. Making love to you is out of the question, although it has been an eternity and I would dearly love to.”

“I miss ye already,” she whispered.

He left her with another kiss, but not before making sure she got back in bed with Analiese in attendance. His mind at ease with his wife and children taken care of, he marched from his apartments and prepared himself for his meeting with Henry.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


Henry did not mince words; he was short and to the point. He was bloody well pissed off at the whole situation, and William wondered if Alexander would be facing the swordsman when he returned to London. Henry’s veins bulged on his temple as he ranted and raved about the stupidity of a certain new earl and cursing the Scots in the same breath. Not only did he have problems with the damnable Welsh, but the Scots were becoming completely unreasonable as well. He would send a missive to King Alexander of Scotland and demand that the man control his border lords… or else.

William stood stoically in front of his king, listening to the ramblings of an angry old man. Around him, his courtiers remained in silent agreement, offering small opinions to reinforce the king’s own ideals.

William was completely focused on the king until he began to notice that the ladies present were looking at him and sending him coy, meaningful glances. He was irritated at their attentions, tearing his gaze away from Henry only once to shoot the group of them a reproachful glare. Undaunted, they continued until Henry dismissed the entire room, with the exception of William.

He came down off the dais, giving William the once over as he calmed his boiling blood.

“You look as if you could take on the devil and win,” the king commented.

“Mayhap that is just what I will be doing, sire.”

The king grunted. “I am glad to have my champion back. We came close to losing you a few times, didn’t we?”

“I am better than ever now, sire,” came the firm reply.

Henry nodded, fixing William with a stare. “And I understand congratulations are in order. I hear your wife birthed two healthy sons yesterday.”

William faltered for a split second. “Aye, sire. She and the twins are doing very well. Allow me to apologize for not telling you of the true situation between Lady Jordan and myself. ’Twas wrong of me, I know.”

Henry looked impassive. “Aye, it was. But you are not entirely to blame. Yet I must tell you that if John were alive he would be the recipient of the royal wrath. I am unused to being deceived in such a manner.”

“What the earl did, sire, he did out of respect for me,” William defended his late liege. “He knew of my feelings for Jordan and he also knew that she returned those feelings. To marry her would have caused a great many people misery, including himself. He did not want a bride. Believe me when I tell you that he did not allow me to marry Jordan just to spite you.”

Henry shrugged thoughtfully, yet with an irritated cock of the brow. “Be that as it may, it still serves a purpose in that Lady Jordan is married to a border lord, yet I understand that there is virtually no Langton left to be allied with.”

“So I have been informed, sire,” William answered grimly.

Henry paced back to his chair. “I would know the situation as soon as you reach Northwood. I have no patience with the bloody Scots and their mindless war games. What they are doing is foolhardy and well they know it. ’Tis time for a show of force from the crown to chase the little bastards back into their holes. Be swift and painful, William.”

“Aye, my lord,” William replied, meeting his king’s gaze.

“You know, you are somehow different to me,” Henry said as almost an afterthought. “ ’Tis not only the obvious, but something in your stance. Your manner. Has this injury affected you so?”

William shook his head, puzzled. “I know not what you mean, my lord.”

Henry rubbed his chin, leaning on his arm rest. “Mayhap I know not, either. The de Wolfe I brought with me from Northwood was pure warrior, the invincible champion. The de Wolfe I see before me has suddenly taken on dimension.”

“I hope for the better, sire,” William had no idea what the man was talking about.

“Absolutely,” the king nodded. “My God, man, you were formidable enough before. But now you seem… indestructible. Mayhap it is that eye patch that gives you such an imposing presence. Mayhap a wife and children has made you complete in your old age.”

William smiled faintly. “I will not dispute your wisdom in that, my lord.”

Henry stared at him a moment more before waving William off. “Ride hard, lad. You have a good deal of cleaning up to do. I would hear from you as soon as you arrive.”

“By your command, sire.”
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He returned to Jordan later on that day after checking on the army he was to lead. Henry had ordered a three thousand man force, including eight wagons and a full company of mounted archers. It was damn near the biggest army William had ever seen. He knew the king was deadly serious about quelling the Scot resistance with this size of a force and wondered if it were because he felt guilty when he downplayed de Longley’s concerns. Obviously, the earl had been right.

William’s mind kept wandering to the conversation he’d had with the king and the strange comments the sovereign had made. He had used words like invincible, indestructible, complete… had his injury changed him? He shook his head; he knew not how except that he was stronger for it. He was still the same person he had always been, with the exception that he now had sons to care for; and a wife he was madly in love with.

He shook his head again in confusion. He would have to ask Jordan if there had been a noticeable change in his demeanor. She would tell him the truth.

He was crossing the small courtyard that led to the apartments where he was housed. He noticed three women several feet away, the same women that had been in Henry’s audience chamber. They smiled coyly at him and laughed amongst themselves as he drew closer, but he ignored them. He had seen the women before, several times since his arrival, but only recently had they sought his attention openly.

When he was only a few feet away, much to his distress, one of the women brazenly approached him.

“Baron Kilham,” she said with a sickly sweet voice. “We are so pleased to see you alive and well again.”

He stopped purely out of courtesy, even though he could feel his impatience rising. He had no time for these silly females.

“Thank you, my lady.”

“Please call me Miranda,” she batted her eyelashes at him. “Lady Miranda le Londe. Mayhap you have heard of my father, Baron Rochedale?”

“Indeed I have,” William replied evenly, but he almost laughed aloud at her flirty gestures. She had above-average looks but was a far, far cry from his wife. Naturally, Jordan had become the standard by which he judged all beauty and he had yet to see a woman that even came close.

A busty brunette thrust herself forward, her dress so low cut that he could see the areolas of her nipples. “And I am Lady Vanessa Moresby, niece to the king’s master chamberlain,” she said, giving him what he was sure was her best smile. “We heard of your grave wound. God be praised that you have regained your health.”

“My lady,” he greeted with a slight bow, discreetly taking a step back to put some distance between them. He was uncomfortable with their proximity.

The third woman, a tall young beauty, would not be left out. “My lord,” she curtsied. She seemed to be not as bold as the others. “I am Lady Charlotte Kincaid, ward of our king and heiress to Southollow Keep, near Essex.”

William bowed to her politely as well. Now that they’d had a chance to introduce themselves, he believed the time to excuse himself was ripe. He bowed again and took another step back only to be enveloped by Lady Miranda and Lady Vanessa. The women attached their hands to his massive arms and clung to him like leeches, talking rapidly and interrupting each other in the haste to make themselves heard. His patience was quickly gone.

“My lord, you must tell us of your campaigns in Wales,” Lady Miranda said dramatically. “We heard such horrifying tales.”

“Ladies, truly, I have no time to indulge you,” he said firmly but politely, trying to pull his arms free without much success. “Mayhap another time.”

“Is it true they call you The Wolf?” Vanessa was clinging persistently to him. “We have heard tale of your battle prowess here in London. They say you have no weaknesses and that men run at the simple mention of your name.”

He scowled in disbelief, trying to pull his arm free of Miranda’s insistent grip. When he opened his mouth to answer her ridiculous statement, soft, cool hands grasped his own and he saw that Charlotte was on the offensive.

“Vanessa, surely Sir William does not wish to speak of his reputation,” she admonished lightly, staring up at him dreamily. “We have all heard the rumors of the mighty Wolf and king’s champion. ’Tis no secret that he is the greatest warrior in all of England.”

Oh, God, William thought. There was nothing worse than starry-eyed, romantic females. He was sure that they were not intending to be a nuisance, but that was exactly what they had become, and he had hundreds of other things that required his attention. He was not a courtier, nor a diplomat, and he hoped he could end this little encounter without hurting any feelings; although at this point he didn’t care if he did or not.

“Ladies, I must be gone,” he said, taking deliberate motions to remove the hands latching on to him. “I am mobilizing an army as we speak. Good day to you.”

He took several hasty steps backward, making sure they didn’t follow him. The women watched him with wide, adoring eyes. Miranda even waved. But when he turned around to continue on his way, they rushed up behind him and snared him like a rabbit in a trap.

“Then we will walk with you, my lord.” Vanessa said loudly. “Surely there is no harm in that.”

William stopped and rolled his eye in irritation. He felt like shouting at them but controlled his temper, at least, for the moment.

“You may not accompany me,” he said with great restraint.

“Please, my lord,” Miranda begged. “We have had so little time to get to know the great Wolf.”

William was rapidly becoming angered. His jaw began to tick.

“Would you ladies kindly let go of my arms?” he said through clenched teeth. “I am losing circulation in them.”

“And I am losing patience,” came a sharp Scot accent.

William’s head snapped around to see his wife standing a few feet away. God in Heaven, he hadn’t even seen her coming. What in the hell was she doing out of bed?

“Jordan?” he gasped.

“Aye, Jordan,” She walked toward him, albeit very stiffly, glaring at the three women hot enough to melt steel. “Unhand my husband, ye hussies. How dare ye touch the king’s champion, as if he were a prize stallion to be inspected!”

Scot temper was legendary. The women let go of William and backed off, staring in astonishment at the beautiful, red-faced woman. Jordan stalked them, and with every step she took forward, they would back up a pace.

“I ought to kill the lot of ye for so much as speaking to him,” she snarled. “Ye’re nothing but whores in court guise, pretending to be innocent virgins so ye can catch a husband, when the truth is that yer legs are open for anything in breeches.”

The three women backed into an outraged group, stopping to face off against the charges.

“How dare you speak…!” Miranda began.

“Shut yer mouth, bitch,” Jordan snapped viciously, jabbing her finger at the cluster. “Hear me well, all of ye. If I so much as catch wind that ye’ve been near my husband again, I shall take a mace to ye. Do ye understand?”

Vanessa was red in the face. “You cannot speak to us like that.”

“I can and I did. What do ye intend to do about it? Have yer male kin come after me?” she demanded, putting her hands on her hips arrogantly. “Go right ahead, but make sure ye tell them that the woman they are to punish is The Wolf’s wife. I am sure they will be most eager to defend ye with that bit of knowledge.”

Duly stumped, the women continued to back away from the livid woman, shooting her angry glances as they skulked back across the compound. Jordan glared daggers at them the entire way, until they disappeared into the depths of the castle.

When the women were gone from sight, Jordan heard slow, deliberate clapping behind her. Still furious, she turned to see William applauding her with a lazy smile on his face.

“Bravo, Lady de Wolfe,” he said wryly. “Remind me never to get your dander up.”

She glowered at him. “One of us had to discourage them,” she said coldly. “Since ye couldna seem to find the backbone for it, I had to.”

His smile faded. “Jordan, you are wrong on that assumption and you know it. ’Tis much more difficult for a man to be rude to a woman than for a woman to be rude to another woman.”

She sighed heavily, disgusted. She had been watching for him from her window overlooking the courtyard and had seen the entire confrontation. True, her husband had tried to break away from them, but he had not been near firm enough, in her opinion, which was why she had hastily dressed and moved faster than she thought possible with her soreness. She knew she should not be out of bed, much less walking, but she was so damn jealous and angry that her emotions outweighed her better sense.

“I am tired,” she began to walk away from him.

William was upon her in two strides, sweeping her into his arms. “No doubt, my lady,” he said sternly. “You should not have come down here.”

She went rigid. “But I did, and a good thing, too, or those whores would still be pawing ye.”

He sighed, walking rapidly into the castle. “Can we simply forget about this, please? I must leave at dusk and I would hate to spend the last precious hours fighting with you.”

She was still angry but when he mentioned his departure, her fury quickly banked. Pouting, she held onto his neck and stroked his skin the entire way back to their apartments.

Once inside, he went straight to their bedchamber and attempted to set her upon the bed, but she balked.

“Dunna put me down, English.” She lay her head upon his shoulder. “Hold me for just a little while longer.”

The tone she used always melted him. “Can I take off my armor first?” he asked.

“Aye,” she said reluctantly, allowing him to put her down while he removed his mail and plates.

She watched him as he removed his tunic, then bent over her to remove her slippers. All the while she noticed a faint smile playing on his lips.

“Why are ye smiling?” she asked, weary.

He glanced at her, his eye twinkling. “I was simply thinking that you acted quite a bit like your cousin down there. Jemma may show her temper more often, but by damn, if you do not have the fire of the devil in you when you are riled.”

She fought off a grin, turning her head from him. “I thought ye wanted to forget about it.”

“I do,” he insisted, crawling onto the bed beside her. “But when I see greatness of strength I point it out. You, my lady, are a firebrand, and I for one, was proud of the way you rushed to my defense. You are very protective.”

She looked at him the, reaching out to trace the line of his face with her finger. “I am protective of what is mine,” she said softly. “Ye’re mine, English, and I want everyone in this decadent little town to know it. I shall kill anyone who threatens ye.”

He grinned. “Then you would be killing half of England, Wales and Scotland.”

She joined in his mirth. “Ye know what I mean, English. I mean of the female sex. Men naturally hate ye, but hate is the least of yer worries as far as women are concerned.”

He looked away from her with a careless shrug. “I care not what women think of me.”

She put her hand on his chin, forcing him to look at her. “Be that as it may, women are attracted to ye and ye must be mindful unless ye want to see yer wife end up in the Tower as a murderess.”

He laughed. “Would ye kill for me, truly?”

“Would ye kill for me?”

His frivolity was gone. “Without question. You are mine.”


CHAPTER FORTY


March was a bleak month. Much of the ground was still frozen and the sky was a constant shade of gray. The army kept warm with layers of clothing and armor and by marching twenty hours a day. William drove a hard pace, wanting to reach Northwood before she was razed.

William, Kieran and Deinwald said little, ate little, and slept less. They were all worried about their comrades and friends, wondering what state they would find them in upon their arrival. William felt increasingly guilty that Captain Payton-Forrester had been called into this war, as well as the other battle captains. He knew they had done it for him, and he was consumed with remorse for the losses he knew they had already sustained. This was not their battle. It was his.

Yet he knew that they would not blame him in the least, for many was the time when he had come to their aid unselfishly. In the realm of the battle lords, they pledged their lives to protect and serve one another. There was no placing of the guilt. ’Twas an honor to serve each other, and especially serve The Wolf.

It was the fifth night of the battle march, well after midnight. It would only be another two hours before they were on the march again. The men were weary but alert, taking the time to pitch lean-to’s to protect them from the moisture in the air. William hadn’t even brought a tent or a tarpaulin with him; any sleeping he had done had been with his back against a tree, never more than an hour at a time. He, too, was weary, but never had his mind been so alert.

The night around him was quiet and dark, with faint sounds from forest creatures softly piercing the icy air. The smoke from the fires was heavy, filling his nostrils with the acrid odor. The camp was still for the most part. Sentries were patrolling the perimeter, but there was not much more activity than that. Somewhere over to his left he could hear Deinwald scolding someone; the man was becoming more like Ranulf every day.

Kieran strolled over to him. He was sporting three day’s growth of beard, unusual for the usually clean-shaven knight. He had slept even less than William but looked completely vigilant.

“Northwood on the morrow,” he remarked, his gaze falling over the camp.

William watched the fading bonfires flicker against the darkness. “Aye,” he replied. “Before sundown, I would guess. I would furthermore hope that our messenger got through.”

“It is entirely possible the man was unable to break through the Scot lines,” Kieran said. “Northwood may well be advised of our arrival when they see us upon the horizon.”

“We bypassed Beverly today,” William said. “I thought of stopping to see if they had any news but thought better of it. It would have cost us time.”

Kieran shook his head. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. We shall find what we find upon arrival. What was current news yesterday might be obsolete today.”

William glanced at his second, studying the man’s face for a moment. “I have not had the chance to express my condolences on the loss of your child. I am truly sorry, Kieran. My heart breaks for you.”

Kieran looked at him, a brief flash of pain in his eyes that was as quickly gone. “There will be more children, I am sure,” he said softly. “ ’Twas God’s will that this child should die, I suppose, but I am eager to see Jemma. I am crushed to think of her going through such a tragedy alone.”

William nodded somberly. “I could not imagine not being at Jordan’s side when she delivered. To be apart from your wife is bad enough, but to have something like this happen….” He shook his head, unable to continue.

Kieran shifted on his big legs, trying to fight off the grief William had inadvertently brought up. He’d had a devil of a time coming to terms with the death of the baby, and the fact that he had not been there, which was why he had slept so little. Every time he closed his eyes he saw Jemma in the throes of childbirth, only to deliver a dead child. It tore at him like nothing he had ever experienced.

“I suppose she will beat me for not having been at her side,” he mused darkly.

“I suppose.”

Kieran kicked at the dirt. “In faith, she has a temper the likes of which I have never seen equaled, but there is a much softer side to her that most never see,” he said softly, thinking of his raven-haired wife. “She has a good heart and she is very loving. Even though she pretends otherwise, she is fiercely loyal to Northwood and the knights. Even Paris. She does like him, although he irks her.”

William grinned. “And she irks him. God, those two are a pair.”

Kieran’s smile faded just a bit. “ ’Twas probably he who comforted her after.…”

William wanted off the subject. He was missing Jordan and the twins dreadfully, more so now.

“What have you decided to name the boys?” Kieran asked, a little brighter.

William grinned, wiggling his eyebrows. “My wife decided to name them Scott and Troy, after her family name and after Paris. I had no choice in the matter.”

“Scott and Troy,” Kieran repeated. “They are strong names. Aye, I like them very much. If you have a daughter will you call her Helena?”

“Not likely,” William snorted. “I will name my daughter what I want, whether or not my wife likes it.”

Kieran leaned back against the tree, grunting when his armor dug into him. “Sure you will, William.”

William made a wry face, conceding the point. The man could command over a thousand men with complete control, yet he was spineless in the presence of one small, lovely female. She was the true power behind the strength of The Wolf.

An hour later, they roused their men, eager to get on to Northwood.
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It was unlike anything they had ever seen.

It all started with trails of smoke on the horizon, lifting above the trees into the early morning air. Knowing the smoke was coming from the direction of Northwood, William grew concerned and began to push the army faster. Knights slung shields over their left knee for easy access and swords were at the ready. They were prepared for a battle, prepared to jump into the fracas even after a week of heavy travel. This was what they had come for.

The smoke grew heavier the closer they drew. Scouts were sent out to make contact with the castle. By the time they passed through a series of dense trees, the full view of Northwood came into view and it was more than they could have imagined. It looked as if the castle was being overrun, even at this early hour; smoke billowed from the structure and the gatehouse looked as if it had been breached. It was crawling with men, but from their distance they couldn’t quiet tell who, exactly, it was. The closer they came, however, the more evident it became.

They met the Scots full bore, plunging into their lines like crazed men, eager to retrieve what was rightfully England’s. Metal met metal and metal met flesh. There was no stopping what had come, and there was no stopping The Wolf.

Paris was on the inner wall of Northwood. He saw the incoming army, hoping beyond hope it was reinforcements from London. When the banners were released and he caught the king’s signature, he was filled with joy and relief. All of his desperate prayers had been answered.

The Scots had breached the outer bailey and the majority of the fighting from that point had been to prevent them any further advancement. All of the outbuildings had been destroyed or badly damaged, and any passages that connected the outer to the inner wall had been destroyed or rendered fairly useless by Northwood’s troops.

But the battle had been hellish for Northwood; not being able to accompany the allied armies to Scotland had been a blow even though it had been expected. Beverley’s army even took to marching past Northwood on their way to the battle, simply to show Alexander that at least one army was loyal to the crown. And to William. There had been no doubt of that message, either.

Which was why Paris’ heart twisted at the sight of the king’s army. He knew Kieran was with them, as was Deinwald. But they were flying a banner he had not seen and assumed it was the colors of the new king’s champion. He didn’t recognize it. His heart ached to know how Jordan was faring. With William presumably dead, he would marry her and claim the babe for his own. If William could not take care of her, then he would. It had taken him a whole hour to come to that decision.

There had been a slight pause in the battle when the king’s army charged like a raging bull, plowing head-on into the line of Scots that had hastily assembled. The Scots in the outer bailey had filed outside of the walls to meet the challenge, giving Northwood’s army inside a bit of reprieve.

Paris and William Payton-Forrester had fought side-by-side for several days and now stood looking at the king’s army as if they were eyeing a Christmas feast. Captain Brockenhurst of Deauxville Mount joined them, wiping away blood from a fresh cut to his neck. He was a tall, wiry man who could fight like the devil. He flipped up his visor to get a better look at the king’s troops.

“By damn,” he muttered. “If that isn’t a welcome sight.”

Payton-Forrester grinned, slapping the man on his armor. “Old Henry came through after all. Looks like the whole damned of England is here to fight.”

“Aye,” Paris nodded, his eyes glued to the fight below. “Can either of you see Kieran or Deinwald?”

“Nay,” Payton-Forrester shook his head. “There are too damn many of them.”

Paris searched and searched, straining to recognize the tiny men below. Then, suddenly, he froze. His blue eyes widened and utter disbelief filled him like a flood.

He could not believe what his eyes were telling him. It was too incredible. He gripped the side of the wall, leaning forward as if the action could make him see all the better. He sincerely thought he was hallucinating out of pure wishing.

It was a miracle.

A slow smile spread across his face. “My dear, sweet God,” he murmured.

“What is it?” Payton-Forrester demanded.

Paris let out an almost hysterical chuckle, sounding more like he was gasping for air. He chuckled again. Then he broke out in loud, happy bursts of laughter. “Lads, ’tis not only the king’s armies that have come to our aid, but the damn Wolf is leading them.”

Payton-Forrester and Brockenhurst almost fell off the wall trying to jockey for a better position to see precisely what Paris was talking about.

“Where is he?” Brockenhurst demanded.

Paris raised a gauntleted hand, pointing. “There, Stephen; astride the dark gray destrier, smack in the middle of the fight.”

Brockenhurst saw him. He smiled widely. Payton-Forrester caught sight of William as well.

“Paris, you said he was dead,” he gasped.

“I said he was dying,” Paris corrected him. “I could only assume that he had died since Kieran had held out so little hope.” He grinned down at the battlefield. “Jordan was right.”

“Jordan? His wife?” Payton-Forrester asked.

“Aye,” Paris replied. “She pulled him through just like she said she would.”

Brockenhurst stood back, crossing his arms confidently. “Well, lads, I say we notify the troops. Knowing The Wolf is fighting outside these very walls ought to boost moral tenfold. It should only be a matter of time before he breaks through the lines and sends those bastards back where they came from.”

The three men heartily agreed on that issue. “Take care of it, Stephen. I shall keep an eye on the fighting from here.”

And he did exactly that, his eyes never leaving William; not for a minute. He didn’t even care that he was grinning like an idiot.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


The Scots were tired, as they well should have been. They had been fighting for nearly three weeks off and on; first at Langton and then at Northwood. William was having little difficulty dispatching them, since he was fresh. It seemed more to him like cutting wheat the way men were falling beneath his sword. At one point he even managed to pull one of the king’s knights aside and told him to send Northumbria and The Lyceum’s troops home; with three thousand fresh men to the fight, the Scots were as good as gone.

Northumbria pulled back and headed for home licking his wounds, but old Baron Harringham stayed on, hanging back in the trees and monitoring the fight. He had only five hundred men after the attack on his keep last year, but he had pledged the entire five hundred to aid Northwood when a frightened peasant came to his keep with a horrible story to tell. Besides, Harringham liked to see a good fight. And with the king’s troops involved, it promised to be entertaining.

The battle raged into the night. It began to rain terribly, drenching everyone until they were like soggy rags. But they kept going, sword on sword, dodging maces and arrows. William set up a line of Welsh archers that pounded the Scots mercilessly. He was trying to herd them away from the main gates as a dog herds sheep when, eventually, his efforts began to pay off.

Unfortunately, several hundred Scots had taken refuge in the outer bailey and he was having a devil of a time getting his own men in to flush them out. He didn’t want any of Northwood’s troops trying to remove them because that would have meant opening the only gate that separated Northwood from complete occupation. He preferred to keep the embattled allied troops safe in the inner bailey and allow him to worry about removing the Scots.

The war rampaged on into the wee morning hours. William managed to get several hundred troops into the outer bailey and began the process of driving the Scots out. He put Deinwald to monitoring the progress on the outer bailey while he and Kieran continued beating the hell out of the Scots outside the wall.

The rain had turned to sleet and was freezing up on their armor, making it as cold as hell, but they were sweating and clammy with the exertion of fighting. He knew the Scots were miserable, fighting in their hunting tartans or whatever other scraps of clothing they wore. A few of their knights wore armor and mail, but for the most part, the soldiers looked like peasants to him.

And they were unskilled, too. He was having little trouble when engaging them and usually managed a clean kill within a minute or so. It was almost as if the clans had gone into the villages to recruit men to fight, which they probably had.

When the pink-gold haze of dawn colored the eastern sky, the Scots began to break ranks and run north. The Scots in the outer bailey had been cleaned out, allowing the inner gates to be open for the first time in over two weeks. It took William a moment to realize he heard his name being chanted by the English troops pouring out through the inner gates.

He paused for a moment, listening to the chant and a chill running up his spine. God, how he had missed it. The armies were gushing out of the gates, swords in hand, helping chase off the Scots that had plagued them for so long. He recognized many of the men, men who were smiling and waving at him even as they chased after the Scots. They were so damn glad to see him that he had to smile.

William had come home again.

His knights were riding out to greet him. He recognized the destriers and thereby identified the heavily armored men. Michael, Corin, Marc, Jason and Ranulf. Paris, Lewis and Adam were missing.

The knights charged at him, throwing up their visors to greet their former captain properly.

“Baron!” Michael roared. “ ’Tis about time you showed up!”

William raised his hand in greeting, a moment’s hesitation before raising his faceplate. He was sure they knew of his injury, but he found he was almost apprehensive of then reaction to his appearance. But raise the faceplate he did, smiling wearily at his men.

They were grinning openly back at him, their horses snorting and dancing in the heat of excitement. Ranulf steered his big animal next to William, peering at him.

“So that’s what you look like now?” he said, examining the eye patch. “Christ, you look fearsome with that thing. It suits you.”

The others agreed heartily. William, embarrassed, waved them off. “Where is Paris?”

“Inside the keep, my lord,” Ranulf answered, his face suddenly grim. “We lost Lewis two days ago. And Adam….”

“What about Adam?” William demanded.

“He killed his brother,” Ranulf said as quietly as a battle would allow. “He has confined himself to his rooms and prays for death.”

William gazed up at the turrets of Northwood. “Damn,” he mumbled, but came around again and waved his gloved hand toward the north. “You men help Kieran chase these bastards back the way they came. After I see Paris, I will join you.”

“Aye, my lord,” they answered, spurring their destriers on.

William was reining his horse toward the open outer gate when he suddenly heard his name. He turned to see that Michael had stopped his nervous horse and was still looking at him.

“ ’Tis good to have The Wolf back,” Michael said.

William cocked an eyebrow, trying to remain stoic, but cracked a smile in spite of himself.

“ ’Tis good to be back,” he said shortly, spurring his animal for the outer bailey.

The outer bailey was in shambles, as he knew it would be. In fact, it didn’t even resemble the bailey he once knew. He caught sight of Deinwald as he galloped through, hearing the man shouting orders to the new English troops that were now mounting the walls. Confident that the bailey was well taken care of, he did not pause on his way into the inner bailey. He was eager to see Paris.

Paris was waiting for him, standing on the steps that led into the keep. Other than a huge smile, he did not acknowledge William in any other way as the man came to an abrupt halt in front of him and bailed from his horse.

“Dammit, man,” William said as he pretended to be angry. “I leave you in charge of my fortress and this is what happens? I should run you through.”

Paris feigned a scowl at the insult. “We had the Scots well under control, baron,” he returned. “We had simply permitted them space in the outer bailey to refresh their troops whilst they pounded us.”

William ripped off his helmet, his smile warm. Paris immediately came to terms with the face of the new William and instantly decided it was better than the old one. This William was somehow more human, yet more invincible than ever. ’Twas difficult to put the change into words, but he knew it was a positive one.

They extended their gauntleted hands simultaneously, gripping each other in a greeting of complete friendship and relief and happiness. Then they hugged each other, tightly. Their smiles spoke volumes.

“I never thought I would be so happy to see anyone, least of all you,” Paris remarked.

William chuckled. “Nor I.”

Paris still held onto his friend. “Am I to assume you are a father at last?”

William nodded, letting go of Paris’ glove and removing his gauntlet, wiping at his brow. “Aye, nearly two weeks ago. Twin boys.”

“Twin boys?” Paris repeated incredulously. “My God, William, do you always have to outshine everyone? And how is their beautiful mother?”

“Beautiful and perfect.” William’s face softened into the expression Paris equated with Jordan. “But she had the gall to name one of my sons after you, of which I strongly disapproved.”

“Me?” Paris looked incredulous.

“Aye, you,” William tried to look angry. “One son is blond, like her, and the other is darker as I am. She chose to name that dark son after you. Troy, she calls him.”

“Troy,” Paris grinned in pure delight. “A wonderful name. It looks as if all that back-rubbing I did for her paid off.”

William scowled. “Back-rubbing?”

Paris was deliberately provoking him and they both knew it. “Aye, and what a pleasure it was,” he pushed.

William began to remove his other gauntlet as if to call Paris out, and Paris laughed loudly. “ ’Twas only her back I touched, I assure you,” he said quickly. “Through clothes, no less.”

William paused in mid-removal, fighting off a smirk as he replaced his gloves. “That’s better,” he said. “She was huge and uncomfortable, was she not? It scared the hell out of me when she went into labor.”

Paris made a wry face. “No doubt,” he said. Then, he sobered. “You received my message about Jemma?”

William’s smile faded. “Aye,” he said softly. “How is she faring?”

Paris shook his head. “Poorly. I believe the banshee died with the child. Where is Kieran?”

“Chasing the Scots back to the border,” William replied. “I shall send him back when I catch up to them.”

Paris nodded In agreement. “The sooner the better. It has been most difficult around here, especially not knowing your fate or Jordan’s. Seeing you will be just the boost Jemma needs.”

William nodded, scratching at his scalp. “What is this I hear about Adam?”

Paris looked grim. “So you have been told?”

“Ranulf mentioned it briefly when I met him outside the gates,” William told him. “What in the hell happened?”

Paris sighed heavily. “Alexander had taken an extreme dislike to his brother over recent days, especially when Adam voiced his opinion regarding the support of Langton,” Paris explained. “Adam claims Alexander came after him with a dagger and that he was simply defending himself, but he also believes he abused his knightly training by goring his brother instead of simply disarming him. He has been most difficult to deal with.”

William listened intently before nodding in understanding. “Then I shall deal with Adam when I return.”

“Will has tried, I have tried, but he listens to no one,” Paris said. “Mayhap he will listen to you.”

William nodded then glanced about. “Speaking of Payton-Forrester, where in the hell is that bastard?”

“Upon the wall,” Paris nodded in the general direction. “The man is a hell of a fighter. So is Brockenhurst and Baron Lowell. We had quite a team of knights, just not enough sheer volume of men. Otherwise, we would have licked the damn Scots.”

“I understand they made it to Langton,” William said grimly. “What did they find?”

Paris knew he was asking on behalf of his wife. “Not much,” he replied quietly. “Nothing is worse than a clan war, William. They burned Langton to the ground and killed everyone they could get their hands on. I do not know the fate of Thomas Scott.”

William nodded, dreading delivering the news to his wife. “I promised Jordan that I would see for myself,” he said softly, looking at his helmet before jaunting it back on his head. “I shall be back.”

Paris acknowledged him with a tilt of his head. As William was turning away, Paris stopped him.

“Damn good to see you again, my lord,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. “And I like the eye patch, although you look like one of those swarthy sea pirates your mother warned you about.”

William glared at him before closing his visor. “My wife likes it and that is all that matters.”

Paris grinned as William mounted his steed. “She would love you if you had your arms and legs cut off and you were missing your nose.”

The animal reared up and William rode it like a centaur, jabbing a finger at Paris. “Insult me no more or I will chase the Scots right back to your front door.”

Spurring his horse he was gone. He left Paris snickering and shaking his head, feeling the weight of the world lift from his shoulders.

William caught up to his army several miles later. There were a few Scots who had turned to make a stand before crossing the border into Scotland but the king’s soldiers were making short work of them.

He met up with Kieran as the man was engaging a burly Scot with a mace. The enemy was very good with the spiky ball but he was no match for the king’s champion and his second. When the Scot hit the ground in a splash of blood, Kieran and William pulled their steeds alongside one another and raised their faceplates.

“Get back to Northwood,” William ordered him over the noise. “Your wife needs you.”

Kieran almost refused, for he knew work here was not yet finished, but he reconsidered. He was desperate to see Jemma.

“Aye, my lord,” he nodded, slapping down the visor and spurring his horse south.

William watched him for a brief second before lowering his visor and reining his animal into the heart of the resistance. He didn’t particularly want to fight anymore; he simply wanted to chase the bastards back where they came from. He could see Michael and Corin taking some heat from a group of particularly zealous combatants and turned in their direction.

Michael received a blow to the back of the skull from a mace that damn near tore his head off. William spurred his destrier forward in a rush of armor and leather, using his legs entirely to guide the animal as he came up on the enemy soldier that was preparing to take Michael’s life. When the man raised his dagger, William was there to drive his broadsword right between his ribs.

Michael was reeling from the blow, having difficulty regaining his seat. William rode up and gave him a shove, righting him in the saddle. A glance at the man’s helmet showed a huge dent in the back of it. He could see blood staining the mail hood.

“Are you all right?” William demanded with concern.

Michael put a gauntleted hand to his head. “Aye, I think so,” he replied. “At least I still have a head on my shoulders.”

William eyed him critically. He knew from experience how disorienting a blow like that could be. “Get back to Northwood,” he ordered him. “We can handle this motley crew without you.”

“Nay, my lord, I can still fight,” Michael insisted weakly.

“That was not a request, Michael, but an order.”

Michael flipped up his visor, his face pale with the shock but his eyes lucid enough. “My lord, it has been months since I have fought under your command. When Kieran came to Northwood a few weeks ago, I never thought to see you on the battlefield again. Surely you will not deny me the privilege of serving under you one more time.”

William paused, struggling with his dancing destrier. “Very well,” he said, a note of pleasure in his voice. “But stay back, will you? Another blow like that and we’ll be taking you back in pieces.”

Michael grinned and closed his visor. “Thank you, baron.”

The Scots, however, had dug in a bit and driving them back into their own country was proving a little more difficult than William had anticipated. But as the battle raged, he was aware that he felt whole again. His knights were fighting around him; the men he had learned to trust with his very life, men that he was comfortable with, and he felt invincible. The whole time he had been fighting in Wales with the king’s knights, as good as they were, he could not recall feeling this comfortable. He didn’t know those men or their skills, not the way he knew his own men.

These were, in fact, his men. He would take them with him to Questing; he knew that now without a doubt. Adam, of course, would have to remain at Northwood as the new earl, but the rest were going with him. He knew he would have to do something he was going to hate to do, and that would be to use his name and influence to get what he wanted, but so be it.

Several yards away Ranulf and Deinwald were engaging the enemy, alternately yelling at each other and screaming at the Scots. He had to smile; he knew how happy they were to see one another even though one could never tell by the tone of their voices.

William found himself engaging several Scots, all trying to beat him off of his horse. With some difficulty, he met their swords and clubs, fending off blows but receiving a few strong enough to dent his armor. He was quite involved in his fight, but not so focused that he did not hear the approach of another destrier. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Paris riding to assist him, swinging his broadsword like an avenging angel.

The Scots backed off a bit. Those who weren’t killed by Paris and William ran elsewhere, only to be engaged by English soldiers. Paris, arrogant to the end, rested a haughty fist on his thigh.

“You are welcome!” he yelled to William.

William shook his helmeted head back and forth. “Think you are doing me no favors, captain.”

He heard a familiar laugh as once again they were forced to defend themselves.

“Who is left at Northwood?” William yelled over the clash of metal. Usually, any talk at all in battle was forbidden lest the enemy hear any useful information, but William considered it extremely remote that the Scots would launch any sort of counter-offensive at this point.

Paris swung hard at a fervent Scot, severing the man’s forearm. Still clutching the sword, it fell to the ground and the soldier with it.

“Payton-Forrester and Brockenhurst,” he yelled back. “Lowell took his men back to Hawkgrove.”

William matched thrusts with a large Scot knight, his destrier snapping at the enemy’s leg and coming away with a piece of shin armor. Paris watched a moment, reflecting of the fact that he never thought he would be witness to this sight again. The Wolf in battle. It was indeed an awesome sight to behold.

The Scot knight was good. He matched William quite well blow for blow, steel crashing together with unmatched force. William fought him for a while, waiting for the man to tire and make a mistake, but he saw no signs that the event was imminent.

Drawing upon his bag of tricks, he faked an upper cut and when the knight moved to counter, William suddenly brought the blade around in a sweeping arc and caught the man in the back of the neck, hard enough to knock him cold. He tumbled to the ground in a heap of metal and mail.

Paris rode up, raising his sword to deliver the final blow, but William stopped him.

“Nay,” he said. “He is skilled. There are too few knights as skilled as he. Let him live.”

“So that he may cut you down the next time you meet?” Paris demanded.

“He will not,” William replied, reining his horse around. “Come, Captain, there are others who require our attention.”

Paris shook his head. Since when did The Wolf show mercy? It seemed to be linked to this new change that Paris was having a difficult time determining, a new dimension that William had taken on. He was not displeased.

The war raged on for a full day and night, until the Scots finally crossed over into their own country. Across Carter Bar, they fled through the lowlands, leaving the English army wearily cheering with victory.

William, Paris, Deinwald, Michael, Ranulf, Marc, Jason and Corin sat on their steeds, side by side, watching the remnants of the Scot army fade in the distance. A few of the knights that had come with William from London sat several feet back. They knew to join the front rank of knights would have been an intrusion into the personal circle of The Wolf.

“Thank God, those bloody bastards,” Marc said, propping his helmet up on his forehead and wiping the sweat and grime off his face.

The others nodded, except for William and Paris. They both knew of the promise William had made to Jordan, and they both knew he would follow through and ride into Scotland after the fleeing clans.

The men watched until the enemy troops disappeared and then some. The horses began to get restless, weary like their masters to return home, but no one would move until William gave the order. Finally, he tightened his grip on his heavy leather reins and his destrier’s head came up in anticipation of a command.

“Paris, take the men back to Northwood,” he said. “I have unfinished business to attend to.”

“We go with you, baron,” Paris said quietly.

William turned to him. “Nay, you do not. I will do this alone.”

Paris spurred his horse forward and nearly plowed into William. “Do not be foolish,” he growled. “You cannot do this alone. You must take us with you, if for no other reason than to cover your flanks. She is a part of us, too, William.”

William looked hard at him, albeit through his lowered faceplate. Paris was right, of course, in all aspects of his statement, but William would not dream of asking anyone to accompany him on this dangerous journey.

“Where in the hell are you going?” Deinwald finally asked what they were all thinking.

Paris turned around, speaking so that all of the knights could hear. “He promised his lady wife that he would personally see what happened to her home and family. He intends to ride to Langton.”

“Not without me, he’s not,” Ranulf gripped the reins on his destrier so tightly that the animal jumped in expectation of the prick of the spurs. He jerked the animal back, waiting.

As he knew they would, every knight chimed up to volunteer their services. William’s horse was so excited he was having a hell of a time keeping him in one spot as he gazed back at his men. He knew even if he denied them that they would follow. He could spout orders until he was blue in the face for them to return, but he knew they would disobey.

“De Moray!” William raised his visor and bellowed back to the king’s captain of the troops. “Take the troops back to Northwood. Await me there.”

The captain acknowledged him and the order spread through the troops to retreat. Satisfied at least some of his men were obeying his orders, William glared menacingly at his knights before slapping his visor back down again.

“We ride,” he growled, urging his destrier north at a full gallop.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


The road to Langton was completely deserted. The seven knights and the baron rode the entire day, stopping only once to feed and water the horses, who had been in constant service for days. Hearty as they were, they were not invincible. Properly rested, they resumed their hell-bent pace and continued to Langton Castle.

William was somewhat prepared for the sight. But not entirely.

The castle he remembered, his wife’s home and the seat of her clan was, literally, a shell of its former self. They slowed their pace as they came upon it, keeping vigilant of the surrounding trees for any signs of life, but they were vacant and barren. The landscape surrounding the fortress was vacant and barren, too, shades of gray blending into one another. It looked like a desolate wasteland, eerie under the light of the full silver moon.

William reined his destrier to a walk as they came upon the once-mighty wall, now partially destroyed. His jaw ticked as he examined the damage, the complete carnage that had taken place. God, how the allied clans must have hated the Scotts for bonding with the English, and the hatred was evident at the destruction he saw. He could plainly see that the reports were not exaggerated. It was utter destruction at its very height.

He didn’t realize he had come to a halt surveying the damage. His knights stopped behind him, their eyes roving over the blackened hulk, wondering what in the hell happened to the clan but at the same time catching the unmistakable whiff of death on the cold air.

William was mesmerized by the sight, his heart breaking for Jordan. This was where she had been born and raised, and he could only imagine how he would feel if he had not been successful in defending Northwood. Yet his former home stood and hers was razed. He glanced about, feeling ill and wondering what had become of her father and her considerable extended family.

“Langton carried hundreds of men,” he murmured, removing his helmet deliberately. “Where are they? Dead, all of them?”

“Damnation, William, you fought the Scots that attacked us,” Paris said with disgust. “They were like dogs on a feeding frenzy. And you fought them after they had been in the field for weeks.”

William stared at the burned-out shell a moment longer before dismounting. He propped his helmet on his saddle, dreading what he was going to find once he entered the structure. With a reluctant glance at Paris, he began to pick his way through the crumbled wall. The other knights dismounted and followed.

It must have been a strange sight; eight armored English warriors picking their way across a devastated Scot bailey. Once they crossed through the debris from the destruction of the wall and actually entered the bailey, there were plenty of bodies for their viewing displeasure.

Men, women, children; it made no difference. They were all dead, the lot of them, and William found himself increasingly apprehensive of the fate of Jordan’s family. He hoped to God that they had not been captured and made an example of. Better to die quickly in battle than rot away in a dark hole somewhere, or be maimed, or tortured.

William ignored the dead bodies after seeing the first few, and made his way to what had once been the front door of the castle. He mounted the stone steps, remembering that they were the very steps he had seen Jordan standing on when he had come to take her. The memory brought a tug to his heart, a warm memory in the midst of all this death.

The doors were burned to charcoal but still hung on their hinges. He kicked at them, aided by Paris and Ranulf, and they instantly crumbled away. William stepped over the threshold, his senses incredibly alert in the dim, smoky depths.

“William, we can see very little in the darkness,” Paris said softly. “Why don’t we wait until dawn to search the castle itself.”

William paused, examining the darkness. “Nay, I would face this nightmare now. Ranulf, procure us some torches.”

They waited until Ranulf, Jason and Corin returned with several torches to light their way. Paris held the torch as he walked beside William.

It took them hours to search out the castle. So much of it was completely destroyed that they concentrated on the portions that seemed remotely inhabitable. This included the subfloor and the dungeons and, surprisingly, the kitchens.

There were a few bodies, mostly burned until they were charcoal themselves. It became apparent that the attacking armies had looted Langton, for nary a scrap of furniture or tapestry remained. To show their complete contempt of the Scotts, enemy soldiers had urinated and defecated on the walls. William felt sick in the pit of his stomach; he was so damn glad Jordan could not see this.

They completed their sweep and discovered nothing of the fate of Jordan’s family. William was dreading the news he would have to deliver to his wife, and was cursing Alexander’s stupidity in the same breath. Thank God the man was already dead; after viewing this scene here this night, he would have ridden all the way back to Northwood this night and killed him personally.

“There’s obviously no one left alive,” he said finally, defeat in his voice. “I would wait here until morning and at least burn the dead we have come across. I want to be able to look my wife in the eye when I tell her we did all we could.”

His companions grimly agreed. With a final glance at the burned-out grand hall, he kicked aside a piece of burnt wood and moved toward the front doors.

Something flew out of the shadows, hitting William full-force in the breast plate. He grunted and staggered backward from the blow, moving to his sword and unsheathing it all in the same second. The other knights moved like lightning, drawing broadswords and preparing for a battle in the dark against unseen assailants. It was exactly the sort of situation they had prayed to avoid; an ambush.

“Goddamn bloody bastards!” Came a heavy Scot lilt. “Come here to loot my home, did ye? Well, I shall give ye a fight, ye whoreskin.”

William caught the unmistakable flash of a blade slicing through the air at him. He brought up his own sword, deflecting the blow. The phantom was smaller than he was by far, but wielded the sword with amazing skill and strength.

The man cornered William into the darkened recesses of the foyer, dancing about and swinging his sword like a madman. William fended off the blows as they came in quick, angry succession, well aware of the fear and fury in the strokes. The small man was so quick he felt as if he were fighting a wily little elf.

William didn’t take the offensive, not yet anyway. He was still lingering on the words spoken to him by the irate Scot. He had called the structure ‘his home,’ which could only mean he was a Scott. Damn. He could not see a bloody thing in the cloying darkness!

Paris stood back, sword in hand, watching the amazing little soldier go after William. After the first few seconds it became increasingly apparent that the small man was the only person on the attack; there were no men waiting in the wings to ambush them all and slice them to death.

When Michael and Ranulf moved to aid William, he waved them off. He had heard the words the man had spoken, too. This was his home they had invaded.

William stepped back, tripped over a bit of debris but recovered with the grace of a cat. The man was chopping at him vigorously, grunting with his effort.

“Where is Thomas Scott?” William demanded, diverting another blow.

“Prepare to die, ye…!” The man suddenly faltered, the sword freezing in mid-chop. “Ye’re bloody English.” The accent had caught him by surprise.

William kept his sword in front of him warily. “Aye,” he replied. “I am William de Wolfe. Who are you?”

“De Wolfe?” The man was still in the same position, still in the shadows so William could not see his face. “Northwood’s de Wolfe?”

“The same.” William, too, hadn’t changed positions. “You have not answered me. Who are you?”

It seemed like an eternity. The man maintained the raised sword for several long, drawn-out moments before slowly, laboriously, lowering the blade. William, however, maintained a protective stance, unsure if the down stance was permanent.

To his surprise, the man’s sword clattered to the stone floor. William sheathed his own blade slowly, watching the phantom figure as he took a few staggering steps backwards, tripping over a burnt piece of wood and landing on his bottom. William followed him at a distance, straining for a glimpse of his face.

“What happened to ye, Sassenach?” the man asked softly, painfully.

William crouched down a few feet away, noting that Paris had stepped closer with a torch. In the warm flickering light, he could make out the features. Amazement and relief filled him.

“Laird Scott?” he breathed.

Thomas Scott looked dully at him, his eyes dark circled, and his whole body filthy and worn.

“We are allied with ye, man,” Thomas said faintly. “Where were ye when we needed ye?”

It was a question from the soul. William felt a surge of flaming anger at Alexander, hoping he was burning in hell at that very moment. He sighed heavily.

“The Scots cut us off,” he explained lamely, knowing it was no excuse at all. “We underestimated their strength. By the time we broke through the lines, the damage had been done.”

Thomas stared back at him, the blatant pain touching William. This was Jordan’s father, his father-in-law, the grandfather of his sons. He felt completely helpless and entirely to blame.

“I know,” Thomas said, much to William’s surprise. He had expected ranting and cursing at the very least, calling him a liar. “Our spies told us the clans formed a line between Langton and England. To divide and conquer is what they intended to do. They conquered us. How did ye fare?”

“We fought them off,” William replied. “Northwood stands.”

Thomas nodded once, faintly. “And my daughter. How is she?”

William could not help himself, he smiled faintly. He suddenly remembered Jordan’s plea to go easy on her father when he informed him of who she had actually married.

“She is well,” he replied noncommittally. Honestly, he didn’t think the man was strong enough to hear any more at the moment.

Thomas nodded again, not noticing the smile on the baron’s face. In faith, he was so damn tired he could have cared less about anything. He simply wanted to die and be free of his misery.

“Then I am glad. But, as ye can see, there is no longer need for the contract. We canna offer ye anymore support, military or otherwise. Langton doesna exist anymore.” His dim eyes filled with weary, pained tears, seeking out William’s gaze in the darkness. “Pray be good to Jordan, man. She is worth nothing but the clothes on her back now, but she is more precious than gold. Dunna allow the situation to reflect unkindly on her.”

William’s chest constricted tightly at the man’s anguish for his daughter. Of course he believed that with Langton gone and the treaty voided for all intents and purposes; Jordan was now at the mercy of the English earl to do with as he pleased. She was his chattel. God, he was going to enjoy relieving the old man’s mind. Jordan was safer than he could possibly know.

“When did you eat last?” William asked quietly.

Thomas sniffed loudly, angrily dashing away an errant tear. “I…I dunna know. Mayhap yesterday or the day before.”

William rose, extending a helping hand. “Come, my lord. We have much to discuss.”

Thomas eyed the outstretched hand distrustfully, glancing for the first time at the knights behind The Wolf. It was as if one could read the emotions rippling across his face as he regained his composure.

“What do ye want of me?” he asked warily.

William silently reached down and pulled him up by the arm. Thomas pulled away from him, although the assistance had not been unkind.

“Is there some place we can go and sit?” William asked, turning to his men. “Bring the provisions.”

Thomas was wise, and even in his disoriented state he knew that if these men had come to kill him, they would have done so by now. More than that, there was something in The Wolf’s voice, something almost gentle that disarmed him. He didn’t know what to think. In his fatigue and desolation he was indecisive. But, as asked of him, he wearily led them down a burnt-out corridor into a small room completely void of any furniture. There was, however, a narrow alcove with a window seat.

“ ’Tis the only place left to sit,” he indicated the stone bench.

William nodded, stepping back as Corin and Deinwald set down the saddlebags bearing food. William dug through one, bringing forth a bladder of wine and offered it to Thomas, who drank nearly the whole thing in three swallows.

Good, William thought to himself. This should fortify him for the news to come.

The wine tasted wonderful and soothed Thomas’ parched throat. Feeling a bit braver, he sat on the bench and dug into the other saddle bag, helping himself to a chunk of black bread. He didn’t realize how hungry he was until he took the first bite.

William motioned to the other knights until they were all eating or drinking something, the past few days had been especially long and there had been little, if any, time to rest. After several minutes of partaking in the dried goods, William continued their conversation.

“Where are all of your men, my lord?” he asked as he bit into a small green apple.

“Dead, or run off,” Thomas swallowed a mouthful. “I carried near six hundred. The allied armies must have numbered over a thousand. We coulda held them off for a long while had we not had a traitor in our midst. As the armies snuck up under the cloak of night, someone opened our gate. After that, it was chaos.”

William nodded. “And they destroyed everything and everyone in their path. How on earth did you manage to survive?”

Thomas shrugged. “It seems they dinna want me,” he said, reliving the horror in his mind. “Seems they thought a fitting punishment would be to destroy all that I am, all that I have, and make me live to see it.” He fixed William with an awesome gaze. “But I know one thing, had they taken Northwood, what they woulda done to Jordi would have been…unspeakable. She is the focal point of much of this hostility because she married a Sassenach.”

William stiffened. “They would not have touched her, I can guarantee you that,” he said with much more force than he had intended.

Thomas looked curiously at him, cocking his eyebrow the same way his daughter did. William felt the pangs of separation stir in him again at that small gesture, but in the same breath wanted to laugh because he had resembled her so much at that moment.

“Ye’re The Wolf, but ye arna God,” Thomas said. “They meant to take her, I say, and they woulda had they breached yer fortress. But thank God that they dinna and I have one thing to rejoice for. My Jordan is safe.”

William was staring at the half-eaten apple in his hand, turning it over and over. “Even if they had breached the wall, she wasn’t in the compound,” he said softly, raising his head to look at the Scot. “She is in London.”

Thomas’ eyebrows rose. “London? What is she doing there?”

Paris heard the question, knowing the time had come to break the news to Laird Scott about the events in his daughter’s life over the past year. Silently, he motioned the knights to vacate the room and allow the two men their privacy.

William caught the movement out of the corner of his eye and waited until the room was empty save he and the laird.

“Events have not gone exactly as planned, my lord, as far as Jordan is concerned,” he began with a deep breath. “She is married to an Englishman, but she did not marry the Earl of Teviot.”

Thomas looked stunned, completely forgetting about his fatigue. “What do ye mean, man? What’s happened to her?”

William looked at him, wondering if he were going to be facing the sharp end of the blade once he told the laird the whole story. As he had seen the very first day he had met the man, Thomas Scott was extremely protective of his daughter. But, then again, so was William.

“It seems she fell in love with another man,” he continued softly. “But, of course, she fully intended to marry the earl in spite of her feelings. That was until the earl found out. Since he had no interest in marrying her anyway, he allowed her to marry the other man with his blessings. And he would still honor the treaty.”

Thomas’ eyes were as wide as saucers. “Married another man, did ye say? A man she loved?” he repeated. “And the earl allowed this in spite of the king? Good Lord, man, who was this man that he would make her forget her duty?”

William fixed him right in the eye. “Me.”

Thomas blinked at him a moment. Then it was as if an unseen force struck him in the chest, he sat back heavily and bumped into the wall, all the while staring at William in disbelief.

“Ye?” he echoed, then louder. “She married ye?” He suddenly shot to his feet in amazement. “My Jordan married The Wolf?”

“Aye,” William could read no hostility, only utter surprise. And a little amusement, he ventured. He began to feel a little more at ease with his confession. “My lord, I loved Jordan from nearly the very first that I saw her. The earl allowed me to marry her because of his respect for me.” He rose and faced Jordan’s father. “Even though I fought for the earl, ’tis well known who truly controls the border. I was the force behind the name de Longley. Whether or not she married me or the earl, ’twould mean the same result: peace along the border.” He left out the part about Jordan tending him on the field of battle two years ago, the true point in time he started loving her. He did not feel it necessary that the laird know that portion of the story.

Thomas lost all of his amazement after that statement. “What does the king have to say?” he asked.

“The king did not know at first, for obvious reasons,” William said. “In fact, Jordan and I were married a day before she was to marry the earl. The king attended what he thought was a wedding, when in fact, it was simply an elaborate mass. The priest did it all in Gaelic because the king understood Latin and we did not want him understanding what was said. Eventually, the king was informed and now he is most pleased with the arrangement.”

“But Jordan is married to an earl, not a border laird,” Thomas reminded him. “What about the peace treaty?”

“Aye, she is married to a border lord,” William told him. “You see, on the same day as Jordan’s mock marriage to the earl, I was bestowed with a barony. Castle Questing is now my seat, not Northwood. Jordan is in London because I was in London acting as the king’s champion.”

Thomas was impressed. “Ye are the king’s champion?” he repeated, running his hand through his graying hair thoughtfully. “Good Lord, man, this is more news than I can take in one day. How can so many things happen in one short year?”

William smiled faintly. “Amazing, is it not? I am sorry to have to burden you all at once with this, I had hoped for a proper place and time.”

Thomas nodded, looking at William for a long moment. “The first time ye came to my fortress and looked at my daughter, I thought I caught something in yer manner towards her. I couldna put my finger on it, but I detected something,” he said. “So ye love her, too, do ye, Wolf? She is God’s angel on earth, I shall grant ye, so ye better be good to my lass or so help me I shall bleed ye right here.”

William cracked a smile. “Truth be known, my lord, she runs all over me. She is willful, disobedient and stubborn. But she is also the sweetest, most beautiful woman on the face of this earth, and I thank God every day that I am fortunate enough to have her.”

Thomas actually returned the smile. “Then I can see ye know her well. How is it that the mighty Wolf, the scourge of Scotland, has fallen in love with a Scot lass?”

“Scourge of Scotland?” he repeated with a chuckle. “Sounds like the damn plague.”

“To most border Scots, ye are the damn plague,” Thomas said with a twinkle in his eye. “Including me, up until the moment ye told me that ye married my Jordan. Now, I must say, I am rather proud to have such mighty ties.”

William shrugged modestly. “Those ties did you little good when the clans attacked. I am truly sorry for what happened.”

Thomas’ mirth faded. “Ye’re not to blame, lad. Those bastards were hell-bent on destroying me and even if ye had been here, it might not have made any difference.” He didn’t want to talk of that again just yet, he was still focused on his daughter. “Tell me how has Jordi fared over the year.”

William’s expression softened and Thomas could read the love he held for her. “She has done well, in spite of everything.” He wasn’t going to mention all of the obstacles she had faced, not just yet. “In fact, not two weeks ago, she bore you two grandsons.”

Thomas’ eyebrows shot up and his mouth went slack. “Two grandsons?” he stammered. William laughed at his shock and delight. “Good Lord, man, ye might as well of hit me with a ram. My Jordi gave me twin grandsons?”

“Aye, she did, and gave me twin sons in the process,” William said. “She named them Scott and Troy.”

“Strong names,” he said simply, still reeling with the surprise. “Honorable names.”

Thomas suddenly felt as if he had something to live for. When Langton had burned, he thought his life was over. Now he knew it was not. He had a legacy to preserve.

He glanced about the room, moving away from William. “I would like to see her and the lads, of course, but I dunna think I should leave here. Not right now.”

“Why not?”

“The clans are still raging, lad,” Thomas said. “They may have retreated, but I dunna believe they are finished. ’Twould be best if I stayed here, lest someone find out I have been to England. They would most certainly come back and kill me then.”

William nodded, understanding. “I am reluctant to leave you unprotected, but I understand your reasons. They believe that they have defeated you and it is best to let them think that for now. At least until we know what their next move is. In fact, ’tis probably not wise for my men and I to be seen here in case there are spies about.”

Thomas nodded. “Correct. Ye must leave immediately.”

William gazed back at his father-in-law. “What will you do now?”

“There are dead to be buried, a keep to be rebuilt,” he said and shrugged heavily. “I will keep busy enough.”

“Where is the rest of your immediate family?” William asked softly.

Thomas took a deep breath. “Nathaniel was killed, along with his sons Donald and Benjamin. Lilith and Anne burned in the fire. I dunna know what happened to Cord or to Malcolm,” he sounded tired again. “The clans took Caladora, and Matthew and Ian went after her. I havena seen any of them since.”

William had heard his wife mention her cousin ‘Callie’ several times. “Where did they take her?”

Thomas shrugged. “Who knows? But I would guess to McKenna’s Keep or to Oliver Barr’s hold, if she is even still alive. If I thought it would do any good, I would trade my life for hers, but they wouldna take it. They want me to suffer, and suffer I have.”

William felt a good deal of pity for the man. The proud laird had lost everything, yet he had also gained a great deal in the brief span of their conversation. Apparently the food as well as the information had bolstered his faded strength.

William moved to the open door and saw his men standing several feet down the corridor. He motioned to Paris.

“Laird Scott believes that it is not wise for us to remain here,” William told the captain. “We begin burning bodies tonight and leave before the dawn.”

“Aye, my lord,” Paris moved away from him and back down the hall, issuing orders to the knights.

William glanced back at Thomas. “We’ll help you with your dead and be gone.”

“Ye dunna have to,” Thomas said firmly. “I am able enough to do it alone.”

William waved him off sternly. “I will not hear of it. My knights and I will assist you.”

“Ye dunna have to, I tell ye.” Thomas insisted forcefully. “Ye and yer men return to England.”

William shot him a quelling look before he got control of himself. This man wasn’t to be ordered about like the rest, he reminded himself. “I now see where Jordan gets her stubborn nature from,” he said with a cocked brow.

Thomas scowled. “Ye’ve not yet begun to see how stubborn I can be. Now, all of ye get home. I shall not tell ye again.”

William faced off against the small man, his huge hands on his hips. He met the Scot’s scowl. “I married your daughter, did I not?”

Thomas looked perplexed. Where was this leading to? “Aye, so ye say.”

William raised his brows. “So I say?” he repeated, enunciating each word as if Thomas had insinuated he was lying about the whole situation.

Thomas waved him off quickly. “Aye, ye did marry her, so get on wi’ it.”

Satisfied that the man was properly convinced, he continued. “And I am also the father of your grandsons, am I not?”

“Aye, aye, ye are,” Thomas conceded impatiently.

William crossed his arms over his broad chest smugly. “Then it also goes that for the very reasons I mentioned, I am your son as well, am I not?”

Thomas looked dubious at first, then his face relaxed a bit. “Aye, ye are at that,” he snickered ironically. “Good Lord, The Wolf is my son. So what are ye driving at, lad?”

“Simply that it is a son’s duty to assist his father in any way possible,” William neatly summed up the conversation. “As your son, I will help you with your dead.”

Thomas looked at him a long moment. “Ye’re a sly one, Wolf. Very well, ye may help me, but be gone wi’ ye come the dawn.”

William grinned. “Aye, my lord. And by the way, you may call me William.”

Thomas raised his brows. “Not The Wolf? Ye would take away an old man’s pleasure?”

William laughed. “Oh, very well, suit yourself. Hell, your daughter does, no matter what I say.”

“What does she call you?” Thomas asked.

William gave him a twisted smirk. “‘English,’” he said. “Bloody hell, for the first week I did not even know if she knew what my Christian name was.”

Thomas laughed, moving with William down the dark hall as they proceeded to the devastated bailey, feeling as if there were light and hope left in the world.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Kieran pounded into the bailey of Northwood as if he had no intention of stopping. Racing through the gates into the inner bailey, he finally reined his chestnut destrier to a halt. He nearly fell from the animal as he dismounted, his haste and fatigue getting the better of him. He had to get to his wife with an urgency he felt to his bones.

The innards of Northwood’s keep were icy and dank as his boots made sharp noises against the stone and his armor rattled. He didn’t even know where Jemma might be, but he assumed she was in the same rooms Jordan had occupied in the family’s wing.

That wing was his destination. If she wasn’t there, he’d tear down the damn fortress brick by brick until he found her.

God help him, the closer he got the more apprehensive he became. All of the grief he had fought off was threatening to rampage once again in his heart, but he could not let it. He had to remain in control until he determined Jemma’s state of mind. He was actually fearful that she might hate him for having deserted her in her hour of need, but he told himself she had more sense than that. Jemma was hot tempered and over-reactive, but she was not foolish.

His boots met with the expensive rug that indicated the wing of the de Longley family. He forced himself not to run the rest of the way.

He paused outside the door that led to Jordan’s room, taking a deep breath to brace himself before entering. With a mental shakedown, he lifted the latch.

The room was warm, a fire burning brightly in the huge hearth. He was immediately met by Aloria, her blue eyes wide with surprise.

“Sir Kieran!” she exclaimed. “We thought you were with the army in the field.”

He removed his helmet and tossed it onto the nearest table. “Where is my wife?”

Aloria’s eyes took on another, more hesitant look. She glanced at the door behind her before taking a few steps in his direction.

“She is in her bed, sire, but…I want to forewarn you,” she said quietly. “Her humor is bad and her moods are ugly. When your daughter died…I think a part of her did, too. She is having a most difficult time dealing with her grief.”

Kieran looked at the woman before allowing his gaze to drift over her blond head and to the half-open door. Somehow he suspected that Jemma would not recover well from the death of the babe; her nature was too deep and too caring.

With a sharp nod, he went through the bedchamber door and closed it softly behind him, leaving Aloria alone in the large antechamber; wondering if she should stay or leave. Her heart went out to the big, gentle man.

Jemma’s room was dark. He could make out his wife lying on her side in the huge bed and wondered if she was sleeping. Timidly, he moved around the bed to catch a glimpse of her face.

“Get out,” Jemma spat.

“ ’Tis me, sweetheart,” he said huskily.

Jemma sat bolt up in the bed, her amber eyes wide with astonishment. Kieran was shocked by the sight of her; she was so pale that she was gray, and somewhere in her grief she had cut off all of her glorious dark hair. His eyes widened at the above-shoulder cut, choppy at best, and dirty as sin. All of her satin hair was gone. Yet through his astonishment, his first thought was how sweet and pixie-ish she looked.

The bedclothes she lay in were yellowed with stain and dark splotches he assumed to be blood. He wondered horrifically if it were the surcoat she gave birth in and had refused to change it. Her appearance was even worse than he had imagined and he was sickened.

“Ye’re here!” she gasped.

“Aye,” he tried to smile. “I came as soon as I could.”

She continued to stare at him, blinking with surprise. Then, suddenly, it was as if a cloud descended on her. Her eyes went dark as a stormy night and her pretty mouth pressed into a flat line. He knew instantly that all of his fears that she was angry with him were justified. It was written all over her.

“Well, ye can just take yerself back to London, Kieran Hage,” she snarled. “I dunna need ye here. I dunna want ye here.”

He braced himself. “Yet I am here just the same,” he said calmly. “I love you, Jemma, with all my heart. I am sorry I could not be here when the babe was born, but it was impossible.”

“Ye weren’t here and the babe died!” she snapped viciously, slapping her hand on the bed. “I dunna want to see ye ever again. I hate ye!”

He slowly began to remove his armor. “Even had I been here I would not have been able to save our child, Jemma,” he said patiently. “The babe was stillborn.”

Tears spilled over onto her white cheeks. “I hate ye, Kieran. Go away and leave me be.”

He could not stand seeing her like this; his heart was absolutely breaking.

“You do not hate me and I will not leave,” he said quietly. “I am your husband and I will not ever leave you.”

She began to sob loudly with grief, pain, and sadness. The last of his armor came off and he stripped off his tunic, revealing magnificently muscled chest and arms. When he sat on the bed, she screamed and bolted from the mattress.

“Get away from me!” she yelled at him. “Dunna ever touch me again. Ye caused me this pain, ye bastard, by planting yer seed in me. ’Tis yer fault, all of this, and I shall hate ye until I die!”

So now he had it. Everything she was afraid of, the reason why she professed her hate for him. She blamed him for the pregnancy and leading her through this tragedy. He was beginning to struggle with his control.

“Jemma,” he said with gentle firmness. “I know you are hurting, sweetheart, but I am hurting, too. That babe meant as much to me as it did to you. But what happened was God’s will and we must accept it. The babe is gone and venting your anger on me will not bring her back.”

Jemma’s dark head snapped to him. He could read the horrible, wrenching pain in the depths of the amber eyes and he was filled with the same naked agony. Her crying lessened, but she turned away from him, softly moaning in anguish. It took every bit of willpower he possessed not to run to her and cradle her in his arms. He so wanted to comfort her, and he needed comforting in return.

“There is no God,” Jemma finally whispered. “God doesna allow babies to die before their mothers have the joy of seeing the color of their eyes, or their first smile, or feel them tug hungrily at their breasts. Nay, Kieran; there is no God; only the devil to cause so much grief.”

His eyes stung with tears then. God, if he could only take her own pain upon him he would have done so in a heartbeat. He could not bear to see her so distraught.

“I love you, Jemma,” he said again, his voice tight. “There will be other children for us, I promise.”

“I dunna want other children. I want my daughter!” she screamed as loud as she could, her hands clenched into hard little fists. Suddenly, she threw herself down on the floor and began clawing at the stone. “I want my bonny lass, Kieran! Why did she die? Why?”

Kieran flew off the bed, snatching her to him whether or not she wanted him to. She was being violent toward herself, bloodying her fingertips on the stone but the moment he touched her, her rigid body went soft and limp against him and she clung to him as if she was drowning.

Her tears came freely, wetting his chest as he cradled her tightly, and his own tears fell silently on her hair.

They stayed together on the floor for an eternity, holding each other in the dark as if nothing else mattered in the whole world but their grief. Jemma cried until there were no tears left, reduced to a shaking, quivering shell in Kieran’s massive arms.

Her anger towards him had been great. She had blamed him for everything and his absence only served to feed her anger. He didn’t care for her or the babe, she was sure, otherwise he would have been with her for the birth. He only cared about his own pleasure, putting his seed in her and unconcerned with the end result. She was terrified that if he touched her again she would bear another dead babe. She would kill herself if that happened. She could suffer no worse pain.

Except if she lost Kieran. Even with her black rage toward him, she loved him more than anything on earth. Lord, he made her feel safe and secure in his enormous arms and when he made love to her, there was nothing sweeter. His gentle nature made her melt, his wisdom constantly amazed her. Oh, yes, she loved him and she knew deep down in her heart that he was not to blame, but somehow it had helped her own grief to focus her pain on something.

He was here now and that was all that mattered. Nothing could ever harm her again so long as he was with her. She had spent three weeks in the black hole of despair and suddenly she felt as if there were a light at the end of it all, beckoning her away from her grief. It was at that moment she began the long, slow road to recovery.

“Let me see yer neck,” she said finally, with a faint, raspy voice.

With everything they had gone through, it was the last request he expected to hear. Obediently, he tilted his head and revealed the thick scar that ran along the top of his left shoulder and onto his neck. It was long and purple. Jemma ran a finger along it, inspecting it closely.

“So this nearly killed ye?” she whispered, hiccupping.

“Aye,” he gazed at her lovely, pale face.

“What happened to the man who did this to ye?”

He raised his eyebrow faintly. “William tore him apart with his bare hands.”

Her eyes widened and she stopped fingering the scar. “He did?”

Kieran nodded. “Aye, sweetheart, he most certainly did. I saw it with my own eyes.”

Jemma swallowed, returning to the scar. “Ye dinna faint when it happened?”

Kieran’s eyes took on a far-away look, remembering a most unpleasant happening. “Only later, after I had lost so much blood. But I was quite lucid on the battlefield, even as Deinwald and William tried to stop the blood loss. But once I went unconscious, I stayed out for several days. They thought I was dead.”

Dead. Like their daughter. Jemma’s amber eyes met his and she touched his face, running her fingers over his smooth lips.

“What if ye had died, Kieran?” she whispered. “What if I lost both you and our babe? How would I live?”

He didn’t want to think about that. His big hands clasped her head, touching her hair for the first time. “What did you do to your hair, sweetheart?”

She lowered her gaze, embarrassed and pained and regretful. “I cut it.”

“I can see that,” he smiled faintly, letting her know that he wasn’t angry with her. “When?”

She shrugged, touching it absently. “During a rage,” she muttered. “I took a dagger to kill myself but I dinna have the nerve. So I chopped off my hair instead. Aloria tried to stop me, but I stabbed her in the arm. When it was all over, we both sat on the floor covered by my hair and wept together.”

Kieran sighed heavily, running his fingers through her hair. “It will grow. Actually, I rather like it. It frames your face nicely.”

She looked ashamed. “I look like a boy.”

He pulled her close, nuzzling her neck. “I can vouch that you are most certainly not a boy.”

She felt him, his warmth and strength, and all of her anger and hatred and agony melted with him. He was returned now, and she would lean on his strength. She no longer had to bear her burden alone.

“I was in labor for nearly two days,” she said, her voice cracking as she relived the agony. “When Sylvie finally pulled the babe free, the cord was wrapped around her neck and she was blue. Sylvie wunna let me see her until I screamed at her.” She felt him kiss the top of her head. “By that time she was clean and she wasna blue anymore. She looked as if she were sleeping, like an angel. The priest christened her Bridget Hage and we buried her the next day.”

She felt something wet on her head and looked up to see his face streaked with tears. Tenderly, she reached up and wiped them away.

“My brave knight,” she cooed softly. “I never thought to see ye cry.”

“I have never had a reason to,” he replied. He pulled her close to him once again, feeling her warmth next to his skin. He didn’t want to talk anymore; he simply wanted to hold her.

“Tell me of Jordan,” she asked after a moment. “Did she have the babe?”

“Aye,” Kieran replied, hoping the news would cheer her up. “Twin boys more than two weeks ago.”

He felt her stiffen in his arms. “Twins?” Before he could stop her, she pulled away roughly and looked at him in disbelief. “Twins? Jordan has two children and I have none?”

This was not the reaction he was prepared for. He could see another storm erupting and pulled her hard to him, pinning her small body against his great one.

“Aye, she has two healthy sons and you must not hate her for her good fortune,” he said into her hair. “It could have easily been the reverse of the situation. Would you want her to hate you for bearing a healthy daughter if her children had died?”

She was still against him but he could feel her rapid breathing. It was a minute before she spoke again. “I dunna hate her, Kieran, but I would be lying if I said that I wasna jealous. I did so want to bear you a son, not a dead daughter.”

“You will bear me a son,” he said firmly, kissing her to emphasize his statement. “And another daughter. In fact, our manse will be near to bursting with all of the children you will bear me.”

“Then ye dunna feel me… worthless?” she asked timidly.

He held her back, glaring at her. “Worthless?” he repeated incredulously. “By damn, woman, you are worth tenfold of any other woman in the country. You are worth more to me than anything else in this life. How can you think such a thing?”

Jemma was subdued, not meeting his eye as her fingers played with the smooth skin of his chest. “Because I feel as if I have failed ye. Jordan bore two healthy sons, but I could only manage a stillborn.”

“Shut up about Jordan,” he said gruffly. “You and her are two different women, not one to be compared to the other. And do not even imagine that you have failed me in any way, Jemma. You have surpassed my wildest dreams.”

She looked up at him then and he was relieved and pleased to see a flicker of familiar flame in the amber eyes. God, she looked so pale and worn from her ordeal as she reached up and ran her fingers over his cropped hair.

“I do love ye, Sassenach,” she whispered. “I dinna mean the things I said to ye.”

“I know you did not,” he said gently. ’Twas time to move from the most depressing subject. “Now, the first order of business is to get you bathed and fed, and then possibly I will take you for a walk.”

“But what of the battle?” she wanted to know. “Surely yer men need ye back to fight with them.”

“You need me more,” he touched her cheek. “There are more soldiers and knights defending Northwood than the Scots have ever seen, and with William leading….”

She jumped, interrupting him. “William is leading them? But I thought but you said….”

“He did not die,” he supplied with a grin. “Thank God for Jordan and her Scot stubbornness. She would not let him die.”

Jemma graced him with a faint smile. “She loves him too much to let him die. I wanted so badly to go with her to London when ye said he was injured. I was a-feared he would die and she would be all alone with no one to comfort her,” she let out a sigh, nodding as the news sunk in. “Aye, thank God for Jordi’s stubbornness. And English’s strength.”

“English?” Kieran lifted a brow. “How do you know about that?”

She gave him an impatient expression. “Good Lord, man, I am her cousin. I know everything about them.”

He smiled, rising from the floor with her in his arms. Jemma wrapped her arms around his neck, relishing that his great strength was once again holding her. She let her hand drift over his shoulder as he turned to the bed, caressing his skin. He felt so good to her and she had missed him dreadfully.

“The babe was huge, like her father,” she said distantly. “I pray that the rest of our children aren’t so large. I had a hell of a time pushing her out through that small hole.”

He smiled and lay her down on the bed, lying beside her and half covering her small form with his big body. His hands stroked her face, her arms, and drifted lightly over her slightly rounded tummy.

“That small hole is my greatest source of pleasure,” he whispered seductively into her ear, sending shudders drilling through her. “It suits me quite nicely, as do you, Lady Hage.”

She closed her eyes, melting against his touch. “Dunna torture me, husband. ’Tis far too soon to make love to me.”

“I know,” his face was buried in the crook of her neck. “But I can still hold you and feel you. Can’t I?”

“I thought ye were going to get me a bath?” her hands were stroking his warm flesh wondrously, not wanting him to leave her for a moment.

“Later,” he told her huskily.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


William, newly returned from Langton on the morn, found Adam in de Longley’s former bower. He entered the room slowly, his eye sweeping the room for any sign of the new earl and quickly came to rest on the massive high-back chair near the hearth. Even though the chair was facing away from him, he could see Adam’s long legs spilling over the side and the top of his red-gold hair as his head rested on one hand.

“Adam,” William called to him softly.

Adam startled, whirling to face Northwood’s former captain with astonishment. William knew immediately that the lad had thought he was dead, as had everyone else. He put up his hands quickly.

“You see not a ghost, I assure you,” he said. “May I come in, my lord?”

Adam nodded, still quite overwhelmed. “Sire, we thought you were dead.”

William gave him a lopsided smile. “Indeed not. All that reminds me of that grievous injury is this pirate patch over my eye,” he said, strolling casually toward the lad. “My wife thinks it quite…sexy.”

Adam smiled broadly, realizing he wasn’t seeing an apparition and glad his hero had not perished, as he had been told.

“God’s bones, am I glad to see you,” he exclaimed softly.

“And I, you,” he clapped the earl on the shoulder and bade him sit. William took the chair opposite him. “ ’Tis under tragic circumstances that I congratulate you on your new title and position. You will represent the de Longley name well. Your father would have been thrilled.”

Adam’s smile faded and William could read the turmoil. He decided to get right to the point, for the young man’s sake. No use in pretending he didn’t know what had happened. “Tell me what happened with Alexander,” he asked gently.

Adam’s handsome face was pale. He was a sensitive lad and had obviously suffered a great deal.

“Alexander had become unreasonable after father died,” he began quietly. “He had power and a name, and he acted as if he were God. He began ordering all sorts of extravagant renovations to Northwood. He began planning a huge party. Then he decided that Northwood was so powerful that she need no longer be loyal to the crown.”

“You mean he intended to declare himself independent of England?” William asked with astonishment.

Adam nodded. “For all intent and purposes, yes. He thought father was foolish for all of the alliances he had built up when Northwood herself was so powerful,” he said, shaking his head. “He simply did not understand. The only thing Alexander had ever cared about was money and power, and to hell with the reality of how those things are achieved. He believed our king to be a stupid old man and unworthy to be his liege. I think he was bordering on madness.”

William nodded grimly. “Alexander was always on the brink of insanity. But this is far beyond what I believed him capable of.”

Adam sighed. “When I tried to talk to him, to reason with him, he would become enraged and throw things at me. He was mad, I tell you, and it soon became apparent that he did not want me around.”

William sat silently, watching the young man’s agony. His appearance, as well as his manner, told William a great deal. First to lose his father and then to kill his brother, it was creating a tremendous sense of confusion within him.

The young earl took a drink from the cup at his hand and continued. “I began to fear for my life, although Paris and the other knights swore they would protect me.” He shook his head, his eyes dull at the irony. “Protect me from my brother. Then it came one night. We had a fearsome argument over Northwood’s alliance to Langton. Alexander accused me of treason and all sorts of horrible things, and before I realized it he was coming at me with a dagger. God, it all happened so fast. I drew my sword and cut him down. I killed him.”

“You defended yourself,” William said softly. “Alexander would have murdered you and you simply defended yourself. ’Tis no shame in that, Adam.”

Adam looked miserable. “But I am a knight. With all of my training, I should have been able to disarm him instead of kill him. I should have thought before I swung my sword.”

“Had you thought, you most likely would have died,” William said. “Adam, simply because you have been trained and knighted does not necessarily mean that you instantly achieve experience. To become a seasoned warrior takes time. You are blaming yourself for following your training and you should not.”

Adam looked at the earl, thinking on his words. “But I killed my brother.”

“Would you rather have died?” William shot back gently. “Why do you torture yourself for protecting your own life?”

Adam lowered his gaze, looking very weary. Half of his agony was caused by the fact that he truly didn’t know his brother. He had only recently returned home and had not the chance to get acquainted with him, and even though he had been told such, he didn’t want to believe his brother was an utterly evil person. All of the knights at Northwood who had served John de Longley knew exactly what kind of person Alexander was. Adam simply did not want to believe ill of his only brother, even when the man came at him with a knife.

He sighed. “Thank you, my lord. I value your words.”

William rose from the chair. “And never forget, young earl, that I am never wrong,” he said, half-jesting. “If I may be so bold, ’tis time you come to grips with what has happened and get on with your life. You are the Earl of Teviot now, and a great responsibility has fallen on you. You have a great legacy to uphold.”

Adam looked up at him, doubt and hope hand and hand in his expression. “I will do my best.”

William put a hand on the young man’s shoulders. “That will be enough.”

He quit the room, hoping he had done some good to ease the lad’s mind. But it was something Adam would have to deal with himself, no matter what anyone said. He felt it would be best if Adam delved back into the battle clean-up to clear his mind, but he would not suggest it until the morrow. Let the new earl get a good night’s sleep first, which was exactly what he was planning to do.

He was home.
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Nearly three weeks had passed since William had left London for the great wild north. Jordan ached for him every minute of the day, every time she held one of her sons. But the nights were the worst, sleeping alone in the great bed in the strange London apartments. She wanted to go home to Northwood desperately.

In spite of her loneliness, she had somewhat enjoyed her stay at Windsor. Court life was busy and exciting, and Analiese had thrust herself into the mainstream of the bustle and came home every evening with scads of gossip. Watching Analiese at court made Jordan think that the woman had finally found her niche in life. She had blossomed in personality and character, although she had begun to keep strange company with some wildly painted women.

Jordan, to fight off the boredom, had taken to gathering with Analiese and her new friends as well, attending church with them as well as various social functions. Word soon got around that the exquisite new woman was none other than The Wolf’s wife, and with William gone on the king’s work, Jordan soon found herself besieged with male admirers.

At first she had ignored the attention and endured a great deal of teasing from Analiese. But soon, her patience was beginning to wear thin, as was the tolerance of Analiese’s new friends. Jealousy had begun to blossom for the beautiful Scot, but they dared not insult her, for fear of offending her husband.

One of Jordan’s chief admirers was none other than Baron de Troiu. He had come to London on business and remained by request of the king. The earl’s troops had been involved in the battle for Northwood, but the man did not take a personal interest in leading his troops, and he was unconcerned with Captain Brockenhurst leading his men. Moreover, his support of Northwood made Jordan feel as if she had a friend in him, and she kept fairly steady company with him simply because she was lonely and he was a friendly, familiar face.

She thought nothing of the cozy meals they would take together in her rooms or of the walks through the palace gardens. He was witty and wise and she liked to talk to him. He seemed very interested in what she had to say, much like William, and keeping company with the baron eased her aching heart and made her deeply long for her husband at the same time. It was a strange paradox.

Jordan’s first mistake was her innocence. Never having been to court before, she had no knowledge of the intrigue that went on. Gossip was something fairly new to her, never once imagining that she would become the subject of some of the hottest rumors to hit Windsor in years. She thought Baron de Troiu to be her friend, and a friend only. To imagine having a liaison with him in William’s absence had never entered her mind.

It was late in the morning and Jordan had been up since before dawn. Scott had the colic and she had spent hours walking trying to comfort the babe. Finally, he went back to sleep and she took the opportunity to bathe and wash her hair. She sat in front of her huge bronze dressing mirror, drying her hair in the warm room air, wondering how William was faring. Sweet Jesu,’ she missed him.

On the dressing table was a note from de Troiu, requesting her presence for a ride later on that day. She thought it might be nice to get out in the air after the hellish night she’d had with Scott, but had yet to reply to the note. She suspected Daniel would be around to see her later that morning, as he usually did.

Analiese entered the room, carrying an armful of freshly washed linens for the babies. She deposited them on the bed, wandering over to Jordan and taking the brush from her hands, taking over the job of drying Jordan’s hair.

“I heard the baby this morn,” she said casually. “Thank God he sleeps.”

Jordan nodded, watching her hair as it tumbled down around her shoulders with each stroke. “Aye,” she yawned. “I am exhausted. Scott is colicky most of the time, but Troy is a dream. And he even eats more than his brother.”

Analiese nodded, watching Jordan’s hair as it caught the light. She eyed her friend a moment in the mirror. “Jordan, ’tis none of my business, of course, but you should know that there are… rumors.”

“What kind of rumors?” Jordan asked innocently.

“About you and Baron de Troiu,” Analiese said. “You have been spending some time with him and….”

Jordan’s brow furrowed. “Just what are ye saying?”

Analiese looked at Jordan in the mirror. “I am not saying anything. I am simply repeating what is already being said. There are those who suspect that there is more going on than simply friendship.”

Jordan leapt from the chair, angrily facing Analiese. “Dunna even say what ye have heard, Analiese de Longley, for it is a bloody lie. I love my husband and I would never, ever…even entertain what ye’re suggesting.”

Analiese truly thought she was doing Jordan a favor by telling her what she had heard. She put up her hands in appeal. “I was not suggesting it, Jordan, I was simply trying to tell you what I had heard.”

Jordan was flaming mad. “Who told ye these vicious lies, Analiese? Tell me who it is and I will cut out their tongue.”

“It wasn’t one person in particular,” Analiese told her. “The whole castle is talking about it, and de Troiu is not doing anything to stop the rumors. He has made it well known that he wants you.”

Jordan stomped her foot to release some of her pent-up anger. “Wants me?” she repeated, outraged. “ ’Tis ridiculous! I am a married woman and I love my husband!”

Analiese nodded patiently. “I know you do, but….”

Jordan cut her off. “How dare he say such things! He knows I am devoted to William!”

Analiese let out a sigh and sat on the edge of the bed. “He isn’t entirely to blame, you know,” she said as if Jordan should have thought of such things. “You have been spending a good deal of time with him. Alone.”

“I thought he was my friend.” Jordan said, angry and pleading at the same time. “He was so nice to me at Northwood and when we met here at court I thought it would be nice to have someone to talk to other than those silly friends that follow ye around.” She suddenly stopped raging and looked at Analiese. Realization came over her and she sank down on the bed beside her friend. “Oh, no, Analiese… what is it that I have done? I never meant…I mean, at no time did I ever even…oh, damn.”

Analiese looked at her. “I know, Jordan,” she said, comfortingly. “I know you well enough to know that your intentions were purely innocent. But everyone else thinks that you are an adulteress and de Troiu could not be more pleased and proud.”

Jordan felt sick. Because of her naiveté, William was shamed. Damn de Troiu! If he only hadn’t come to London, if she only hadn’t been so eager for a friend, if only…. But the blame lay with her regardless. What would happen when William found out? She could only shudder at the possibilities.

She had to tell him before he heard from other sources. She knew he was fighting heavily and she should not distract him with such nonsense, but she had to tell him. She had to beg him to let her come home, away from this den of sin. So what if there was fighting, she’d been in battles before. She wanted to go home, to take her babies home where they belonged. She had to get the hell away from de Troiu.

“I have got to get a message to William,” she murmured decisively. “Analiese, find me a bit of parchment and a quill. I have got to write to William and beg him to bring me home.”

Analiese rose and went into the antechamber, returning in a moment with the requested items. As Jordan sat huddled over the table and carefully wrote out her message, Analiese watched her with some hesitation.

“When you return, Jordan,” she began softly. “I would remain here at court. I like it here.”

Jordan glanced up at her, not surprised by the declaration. “You fit in here, Analiese, I do not.”

She probably should have calmed down before she wrote the message, for in the end it looked as if she was in mortal danger if he did not allow her to come home. She did not mince words when she wrote of de Troiu, painting him out to be some sort of incubus and she his hapless victim which, in fact, she nearly was.

Rereading the message and pleased with its urgent note, she sanded it, sealed it well, and carried it out into the hall where one of the king’s guards stood watch.

William had left four of the king’s knights who had served with him in Wales at her disposal, but she had avoided becoming friendly with them. They weren’t her knights, the knights she had left at Northwood. The men in the hall were strangers. When she appeared in the corridor demanding a messenger, at once a man rushed to find her a proper carrier.

Her missive was off within the hour, tearing at high speed for the northern wilds of England.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


William was actually enjoying the first real sleep he’d had in weeks. He was sleeping in the bedchamber that had been Jordan’s for so long, sleeping in the bed that had once cradled her supple body. He was sleeping deeply, without dreaming, when a loud rap on the door startled him awake. Habitually, he reached for the sword beside him.

“Do not bother.” It was Ranulf. “I have not come to gut you; I simply bear a message. From your wife.”

“Jordan?” William was instantly awake, snatching the parchment from Ranulf’s hand. He tore at the seal. “God, I hope everything is all right. I haven’t had the time to send her a message yet….”

He began to read. Immediately, his face darkened and the veins at his temples began to throb. Ranulf had never seen such an instantaneous reaction on his lord and wondered what in the hell the message said. Whatever it was, it was not good. He instinctively stepped back from him.

“Damnation,” William growled. He rolled up the vellum and it went sailing into the wall. “Damnation!” He roared again, shooting from the bed.

“I shall assemble the men for London,” Ranulf said without being asked.

William didn’t respond to him. Instead, he did something so completely unexpected and so completely out of character, that Ranulf had to jump out of the way or risk serious injury.

Baron de Wolfe proceeded to demolish the entire room with his bare hands, breaking the huge support beams on the bed as if they were made of rotted wood and swinging the broken pieces against the walls, crumbling stone and mortar. He picked up his sword and slashed the mattress until nothing was left but feathers and tattered bits of cloth. The dressing table Jordan had used fell victim to his sword as he hacked it into kindling before tossing the sword away from him and nearly goring Ranulf with the blind launch.

He raged and he rampaged like a mad man, smashing and destroying and obliterating everything he could get his hands on until there was nothing left in the room but scattered, broken remnants of once fine furnishings.

As disturbing as it was for Ranulf to witness this kind of open fury, he found that the most disturbing thing of all was that William had not uttered a sound through the entire display. All of the release, all of the anger, was in his hands. It was as if he were trying to kill something, someone, with his bare hands and only then would he be sated.

But Ranulf knew the wisdom of his lord. By taking his blind rage out on the furniture, it prevented him murdering the focus of his fury, which could have indeed been Ranulf considering he was the bearer of some obviously devastating news. Thank God that even in his anger, the man had sense.

Ranulf caught someone coming into the antechamber from the corner of his eye. Paris was storming in, his face grim with concern. He had heard the noise clear down on the next floor. Ranulf put up a quieting hand, motioning for him not to speak. Paris looked greatly perplexed as he surveyed the destroyed room, with William now motionless near the demolished bed. Everything was in tatters.

William’s arms were braced against the wall and he was leaning into them, sweat and dust coating his naked back. His hands were bloodied and he looked as if he had seen the wrong end of a fight. But he was struggling to calm himself and to steady his breathing. He had never lost his control, as he just did, and found it hard to believe that he had allowed himself such a demonstration of his fury. Yet he was not ashamed, nor was he remorseful, for had de Troiu been in the room, he would have destroyed him.

“William,” Paris said with quiet firmness. “What is going on?”

William waited to answer until he was sure he could reply without flying into a rage again.

“Give him the missive, Ranulf,” he muttered.

Ranulf dug under a pile of bedding and retrieved the message for Paris, who read it with nearly the same reaction, except that he didn’t destroy the room. When Paris looked up at William in complete disbelief, Ranulf decided he’d had enough with guessing games and took the missive from Paris and read it.

“Damnation!” Ranulf shouted with more emotion than the man had ever exhibited. “That bastard of a man after Lady Jordan? I’ll skin the whoreskin myself and cut off the manhood he values so dear!” He stormed into the antechamber, still shouting uproarious threats for de Troiu. Somewhere in the midst of the raging they heard glass breaking.

Paris flinched as a piece of glass came sailing into the room, moving away from the door and over to William. Even with Ranulf’s tantrum, William was visibly calming.

“What now?” Paris asked of him.

William’s arms came down from the wall. “I will send someone to London to retrieve my wife.”

“What of de Troiu?” Paris asked warily.

William was almost too calm now. “I considered Daniel my friend once.”

Paris looked at him, aware that William would not meet his eye.

“The man signed his own death warrant the minute he laid eyes on your wife,” he said in a low voice. “Even at her wedding to de Longley, he seemed overly solicitous. But what of Henry? Surely he will have something to say about all of this?”

William shrugged. “Henry has too many other pressing problems to worry over two feuding barons.”

“I shall ride for London and retrieve Jordan myself,” Paris said.

“Nay, as captain of the forces you cannot,” William said, trying to right a broken chair and finally giving up. “Henry knows you and he would want to know why you are away from your province. Which is why I cannot go, he would not let me return to Northwood if he thought things were calm enough that I tend to a personal errand.”

“Who goes, then?” Paris demanded.

William looked at him. “Where is Payton-Forrester?”

Paris scowled. “Him? Why in the hell do you need him, with all of your loyal vassals here at Northwood?”

“That,” William jabbed a finger at him, “is precisely why. All of my vassals are too close to the situation, they would all have the exact same reaction as we did when we read the missive, and murder would be foremost on their minds. When de Troiu meets God, it will be by my hands alone. We need someone with a lesser interest to retrieve my wife.”

Paris nodded grimly, both men calm and steady again. Even Ranulf had stopped his raging and was calmly standing in the doorway.

“Ranulf, send a missive back with the messenger and address it to the knights guarding my wife, especially Sir Roan d’Vant.” William was wiping away the splintered wood from his knuckles. “Tell Roan that they are to prevent Baron de Troiu from contacting my wife at all costs. He is not to go near her. Also inform them that I will be sending someone to bring her back to Northwood shortly, and that I wish for the knights protecting Jordan to accompany her home as well.”

“As you command, my lord.”

Paris turned to his friend when the knight was gone. “You do not blame her, do you?”

William shook his head. “Nay, Paris, I think I know my wife well enough to know that whatever she might have done to encourage him, she was completely innocent. Hell, you said yourself he was after her at the wedding. Even Michael commented on it.” He shook the dust and splinters from his hair. “Jordan is so damn trusting. She sees only the good in people and overlooks their flaws, which in de Troiu’s case is the fact that he is a rake. She probably just enjoyed having someone she knew to talk to.”

“And de Troiu took advantage of her trusting nature,” Paris growled. “The man is a goddamn vulture.”

William went into the antechamber, pouring water in the basin to clean the cuts on his hands. Paris followed him, pouring himself a cup of wine.

“I suppose what made me the most angry is that I am not there to defend my wife,” William said after a few moments. “She is living in Sodom and I am not there to protect her from people like de Troiu. Now everyone, including the king, most likely thinks ill of her, when it simply isn’t true.”

Paris sipped his wine. “I have no doubt that you will set them all straight when you return,” he said. “But you had absolutely no choice whether or not to leave her in London. She had just given birth and could not be moved, and you were mobilizing an army. ’Twas bad circumstances.”

William looked up at his friend, pain deep in the hazel-gold depths. “I want her back here with me,” he said quietly. “I miss her, Paris. I miss my children. De Troiu is going to die for the slander he has caused, I swear it.”

Paris set down the cup. “I know,” he said, then brushed at the dirt on William’s shoulder. “Hell, man, you’d better take a bath. You look like a peasant with all of that dirt. And you smell bad, too.”

William cocked an eyebrow at him. “I am surprised you can smell me over yourself,” he quipped, once again feeling in control of himself.

He took the longest bath he could ever remember taking.
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Nearly two weeks after the first attack was launched, Northwood finally began digging out from beneath the rubble. The weather actually cleared a bit, but it was still freezing and blustery as soldiers and knights and peasants worked side by side to repair their once-proud fortress.

William had spent the morning in conference with William Payton-Forrester and Captain Brockenhurst, relaying the contents of the missive from his wife and listening to their varied advice. With the Scots subdued for the moment, Payton-Forrester insisted William should ride to London himself with the full complement of Northwood knights to retrieve his wife. He and Brockenhurst could remain until they returned, but William was reluctant.

“If I return myself, Henry will demand I stay,” William told the men.

Payton-Forrester sat on the edge of the huge oak table, tossing his long blond hair over his shoulders. “Tell old Henry that you must return your wife safely to Northwood and remain there should the Scots act up again.”

“That’s right,” Brockenhurst put in. “Simply tell Henry that the battle is not over yet. Northwood must be protected until she can be rebuilt, which could take months.”

William glanced at his friends, mulling over their words. “Then what would justify me bringing my wife and children back to a compromised fortress when they could just as easily remain within the safety of Windsor?” he asked softly. “Do I tell Henry that I fear for my wife’s reputation? That I must have her with me at all costs, even if it jeopardizes her life? If the battle with the Scots is not over, then she should not be here. It is logical that she remain in London.”

“Henry has heard the rumors, William,” Payton-Forrester said pointedly. “He would not fault you for wanting to remove your wife for your own peace of mind.”

The man had a valid point. The more he thought about it, the more convinced he was that he should take all of his knights and retrieve his wife.

Yet his only real concern was the words of Thomas Scott, the attacking army had been using Jordan as a whipping post for their hate. If indeed the battle was not over yet, then could he truly risk her safety by bringing her here? God help him, what if the worst happened and the Scots overran Northwood on their second attempt and got a hold of his wife? He shook himself; that simply would not happen. Jordan was as safe here as if God himself protected her.

He stood up. “Very well,” he said. “You gentle men have convinced me that only I should withdraw my wife. ’Tis my duty as her husband. I think I will take my knights, as well as Northwood’s, including Paris. William, can you spare me your second?”

Payton-Forrester nodded. “Gainsborough? Of course. Steven and I can hold Northwood until you return.”

“I shall leave de Moray here and the entire army, so I doubt you will have any problems while I am gone,” William said. “I will, however, take one hundred men-at-arms with me as well, and with John Gainsborough I will have ten knights. With Lewis dead and Adam the new earl, I am down two.”

He walked from the room flanked by his two friends.

“I should like to go with you as well, William,” Payton-Forrester grinned. “To see de Troiu’s face when he sees you have come for Jordan would be worth the hard ride tenfold.”

“As would I,” Brockenhurst agreed solemnly. De Troiu was his liege. “William, I do not know what to say about the earl’s actions except he is a man with little morals and even less subtlety. I am deeply ashamed by his actions.”

“You serve the man, Steven, you do not control him,” William said. “Whatever he has done does not affect my friendship with you.”

Relieved, Steven simply nodded silently as the three men continued out into the bailey.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


By the end of April, the weather was showing a remarkable inclination toward spring, and Jordan awoke to a vibrant, sunny day and knew she had to become a part of it. No matter that she had been up half the night with the twins. They were sleeping now and she would take a leisurely bath and then, finally, a walk in the sunshine. The thought of such a simple pleasure after months and months of freezing, dreary weather was enough to send her catapulting from the bed and loudly ordering her bath.

She took time to soak in the tub, washing her hair with lavender soap and rinsing it with flat ale for body and shine. Properly cleaned, she proceeded to don a dress she had made before she became pregnant but had never worn. It was a lovely pale green color with accents of silver, slightly off her shoulders with long slim sleeves.

Analiese helped her dress and Jordan was amazed that the dress actually fit her. After all, just six scant weeks ago she had been as big as a house. But the more she gazed back at herself, the more pleased she was with the changes in her body since the birth of the twins. Her breasts had always been nicely rounded, but now that she was lactating they were wonderfully large and ripe. She wondered if the largeness of her breasts made her waist look slimmer, for in faith she could not ever remember her waist being that small. She smoothed at the skirt, feeling the slight roundness of her tummy under the folds of the surcoat.

She smiled to herself ironically. She had never given her figure much thought before, but facing her in the mirror was the figure of a woman reeking with pure sexuality and pure femininity. And the cut of the dress emphasized that fact. She was forced to admit she liked the change, but wondered how temporary it was.

Analiese helped her dry her hair and she pulled the front of it back, away from her face. Soft tendrils escaped, framing her sweet oval face as she secured it with a silver clip. She slipped on matching hose and garters, noticing that even her legs had filled out a bit. She had always thought that they were rather skinny, hence her childhood nickname, but she could see that they were no more. They were shapely and soft. With pale green slippers on her small feet, she was ready for her outing.

Her escort was old Byron. He had spent his time at Windsor holed up in a cluster of seldom used rooms, dispensing advice and learning of the latest techniques from the continent. Although he shunned human contact for the most part, even he had benefitted from his stay in Windsor. Jordan was pleasantly surprised when he showed up at her apartments to accompany her on her walk.

Analiese went on her way to be with her friends and Jordan bid her goodbye with a kiss on the cheek. The young woman was definitely in her element these days and had bloomed. Jordan knew that most likely Analiese would never see the walls of Northwood again, and further hoped she would find a husband among the wealthy young nobles at court.

With the twins sleeping soundly and the wet nurse standing vigilant watch, Jordan took Byron’s twig-like arm and exited her rooms.

But they were not alone; three of the knights William had assigned to watch her lagged not far behind, as well as five or six soldiers. Jordan began to feel guilty for ignoring the men sworn to protect her. It was difficult to explain why she had rebuffed them; mayhap because she was in the seat of the English nation and still, deep down, English soldiers frightened her. She didn’t even think of Northwood’s knights as English, they were simply her family. Her knights.

It was nearing the nooning meal when she and Byron exited the castle into the blinding white sunshine. In spite of the great glare the day was cool, but the light still felt wonderful to her. Grasping Byron’s arm, they crossed the small courtyard on their way to the larger bailey at the very front of the castle.

She was surprised that Byron had much to say; he was usually silent. How he knew she was going for a walk, she didn’t ask. Her husband had said once that Byron was an extremely intuitive and wise man and for all she knew, he could read minds. But she was enjoying the conversation very much, even if she did not understand it, but was listening to Bryon talk about the latest developments in the ancient science of alchemy.

The small group passed into the main portion of the palace and Jordan watched the people with great interest. Almost all of her socializing had been done in her own apartments, and to actually land in the hive’s center was exciting for her. The last time she had passed through here she had been very pregnant, and very upset, and did not take the time to look about her. She admired the women and their dresses, and almost laughed at some of the men she saw wearing breeches so tight that she swore they stuffed their crotches to emphasize their manhood. Jewels and ribbons and strange perfumes assaulted her senses, and she was fascinated with it all.

The party rounded a corner and ran head long into none other than Daniel de Troiu. His face lit up when he saw Jordan, a bright, sexy smile creasing his lips.

“Lady de Wolfe!” he exclaimed happily. “What a pleasant surprise. I had no idea you were allowed out of your prison.”

Jordan was still mightily angry at him. She gazed at him coolly as he took her hand and kissed it.

“Baron,” she bobbed a small curtsy.

His gaze licked over her. “If I may be so bold, my lady, you do look delicious this day,” he said seductively. “You did not respond to my message the other day and I was concerned for you. Where are you going this bright morn?”

She stiffened at his disgusting compliment. Why hadn’t she seen him for what he truly was, before all of these horrible rumors got started? The man was nothing but a lascivious swine. Looking at him now, the way he was staring at her, told her everything she had been too blind to see before.

“My companion and I are going for a walk,” she replied evenly. “If ye will excuse us, Baron.”

He stepped aside only to join her little group as they walked past. “I believe I could use a dose of sunshine myself, my lady, if you do not mind,” he said. “It has been a long time since our last chat. I have missed talking to you.”

Jordan took a deep breath to fight off the insult that popped to mind. She had no desire to talk, walk or certainly be seen with the man. Analiese had said the rumors were just recently dying down. Abruptly, she came to a halt and faced him.

“In fact, my lord, I do mind,” she said frankly. “I mind a great deal. I am not wanting yer company at the moment.”

He looked shocked. “But…I do not understand, Lady Jordan,” he said gravely. “Have I done something to offend you? If so, then I will apologize a thousand times and beg for your forgiveness.”

She could feel her cheeks flushing angrily. “Leave me be, if you please,” she repeated as steadily as she could muster. “I would be alone with my companions.”

He put his hand on her arm and it was a grievous mistake. Instantly, the three knights behind Jordan were thrusting him away from her roughly, placing themselves protectively in between their mistress and the earl.

“She asked you to leave, my lord,” said one knight, the leader. His voice was deep and controlled. “You will comply with her wishes, if you please.”

De Troiu was angry and perplexed. “Nay, I do not please. This conversation is between the lady and myself, and I do not recall asking for or referring to your assistance. Step away if you value your position, knight.”

“My orders come from higher up than you, my lord,” the knight said, his tone still entirely respectful. “You will leave Lady de Wolfe alone, as you have been previously informed.”

Jordan listened, curious as to what the knight mean by ‘previously.’ But in faith, she was glad for their intervention and she intended to thank them when the time was right.

De Troiu was furious. “Baron de Wolfe does not outrank me.”

The knight looked impassively at him. “As the king’s champion, he does,” he said, turning back around to his men. “Escort Lady de Wolfe to the bailey.”

Without a hind glance at de Troiu, Jordan and Byron went on their way. When they were several feet away, Jordan glanced over her shoulder and saw that the knight was still detaining de Troiu, making sure the man did not follow her.

She wondered what on earth had provoked such protective behavior from a man she had ignored since her arrival, and what’s more, she intended to find out. Listening to the conversation, she had deduced that William had been in contact with the knight recently and it angered her; why had he not seen fit to contact her, then?

They left through the huge main doors of Windsor, entering into the massive courtyard. Jordan had no true destination in mind, simply to walk, so they began to skim the well-manicured drive.

There were carriages and soldiers and people everywhere and the entire area was alive with activity. Byron had begun talking again but she stopped him every so often to ask him from what house a particular banner was from, or to point out a bloom or a colorful bird. Her encounter with de Troiu was quickly forgotten.

The other knight had finally joined them again and she passed him a couple of curious glances before stopping to face him.

“What is yer name, sir knight?” she asked.

He was a big, big man. She had never really noticed before. His head and most of his face was obscured by the helmet as he spoke.

“Sir Roan d’Vant, my lady,” he replied.

She nodded, studying him. “Take off yer helmet.” She hated helmets; they were too impersonal.

He obeyed and she was surprised to see that he was young and very handsome. His black hair was shorn very close to his scalp, but a bit longer on the crown, and he had a well-formed face and intense blue eyes. In fact, his gaze was quite piercing.

“So my husband asked ye to be my protector, did he?” she said after a moment.

“Aye, my lady, he did,” he replied. “Your husband and I served in Wales together.”

“Were ye with him when he was wounded?” she asked.

“Aye,” he answered. “ ’Twas I who carried the earl back to London. Sir Kieran and Sir Deinwald were busy with the Welsh, covering our retreat.”

She hadn’t known that. This man had probably saved William’s life and she had been unkind to him. Her guilt was magnified for her attitude toward her guards.

“Then I must thank ye,” she said quietly. “I dinna know. And I must furthermore apologize for my manners these past weeks. I have been less than gracious to ye and yer men.”

He cracked a smile and she was delighted to see that it was a wide, beautiful smile displaying straight, white teeth. He was magnificently handsome when he smiled, but not nearly as handsome as her husband.

“My lady, you have been busy with two new babes,” he said. “You are not expected to be the consummate hostess.”

She grinned back. “Ye are too kind, sir knight. Tell me, are ye married?”

He was caught off guard by the rapid change of subject. “Nay, my lady, I have no wife.”

Jordan frowned slightly. “Pity, Sir Roan. I should like to have another friend while I am in London,” she said, and turned slightly away from him. “Come and walk with me, and tell me of yerself.”

Honored, he resumed walking by her side. Jordan learned little of him because she did most of the talking, telling him about Northwood and Langton and about her adventures since leaving her home. She found Sir Roan to be a wonderful listener and good conversationalist. She was deeply sorry she had not made an earlier attempt to get to know him.

Before she realized it they had made the round of the courtyard and were nearly back to where they had started. She paused a moment, still enjoying all of the activities and continued her conversation with Roan. Ignorant as she was of the English, he began to point out various nobles and people of importance to her and she was fascinated.

As they stood and chatted, the courtyard appeared to be in great turmoil. She glanced up at Roan and was troubled to see his attractive face creased with concern. It appeared that people were beginning to clear the drive in a great hurry and the shouting and noise from harried horses was uproarious.

“Mayhap we had better go inside, my lady,” he said calmly, but she could detect urgency in his tone.

She nodded, picking up her skirts to comply when a huge thundering caught her attention. It sounded like distant thunder, yet far more powerful. The earth beneath her shook with the force.

Instinctively, she stopped to see from whence the sound came when she was confronted by a large company of soldiers barreling into the bailey from the King’s Gate. The men were dressed for battle. She could see some of the riders with slung cross bows, and all of them were dressed in armor and mail; especially the knights, who rode at the head of the column.

The column slowed as they came closer, the destriers dancing and snorting and making a great commotion. The sun had dried the earth a bit and clouds of new dust flew into the air, adding to the confusion the troop was creating.

The inhabitants of the courtyard were desperate to get out of their way. Jordan felt Roan put an insistent hand on her arm, but she didn’t move. The armor and the men riding in were strangely familiar.

Like lightening, it struck her. Before anyone could stop her, she was squealing in delight and running like a rabbit for the knights at the head of the column. Roan, alarmed, took steps to pursue but a rare shout from Byron stopped him.

“Nay, man,” the little physician said. “Do you not recognize The Wolf when you see him?”

William de Wolfe had returned.
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William saw Jordan running toward them, surprised beyond words that she happened to be in the courtyard at the exact time he chose to ride in. He had hoped to surprise her, but suddenly she was dashing toward him and he was so overwhelmed with happiness that he dismounted his horse before it even came to a complete stop.

Jordan opened her arms wide, laughing and crying at the same time as she threw herself into her husband’s waiting arms. It didn’t matter that all she could feel was cold metal, jabbing and scratching at her. All that mattered was that he was here, and he was safe and real. He had come back for her and her heart was bursting with overwhelming joy.

“Ye’re truly here!” she cried. “Oh, English, I canna believe ’tis ye. Take off that blasted helmet and let me see yer face.”

He set her down, rapidly obliging her request. When the helmet came off, he was grinning from ear to ear and she threw herself at him again, kissing every inch of his exposed face. He should have discouraged her from such an open display in front of his men, but he could not.

In fact, he was responding just as feverishly. They were giggling and laughing delightedly in between heated kisses until he grasped her face to stop her.

“Jordan, love, you look magnificent,” he gushed for her ears only. “God, I could not believe it was you when we came riding in. What are you doing out here?”

“Going for a walk,” she informed him joyfully. Her eyes drank in the sight of him. “Oh, English, ’tis so good to see ye!”

His gaze turned soft and smoky. “You have no idea how much I have missed you. How are the twins?”

“Fat and happy,” she said, grinning broadly. “They eat like little pigs and are already smiling. Ye’ll be surprised when ye see them.”

“I have missed them,” he said. “I bet they’ve grown a score since I have been gone.”

Jordan started to reply when a familiar voice cut in. “How come I did not receive a greeting?” It was Paris, who then turned to the other knights. “Why is he privileged to such a greeting? You would think she was in love with him.”

Jordan and William turned around and it was then that Jordan realized William had brought his knights with him. All of them. She was speechless with delight.

“Paris!” she gasped. “And who else? Damnation, I canna recognize ye with yer helmets on. Take them off, all of ye, so that I may see ye.”

The mighty knights of Northwood revealed themselves to her, all of them grinning like fools: Paris, Kieran, Michael, Deinwald, Ranulf, Marc, Jason and Corin. She gazed back at them with pure joy, so pleased to once again see them riding with her husband. They were all so powerful, so massive in their own individual way and she was sure that her husband had the handsomest knights in the realm. Her heart swelled with pride and happiness; they had all come to escort her home and she knew that she would be the envy of every woman at court.

But she noticed immediately that two were missing, and she did not recognize one of them. She eyed the new knight, his face pleasant enough, but her curiosity for the missing two was overwhelming.

“Where are Lewis and Adam?” she asked her husband.

His smile faltered just a bit. “I shall tell you everything in a moment. But for now, I would like to retire to our apartments and you can start packing your things. We are going home.”

She gave a happy little laugh and threw her arms around his neck, squeezing him tightly. The smell of her, the feel of her, was enough to melt him to the very core.

All of the knights dismounted, their destriers taken by various soldiers, and followed a joyful William and Jordan back across the compound to where Byron and her escorts waited. Roan saluted smartly as William approached.

“My lord,” he greeted. “We were not expecting you personally.”

William nodded shortly. “Yet it seems I have come,” he replied, glancing at his wife. “Jordan, go with Byron and the others. Paris, Kieran, Roan and I will be along in a moment.”

She looked a bit puzzled but obeyed, taking Deinwald and Michael’s arms and leading them back into the castle. When he was sure his wife was out of earshot, he turned to Roan.

“What of de Troiu?” he demanded quietly.

“The man is as persistent as a damn fly, sire,” Roan replied distastefully. “He came around as you suspected and demanded to see your wife. I sent him away, not once but several times. And just this morn we encountered him on our walk and I had to physically restrain the man.”

William’s jaw ticked dangerously. He glanced at Paris before turning back to Roan. “Where is he?”

“Wait a moment, William,” Paris interjected. “You cannot call the man out, not right now.”

“Like hell!” William snapped. “The bastard is after my wife and now he will have to reckon with me.”

“My lord, de Troiu is a favorite of the king at the moment,” Roan said. “As are you. He will not be pleased if either one of you met with a blade.”

William opened his mouth to tell Roan to shut up when Kieran stepped in hastily. “Let us go to your apartments and help your wife pack.” He put a big hand on William’s shoulder and the other on Paris’ insistently. “Let us think this through for a moment before we do anything. Agreed?”

He gave them both a shove and William was reluctant to comply, but he did. The four of them marched into the castle, drawing stares from all they encountered. Word spread like wildfire that The Wolf had returned to Windsor, and William knew it would simply be a matter of time before Henry was beating down his door demanding audience. He had to get to Jordan and calm himself down.

His wife had taken the knights directly to their comfortable apartments. As soon as the men were through the door they began to demand to see William’s new sons, as she knew they would, and she was very proud to do them the honor.

Reemerging from the nursery with one son in each arm, the aggressive knights immediately turned into calm, docile men as she presented her babes.

She held the infants as the knights fawned over them, cooing strange baby language and confidently suggesting which son looked like which parent. Jordan was pleased and honored at their attentions, amazed that such fierce men could be turned into quivering, reverent humans at the simple sight of a baby. But she knew that it should not surprise her, for her husband had the same reaction. It was no time before she was handing the babes off to eager arms.

Her husband and Kieran and Paris entered the antechamber a short while later. While she turned eagerly to William, Paris began to rant loudly.

“Which of these little pups is my namesake?” he demanded with obvious delight. “I would have him now.”

Jordan, tearing her eyes from her husband, pointed to the child Michael held. “That is Troy, Paris.”

Paris went immediately to retrieve the child, oblivious to Michael’s protests, and smiled happily at the dark-haired boy.

William came to her, putting his arm around her waist and smiling faintly as his knights delivered uncompromised attention to his sons. As badly as he wanted to hold his boys, he knew there would be plenty of time later. At this moment, he had more pressing matters on his mind that required a moment of privacy with his wife.

Kieran stood back away from the group, his handsome face distant. Jordan could see his discomfort and pulled away from her husband to go to him.

“How’s Jemma?” she asked softly, curling her hands around his huge forearms.

“She is improving,” he said truthfully, forcing a smile. “She begged to come with us, but I forbade her and she is quite angry with me.”

Jordan smiled sadly. “How is she faring with… well, with the babe gone?”

His own smile faded. “She is faring as well as can be expected,” he said quietly. “We both are.”

She knew he would tell her more later, when they were in private, so she did not push for answers. Instead, she went over to Ranulf and took Scott from him. Returning, she placed the blond babe gently in Kieran’s massive arms.

“Hold him for a while,” she said with a tight voice. “He smiles now, did ye know? Speak to him.”

Kieran gazed down at the baby, whose wide blue eyes gazed up at him curiously. It was such an innocent, comical look that he smiled.

“Well, Scott, I see that you are looking more like your mother, thankfully,” he said softly.

The babe’s reaction was to smile a silly, toothless grin at him that melted his heart. The pain of his own loss was somehow intensified, yet somehow lessened at the same time. He fell instantly in love with the little lad.

“William, this child looks the spitting image of you,” Paris said gravely from across the room. “Why could you not name the child that looks like Jordan after me? I am, after all, blond as she is. Why must my namesake have your swarthy devil looks?”

Jordan’s eyebrows rose in feigned outrage. “Are ye saying, Paris de Norville, that my son is ugly?”

“Nay, my lady, not at all,” he amended quickly. “The child is beautiful. ’Twas your husband I was calling ugly.”

Jordan went to William and put her arms around him protectively. “He is no such thing,” she said adoringly. “He’s the most beautiful man this side of heaven.”

The knights chuckled at the use of ‘beautiful’. William put his arms around her. “How many times do I have to tell you that men are not beautiful?” he said.

She smiled sweetly up at him and he returned her loving gaze. With their sons well taken care of, William decided that the time was right to have a brief discussion with his wife. He pulled her along with him into the bedchamber and closed the door behind them.

Jordan watched her husband as he wordlessly removed his armor from the waist up. Her limbs tingled with anticipation at being able to finally touch his flesh and she wondered excitedly if he was going to make love to her at this very moment, even with his knights in the other room. But instead of opening his arms to her, he faced her with his hands on his hips.

“What is all of this about de Troiu?” he asked.

Her smile faded and her stomach twisted. She clasped her hands as she formed her answer.

“He came around right after ye left for Northwood,” she said. “Honest, William, I was simply looking for someone to talk to because I was so lonely with ye gone, and Analiese’s new friends are a gaggle of silly chickens. He would come up and sit with me for hours in the antechamber, talking to me while I did needlework or sewing for the twins. ’Twas truly all there was to it.”

“Were you alone with him when he came to visit?” he asked.

“Aye,” she lowered her gaze guiltily, “but I dinna think anything of it until Analiese told me of the rumors.”

“What did Analiese tell you?” he asked patiently.

“That the castle was talking about the de Troiu and me, saying that we were…more than friends,” she felt sick spitting out the words. “She said that de Troiu was doing nothing to stop the rumors, but was encouraging them by telling people that he would have me. When she told me that, I had to write ye.”

He paced thoughtfully for a moment and it scared the hell out of her. She had seen that look once before, before he smashed Alexander’s door in. She wondered if he were going to smash her in.

“Did he ever touch you?” he asked.

“Nay, never,” her eyes narrowed, incensed at the question. “I wunna let him, English. Ye know me better than that.”

He put up his hand. “I know,” he said quickly. “I simply meant if he had he ever tried to touch you, or made unwanted advances.”

“Nay,” she replied, still miffed. Did he trust her or didn’t he?

He looked at her for several long moments, studying her lovely face. She gazed back with a mixture of uncertainty and defiance, wondering what he was thinking.

“English, do ye think that I was deliberately sinful with the earl?” she asked, peeved. “Do ye think for one moment that I could be unfaithful to ye?”

“Nay,” he replied before she even got the question out of her mouth. “I trust you implicitly, Jordan. Love, do not misunderstand my questions. I am simply trying to see the situation.”

“And what is it that ye see?” she wanted to know.

He gave her a humorless smiled. “I see a pampered, spoiled man who lusts for something that can never be his, and he does not care whose lives he ruins in the process.”

“What are ye going to do?”

He shook his head. “I do not know.”

She took a few timid steps toward him. “Are ye angry with me, English?”

“Nay,” he told her. “The only thing you are guilty of is beauty and warmth, and innocence. De Troiu would take advantage of that.”

She turned away from him and sat on the bed. “I am afraid that I have shamed ye with these rumors.”

He went to stand in front of her. “Never think that you have shamed me in any way, Jordan.” His tone scared her and her head came up to look at him. “You are my greatest single achievement in this life. You are my pride and my joy. The person to bear the shame is de Troiu.”

She sighed, her eyes huge and sad. She was ashamed and depressed, and the sight of William’s face gazing upon her was enough to make her feel weak and childlike.

“Hold me,” she begged softly.

He dropped to his knees, his arms wrapping around her tightly. She clung to his neck, her face burled in the crook. It was enough to simply feel her against him, her fragrance enveloping him until his senses were reeling from the sweet torment of it. They had been apart so long and so much had happened that his heart was twisting from the joy after the long and anguishing separation.

He began to kiss her, every bit of exposed skin on her neck and face. When he tasted salt on her face and knew she was crying, it drove him mad. He would kill de Troiu for the pain he had caused her, he vowed silently. But first, he would make sweet love to his wife.

He began to fling off bits of his clothing between fevered kisses, unlatching his leg armor as she stripped off his tunic. Her dress was off in a matter of seconds, but he left the breeches and garters because he suddenly found them incredibly sexy. Naked, he pushed her back on the bed and covered with his huge, eager body.

“Oh, English,” she gasped into his mouth. “I have waited so long for this.”

His hands were all over her, massaging her plump breasts. “When I saw you in the courtyard this was all I could think of,” he whispered raggedly. “You look better than you ever have, wife. Having babies agrees with you.”

She moaned softly as he plunged his tongue into her mouth, licking her erotically as his hand began to caress her woman’s center. She squirmed and writhed against him, her loins instinctively slick and wet in preparation for his massive organ. His mouth trailed hotly down her neck to her breasts and he gently took a swollen nipple into his mouth, tonguing it endlessly before suckling ever so softly. When he tasted her sweet milk, the essence of her motherhood, he went instantly insane with desire and sucked her dry on both breasts.

Jordan was almost incoherent with pure ecstasy. Unbeknownst to her, tears of joy were streaming down her temples as he paid delicious attention to her ripe breasts. When he finally pulled himself away and dragged his mouth down her softly rounded belly, she knew he was seeking the very core of her and her legs parted for him intuitively.

He lay between her legs, his hand gently stroking the dark blond curls. “It has only been six weeks, love,” he said hoarsely.

“Are you sure I will not hurt you?”

“Nay,” she said faintly. “There has been enough time, and I am healed. Byron removed the stitches long ago.”

He had to see what she was talking about, see for himself that he would not re-tear the wound she received giving birth. He spread her thick lips, his finger running along the tiny, pink scar now slick with lubricant from her body. She was indeed healed and perfect and he was constantly amazed that such a small passage could accommodate him so beautifully, as well as birth two large babies. She was, as always, remarkable.

He would wait no longer. Pulling himself up, he pulled her thighs up around him and drove into her. She stifled a moan at his entry, but she was so tight from disuse that it took him another surge to fully embed himself into her hot passage. He shuddered with satisfaction, feeling the walls of her core wrap around him.

“God, Jordan…,” he breathed, withdrawing almost completely before ramming back into her.

The process was exquisitely maddening. His thrusts were sweeter and more powerful than she had ever remembered and she was instantly responding to him, her hips meeting his with blinding force. Sweat coated their bodies, mingling, as they moved with one another, achieving the ultimate climax together and maintaining a bit of heaven for a small eternity until they floated, reluctantly, down to earth once again.

He fell atop her, holding her beautiful body close to him for long minutes, wanting to remain there forever but knowing his knights were still in the other room. He had to smile when he wondered if they were all crowding about the door, listening. He didn’t care if they were or not.

“English,” she whispered. “Yer men are going to begin to wonder what has happened to ye.”

He propped himself up to look at her, still embedded in her. “If they have any brains, they know what has happened to me.”

She blushed and slapped playfully at him with embarrassment. He laughed low in his throat and kissed her.

“Have no fear, love, for they will say nothing,” he said, withdrawing to moans from both of them. He sighed heavily with the pleasure. “Not even if they heard our screams of passion would they mention them.”

She grinned, running her hand over his face. “I love ye.”

His gaze turned incredibly soft and loving. “And I love you.”

They rose and dressed, Jordan fighting off a blush for she knew the moment she walked back into the antechamber, all heads would turn to look at her. On the other side of the closed door, she could hear a baby crying.

“ ’Tis Troy,” she said, brushing her hair quickly. “He is hungry.”

William looked sheepish. “And I ate his dinner.”

She laughed. “The wet nurse is in the nursery, so have no fear that they will go hungry.”

They went back into the antechamber and William retrieved both sons, kissing their little heads gently before passing them over to their mother. It was the first time he had held them since they had been born. Jordan avoided making eye contact with the knights simply because she was terrified she would flush a bright red if they as much as smiled at her.

She quickly took the babies back to the nursery. When she returned, William was speaking to the knight she did not recognize, the new one that had come with them from Northwood, who had made himself practically invisible during the reunion.

William saw her come back in and turned to her. “Jordan, I would like you to meet someone,” he indicated the well-built young knight. “This is Sir John Gainsborough. Gainsborough, this is my wife, Lady de Wolfe. Sir John is Captain Payton-Forrester’s second-in-command.

Jordan bobbed a curtsy. “Sir knight, ’tis a pleasure.”

He bowed gallantly. “The pleasure is mine, my lady. I am honored to finally meet The Wolf’s lady wife.”

He seemed nice enough, but she wondered what had happened to Lewis and Adam. She didn’t want to ask her husband again for she knew he would tell her when he was ready.

Jordan ordered a large meal and shortly they were all seated, enjoying the finer foods from the king’s kitchens. It was a tremendously enjoyable meal, and Jordan could not remember being more happy or gay. The knights joked and teased one another, and her as well, and she felt as if she were sitting with her family, except she had never loved her family the way she loved these men.

As they were enjoying the last of the meal, there was a knock at the door. Jordan rose, insisting that the knights they remain seated and keep eating. Going to the door, she was stunned to see de Troiu standing in the door jamb.

“Jordan!” he exclaimed. “I must speak with you, dearest. I had to threaten your man before he would let me through, but I simply must speak with you.”

Jordan’s mouth was agape as she glanced over de Troiu’s shoulder to catch a glimpse of d’Vant. He stood several feet away and gave her a devilish grin before turning away. In that second she knew that the baron had no idea her husband and his knights were in the room behind her. The open door furthermore blocked his view of the eating table.

Jordan wasn’t sure if she should let him in or tell him to run for his life. He made the decision for her by putting his hands on her upper arms insistently.

“Please, dear, let me in so that I may speak with you,” he said, pushing her back and stepped into the room.

William slammed the door behind him so hard that the windows on the opposite wall rattled. De Troiu spun around in shock only to come face to face with The Wolf himself. Simultaneously he became aware of an entire table of knights, standing around a table, several feet away. His heart lurched into his throat.

“De Wolfe!” he exclaimed, nearly in fear. “I had not heard of your arrival.”

William’s jaw ticked. “No doubt,” he growled. “What is so important that you would take your life into your hands by coming to see my wife?”

De Troiu was stumped. His mind was wildly trying to think of an excuse to tell the baron but all that came out of his mouth was a stammer.

“Well, nothing, really I had heard…that is, I was under the impression that I had offended your wife and I…simply wanted to apologize.” He rapidly turned to Jordan. “For whatever I have done to offend you, I apologize.”

She opened her mouth to reply but William suddenly closed the distance between him and de Troiu, and stood menacingly over the shorter man.

“You have said your piece,” he said. “You should have stayed away from my wife, Daniel. The next time I see you, it will be for our duel.”

De Troiu went from real fear to defiant anger. “Duel? For what?” he wanted to know. “I haven’t done anything except keep your wife company in your absence. The poor lady was miserable while you were off romping about the wilds killing her fellow Scots.”

Jordan could almost hear a collective groan go up amidst the knights; de Troiu had a death wish speaking to William in such a manner. Whatever happened now, William was completely justified in his actions.

But William’s face remained completely in control. In fact, he seemed calmer than he had just a moment before.

“I would thank you now for the support of Deauxville Mount and the assistance of Captain Brockenhurst,” he said. “The man is an invaluable friend and ally. You, however, have overstepped your bounds. I know of the rumors of you and my wife, and I further know you encouraged them. Would you do me the courtesy of telling me the reason behind this insanity before I strike you down?”

De Troiu was shaking with anger and fear. “I owe you nothing, de Wolfe. I do not answer to you.”

William held up a finger. “When you involve my wife in your sordid affairs, you answer to me before you answer to God. I will kill you for tarnishing my wife’s reputation.”

The baron fought to remain calm. “Then you will have to fight Brockenhurst. He is my champion.”

“And he is at Northwood,” William reminded him icily. “ ’Tis you I will call out, here and now. Choose your weapon; it makes no difference to me.”

“I would see what the king has to say about your challenge,” de Troiu said.

“This is between you and me, Daniel,” William lowered his voice. “ ’Tis you who have pursued my wife, not the king. This is a matter of personal honor. Be a man for once and take responsibility for your actions.”

The baron stared at William before looking to Jordan. She gazed back at him emotionlessly. “What did you tell him, Jordan?” he demanded harshly.

In the blink of an eye, William grabbed de Troiu and slammed him violently into the wall. Jordan was suddenly shoved out of the way by Deinwald as the knights rushed to pry William off of the earl. She was frightened listening to de Troiu’s fearful grunts and the soft pleas of Paris and Kieran to William to let the smaller man go.

Half of the knights seemed to be pulling on de Troiu while the other half were firmly trying to wrestle William’s hands from around the man’s neck. Terrified, Jordan stood behind Deinwald with her eyes bugging.

It didn’t help matters when de Troiu kicked out in panic, striking William in the thigh. When it became apparent that William was bent on strangling the earl at that very moment, Deinwald let go of Jordan and rushed forward, jamming himself between the two men and managing to break William’s hold with a good deal of effort.

Paris and Kieran held their lord back while de Troiu roughly pulled himself free of the knights who had gripped him.

“ ’Tis inexcusable.” de Troiu spat. “You shall pay for that, de Wolfe.”

“At dawn, de Troiu,” William was seething anger and hatred. “At dawn on the joust field, I end your miserable life.”

Jordan, forcing herself to calm now that they were separated, stepped beside her husband.

“Get out, Daniel,” she said coldly.

De Troiu angrily straightened his clothing, glaring at Jordan. “My pleasure, my lady, though I must say ’twill be a pleasure to claim the prize from tomorrow’s match,” he made sure he was looking at William. “Mayhap you will bear me twin sons, as well.”

William lurched but Paris and Kieran restrained him. Michael grabbed de Troiu and half threw the man from the room.

William was so angry he was white. He jerked himself free of confining hands and swung away from his knights, trying to compose himself. Jordan went after him, her soft hands on his back soothingly. Not one man in that room had ever seen William so angry and they would be surprised if he waited until the morrow to take de Troiu’s life.

D’Vant stuck his head in through the door. “My lords?” he said timidly. He had heard the entire exchange and the ensuing scuffle. “ ’Twas my indiscretion to allow the baron entrance. I thought he would wisely retreat when he saw….”

William turned around. “And you were wise in your judgment, Roan. ’Twas good that you allowed him to hang himself.”

Roan looked surprised. “But you are to fight the baron, my lord. That was never my goal when I let the man pass.”

“But it was my goal the moment I received the missive from my wife telling me of the earl’s improprieties,” William was calm enough to put his arm around Jordan’s waist. “Come in here, d’Vant, and join us as we finish our meal.”

Deeply honored and a bit puzzled, Roan closed the door behind him and quickly found himself getting acquainted with Northwood’s knights.

William was a bit embarrassed at his loss of control and was eager to put the incident behind him. But Jordan sat next to him, her eyes wide with fear, and he found it difficult to move ahead. He finally resorted to patting her hand gently and encouraging her to eat, hoping to take her mind off the subject. She obeyed his request, although the food was tasteless and she thought she might get sick, but for William’s sake she put up a brave front.

Jordan was terrified. He would be fighting a duel for her honor, for their honor, and she was sick at heart. Yet it was not out of fear for him, for she knew he was the best knight in the realm and he could easily best de Troiu, but out of the fact that the earl would be the third man William would have had to punish because of her. First there had been the boy who had thrown the rock, then there was Earl Corvalis’ son, and now de Troiu. She didn’t like being responsible for these actions.

It was past midnight and Jordan was just drifting off to sleep after feeding the twins when there was a sharp rap at the door, William was already awake and, with sword in hand, demanded to know who it was.

The door flew open in reply and Henry himself stood in the archway, his distinguished face grim.

“Get up, William,” he ordered in a low voice. “I would speak with you.”

Fear surged through Jordan; Henry was angry and she was terrified for William. The man could make or break a life with the flick of a hand and she wondered wildly if the king had come here to order her husband to the Tower. There was no telling what de Troiu had told the king, and she knew he was the reason why the monarch stood in her bedchamber.

William rose calmly and dressed in soft leather breeches, a white tunic and his heavy black boots. He didn’t even bother to strap on his sword. Jordan watched him, wide-eyed, as he exited the room behind the king. It took her a moment to realize that he hadn’t said one word to her.

She jumped from the bed and threw on a robe, rushing out into the antechamber. It was cold and dark and quiet. Her panic was rising as she went to the front apartment door and threw it open. Roan’s piercing blue eyes met her.

“Where did they go?” she demanded breathlessly.

“The king and William retreated down the hall, my lady,” he replied. “I do not know where they have gone.”

She was starting to shake. “Sir Roan, where are the other knights?”

“Northwood’s knights are housed in the royal knight’s quarters.”

Her breath coming hard and fast, she fixed Roan in the eye. “Get me Sir Paris and Sir Kieran. Now.”

She slammed the door before he could reply.

When Kieran and Paris arrived nearly a half hour later, Jordan was pacing back and forth in the antechamber nearly out of her mind with worry. When they came in, she ran to Paris.

“The king took him!” she gasped. “He ordered William out of bed and demanded to speak with him. He’s going to punish him, I know it.”

Paris grasped her arms and guided her toward the nearest chair. “Calm down, Jordan,” he said evenly. “You are all worked up. Now, tell me; just what is Henry supposed to punish William for?”

She looked at him as if he were daft. “For challenging de Troiu,” she said, throwing up her hands. “Daniel must have run right to the king and God only knows what he told him. Oh, Paris, something horrible is going to happen.”

“Nothing horrible is going to happen,” Paris insisted softly before turning to Kieran. “Why don’t you see where they have gone and see if you can be of any assistance to William, eh?” He punctuated the last word with a lift of his blond brows.

Kieran knew what he meant, to wait outside the door and be prepared to defend William however required. He nodded shortly and left the room.

“The king was so angry, Paris,” she went on. “He simply barged into our bedchamber with barely a knock. Oh, God, will he banish him to the Tower?”

“For what?” Paris repeated. “Jordan, William has done nothing to warrant punishment. Now you are getting yourself upset for no reason. Kieran will find out what is going on, and until such time as he returns, why do not you go back to bed.”

“No!” she snapped.

He cocked an eyebrow. “Aye, you will. I will wait here and wake you the moment Kieran, or William, returns. I promise.”

Her mouth pursed stubbornly. “I am staying right here. I canna sleep.”

“Jordan, a new mother needs her sleep,” he tried to reason with her. “You receive little enough as it is. Now will you walk to bed or will I carry you?”

She glared angrily at him, a flash of retort coming into her eyes, but just as suddenly her expression went soft and fearful.

“Are ye sure he is not in trouble?” she begged.

“I am sure enough,” he pulled her from the chair. “Now, go to bed and sleep peacefully. All will be well.”

With a reluctant glance, she obeyed. He smiled as her stiff back disappeared into the darkened bedchamber. She could jump to conclusions faster than anyone he had ever seen.

Paris let out a sigh and went to pour himself a cup of wine. As he put it to his lips, he suddenly knew it was going to be a long night.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


Henry had been drinking and William knew it was not a good sign. Not a word had been spoken the entire way back to Henry’s private audience chamber but William tried to remain calm. He wondered if Henry was angry that he had returned from Northwood without announcement, or if de Troiu had groveled at the monarch’s feet and demanded satisfaction. He would soon find out.

Henry went to a huge stuffed silk chair and nearly collapsed in it. He looked pale and tired, and William noticed that the royal guard and stewards that had comprised their escort had disappeared. They were alone.

He stood in front of the king for a long, long time before Henry finally spoke.

“William,” he began slowly. “What is this that I hear about de Troiu?”

“Baron de Troiu has made unwanted advances toward my wife, sire,” William said flatly. “I would defend her honor.”

The king looked sharply at him. “You are my champion, William. You are supposed to defend me at all times. Why are you not at Northwood defending the crown against the Scots?”

“The Scot insurrection has been quelled for the moment, sire,” he replied. “I would not have left if I had not felt it safe to do so.”

The king was peeved. “Then where is my damn army?” he demanded. “You had better start explaining, baron, for my patience is wearing thin.”

William took a deep breath. “I left the army at Northwood under the command of Captain de Moray and Captain Payton-Forrester of Beverley,” he said evenly. “Although we beat back the Scots for the moment, Laird Scott seems to think the crisis is not over. He survived the attack on his fortress, although Langton is nothing more than a dead hulk. ’Tis best we maintain a show of force at the border until we are sure that the clans have given up or disbanded. Additionally, Northwood is in a state of repair and ’twould not do to have the Scots attack and break her down again. I am returning to Northwood on the morrow and resume my command.”

Henry nodded, a bit more pacified but he was still piqued. “After you kill de Troiu?”

William’s gaze was steady. “Aye.”

Henry frowned. “I like Daniel, William. And I like you. I am displeased.”

William’s jaw ticked. “Then I apologize, sire, but my wife’s honor and reputation are at stake.”

The king squirmed irritably in his chair. “I know the rumors, William, I heard them. But I paid them no attention because I know you and I know that you would not have a wife with gutter morals. Yet I am told she spent time, alone, with de Troiu. How does she explain this lack of judgment?”

“She was lonely, sire, and she knew de Troiu previously,” William explained, knowing Jordan sounded like a naive little girl. “She simply wanted someone to talk to, and she had virtually no friends here at court. I understand how it looked to observers and I understand how the rumors started, but the earl did nothing to stop the rumors. He even went so far as to declare his want for my wife. I cannot tolerate that action.”

The king sighed heavily, his hand on his face and looking at William between splayed fingers. Damn, he was getting too old for this nonsense. “I understand your anger,” he said quietly. “But I cannot allow this duel to take place ’Twould be disruptive and very, very costly. I sent de Troiu home earlier this evening and by now he is, hopefully, far away. You will leave on the morrow and take your wife back to Northwood where she belongs. Lord knows, she needs you around to put some common sense into that pretty head of hers.”

William was angry and stunned. “You sent de Troiu home?”

“Aye, I did,” Henry cocked an eyebrow as if daring William to challenge his decision. “Daniel is mildly amusing, which is why I have kept him here with me for the past several weeks. But he was wearing thin with me, and when he came to my chambers tonight and demanded that I punish you for issuing a challenge, I’d had enough. He is gone. And I will hear of no more challenges between you and him, de Wolfe. Deauxville Mount is nearly as big as Northwood and Questing and I will not have my border earls quarreling over, of all things, a Scot woman. Is this clear?”

William was rigid. “Aye, Your Majesty. I trust you explained the same standards to de Troiu?”

Henry scowled. “Of course I did, I am not daft.”

The room was uncomfortably silent for several moments while Henry decided if he wanted to go to bed or have more wine. His stomach was troubling him as well.

“Be gone, my champion,” he said finally. “Return to the wilds and inform me of the progress. You may also, if you so choose, select the six hundred troops I promised you for Castle Questing and send them to your keep. No better time to begin maintaining your seat, Warden of the North Border.”

William liked the sound of that title. It eased his anger towards de Troiu. “Will you wish for me to return to London when the crisis is resolved, sire, or am I to remain at Questing?” he asked.

“You are my champion, William, until I say otherwise,” the king replied reprovingly. “You will return to London if I wish it.”

William, somewhat annoyed and depressed, nodded. “And I shall obey, sire.”

Henry slouched in his chair, scratching at his dirty scalp. “And there is another thing; why was the Earl of Teviot not with you upon your return, as I ordered?”

“Because he is dead,” William replied bluntly, noting the faint furrow of surprise on Henry’s brow. “He and his brother fell into a scuffle and the younger de Longley killed the earl in self-defense.”

Henry swung around to look at him. “Is this so? Alexander is dead?”

“Aye, sire, he is,” William answered. “Adam de Longley is the new Earl of Teviot and shows all the signs of competently handling the task.”

The king stared back at him a moment. “It would seem that young Adam completed the task I would have asked of you. I must send my congratulations to the new earl.”

William’s eye narrowed for a brief second, Henry would have him play assassin, as well as champion? As much as he hated Alexander and wished the man dead, he would not have been keen on murdering him. And to refuse would have been to directly disobey the king. He was at once glad that Alexander was already dead, but wondering if inevitably a similar situation would arise again someday. The thought worried him.

Henry gazed up at William in an alcohol haze until the man became uncomfortable with the attention. What the king was thinking was anybody’s guess and he shifted on his big legs, awaiting the next move.

“You do not like it here in London, do you?” Henry asked after a moment.

“I like London,” William replied. “But my home is in the north.”

“Yet you were born near Worcester,” Henry said. “Your grandmother is Welsh, your grandfather Norman.”

William grinned faintly. “There is a bit of everything in my family, sire. Those relatives you mentioned were on my father’s side. On my mother’s side, my grandfather was a Saxon, and my grandmother was a Saracen. He married her while on the crusade with Richard.”

“Both of your grandsires served with Richard,” the king put in.

“Aye, they did and were great friends,” William nodded. “Which is how my parents became betrothed.”

Henry knew that, for he had known William’s father, Edward. He had been a highly intelligent man and devoutly loyal to Richard. In fact, Edward de Wolfe was one of the forces behind the Magna Carta, signed by Henry’s father, John.

“Did you ever know Richard’s Defender, Christopher de Lohr?”

William shook his head. “Not really, although he and my father were the best of friends. I met him once or twice when I was young.” His eyes went distant, as if remembering the great man who had been Richard’s right arm. “He was my hero. I wanted to be as great a knight as the Defender of the Realm.”

“Three of his sons served me,” Henry said, reflecting. “Six of his grandsons serve me in various posts, as well as four of his brother’s descendants. David de Lohr was as great as his brother.”

“One of David’s grandsons, Maddoc du Bois, is one of my closest friends.”

Henry nodded in recognition. “Du Bois is a mighty, mighty knight,” he agreed. Then he eyed William through blood-shot eyes. “You remind me of him a great deal.”

“Maddoc?”

Henry shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “Christopher. You have his strength and character. But I doubt even de Lohr had as great a reputation as you do.”

William was flattered; everyone knew that Christopher de Lohr had been the greatest knight who had ever lived. “I could never live up to the earl’s reputation, sire. I would not even want to try; the man is a legend.”

“So are you,” the king replied softly, then waved at William simply. “We are far off the subject. Be gone, de Wolfe, for I am fatigued.”

Grateful for the dismissal, William quit the room.
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The party was on the road before dawn. The fine carriage that had brought Jordan from Northwood now held her sons, Byron, and the wet nurse. Jordan wanted to ride with William, even though she fell asleep soon after they had left Windsor.

The previous day had been as bright and lovely as this day was soggy and cold. William rode at the head of the column, with his wife wrapped in a heavy fur-lined cloak, sleeping like a child in his arms. It reminded him of the early days, when he had brought her from Scotland, the days when he had fallen in love with her. Gazing down at her beautiful face, he fell in love with her anew.

Two knights from Windsor accompanied the party. Sir Roan d’Vant sat astride his mighty dappled steed to the rear of the Northwood knights as well as a man by the name of Sir Broderick de Marsh. Both men had served William in Wales and were honored to be asked to accompany the troops back to Northwood.

They rode hard that day but barely covered thirty miles. When night fell, Jordan fixed comfortable beds for the babies in the carriage while William went through the trouble of pitching a tent. He was tired of being wet all the time. He insisted that his wife sleep with the babes, but she insisted on sleeping with him and argued loudly until he kissed her hard simply to shut her up. She slept with him.

The next day of travel was much the same, with the exception that it rained heavily the entire day. William was absolutely firm that Jordan ride in the carriage where it was dry. She did, reluctantly, but kept peeling back the oiled cloth to catch glimpses of her husband as he rode tall and proud with the rest of his knights.

The third dreary day passed into the fourth, fifth, and sixth, and they were drawing closer to Northwood. Jordan was glad. She was tired of the ride even though the twins had been good as gold and slept much of the time. But she was anxious for Northwood and for Jemma, and she still had not asked William what had become of her family. The time had never seemed quite right, for there had been so many other things going on, and she wasn’t even sure she wanted to know. Mayhap if could postpone the truth she could still keep her hope alive.

She was riding with William again on the seventh day. The sun was peeking in and out of the clouds, turning the ground into a steam bath every time its rays warmed the earth. During the morning, she and William had spoken of Lewis’ fate and Adam’s new title. Although she should not have rejoiced over the death of a man, secretly, she was glad Adam had killed his brother. She had more reason to hate Alexander than almost anyone.

The ride progressed and the mood turned jovial, and Jordan was laughing as she listened to Michael and Deinwald complain, to Deinwald pick on Ranulf, to everyone teasing Corin. The knights had even managed to pull Roan and Sir Broderick into the revelry, being quite cruel to them in a good-humored sort of way.

The small caravan was passing through a particularly dense section of forest when she felt William stiffen behind her. He abruptly reined his destrier to a halt.

“What is it?” Paris was beside him.

William was scanning the trees. Paris followed his gaze, studying the landscape, but saw nothing. After a moment, William relaxed somewhat.

“Nothing,” he said. “Jordan, please go back and ride with the babes.”

She twisted around to look at him. “Why?”

His hands were already on her, lowering her to the ground. “Just do as I ask, love. Just for a little while.”

With a shrug, she gathered her skirt and picked her way through the muddy road until she reached the carriage. Seeing that she was safely inside, William lowered the faceplate on his visor. Paris saw him and was alarmed.

“What is it, William?” he asked with quiet urgency.

“I do not know yet,” William replied. “This gauntlet of road unnerves me. Tell the men to be alert.”

Jordan was in the carriage and did not see the knights sling their shields over the left knee, nor did she see the faceplates go down. The men-at-arms put their hands on the hilts of their swords.

The column began to move and she busied herself by cooing to Troy, who was grinning happily back at his mother. He had nearly doubled in size since his birth and had surpassed his brother in weight. Byron sat opposite her, next to the busty wet nurse, remarking how much this son looked like his father. Jordan proudly agreed.

She was first aware of trouble when the carriage suddenly jerked to a halt and she heard William shout something she didn’t understand. Alarmed, she moved to pull back the oiled cloth when the side of the carriage was pelted violently with something that sounded like falling rocks. She didn’t even imagine that they were arrows.

Her first thought was to protect her sons. She and Byron put both boys on the floor of the carriage and surrounded them by heavy blankets, pillows, and anything else they could find. Not a word was spoken between them, but the wet nurse began to cry and Jordan pulled the woman onto the floor as well. She was scared out of her mind but she knew that William would protect them.

This was exactly what William had feared. The stretch of road through which they were passing was a perfect spot for an ambush and he suddenly found himself defending against an onslaught of screaming soldiers. He saw archers in the woods and ordered his archers to take out the positions, but strangely, he saw no knights on horseback. In spite of that, however, he knew immediately that they were heavily outnumbered and he maneuvered his steed toward the carriage.

“Go, man, go!” he roared to the two soldiers driving the horses.

The men obeyed immediately, slapping the frightened team with the reins and cracking the whip into the withers. The carriage lurched several feet forward, only to be slowed by an onslaught of enemy soldiers. William and the other knights drove their destriers toward the carriage in an attempt to clear the way and set the rig free.

But it was difficult to get close with so many soldiers in the way, all swinging their swords in a frenzy. William found that he actually had to use his shield as he fought back, using the pressure of his knees to guide his horse toward Jordan and his sons.

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a man on horseback dressed in bright, shiny armor. He jerked around to get a better look and was neither surprised nor dismayed to see that it was none other than Daniel de Troiu charging toward them.

“Damnation!” he spat, furious.

Paris was off to his left and beheld the same sight. “William!” he shouted. “De Troiu is after Jordan!”

William knew that; God in Heaven, he knew it. His anger brought him incredible strength as he tore through enemy soldiers as if he were slicing though butter. Yet he could see that de Troiu’s soldiers were creating an effective path through their mass for the earl to pass through, directly to the carriage. The earl was taking great pleasure in approaching the carriage where his target lay. Somewhere above all of the shouting and screaming, William managed to roar Jordan’s name to warn her.

Jordan heard him and her heart went into her throat. Why had he called her? Sweet Jesu,’ was he calling her with his last dying breath? She stood up and peeled back the oiled cloth with shaking hands.

There was a war going on around her and she cried out when the sight met her eyes. She could see William, several yards away, fighting furiously, trying to part the sea of men to get to her. The other knights were also engaged in fierce battles, but it seemed as if they were also trying to reach her. Everyone was trying to move toward her. Why?

De Troiu was nearly at the carriage and William knew that he would not make it in time to defend his wife. He was fighting as hard as he could, spurring his animal bloody in his attempt to reach her, but he was not going to make it. He had a crossbow tied to his saddle, but in order to get to it he would have to lower his shield and leave himself vulnerable. There were so many enemy soldiers that each of his men were grossly involved in their own fights, and there was no one to protect his back as he retrieved, cocked and aimed the bow. No matter. He would have to take the chance. That bastard would not get his wife. Fighting off panic, he struggled to release the bow.

Jordan was startled silly when the door to the carriage suddenly ripped open and she almost fell out. A gauntleted hand reached down and grabbed hold of her hair, but she fought and kicked and screamed like a banshee, scaring the twins awake, and they began crying. Thinking quickly, Byron maneuvered himself enough to be able to reach into his bag, withdrawing a sharp dagger. He managed to grab one of Jordan’s flailing arms long enough to press it into her palm.

“Come with me now or I kill your sons on the spot!” the helmeted man bellowed.

Jordan froze, recognizing the voice but not believing what she was hearing. She was stunned; de Troiu would go through all of this trouble to kidnap her? Was the man daft?

But her mind was working with lightning speed. She had a dagger clutched in her left hand; if she could get close enough to de Troiu she could kill him. With him dead, his men would retreat and countless lives would be saved. God, she hated the thought of killing a man. Killing and death made her ill; it always had. But this was a matter of life and death, and she would protect her sons and William at all costs.

But, in order to get close enough to the earl, she would have to mount up beside him. She ceased her struggles almost immediately.

“I will come with ye!” she cried in a shaky voice. “Leave my babes alone. I will come.”

De Troiu didn’t let go of her even as she willingly climbed aboard his destrier. Purposely, she mounted facing him.

His booty retrieved, de Troiu let go of her long enough to grip the reins and prepare for his escape. He had what he had come for and was jubilantly certain that when she returned to Deauxville Mount with him, she would want to stay. To hell with de Wolfe. In the end, he alone would have the final satisfaction of the Scot woman. The champion’s wife would be his whore, and William, if all went well, would be killed by the baron’s personal troops. ’Twould teach a lesson to all of England that Daniel de Troiu was not a man to be denied anything. But that was his last coherent thought before his captive turned into a cold, calculating killing machine.

Jordan flipped up the visor to come face-to-face with de Troiu’s sky blue eyes. They were the only part of the man that was vulnerable. What she had to do would take lightning speed and the courage of a lion. If she hesitated, she would be lost. Do it! Her mind screamed. Do it now!

Gritting her teeth, she brought the dagger around and plunged the blade as hard as she could into the earl’s left eye, smacking the hilt with the flat palm of her right hand. Cold, hard steel plowed through his skull, and carved into his brain. The searing pain and agony were cut off by near instantaneous death.

Blood spurted everywhere; all over the white skin of her neck and into her hair. De Troiu did not even have time to scream; he was dead before he hit the ground.

His soldiers, seeing that their lord was dead, began to scream ‘retreat.’ Jordan bailed off the rearing destrier and jumped back into the carriage, out of the way of the cursing, screaming, fighting men. At her feet, de Troiu lay in a growing pool of blood. His men were trampling his body in their attempt to withdraw. Sickened and terrified, she turned her face away and pressed herself into the cold wall of the carriage.

As fast as it started, it was over. De Troiu’s men retreated back into the woods like hunted rabbits, disappearing. Jordan turned her face long enough to watch them go, then immediately her eyes sought William.

He could get to her now. Driving his horse toward the carriage, William jumped off before the animal came to a stop and grabbed Jordan to him. She was gasping with panic, clinging to his neck with a death grip. Holding his frantic wife, he turned to his men.

“We move!” he bellowed breathlessly. “Take the wounded with us and leave the dead!”

William’s mind was like so much mud as he moved mechanically toward his horse, just wanting to mount and get the hell out of there. He could hear Paris and Kieran yelling orders around him to get the men and the carriage moving, but at that moment his entire world was on the shaking, sobbing figure in his arms.

“Love, you have to let go of me so that I might mount,” he whispered.

She continued to gasp loudly as if she hadn’t heard him. When he tried to put her down, she gripped him harder and would not release him. Paris rode up beside them and William turned to him, holding his arms out from his sides to show the captain that Jordan was supporting herself entirely on her own. Her arms were around his neck and her face was buried in them, her body trailing down the length of him. It was a pitiful sight.

There was no way in hell she was going to let him go.

“Help me, will you?” he pleaded to Paris in a shaken voice.

Paris vaulted from his horse and came around, trying to gently pry Jordan from William’s neck. She screamed and kicked at him, but between the two of them they managed to get William remounted and Jordan up in front of him. Hastily, the column moved forward.

It was an eternity before Jordan was rational enough to loosen her hold. Hesitantly, she raised her head from her protective ball and looked to her husband.

“Are ye all right?” she asked hoarsely.

He flipped up his visor, his gaze full of concern and relief. “I should be asking you that question. Did he hurt you?”

Her eyes welled up and her lip began to quiver. “I killed him.”

He could not stand it. He ripped off his helm and it clattered to the mucky ground. Somewhere behind him, one of the knights dismounted to retrieve it. His gauntleted hand grabbed her head and he kissed her furiously with the force of his relief. He had never been so scared in his whole life and he was so damn proud of her. Knowing her feelings about murder and violence, her bravery had been nothing short of astounding.

De Troiu’s blood was caked all over her, reminding her with every glance of what she had done. William was desperate to get his troops out of the woods and into the open where they would access their wounded and rest for the night. With de Troiu dead, there was little chance of his troops returning. He was also eager to get Jordan bathed and calm.

The movement through the trees went agonizingly slow with the wounded they were carrying. It took most of the afternoon but finally at sunset they broke through and into a vast, open plain with sweetly rolling hills in the distance. The sky was gray and threatening as they proceeded for a few miles before William ordered a halt.

Byron came forth from the carriage, bag in hand, and immediately began to order the wounded congregated. William had nearly forgotten the physician was with them and was greatly relieved to see the little man take things well in hand.

He dismounted, pulling Jordan off after him. She was dazed, he could see, as she pulled herself away from him.

“I must see to my sons,” she said wearily.

Fortunately, the carriage and the babies were a few short yards away and he watched as she climbed into the coach and disappeared. Knowing her mind would be occupied and she would be calm for the moment, he took a deep breath himself to collect himself and began to see to his men.

After checking on the men who were mobile and establishing a perimeter patrol, he moved to where the wounded were being tended. He had been so caught up in Jordan that he had yet to notice just how many injured they carried.

He could see Byron and Paris kneeling on the ground, bent over an armored figure. Dread filled him when he saw that one of his knights was down.

Sir Broderick Marsh was severely wounded in the abdomen, at the weak point in the armor where the breastplate met the lower body protection. It was a huge, gaping wound and William could see that Byron was trying to pack the man’s intestines back into the cavity.

He stood over them as they worked, knowing there was no way to survive a wound of such magnitude. Broderick was a young, smaller knight who would not live to see his next day. He was conscious, however, and his brown eyes found William.

“How is your lady wife, my lord?” he asked weakly.

William forced a smile. “Well, thanks to my brave knights,” he said. “ ’Twas an honor to fight with you, Broderick.”

Broderick’s pale lips smiled. “My lord, the honor was entirely mine. I shall be able to tell my grandchildren that I fought with the mighty Wolf.”

William nodded curtly, turning away. Not two feet from Broderick sat Corin with Kieran bandaging his shoulder and upper arm. William frowned at him.

“What in the hell happened to you?” he demanded.

Corin looked sheepishly. “Caught a blade in the joint, my lord. Stuck me pretty good.”

Kieran glanced up and smiled at William, letting him know that the lad would suffer nothing more than a scar for his troubles. William put his hands on his hips in severely.

“Think not, Corin, that this excuses you from battle. You will remain fully functional. I will tolerate no sickly pups in my command.”

Corin smiled. “Aye, my lord.”

William had always found that sympathy on wounded men was an invitation to self-pity, and that was usually deadly. He may have sounded callous, but in his experience maintaining a positive, expectant attitude worked as well as medicine.

He caught movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to see his wife marching around him and pushing Kieran away.

“Why dinna ye tell me Corin was injured?” she demanded. “I would see to him.” With that, she proceeded to unwrap all of Kieran’s careful bandaging.

Kieran didn’t stop her, instead, going to stand by William. Jordan inspected the wound and seeing that it was indeed not life-threatening, cautiously rewrapped it.

William watched her confident movements, knowing it was all for his benefit and that she was really a quivering wreck. She was still covered with the earl’s blood and he knew that it had to greatly disturb her. But he let her go, tending to the wounded, walking among them and helping Byron dispense his medicines and potions. If it made her feel better to be busy, then he was content to allow it. But other than a few short words, she had yet to speak to him since the occurrence.

William hadn’t realized that the knights had gathered about him, watching Jordan just as he was.

“How does she fare, my lord?” Michael asked.

“She will be fine,” he replied, not sure how to answer him.

“She looks as if she has seen the worst of it,” Marc remarked. “Is that de Troiu’s blood?”

“Aye,” Ranulf replied grimly. He had seen the whole thing quite plainly. “She was true with her aim and her bravery. I do not know many women who would have had the presence of mind to do what she did.”

“Bravest damn thing I have ever seen a lady do,” Deinwald concurred with conviction. “She ended the melee right then and there.”

“De Troiu deserved what he got, the bastard,” Jason said firmly. “I envy Jordan being the one who got to kill him.”

William would hear no more. He broke away from his men and sought out his wife. Paris and Kieran passed glances at each other, imagining the depth of emotion he must be feeling at the moment. Their leader was the consummate warrior, but in the past year he had become a husband above all. What happened today shook him to his soul.

Jordan was helping Byron tend a severed finger when William came upon them.

“Come with me,” he said softly.

She looked up at him. “But…Byron needs me.”

“Nay, he does not,” William reached down and pulled her up. “Come with me.”

He led her back across the field of wounded and to a small tent that had been pitched for him. He gently pushed her inside, bellowing for hot water before he followed her.

“Sit down before you fall down,” he ordered tenderly.

She sank to the fur pallet that was there, allowing herself for the first time to feel her fatigue. She had fought it off for the sake of appearance and duty, but now in private, her exhaustion overwhelmed her.

“Oh, William,” she grasped her head in her hands.

His attention was always magnified when she called him by his Christian name. He continued to watch her lowered head, standing by the tent opening until a soldier brought him an iron pot of steaming water. He spoke a few words to the man before he disappeared and William turned back into the tent.

“Let us wash the blood off of you,” he said, kneeling down before her.

Using a linen rag, he began to clean his wife. His touch was as tender, as she knew it to be, as he rubbed off the dried blood. Her hair proved a little more of a challenge because it was literally everywhere. He took to rinsing water through it until the water ran clear.

“Tell me how my sons do?” he asked softly.

“They sleep,” she replied in a thin voice. “They slept through the entire battle.”

“I will check on them later,” he promised.

She smiled a little, watching him work with huge eyes. “Why did he do it?”

He gazed at her, swallowed up by her stare. “Because he was a fool.”

“Did he want me that badly or did he feel that ye shamed him with yer aggressive behavior the night he came to call on me?”

“Probably both,” William replied, rubbing at an ugly black clot. “De Troiu was a vain, arrogant man, but I never believed he was stupid. He had always been a great ally of Northwood.”

She lowered her gaze, wanting this day to be over with. She didn’t want to think about de Troiu anymore nor talk about what happened. She just wanted to put it all behind.

The soldier returned then and William went to the opening, retrieving the bundle in the man’s arms, Jordan glanced up at it.

“What is it that ye have?” she asked softly.

He knelt down and unrolled the package. She immediately recognized her brush, a cake of soap, all wrapped in her pretty purple satin surcoat.

“I thought you might want to change out of that dress,” he said, looking at her with a smile.

Sweet Jesu,’ she was lucky to have him. She returned his smile gratefully. “Aye, I would, English.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


William, his wife, and their entourage reached Northwood the next day near dusk.

Jordan sat with her husband, her eyes widening at the sight of mighty Northwood. The fortress sat silhouetted against a black, stormy sky, looking even more foreboding than she could ever remember and belying the true warmth of the castle’s interior. But it was the outer wall she saw, only half repaired, and the complete desolate terrain surrounding her that made the fortress appear so utterly raped. Even the trees that shielded the small lake she loved so well were barren and dead, and the lake was a mucky bog.

Yet in spite of the appearance, she could not imagine that returning to Langton after all this time would be any sweeter. She was glad to be home and her thoughts immediately turned to her cousin.

She was shocked at the sight of the outer bailey. There were few peasants trying to rebuild. The majority of the outer buildings were destroyed as well as the outer village. Her stomach twisted with the misery of their plight.

“English, what happened to all of the peasants?” her voice echoed with disbelief.

“Gone or killed,” he replied. “But there are quite a few left. We will rebuild.”

She hadn’t really imagined the severity of the destruction until it hit her at this very moment. She was sickened.

“This is terrible,” she shook her head slowly.

“Aye,” he answered, thinking of the empty hulk of Langton. He still had yet to tell her what he had found.

Jordan slid off the destrier, looking about her with awed horror. The tanner’s shop and the cobbler; everything was gone. She remembered how nice they had been to her and she was absolutely devastated.

“Where is the tanner? And the blacksmith?” she turned to her husband, demanding answers. “What happened to them?”

He put his hand on her shoulder. “I just do not know, love. Things were still chaotic when I left for London.”

They heard screaming. Jordan’s head snapped in the direction of the castle to see Jemma barreling through the inner gates toward her. She yelled something in Gaelic and Jordan laughed in delight.

“What did she say?” William demanded with a smile.

“She wants to know where my little devils are,” his wife replied.

Kieran was closer to his wife than Jordan and was the recipient of a flying tackle. He grunted with the force of the small woman and staggered back a step, hugging her fiercely to him. She smacked him on the side of the helmet, scolding him in Gaelic for not removing it so she could kiss him. Although he had no idea what she had said, intuitively he set her on her feet and removed his helm. With a grin, he proceeded to kiss her so deeply that the other knights applauded with approval. Jordan just smiled.

When Jemma had caught her breath, she pulled herself from her husband’s arms and immediately raced to her cousin. The women came together in a clash of material and squeals, babbling in Gaelic and no one could understand a word they were saying.

“Kieran, we must learn Gaelic,” William commented to his second. “For all we know, they are plotting to escape us.”

Kieran wiggled his brows. “Mayhap it is better if we do not. If we learn their native tongue, they’ll be able to order us about in two languages. I prefer to remain ignorant.”

“Where are those bairns, Jordan?” Jemma finally demanded in English, well aware of her husband’s remark.

Jordan took her hand and led her back to the carriage. Jemma accepted the first twin, Scott, as if he were made of solid gold. She alternately fawned over one and then the other, declaring them to be perfect. Kieran and William had come up behind them, William eyeing his second to see if there was any particular emotion watching his wife cradle a babe. There was none.

“And look at the beautiful dark-haired bairn that ye have.” Jemma exclaimed. “Is this the one ye named for my nemesis? Why on earth, Jordi, did ye saddle the babe with a namesake like him?”

Paris pulled off his helmet and scowled at Jemma, as was usual. “The child is most fortunate, banshee, and never forget it.”

Jemma thrust up her chin at him arrogantly, but not before he caught a glimpse of a smile. “Come, Jordan, let’s take the bairns inside. ’Tis cold out here.”

The babies were overwrapped like a Christmas goose, obviously not feeling the elements, but Jordan heartily agreed. Jordan, Jemma, Byron, and the wet nurse crossed back through the outer bailey and into the castle, leaving the knights to attend their duties.

Jordan insisted on sleeping in the apartments she had originally occupied when she had first come to Northwood. She wanted nothing to do with the apartments the earl had given her after their ‘wedding’, even though they were more spacious. Kieran and Jemma now occupied them.

With the twins safely tucked away in the smaller bedchamber for the night, Jordan’s fatigue had caught up with her and she yawned sleepily as she crossed the adjoining antechamber and into the bower she shared with her husband. She had noticed earlier that there was a different bed filling the room and the vanity was missing, but she didn’t linger on it. She was simply glad to be back, feeling content and warm and delighted with her life. There was nothing more in this world she could possibly want or need for.

The kitten Mary Alys had given her so long ago was now a full grown fat white cat. The cat had claimed this room as his own and awaited his mistress from his comfortable spot atop William’s pillow. Jordan smiled at the animal and scratched his ears, bringing forth rumbles of purring.

“Ye had better remove yer fat body, George,” she told the tom. “Or William will be having cat stew for his morning meal.”

The cat purred louder, dashing her apprehension that the animal would not remember her. George was a loyal as her knights.

She climbed under the covers, fully intending to wait for William to join her, but drifted off to sleep before her head even hit the pillow. George, not to be left out, moved to her and curled up against her arms.

When William came to bed several hours later and found the cat cuddled against his wife, he put his hands on his hips.

“George, you will remove yourself,” he whispered severely. The cat yawned, looked up at him and began to purr loudly. He made a wry face.

“Do not try to sweet-talk me, you hairy little rodent,” he pointed at the door. “Go.”

The feline stretched and amazingly, rose. Satisfied the cat was doing as it had been ordered, he proceeded to remove all of his clothing. However, when he turned around he saw that the cat had taken up position on his pillow. He frowned.

“Damn cat,” he hissed.

“English, quit fighting with George and just come to bed,” Jordan said, her voice muffled into the bedclothes.

He obeyed, but he slid into bed on the opposite side of his wife and shoved her over against the cat. She didn’t protest, grinning as George stood indignantly at being shuffled and then tried to lie back down on her face. William saw the animal’s intention and reached over Jordan to shove the cat clear off the bed.

“Stupid beast,” he muttered.

Snuggled in William’s arms with a faint smile on her lips, Jordan drifted off to sleep again. George jumped back on the bed and draped himself across William’s feet, prompting a murmured curse but naught much else. He was nearly asleep, too.
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The following morning Jordan awoke in William’s arms, not even remembering the pleasure of being enveloped in them. She twisted a little, relishing the warm security of his body.

“Are you awake?” he asked into her hair.

She nodded, pulling away to smile sleepily at him. “Aye. Did George bother ye overmuch last night?”

He cocked an eyebrow. “I am going to roast that cat over a pit someday.”

She grinned and pressed against him. “He loves ye, English. What took ye so long last night?”

“There was much to go over with Brockenhurst and Will,” he replied vaguely.

He didn’t mention he had informed Captain Brockenhurst on the fate of his liege. Brockenhurst, being a sensible and level-headed man, was appalled at the story but truthfully not surprised. Earl de Troiu was a sort of parallel to Alexander in a sense, though not as bad. The captain was genuinely sorry with the turn of events, but he was not the least remorseful that de Troiu was dead.

In fact, Brockenhurst told William that the army that had attacked them in the forest was a sort of loyalist guard to de Troiu, troops that only the earl commanded. He forbade his captain access to the hundred-man company of mostly German mercenaries.

Payton-Forrester had left that very night, taking his three hundred men with him back to Beverley. William had thanked him profusely for his loyalty but his friend had waved him off, swearing that he would demand the favor be returned someday. William had promised him he would come when called.

He realized with happiness how very blessed he was; with fine knights who served him, friends that were tremendously loyal, and a wife he loved madly. The titles and the favor of the king seemed secondary to the things that truly mattered to him, things that at one time he had never truly appreciated. Surely he was the most fortunate man in England.

“But ye’re here now,” Jordan broke into his train of thought and he caught the unmistakable seductive tone.

He cuddled her. “Indeed.”

She snuggled against him, smiling as he kissed her hair, her neck, and inevitably they made love; twice, as the sun rose in the remarkably cloudless sky. Then they rose, bathed, and dressed leisurely.

Jordan wore a heavy brocade surcoat in a rich brown color and pulled her luscious hair back, securing it at the nape of her neck. William liked her with her hair loosely restrained; he liked to see her face revealed. She noticed that he had not donned his armor, as he did ritually every day. He was wearing black breeches, thigh-high black boots and a fine linen tunic. He looked absolutely dashing.

Jordan had plans for the day. First, she would take the twins and visit Jemma. Then, she and her cousin would take the children for a walk in the sunshine so she could get a better look at what the Scots did to the fortress. Then, they would call on Adam. Then,…

William put up his hands listening to her schedule. “Are you sure you will be able to accomplish all of this in a single day? Why are you running yourself ragged?”

“I am not,” she insisted, going to the nursery with William in pursuit. “I simply have a great many things that I wish to do today. Will ye join us?”

“For a while,” he said, picking up Scott. “But I, too, have many things to do today.”

She gathered Troy against her, smiling at him dotingly. “Like what, pray tell?”

“Things that would not interest you,” he said, meaning it was none of her business. She gave him a reproachful glare and he returned with a pleasant smile. “Come, wife. Let us go disturb your cousin.”

William and Jemma fought over who was going to hold Scott until Jordan handed her Troy simply to shut her up. Kieran declared himself lucky to have Lady Jordan all to himself with his wife and William occupied.

Sylvie and Aloria greeted Jordan happily and went mad for the boys. Sylvie declared she had never seen such beautiful children and William proudly agreed. He had never been this proud over anything in his life, with the exception of his wife. But somehow, his pride with his children was different. They were a physical part of him; his flesh and blood, and being proud of them nearly didn’t describe exactly how he felt. There were not words strong enough to describe how he felt.

Jordan was afraid to ask Sylvie about her husband for fear the man had perished, but silently promised herself that she would ask Jemma when they were in private. Tall, blond and plainly pretty, Aloria seemed to look much happier now than when she had first arrived at Northwood. Jordan could not help thinking that she wasn’t the only one not cut out for life at the palace; Aloria was thriving away from that environment and the fact that Deinwald had returned put an extra sparkle in her eye.

Outside, the repairs were in full swing. The king’s troop provided a wonderful workforce as the outer wall went up stone by stone. Jordan thought that it was beginning to look a bit like the Northwood of old with all of the activity and peasants dashing about their business, and it did her heart good. Mayhap things would indeed return to normal eventually. But she was curious to know what became of her friends; the cobbler, the blacksmith, and the other craftsmen she had come to know.

Her hand nestled in the crook of Kieran’s big arm, Jordan strolled into the outer bailey. Behind her, William and Jemma were arguing over which one was the bigger baby. She put an end to the argument, telling them it was Troy, easily. But Jemma insisted that Scott had a bigger head.

Michael, Jason and Deinwald, their torsos stripped naked and sweating in spite of the cool temperature, waved to the party from their perch atop the western parapet. They had stones and mortar between them, repairing a broken corner. Jordan waved back, admiring Michael’s magnificent form. He could compete with William on that level, she thought.

“My, my, how I do enjoy half-naked men,” she remarked loud enough for William to hear her.

Jemma picked up her tone. “As do I,” she agreed quickly. “Especially Michael; God must have been paying close attention to his work the day that man was molded.”

“Agreed,” Jordan returned. “Do ye suppose he knows what kind of effect he has on women? If he keeps that up, we shall have maidens swooning all over the compound.”

“Kieran, I suddenly feel quite inferior,” William said casually. “And you?”

Kieran nodded gravely. “As well, my lord. Personally, I am much better defined than Michael. And you are much better shaped. I cannot fathom the interest.”

“I concur,” William replied. “For the sake of the maidens of Northwood, I will order the man to keep his tunic on from now on.”

“Ye will do no such thing,” Jordan said over her shoulder. “ ’Tis a rare and agreeable sight to behold. I hope my waistline is as fine as his someday.”

William cocked a brow. “Madam, your waistline is exquisite, and well you know it.”

She smiled coyly at her husband, her lashes sweeping her cheeks. William grinned back at her.

“Not me,” Jemma put in. “My waist has gone to fat.”

“Nay, it has not,” Kieran countered firmly. “It is perfect, as is the rest of you.”

They continued into the outer bailey and Jordan was relieved to see that the blacksmiths’ shop was semi-operational. The man looked up and waved enthusiastically at her.

“My lady!” he called. “ ’Tis good to see you have returned. And I see you have born our dead earl twins. How joyous!”

Jordan’s smile faded. She had forgotten that the population still believed her to be the dead earl’s wife. She suddenly felt very depressed and saddened.

William was between her and Kieran, putting Scott into Kieran’s arms. “I will escort my wife now,” he told him quietly, his gaze on the blacksmith.

He steered her away from the lean-to and they proceeded along the perimeter of the wall, observing the various stages of repairs and building going on. Jordan tried to focus on the construction, attempting to forget the inadvertent words of the blacksmith.

When the group rounded the corner that led to the kitchens, Jordan suddenly saw a tiny figure dash across the yard and disappear behind some burnt-out shacks. The certainty of what she saw forced her to release her hold on her husband’s arm and run after the child.

She ran to the spot where the little form had disappeared. William came up behind her curiously.

“What?”

“Shhh,” she put her finger to her lips and knelt down, peering inside the crevice. It was dark, burnt and smelled of soot.

“Mary Alys?” she called out softly. “Mary Alys, ’tis me. Lady Jordan. Are ye in there? Please come out.”

They waited for a few seconds when they heard some rustling inside the darkness. Something banged and fell down, and a dirty little face appeared in the light.

“Lady?” Came a tiny voice.

Jordan smiled. “Aye, Mary Alys, ’tis me.”

The little girl stepped closer, within arm’s length. “You came back?”

“I did,” Jordan replied gently. “What are ye doing hiding in here? ’Tis dangerous for ye.”

She glanced behind her as if the concept was not thought of. “I live here, lady.”

Jordan looked astonished. “You do?”

Mary Alys stepped out of the shelter, eyeing William with frightened eyes. “My mum wath kilt in the big fight,” she said. “My houth burnt down, too. I live here now.”

“Ridiculous.” Jordan insisted. “Ye will do no such thing. I am yer friend, Mary Alys, and I say that ye will come into the castle and live with me.”

Mary Alys’ pretty gray eyes widened, “Inside the cathle?”

“Aye,” Jordan said firmly, grasping the child’s hand. She looked up at her husband, daring him to challenge her. He gazed back at her with total confidence and trust.

Jordan lowered her gaze and marched passed him with Mary Alys in tow. “First we shall get ye a bath,” she was saying. “Ye look as if ye have half the bailey coated on yer little body. Then we must find ye some suitable clothes.”

Mary Alys mumbled something William didn’t catch, obviously stunned and pleased at her turn of luck. Poor little thing could not have been more than five years old. He admired his wife her generous, gentle soul. It seemed that not only did he have two sons, but he was to gain a daughter as well. The prospect did not displease him.

Jemma, still holding Troy, recognized Mary Alys as Jordan approached with her. She had not heard the exchange and was dismayed when Jordan repeated the story. She, too, demanded gently that Mary Alys come to live in the castle with them. And that repeated statement suddenly gave Jordan an idea.

“Mary Alys,” she turned to the little girl, bending down to her level. “Ye say yer mother died and that ye have no father?”

The child nodded sadly. Jordan gave a short nod. “Do ye remember my cousin, Lady Jemma Hage?”

Mary Alys looked at the pretty brown-haired lady. “Aye.”

Jordan’s voice was soft. “Lady Jemma lost her little girl not long ago. She is sad with grief, as ye are. She knows how ye feel to lose someone ye love.”

Mary Alys’ eyes were wide at Jemma, who gazed back at the child with amazing serenity. William could not ever remember that expression on Jemma’s face. He began to have suspicions as to what his wife was leading up to.

“Now she has no daughter, and ye have no parents,” Jordan went on softly. “ ’Tis sad for you both to be so lonely. How would you like to be Lady Jemma’s daughter?”

Both Jemma and Kieran looked at Jordan as if she had gone insane. But, at nearly the same time, they looked at each other as if the thought, and not a bad one at that, had not occurred to them. Jemma seemed to appear the most hesitant even as Jordan smiled encouragingly at her, very proud of her solution. When she saw Jemma’s doubt, she put her free hand on her hip.

“Well, it makes sense.” she insisted. “Besides, Mary Alys is so pretty if ye dunna take her as yer own, then I will.”

It was Kieran who finally knelt down beside Mary Alys, still clutching Scott. He gazed at the dirty little waif gently.

“My name is Kieran,” he said. “I am Lady Jemma’s husband.”

“You are a knight,” Mary Alys didn’t appear the least bit afraid of the massive man.

He smiled, “Aye, I am. Would you like to be my daughter?”

She was so cute as she looked at him innocently. “Would you love me?”

Kieran’s heart melted right then. No matter what Jemma said, he would take this child as his own. “Aye, I would.”

“So would I,” Jemma said, all of her doubt gone. She suddenly had the most amazing feeling of excitement and maternal joy. True, Bridget was gone and her heart still ached dreadfully, but that did not mean that there was no room for another daughter. Somehow the thought helped dull the pain.

Jordan was thrilled. She took Troy from Jemma’s arms. “Take yer daughter, Jemma. She’s a filthy mess and I am embarrassed that ye are so lax in yer duties as a mother.”

Jemma gently took Mary Alys’ hand, her eyes narrowing in mock outrage. “How dare ye suggest such a thing. I shall have ye know that my daughter will be the cleanest, prettiest, best-dressed bairn in all of Northwood. Come along, Mary Alys.”

Kieran handed Scott back to William. “Perhaps I can help them,” he said softly, his brown eyes finding Jordan. “Thank you.”

Jordan watched them go with tears in her eyes. William stood next to her.

“That,” he said softly, “was an amazing act of kindness, wife. God, you are remarkable.”

Jordan sniffed and blinked away her tears. “It made sense, English. They’ll be very happy, I know it.”

He leaned over and kissed her forehead. “I love you.”

Jordan smiled at him, her throat too tight with emotion to reply. Silently, they took their children back into the castle.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


That night, after the children were put down to bed, Jordan and Jemma sat in Jemma’s grand antechamber before a roaring fire, sitting in comfortable silence. It had been a long time since they had been alone together.

“How does Mary Alys like her new chamber?” Jordan asked.

“She loves it,” Jemma replied. “She kept telling us it was the Queen’s bedchamber. Kieran told her it was a Princess’ bedchamber because she was a princess. He is remarkable with her, Jordi. He is a natural father.”

“Mary Alys is a fortunate lass,” Jordan agreed. “I am so glad you have accepted her.”

Jemma nodded. “She is mine. No matter that I dinna birth her. She is mine.”

Jordan smiled, tilting her head as she looked at her cousin. “She even looks like you a little,” she said. “She has the same color hair, and the same curls as ye.”

“Aye, but her hair is much prettier,” Jemma replied. “And her eyes are such a beautiful gray. Have ye ever seen prettier eyes?”

“Aye,” Jordan said with an arrogant lift of her chin. “On my own sons. Scott’s are pale blue and Troy’s are turning golden like his father’s.”

“I noticed,” Jemma agreed. “Troy’s eyes are very unusual. But dinna yer mother have pale blue eyes?”

“I do not remember, of course, but Da said so,” she said. “In fact, Da said mother was the fairest lass he ever saw. He said her hair was white-gold silk and her eyes the color of a hot summer sky.”

“I dunna remember her at all,” Jemma said, staring into the flame. “We were so young when she died.”

The subject of her mother didn’t bother Jordan anymore, but it was years before she was able to talk of her without crying. Now, she could speak of her quiet logically. But speaking of her mother suddenly brought to the surface questions about her father’s fate and she felt her chest swelling with anxiety and grief.

“Has Kieran told ye of Langton’s fate?” she asked her cousin quietly.

“Nay,” Jemma said, saddening. “I havena asked. I have been a-feared to.”

“Me, too,” Jordan admitted. “Before William left London he promised me he would go to Langton himself. I havena even asked him if he did. I almost dunna want to know.”

“But we must know, eventually,” Jemma said.

“I know,” Jordan said dully. “Mayhap…mayhap we will ask together. We can support each other’s courage.”

“Aye,” Jemma nodded. “ ’Tis as good an idea as any. But ye do the asking.”

“I will,” Jordan replied quietly, wondering where she was going to find the strength to do it.
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William and Kieran entered the room nearly an hour later, having supped in private with the knights. Kieran went immediately to peek in on Mary Alys for his own peace of mind before greeting his wife with a kiss to the temple.

“She is swallowed up by that huge bed,” he chuckled.

William grinned, pouring himself a cup of wine. “She will grow into it.”

Jordan lifted her cheek for a kiss as William settled himself in another chair. The four of them were quiet for several moments, relaxing at the end of a busy day. Jordan took a breath and glanced at Jemma. From the look on her cousin’s face she could tell that they were thinking the same thing. The time was now; they wanted to know what had become of Langton and their kin.

“English?” Jordan said softly.

“What, love,” he took a sip of wine.

“Did ye ever go to Langton as ye promised?” she asked casually.

He froze in mid-swallow. Steadying himself, he cleared his throat. “Why do you ask me that now?”

“Because ye havena said anything about it,” she turned to look at him. “Ye promised me when ye left London that ye would see to my kin. Did ye?”

He sighed. “Aye, I did.”

Jordan’s heart lurched. “And?”

He set down the cup. He knew she was going to eventually demand answers, but he was dreading giving them. He had hoped to spare her as long as he could.

“And, it was fairly destroyed, as we were told,” he said.

She blinked at him, expecting the answer but shocked nonetheless. “And my kin?”

This is going to the difficult part, he thought to himself. “Your father is alive, Jordan But your aunts, both of them, perished, as did your cousins Robert, Benjamin, Donald, and your Uncle Nathaniel.”

Jemma suddenly collapsed into deep sobs. Kieran knelt by the chair, holding his wife to him. Jordan glanced at Jemma, her own eyes spilling over with silent tears.

“Jemma’s mother was my Aunt Lilith,” she whispered. Jemma had lost her brother Donald as well. “Go on, English.”

William was reluctant but did as he was asked. “Your cousin, Caladora, was taken by the clans and your Uncle Matthew and your cousin Ian went after her. Your father did not know what had become of Malcolm or Cord. They simply vanished.”

“Malcolm!” Jordan hissed, tears splattering on the bodice of her dress. “The bastard, he is behind all of this, I know it. Ye should have killed him when ye had him, English.”

“Aye, I probably should have but you asked me not to,” he reminded her.

“And Callie?” Jordan suddenly shot to her feet in anguish. “They took her? Where did they take her?”

“I do not know, love; and your father doesn’t know either,” he put his hands on her arms in an attempt to soothe her.

But she pulled away from him, facing Jemma. “Yer father and brothers went after her, Jemma. Mayhap they are all still alive. But where would the clans have taken Callie?”

Jemma, sniffling loudly, brought her head up from Kieran’s neck. “I dunna know,” she said. “But if Malcolm’s behind it, he always had ties to Abner McKenna. Mayhap they went there.”

“Wait a minute,” William put himself back into the conversation. “Agreed, Malcolm is a shady personality, but he alone could not have united the border clans. He may be involved, but he is not the force behind it. Yet your father also speculated that the clans might have taken Caladora to McKenna Keep.”

Jordan swung to her husband. “Where is my Da, English?”

“At Langton,” he replied steadily.

“But ye said it was destroyed,” she shot back. “Why did ye leave him there?”

“There are parts of it that are habitable. And he insisted on staying. I wasn’t going to force the man back with me, Jordan,” he told her. “Moreover, if there are spies about, ’twould not be good for Sir Thomas Scott to be seen with the English. Those clans left your father alive for a reason, love, and that was to teach a lesson to any other Scot who was thinking of a peace alliance with England. They left your father alive to witness the destruction of his life for his decision to make peace. If he were to be seen with me, then they would most likely return and kill him for a lesson not learned.”

Jordan stared back at William, her mind spinning with his words. Of course he was right, he always was. But the fact remained that her father was alive and she was deeply thankful. But she also wanted to see him, very badly.

William watched his wife’s beautiful face as emotions played on her features. He could only imagine what she might be feeling. He had told her as much as he dared, leaving out the part about the clans focusing their anger on her. To imagine their hatred towards his wife brought hatred of his own.

“Did ye tell him about us?” she asked after several moments.

“Aye,” he smiled softly at her. “He was stunned at first, but quickly came around. He seemed rather pleased to have The Wolf as his son. And he was ecstatic to learn of the twins.”

She looked at him, so miserable with the rest of the news she could not muster the strength to smile back. She was suddenly very, very tired.

“I would retire now,” she said softly, turning away from them all. “Jemma, I will speak with ye more on the morrow.”

William moved up behind her, escorting her from the apartments and back to their own without a word. Once inside, she went directly to their bedchamber, stripped naked, and climbed under the covers. William paused on his way to the bedchamber only to check on the twins. By the time he reached the room, she was already under the sheets with her eyes closed. He sighed sadly.

“Talk to me, Jordan,” he said quietly. “Do not shut me out.”

She stirred. “There is nothing I want to say.”

He ripped off his clothes and crawled in beside her, pulling her against him. To his surprise, she wasn’t resistant and molded right to him.

“I am sorry this had happened,” he kissed her hair. “I would have done my best to prevent it had I had the opportunity.”

“I know,” she said. “I knew that the worst had happened, but it is still distressing to hear. I want to see my Da, English.”

“Mayhap later,” he replied ambiguously.

“Soon,” she insisted. “I must see him. Please?”

“I cannot promise you anything, love,” he told her firmly. “At least not until I am sure the Scots have disbanded.”

Jordan lay against him, grinding her jaw. She didn’t like being denied a visit to her father when it was so important to her. She thought she knew the clans well enough to know that if they were going to launch another attack, they would have done so by now.

And Caladora; what of Caladora? Her sweet, gentle cousin held captive by raging clans tore at her heart. Sweet Jesu,’ what had happened to her and to Uncle Matthew and her male cousins who had pursued her? Her mind was swirling, thoughts upon thoughts, for there were just too many unanswered questions. Questions she must find answers for, for her own peace of mind.

“Will ye take me back to Langton yerself?” she asked after a moment.

“When I allow you to go, of course,” he replied. “No other would escort my wife but me.”

And that would not be for some time, according to him. She could not wait that long.


CHAPTER FIFTY


Days passed into one another and became weeks. The only troops left at Northwood were her own soldiers and the king’s army. Brockenhurst had long since left for Deauxville Mount and Northwood was slowly but surely regaining her strength.

Jordan had said very little about Langton since the night William had informed her of its fate, but it was all Jemma could talk of. She spoke so much on the subject that Jordan was growing quite weary and snappish with her.

But Jordan was not speaking of Langton, not because it hadn’t been on her mind. In fact, she had thought of little else. She was going back to see her father and her husband be damned, but she could not seem to formulate a foolproof plan. She wasn’t that devious. But listening to Jemma rattle on, she realized who indeed was the cunning and sly female in her family. If she was going to Langton, then she needed her cousin’s help. She could not do it alone.

When the two of them were alone one night, she bluntly told Jemma of her intentions and demanded she help her. Jemma, elated, not only agreed to help her but insisted she come along. After all, Langton was her home, too, and she would know what became of her father and brothers. Jordan worried about disobeying William and provoking his wrath, but Jemma wasn’t even concerned about it. She knew William would never punish Jordan, just as Kieran would never lay a hand on her, either. If their husbands would not take them home, then they would be forced to go themselves.

They made plans, stole peasant clothes and packed for the trip, all the while pretending the situation was entirely normal. But every time Jordan gazed into William’s trusting eyes, she felt extremely guilty and deceitful. She rationalized her actions by blaming him for no reason, and somehow it made her feel a little better.

She was going home. Yet, in the middle of all of her and Jemma’s secrecy, there were some wonderful changes going on.

Scott and Troy were sitting up now, strong little pups that they were. She fell in love with her sons anew every time she looked at them, fed them, and bathed them. They, and William, were her whole life, but she had to return to Langton to satisfy a hollowness in her. All she wanted to do was see her da, hug him, and tell him that she loved him. That was truly the entire purpose, along with learning Caladora’s fate. William obviously didn’t understand the need.

Mary Alys had become an integral part of Jemma and Kieran’s lives. Their world revolved around the little girl, who had blossomed from a shy little thing into a sweet, beautiful girl. Jemma kept her dressed in the finest frocks and doted on her endlessly. Kieran would take the child with him everywhere, even to the training field when the knights would practice. Mary Alys would perch herself on the fence and cheer for her father and the other knights, dispensing kisses to the victors of contests.

William was constantly amazed that his hard, focused, professional knights, men he had known and trained for years, had suddenly turned into soft human beings since the birth of his sons and the addition of Mary Alys. They obviously adored the children.

It was July and the weather was warm and surprisingly dry. It was in the middle of the month when Jordan discovered that once again, she was breeding. With the twins barely four months old, she wasn’t particularly surprised. She and her husband’s appetite for each other had been insatiable and constant. She was excited to tell William.

She told him one evening after supper as they were walking along the nearly completed outer wall. He sat down on the edge of the parapet and pulled her between his legs, nuzzling her neck.

“The evening is warm,” she commented.

“As are my loins for you,” he purred.

She playfully batted at him. “Is that all ye think about, English? Ye’re like a rutting stallion sometimes.”

He nipped at her. “And you are my brood mare. Shall we mate?”

“William!” she gasped in exasperation, looking around to see if anyone was listening in.

“You are my wife and I may say anything I choose to you,” he insisted. “To hell with prying ears.”

She toyed with the ties at the top of his tunic. “What did ye call me? A brood mare?”

“In a manner of speaking, if I am to be a stallion,” he shrugged with a smile on his lips.

“Then you are suggesting that I am only good for breeding?” she pressed.

“I never said that,” he cocked a dark eyebrow. “You are good for a few other things, though I cannot think of any at the moment.”

She opened her mouth in outrage and he laughed, pulling her to him and kissing her swiftly. She put her arms around his neck, her face very close to his, smiling at him lovingly.

“But breeding is what I do best,” she commented leadingly.

“Aye, you do it very well,” he replied before he caught on to her tone. “Scott and Troy are the finest sons a man could have, and.…” He suddenly looked at her with a curious glimmer in his eye. “Why do you ask?”

She grinned. “Because it seems that I am breeding. Again.”

His mouth hung agape for a moment before he clamped it shut. Then his eye took on a marvelous twinkle. “Again?” he repeated with awe, his hand instinctively moving to her faintly rounded belly. “God, love, are you sure? I mean, it is so soon.”

“Aye, I am very sure, and it is never too soon,” she answered him. “I plan to give ye a dozen sons before we are finished.”

He looked at her, shocked, for another moment before pulling her fiercely to him. She returned the hug as hard as she could.

“Are ye pleased?” she asked softly.

He continued to hold her, kissing the side of her head. “More than you could possibly know,” he said with deep feeling. “I love you, Jordan, with all of my heart.”

“I love ye, too,” she answered, pulling back. “Dunna look so shocked. Everything will be well and I feel fine.”

“You look wonderful enough,” he insisted happily. “I have heard that pregnant women have a color about them, and you do. All this time I thought it was me who caused the color in your cheeks.”

“Well, ye did in a literal sense,” she smirked, but then sobered just a bit. “Dunna tell Kieran yet, at least not until I tell Jemma. I am afraid it will remind her of Bridget…”

She broke off and he nodded in understanding. “Of course. But you had better tell her soon, for I am about to burst with pride.”

“I will, I promise,” she said.

They continued to kiss and cuddle under the nearly full moon until William caught sight of two people approaching them across the rampart. By the time Jordan turned to look, Kieran and Jemma were upon them. Both of them were beaming from ear to ear as they came to a reckless halt a couple of feet away.

“Congratulate me.” Kieran roared happily, squeezing his wife. “I am to be a father again!”
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The next day, Jordan and Jemma were sitting in Jordan’s small antechamber trying to spoon-feed the twins their first taste of porridge. The boys seemed to love the taste, thanks to the honey their mother had put in it, but actually getting the gruel into their eager little mouths proved to be somewhat of a challenge for all involved. It was no time before both women and both babies were spattered with the gruel.

Mary Alys, good little helper that she was, spent her time wiping porridge from the floor, the women, and the chairs. Jordan and Jemma would squeal with disgusted laughter every time they got sprayed with the stuff, which was nearly every bite, but they persisted on until every bit was gone from the bowls.

“Good God, is it always like this?” Jemma demanded, wiping gruel from her forehead with the back of her hand.

“I hope not,” Jordan replied, wiping her hands with a rag. “For I shall be breast-feeding them until they are five years old if that is the case.”

Jemma sent Mary Alys scurrying for a pitcher of water. As soon as the little girl had vacated the room, she turned to her cousin.

“We leave tonight,” she whispered in a low voice.

Jordan’s eyes widened. “Tonight?” she repeated, suddenly afraid and uncertain, but at the same time excited. “Why tonight?”

“Because the moon will be full and we will be able to see our way better,” Jemma replied confidently. “If we ride hard, we should reach Langton by tomorrow.”

Langton. Home. Jordan’s emotions began to swirl, but she nodded firmly. “Very well, then. We’ll leave tonight.”

The plan was to pretend they were going for a short ride before supper, sans husbands. The gates closed at sundown and William and Kieran would await them at supper, not knowing that their wives had not returned from their outing before the gates were closed. Jemma estimated that she and Jordan would get a good three to four hour lead on them, which is all they needed. Once they were to Langton, even if the men demanded they turn immediately for home as soon as they caught up, they would have still seen Thomas.

Jordan was as nervous as a fox the rest of the day, dropping things and chattering on and on. Fortunately, William had not been around for most of the day and did not pick up on his wife’s jitters. He was busy with Adam, directing the placement of some outbuildings in the outer bailey.

When the time drew close, Jordan went into her bedchamber and donned the clothes she and Jemma had horded for this occasion: pale woolen hose, a pale linen sheath, a heavier black overtunic, and her leather boots. Over that she wore a high-neck riding dress that covered everything underneath. The purpose of the peasant garments was so that they would appear as youths traveling, not young ladies unescorted. Jemma insisted they should look as much like boys as possible.

Jordan pulled her magnificent hair back into a single braid so that it fell softly over one shoulder. The braid was not only necessary for riding, but for ease when tucking it beneath the black caps Jemma had managed to confiscate. In her hand she clutched a small bag filled with apples and bread for their trip.

It was nearing the time. Biting back tears, she went into the nursery to kiss the twins one last time, trying to appear as casual as she could to Sylvie and to the wet nurse. She told them she was going for a short ride and would return before supper. Then Scott grinned up at her and Troy blew a bubble and her heart nearly broke. In a flurry of emotion, she asked the women to take good care of her bairns and fled the room.

Jemma was waiting for her in the stables. “What took ye so long?” she hissed, then shut up as the stable master brought out the two long-legged thoroughbreds the ladies were fond of riding.

Jordan’s horse was a magnificent rich brown animal that she had ridden on several occasions. It had previously belonged to the dead earl. She mounted up, securing the bag to the saddle and covered it inconspicuously with her skirt. Jemma mounted a smaller, faster chestnut horse.

“Are you sure you ladies do not wish an escort?” the stable master asked urgently. “ ’Twill be no trouble at all to…”

Jemma cut him off. “Nay, good sir. We wish to ride alone, although we willna stray far. We will keep the castle in view at all times.”

The old man looked at her doubtfully. He didn’t think it was a good idea for the two women to ride alone, but he did not argue.

“As you please, ladies,” he said politely. “Have a good ride.”

They trotted from the stables and through the outer bailey, running headlong into William, Adam and Deinwald. Jordan’s heart sank, for she knew her husband would not approve of riding without an escort. She was hoping to avoid running into him, although she had not seen him all day. She was positive he would be able to read her mind.

“Where are you going?” he asked with a smile, going to stand alongside her.

She swallowed. “Out for a ride with my cousin,” she replied, hoping her voice wasn’t quaky.

“Alone? I think not,” he said with a cock of the brow.

Jordan exploded. “Sweet Jesu, English, we’re not riding out into the waiting arms of the enemy. Jemma and I have not ridden alone for ages and we simply want to spend time to ourselves. With everything that has happened, is that too much to ask?”

He did not appreciate the tone but he let it slide. After all, she was expecting and he knew women in her condition were prone to emotional outbursts. And according to Paris, Jordan was prone with the best of them.

“Would you allow one of my knights to go with you if he promises to stay silent and out of the way?” he asked nicely, not waiting for her to fall into fits of anger.

“Nay,” she insisted hotly. “I dunna want anyone along but Jemma.”

“Not even me?” he asked quietly.

That tone always soothed her, melted her. She gazed down into his loving face and felt her anger fade.

“Usually, aye,” she replied more calmly. “But just Jemma and I, please? We have a lot to talk about; silly, feminine, maternal things. Please, English? We willna go too far.”

He didn’t want to let her; damn, he didn’t want to. But she was pleading with him and he was weak. Oh, what harm could come to them, he thought with exasperation. He would have his sentries keep their eyes alert.

“Very well, love,” he said after a moment. “But keep the fortress in your sight at all times.”

“We will,” she lied.

“Good girl,” he reached up to her. “Give me a kiss.”

She bent down and gave him the sweetest, softest kiss she could ever remember giving him. Even he looked pleasantly surprised when he pulled back.

“Not too long,” he warned.

“I wunna,” she avoided his gaze, kicking the thoroughbred.

She felt so damn guilty that tears stung her eyes. He would never again trust her after this, but it was something she felt in her heart she had to do. Mayhap someday he would forgive her, knowing how much he loved her.

Soon they were pounding from the gates. Jemma took the lead, taking them down the road a way before darting off the path and into a clump of brown foliage. For the next half hour they scampered about, jumping small logs, making sure that the soldiers up on the wall could see them every so often as they dodged in and out of the dead trees.

Jemma knew that when they finally disappeared from view completely, the soldiers would not sound the alarm as they waited for them to reappear. Then, it was too late. By then, they would be on their way to Scotland.

Sticking to the trees, they ripped off their riding dresses, revealing the clothing they had stolen. With the dresses hastily buried under rotting leaves, they rode from the sight of Northwood. The thoroughbreds were bred for speed, and raced like the wind through the cover of the trees until Jemma guided her mount to the road again several miles north, with Jordan following. Jordan felt as if she were running from the devil, which is exactly what her husband would become if provoked. Her mount could easily outrun his destrier, but it lacked the stamina of the massive animal. She would have to rest him before long at this pace.

The miles distancing them between Northwood stretched out. With each hoof-fall, she came closer to Langton and closer to her da, and closer to heart-wrenching answers. But her heart ached that she had deceived William, and she missed her bairns already.

No matter now; they were going home.
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William had been involved with the reconstruction at the base of one of the wall turrets for quite some time before one of his sentries came down from the rampart and sharply saluted him. He gave the man his attention.

“My lord,” the soldier said. “You had asked that we keep watch over your wife.”

William nodded. “And?”

The soldier did not look worried, merely puzzled. “She and Lady Hage seem to have disappeared. They rode into a group of dead trees and we have yet to see them emerge. Should we send out a party?”

“How long have they been missing?” William asked.

“A while, sire,” the soldier admitted. “Mayhap over a half hour.”

William wasn’t overly concerned. “They probably stopped to rest a bit. Give them another half hour and if they still have not returned, inform me.”

The soldier bowed and dashed off. Without another thought, William returned his attention to the wall.

A half hour later the soldier was back. “My lord, they have still not come out.”

William glanced overhead, noting that the sun was low and soon the gates would be closing. He was sure nothing was wrong, that the women had simply lost track of the time and he did not want to go pounding into the trees upsetting them. The last thing he wanted on his hands was an angry, pregnant wife. With a wry frown, he scratched his head.

“Notify me when the sergeant intends to close the gates,” he told the man. “If they still have not returned, then I will go and fetch them. You have not seen any movement at all?”

“None, my lord,” the soldier replied.

Women. He shook his head at their thoughtlessness and dismissed the soldier. They were probably sitting on the ground gabbing their heads off and forgetting about everything else. He had to smile at himself, afraid of upsetting his wife. What on earth was he afraid of? That she would slug him? Or, worse, yet, that she would cry? Most likely the latter was the reason. He hated to see her cry.

Paris had scared him with horror stories of her mood swings during pregnancy, he realized with a chuckle. But Paris always did manage to blow things out of proportion… didn’t he?

The soldier returned not an hour later to inform him that the gates were preparing to be secured and his wife still had not returned. With a muttered curse, William told to the soldier to hold the gates and went to the stables. The stable master met him, leading a saddled warmblood.

“My lord.” the older man exclaimed. “Your wife and Sir Kieran’s wife have not yet returned from their ride and I was….”

“Give me the horse,” William took the reins irritably. “I shall go find them.”

The warmblood was a big, hearty animal built for stamina. William galloped the horse from the outer bailey and out into the fields beyond, taking the general direction that the sentries had indicated. Dammit, he would find them and give them a good tongue-lashing for being so inconsiderate. Then he would take Jordan to bed and make love to her, if she was still speaking to him.

An hour later he was still searching. The sky had grown dark and there were a multitude of torches blazing atop the walls waiting for him to return. With the gates still open, they were vulnerable and anxious.

Kieran and Michael saddled up and rode out to find him. They met him on the road coming back.

“What’s wrong?” Kieran demanded.

William’s face was gray. “They are nowhere to be found. But I found these.” He held up two dirty riding dresses.

Kieran felt sick as he gazed back at his wife’s burgundy garment. “Oh, God, William,” he whispered urgently. “What in the hell has happened?”

The hand clutching the dresses fell limply to his side. “I let them go riding. Alone.” He could not believe this was happening. “They begged to go by themselves and I saw no harm in it as long as they stayed within sight of the castle.”

Kieran could see how miserable William was with his confession. He, too, was rapidly slipping into fear and agony.

“Where are they, then?” he demanded.

“I do not know; I found these dresses half-buried under some dead leaves.” William was having a difficult time controlling himself. “But we search now. Michael, mount the knights and bring as many torches as you can carry. The horses are gone, too, and we can track them by their shoes providing it doesn’t rain. Come; we have no time to waste.”

He and Kieran went back down the road to where William had come across the dresses. They could see fairly well in the full moonlight as Kieran dismounted and began hunting around with grim determination.

“You will find nothing,” William said dully. “There is no blood, no signs of a struggle. The dresses aren’t even ripped.”

Kieran stood still a moment, staring at the ground before putting both hands to his head in a gesture of pure helplessness.

“What in the hell happened?” he hissed.

William didn’t want to voice the possibilities. They were too disturbing and he didn’t want to invite panic, not at the moment.

Kieran walked over to his horse and wearily leaned on the animal, his arms stretched across the saddle. The sounds of the night drifted across the cold air, and William kept straining his ears, listening for a scream somewhere in the distance. But he heard nothing and found he was numb with shock.

“If we have a son we are going to name him Alec,” Kieran said faintly.

William stirred in the saddle. “After your brother? He would be pleased.”

Kieran nodded. “I wish Jemma could have known him.”

William cocked a slow eyebrow. “They would have killed each other, Kieran. Alec was the most arrogant man I have ever met and Jemma would have taken a blade to him with that temper of hers.”

Kieran was forced to smile. “Mayhap. But I would have liked for them to have known each other nonetheless.”

William looked at him. “How is it that a man with your mild temper is attracted to firebrands? Your brother was certainly no saint, although he was an excellent knight, and you happened to marry the wildest woman in Scotland.”

Kieran snorted. “Because I have the patience for them. God is wise when he chooses our relatives for us.”

Down the road they could see a company of knights bearing torches converging on them. Kieran mounted quickly and they rode to meet them.

“Leave the horses here for the moment,” William ordered his men. “We are tracking hoof prints and I do not want our own confusing us.”

The men dismounted and handed off the destriers to the soldiers that had come with them. Bearing torches bright enough to light up a city, they began to slowly and methodically studying the mucky road. Since each blacksmith put a certain seal on his shoes, they knew what they were looking for.

They searched the immediate stretch of road and found nothing. Spreading out, they continued to search, gradually moving down the road until Northwood was nearly gone from view. By that time, the other knights began to question the value of continuing the search since nothing had been discovered yet, but they persevered because of William and Kieran.

Other than the standing orders, William had yet to say another word to them. If he was so sure they were going to find a clue to the disappearance of his wife and Lady Jemma, then they would continue searching for his sake. William, they had learned, was rarely, if ever, wrong.

Suddenly, William stopped and dropped to a crouch at the very edge of the road. Kieran saw him and was immediately at his side.

“What is it?” he demanded.

William’s fingers were lightly tracing the ground. “Here! Look,” he said. “Northwood crests on these shoes.” His despair was quickly turning into excitement. “They came out of the forest, here, and then continue up the road.”

By this time, all of the knights were by his side, indeed studying the tracks.

“There are only two sets,” Jason said helpfully. “One ’fore the other, in a line. They go north.”

William stood up, staring at the tracks for a long minute, not saying a word. A slow horror was creeping over him as he realized what had actually happened. There were no kidnappers and no murderers. There was no blood because there had been no struggle. Jordan had been adamant about going alone. Alone, she said. And the dresses weren’t ripped because they had been easily discarded. Dear God… he knew what had happened.

“Damnation!” he exploded, kicking at the ground furiously.

The knights looked at him in astonishment. He was so furious he clenched his fists and swung away from them just so they would not see his veins bulging.

“What?” Kieran demanded insistently, his hands outstretched as if pleading for an answer. “What is it?”

William whirled to his second, jabbing a finger in his face. “They have not been abducted, Kieran. They have bloody well launched themselves to Langton. It all makes sense now, all of it.”

Kieran stared back at him in disbelief. “Langton? What in the hell are you talking about.”

William was daft with anger. “I shall tell you what I am talking about,” he seethed. “Your devious little wife somehow convinced Jordan to ride with her to Langton. Only Jemma could think of such a foolish scheme.”

Kieran’s eyes narrowed. “Watch what you say about my wife,” he warned calmly.

“It is true!” William fired back at him. “Jordan is not capable of this kind of deception, but we know from experience that Jemma is certainly sly and conniving enough. And Jordan, being as goddamn gullible as she is, listened to her.”

Kieran watched William smack his huge fist into the palm of his hand angrily, raging like a mad dog. They were all concerned and upset, but that did not excuse the insult dealt to Jemma.

“You will not blame Jemma for this,” he said lowly.

Paris, standing a few feet away, heard the tone and groaned inwardly. The last thing they needed was a fight. He stepped closer, just in case.

“Why not? ’Tis her fault.” William raged.

Kieran was struggling with his temper, a rare occurrence. “If that is true, then Jordan did not have to go,” he said with a tick in his jaw. “She can think for herself, or so you have said.”

William glared at Kieran the likes of which no one, including Paris, had ever seen. He was so damn angry that he was irrational. “Kieran, if anything happens to Jordan because of your wife’s stupidity, I shall kill the bitch myself. I swear it.”

Oh, God. The knight’s surrounding them tensed with apprehension, waiting for the next move. Even Paris was frightened. Kieran and William could do substantial physical damage to one another.

Kieran’s eyes widened at the threat; his temper could no longer be controlled. He was armed; William was not. In a fit of uncharacteristic rage, he unsheathed his sword with a resounding clang.

“Defend yourself!” he roared.

Paris unsheathed his sword, bringing it to bear directly in front of William to fend off Kieran’s blow. William, however, had not so much as flinched and met Kieran’s gaze with deadly hostility.

Kieran brought the blade down and Paris found himself fending off the heaviest blow he had ever had the misfortune to receive. He knew Kieran to be remarkably strong, but the strength behind the blow was super-human. Sparks flew brightly into the night air, a few of them landing on William, as Paris staggered. But William had yet to even so much as step back a pace.

The knights had no idea how to react. They jumped back, out of the line of fire, wildly concerned for the situation. Should they jump in or not? Ranulf, wisely, motioned them all back and away. To lend aid would mean to take sides, and that must not happen.

Paris yelled at William to move, but the earl was not listening. Kieran raised his sword again and Paris physically threw himself in front of William, a double-handed grip on his sword as he prepared to fend off another bone-rocking blow. The glint of steel flashed before him as Kieran brought the sword down, and Paris braced himself.

But the impact never came. Suddenly, the sword was sailing out of Kieran’s hand and into the darkness, landing heavily several yards away. Kieran put his hands on his face and swung away from William, staggering back onto the road like a drunken man.

Paris, swallowing hard with relief and surprise, realized he was shaking. He was fully prepared for the battle of his life and was astonished to see it suddenly ended. When he turned to look at William, the baron was already walking past him and toward the slumped figure standing on the road.

Then William did something he had never done in front of his knights. He showed an onslaught of weak, human emotion. He grabbed Kieran and hugged the man fiercely. Kieran responded instantly, holding William with ferocious grip.

“Forgive me, Kieran,” William whispered into the man’s shoulder. “I am always unstable when it comes to my wife. Forgive me my words; I did not mean them.”

Kieran simply nodded, giving William a firm squeeze before they stood apart.

“I am scared, too,” he whispered.

William shook his head slowly. “God, ever since I met that woman I have done things I believed myself incapable of.” He sighed. “Jemma is not to blame alone. I am sure Jordan had quite a hand in this, as well. I guess what angers me the most is that I could have stopped them and I didn’t.”

“You are not a mind reader,” Kieran replied wearily. “Although I have wondered at times. You did what I, or any of us, would have done. Do not be angry with yourself.”

William put a companionable hand on the side of Kieran’s head, smiling weakly at him. “You were going to kill me?”

Kieran looked sheepish. “I was thinking on it.”

William grinned and gave him a light slap on the skull. “I never knew you had it in you, old friend.”

Kieran made a wry face. “As you said, I am unstable when it comes to my wife.”

William’s smile faded. “Then we must move. We have a lot of ground to cover to catch those little vixens.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


Roan d’Vant sat alone in the knight’s quarters, in complete battle armor as he sat hunched over vellum with a quill in his hand. He was writing a letter, mayhap the most important letter he would ever write.

It was to his cousin, Andrew d’Vant. Andrew was a mercenary soldier, leader of a mercenary army nearly eight hundred men strong. Andrew fought purely for the money involved. Although born as the second son of Earl Alston, near Carlisle, he was not English. Neither was he Welsh, nor Scot. He was whatever money said he was.

Roan had a bad feeling about the battle march into Scotland to retrieve Lady Jordan. He wasn’t paranoid as a rule, but he had seen the destruction the Scots had made and was positive, as was William, that the war wasn’t over yet. The clans were still banded together, somewhere in the south of Scotland, and he was somehow sure they would run into them. And knowing how the men were feeling about the Scots right now, there would most likely be no survivors on either side. A clash would prove to be one of the most violent in history.

He told his cousin of the situation, of the intentions of The Wolf, and told him exactly where they were going. He asked that Andrew mobilize his army and meet them at Langton to support their movements.

Roan was not personally rich, although his family was extremely wealthy and were powerful as heirs to St. Austell Castle in Cornwall. He could offer Andrew very little monetarily and hoped that the fact that their fathers were first cousins would hold some bearing. He hoped that blood was more valuable than money, although he doubted it. The man was in the business purely for the value of it, and he was one of the best damn swordsman Roan had ever seen.

Putting the vellum into a sack, he also stuffed in a banner he managed to confiscate bearing the king’s crest. He hoped Andrew would fly it as he approached so that William would not attack the man before Roan had a chance to explain what he had done.

Yet Andrew d’Vant was somewhat of a legend as well, for his army was huge and well-know and had fought all over the civilized world. His cousin’s nickname, the Red Fury, stemmed from the fact that the massive, towering man has auburn hair and fought with a demonic anger. He was sure William had heard of him and only hoped he didn’t sever his head from his body for acting out of the chain of command.

Why Roan was doing this was simple, really. Even with a thousand men, their army would not outnumber the clans, and Roan had no desire to die in Scotland. With the addition of his cousin’s army for support, ’twas a good chance that few English would die and mayhap the Scots, seeing the size of the quelling army, would forcibly disband.

He sent the messenger off to the southwest, headed for Andrew’s seldom-used keep. It was the only place he knew to begin looking for the man, and he prayed fervently that he could be found in time, and that the terms were agreeable.
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Neither woman stopped to see the pure foolishness of their situation. Two women, alone, was bad enough. But two pregnant women, traveling alone, and at night, was insane. The situation was compounded by the fact the Jemma was feeling lousy and they’d already had to stop twice.

Finally, weary to the bone, the stopped the horses in a patch of trees that was particularly dense and shielding. Jemma fell asleep for about an hour while Jordan stood vigilant watch, and then Jordan took her turn resting while Jemma stood nervously in the dead leaves, jumping at any little sound.

Close to dawn Jordan awoke from a dreamless sleep and they ate some bread before continuing on. Their greatest fear was that William and Kieran were closing the gap that separated them and that they would not make it to Langton at all. They had married clever men with deductive minds and they had no doubt that William and Kieran had figured out where they were headed. So with renewed determination, they pushed on.

They rode the entire morning without stopping, an amazing achievement. A bit of cheese and fruit for the nooning meal, and they were off again. The horses performed beautifully and when they crossed the no man’s land of Carter Bar, they thrilled with the knowledge that they were almost home. Muted heather coated the soft hills and suddenly they realized just how much they missed their country. As much as they had grown to love England, Scotland was home.

Before sunset they passed into familiar territory. This was Langton land, and Jordan nearly got down from the horse to kiss the earth. The smells, the sights, were the same as she had always remembered and her heart was crying for her father. They were almost home.

Another hour passed before the burnt-out structure of Langton came into view. Destroyed or not, it was the most beautiful sight they had ever seen, and both women shed happy tears. Jordan was thrilled, and imagined how surprised her father would be to see her and they spurred the horses into the final stretch.

The wall was down, bricks strewn about, but there was a clear passage in and out of the courtyard. The bodies had long since been gone but the entire place felt like a ghost yard. Timidly, Jordan and Jemma dismounted, their eyes still drinking in the sight of their beloved home. But they had known what to expect and were beyond tears of grief. Still, the shock was unnerving and left them with a hollow feeling in their souls.

Jordan was the first to move forward through the rubble. The debris were time-worn, old, as if the elements had beaten them down until they had become a part of the landscaping. As her shapely legs in the snug black breeches picked then way through the field, she could only think that this was not her Langton. The sights, the smells, the atmosphere were not the same and she realized with stinging eyes that her Langton died in that attack months ago. This was a phantom, a grotesque effigy to what had once been.

As she approached the huge stone steps, a figure appeared in the doorway laden with a massive sword. Startled, she froze in her tracks with fear until recognition descended on her like a boom.

“Da!” she cried.

Thomas hadn’t recognized his daughter in the peasant clothing she was wearing and had come to defend his home against intruders, albeit two small ones. When he heard her voice, saw her face, his mind suddenly went blank and the sword clattered to the cold stone.

The next thing Jordan knew she was in his arms as he swung her off the ground, squeezing her until she could not breathe. Tears of absolute joy streamed down her cheeks as she hugged her father, easing a year of catastrophic pain and separation.

“Jordi!” he finally gasped, as if he had trouble believing what he was saying. “Jordan Mary Joseph Scott. What in the name of God are ye doing here?”

“I had to come,” she told him in between sniffles and gasps. “My husband told me what happened and I had to see for myself. I had to see ye.”

Thomas was shaking with shock and excitement as his green eyes raked his daughter’s face. “Did he bring ye here?” he demanded. “I told him it wasna safe for ye. Where is he?”

Jordan looked ashamed, shaken. “He dinna bring me. Jemma and I… we ran away. Neither one of our husbands would bring us, so we brought ourselves.”

“Ye did what?” Thomas boomed in disbelief, then looked for the first time to his niece a couple of feet away. “Jemma Scott! Ye little minx, ye had yer parents worried to death with yer disappearance. Cord told us where ye had gone but we found it hard to believe ye’d be so foolhardy.” He held out his arm to her and she fell into his embrace. “Oh, Jemma, I should take a strap to ye right here and now. I should take a strap to both of ye.”

“Dunna be angry,” Jordan pleaded. “We just wanted to come home.”

She started to cry again; both women were crying and Thomas hugged them close. Lord, he was so glad to see them again even if they were daft for coming.

“Ye came here alone? Just the two of ye?” he repeated quietly.

Jordan nodded. “But no doubt William and Kieran are close behind us.”

“Kieran? Who’s Kieran?” Thomas demanded.

“My husband, Uncle Thomas,” Jemma supplied.

“Ye married an Englishman, too?” he looked down at her dark head. “Ye hated English more than any of us, lass.”

“Kieran is a sweetheart of a man, Da,” Jordan said, looking at her cousin. “And he’s as big as a tree.”

“So is that mountainous man ye’re married to,” Thomas reminded her. “I could hardly believe my Jordi married The Wolf.”

She smiled up at her father happily, reacquainting herself with his face. “Aye, I did, and I love him with all my heart. He is not as the legends paint him to be. He is wonderful.”

Thomas made a wry smirk. “He may very well turn into The Wolf of legend when he catches up with ye. How could ye be so daft? He will murder us both.”

“Nay, he will not,” she kissed her father on the cheek. “Oh, Da, ’tis so good to be home!”
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William would not ride into Scotland with anything less than a fully functional fighting army. With two hundred mounted archers flanking the column, he mobilized 800 men within two hours and set off for the border.

He set a hard pace, planting himself at the very head of the army and speaking to no one. He was as grim and as serious as anyone had ever seen him. They would march until they reached Langton and plow through anyone who got in their way. He fully realized that the intrusion of a huge English army into Scotland would be interpreted as an act of war, but he was willing to take the gamble. Jordan could very easily be in the hands of the enemy right now and he was prepared to burn down the whole of Scotland to get her back.

All the while he kept thinking what he was going to say to her when he found her. Half of him wanted to take a switch to her luscious white behind for her flagrant disobedience, but the other half of him simply wanted to hold her close and thank God that she was safe. The fact that she newly carried his babe cut into him like a white-hot blade of anguish. He was, in fact, going to be rescuing two lives that belonged to him and he prayed with a passion that he would not be too late. God, what this woman did to him.

Roan rode behind him, watching The Wolf’s straight back and wondering if his cousin had received the missive. Was Andrew mobilizing at that very moment, or had the missive had been burned in a fit of haughty laughter? He furthermore wondered if William was going to skin him alive for his interference. He was extremely hopeful that everything would work out as he had planned, but he pondered with every fall of his destrier’s hooves if his actions were those of an intelligent man. Who in their right mind would undermine the legendary Wolf?

Paris, Kieran and Adam rode a little behind William, flanking him. Michael, Ranulf, Deinwald, Jason and Marc rode behind them, leaving Corin and Roan bringing up the rear of the auspicious group, directly in front of the men-at-arms. A departure from their usual battle marches, there was no light conversation and no laughter. They were all silent; deadly silent.

Adam, even as the new earl, had insisted on going. William could see that the young man would not be content to be a passive leader, as his father had been. Adam had been training for the knighthood most of his life and fully intended to take an active role in leading his army. William was glad for the first time that he was no longer captain of Northwood’s forces, for he certainly did not want to compete with Adam; he was used to being the sole leader in battle. He wondered how Paris was dealing with Adam’s new role, for the man had said nothing. And it furthermore gave him the hope that Paris might consider moving with him to Questing, leaving the young earl to lead Northwood.

William could only guess that he was four or five hours behind his wife, enough time for her to get into trouble. William gripped the reins tighter; ever since he had met her he had been unable to prevent harm from befalling her. The arrow, the infection and fever, the attack from the soldier, and de Troiu’s vicious attempt to take her… he had felt as if he had failed her in those situations, as much as he knew otherwise. He was not used to failure in any way.

And he would not fail her now. He may die trying, but he would not fail her.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


It was close to dawn but Thomas had not slept the entire night. He sat awake, watching his daughter and niece sleeping on the stone floor, afraid if he slept he would awake and discover it was all a dream. He smiled at the two of them, sleeping exhaustedly. So he was to be a grandfather again, as well as a grand-uncle. ’Twas nearly the only bit of information they discussed before they both fell into a fatigued sleep. But he was gravely worried, for both their sakes.

They had to leave Scotland and return home, for he was fearful that the clans would catch wind of their visit and come for them. The thought of his sweet Jordan in enemy hands was enough to make him sweat with panic; lord, what they would do to her. And to Jemma, too. All of the knights in England could not save them if the clans came.

They had to leave immediately, he decided firmly. And as they could not go alone, he would have to take them himself. As joyful as he was to see them both, to know they were both happy and healthy, he knew he had to get them the hell out of Scotland or their pleasant state would be temporary.

Jordan awoke after daybreak to the beloved face of her father. He greeted her warmly and offered her a bit of cheese and watered wine for breakfast. She ate Jemma’s, too, for when her cousin awoke, she went right to the basin and vomited.

“She is having a worse time than I am,” Jordan told her father solemnly.

In the daylight, Thomas showed them what had become of the fortress. His mood was upbeat, however, in that he planned great renovations. He insisted the clans did him a favor by forcing him to revamp his keep, but it was a still sobering sight. He furthermore proceeded to show Jemma the graves of her mother and brother and held her while she cried. But the remaining unspoken question was apparent in both of the women’s expressions.

“Where did they take Callie?” Jordan asked finally. “And where are Uncle Matthew and Ian, and the rest of them?”

Thomas shook his head sadly. “I dunna know, lass. I havena heard anything about them. All I can imagine is that they are prisoners, somewhere.”

“Then ye dunna think they are dead?” Jemma whispered.

“Nay, lass, I dunna,” he said firmly. “I feel that they are very much alive, although I dunna know why I feel that way. They are somewhere, holed up in someone’s keep.”

“All of them?” Jordan wanted to know.

“Aye,” Thomas was amazingly confident in his answers. “I simply canna believe that the clans would wipe all of the Scotts out.”

Jordan watched her father in the morning light. He was much grayer and thinner than she remembered. “Who, then?” she demanded in a whisper. “And where?”

He looked at her. “Ye want my opinion? I canna give ye facts,” he replied. “I think it is the McKenna because of Malcolm’s ties to them. Dunbar McKenna is a mean bastard and an opportunist. His plans were foiled when he tried to destroy Northwood, and with Scott hostages he still has a bargaining chip with the English.”

Jordan shook her head. “Why, Da? Why is this man so determined to destroy us?”

Thomas sighed. “Oh, Jordan, it’s an old tale,” he said wearily. “Dunbar doesna have one specific reasons. Sure, he says he wants to control the border, but what he most desires is wealth. He’s never had any to speak of. And he keeps changing his mind as to how he wants to get it. First, he wanted ye and Abner pledged to get his hands on Scott money. Then, it was the border scheme. With him, ’tis always something. Which is why yer mother never married him.”

Jordan looked at him, stunned. “Mother? Marry Dunbar McKenna?”

“Oh, he wanted her badly, I can tell ye,” Thomas nodded firmly. “Pursued Elinor, wooed her, but she saw him for what he was. And then I married her and Dunbar was forever jealous of me. I shudder to think what he would have done to ye if ye had married Abner. He lusted for Elinor something fierce.”

Jordan shook her head. “I never knew that,” she said faintly.

Thomas shrugged. “There was never any reason for ye to.”

They left the graves and wandered back into the crumbled fortress.

“Ye ladies will gather yer things,” Thomas said finally. “Ye leave for England today.”

Jordan and Jemma looked at him, shocked. “But…da!” Jordan whined. “We only just got here.”

“And ye shouldna have come, ye little scamps.” Thomas scolded, like he did when she was five years old. “I am therefore taking ye back home myself.”

Jordan’s eyes were wide. “No, Da. Ye canna!”

“Aye, I can and I am going to.” he said curtly. “Now, get what ye brought with ye and I shall go saddle the horses.”

They tried to protest further but he waved them off abruptly and donned a heavy, dirty surcoat. Jordan recognized it; it had once belonged to her Uncle Nathaniel. ’Twas probably the only clothes her father had left. But it was warm and offered protection as he marched out into the bailey were the horses were tethered in a small sheltered corral.

“What do we do?” Jemma demanded when he had left.

She turned to her cousin helplessly. “Go home, as he says,” she said. “We found out all that we could, Jemma. Mayhap we can convince da to stay at Northwood for a while.”

“But what of Callie and my Da?” Jemma insisted. “He says they are still alive and I wunna leave them.”

“What are ye going to do, Jemma?” Jordan asked sharply. “Go after them yerself? Ye can do nothing against the clans alone. We will have to rely on William and the knights to figure out a plan. We have to trust them.”

Jemma looked upset, but resigned. The women had naught else but the clothes on their backs when they came, and they tucked their hair into their caps and left Langton with a kiss and a promise to return, one day.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


Jordan rode with her father atop the brown thoroughbred. She felt like a little girl again, holding him around his waist and watching the landscape roll by. Thomas kept up a steady stream of talk and she was relieved to hear her father’s true self returning rapidly. Until this point, he had seemed somewhat distant to her. But, once again, Thomas was becoming the lively Scot and both women felt a sense of normalcy returning. The more he talked, the easier he became.

The weather was cool for summer, but it was clear and bright as they trotted over the soft hills that were sloping toward the barren moors of the border. The last time she came south on this road, it had been with William.

Her heart jumped at that thought, she wondered if his anger would ease to find her returning on her own. And she furthermore hoped that he would help her convince her father to return to England with them for a stay. She hated the thought of him rotting away in the shell of her former home, alone.

At noon, they rested the horses and picked some wild blackberries for their meal. Thomas even managed to find an apple tree with some new apples on it, fruit that sat amazingly well in Jemma’s turbulent stomach. As they lounged beneath the sparse shade of a small Scot pine, Jordan began to feel as if she were a young girl again, listening to her father talk as if they had all the time in the world. She missed those simple times terribly, but in the same breath she was immensely grateful for her life as it was. It was far better than she had ever dreamed, even as a young lass. She had married a man upon which dreams were made.

They were back on the road heading for Carter Bar. Thomas began to feel safer and safer with each passing mile, putting more and more distance between his daughter and the clans. He tried not to think on it, focusing instead on his grandsons that he would soon see and wishing his sweet Elinor were alive to experience the joy. He patted his daughter’s arms as they wrapped around his waist, happy beyond words to be together again. He honestly thought he might never see her again when she left for England and was thankful his fears had been for naught. His show of faith had caused a turn in his life that he had never imagined; good and bad.

The landscape was green, but barren of many trees or shrubs. This was the border, and the moors that encompassed it. How many wars had he fought on this soil? He shook his head; there had been too many to count. He could still see the dead; recognizing tartan. He could smell the stench of death and see the English; well-organized and lethal as they cut down his kin. And he could see The Wolf at the head of it, but he wasn’t bitter. After all, the man had married his daughter and brought more happiness to her than Thomas could have hoped for. For that reason alone, he would forget the scourge of The Wolf.

The three of them were focused on the southern horizon, not taking any particular note of their surroundings. Behind them to the northwest small dots appeared on the hills, coming toward them. Unnoticed, the dots multiplied in number and soon grew into distinct human figures on horseback. They zeroed in on Thomas and the women, weaving their way toward them at a rapid, steady pace.

Thomas, Jordan and Jemma were oblivious to the approaching wave, chatting softly about Jordan’s wedding to William. They were so oblivious to their surroundings that it was too late to do anything by the time they heard the flurry of hoof beats.

Thomas heard it first and nearly panicked. He yanked on the reins and spurred the horse at the same time, confusing the animal into rearing up and pitching both him and his daughter onto the ground. Jemma, digging her heels into her horse, took off on the run of her life. Several Scots gave hot pursuit.

Jordan wasn’t hurt; just stunned. She rolled onto her hands and knees as dozens of horses halted excitedly around her, kicking dirt up into her face. She rose unsteadily, panicky, and stumbled over to her father as he picked himself up off the earth. They clutched at each other, their eyes wide and fearful at the host of riders that surrounded them.

Riders bearing McKenna tartan.

Thomas was dead inside. How on earth they knew, how in hell they found him, he knew naught. They had the devil on their side, a sorcerer with a cauldron who could read minds. But he did know that Jordan’s life was over and he held out little hope that Jemma would make it all the way back to Northwood for help. He pulled his daughter close, wondering what he could promise or pledge to Dunbar McKenna to spare her life.

Abner McKenna pushed his way to the front of his men atop a beautiful white steed. Thomas felt the bile rise in his throat when he realized it was Matthew’s horse. Lord, if he’d had a dirk, he would have taken both his life and his daughter’s rather than let her be taken by this man.

Abner gave a weak smile. “Thomas Scott. What are ye doing so far from yer magnificent keep?”

Thomas’ cheeks were shaking with fear and fury. “Out for a ride, Abner. Little more.”

Abner looked at him and leaned forward in the saddle, tilting his head. “Who’s yer lover?”

Thomas wasn’t sure if he recognized Jordan or not. She had her head down, staring at the earth.

“No one ye need concern yerself over,” he replied evenly. “Why dunna ye go away and leave us be?”

Abner dismounted the horse and went over to his prisoners. The power he felt at their fear was addicting. Reaching out, he ripped the cap from Jordan’s head and immediately her messy, glorious hair spilled out all over her.

Abner’s eyes bugged and Thomas knew that until this moment he hadn’t realized who she was. He cursed himself silently for not being quick enough to talk his way free before she had been discovered.

“Sweet Jesus, Joseph and Mary!” Abner exclaimed. “It’s her.”

Jordan raised her beautiful face, looking him right in the eye. His reaction was instantaneous delight.

“It ’tis!” he crowed. “Jordan Scott, right in my hands.”

Murmurs went up through his men and Abner swung to them. “Did ye hear me, lads? Little did we know when we went out on patrol today that we would capture the queen herself. God is indeed good.”

As small, amazed cheers went up and Jordan felt sick. All she could think of was her unborn child. She didn’t care what they did to her, but she was deathly afraid for the safety of the new life she carried. She felt her father’s grip around her tighten.

Abner swung around to her, his lips foaming with excitement. “Jordan Scott. Or should I call ye Jordan de Longley, Countess of Teviot? We are honored at my lady’s presence.”

He was mocking her, infuriating her. Damn, she never could keep her mouth shut. “Ye think yer so smart, Abner McKenna.” she shot back. “Ye know nothing about me.”

Thomas squeezed her tightly to shut her up. Abner must not know who her true husband was or it would sign her death warrant for sure. Jordan, silently rebuked, pulled back against her father.

“I know that ye are nothing more than an English whore.” Abner snipped back. “Sleeping with that soldier captain and then marrying an English laird. Dunna think that I am that ignorant.”

Jordan, thankfully, kept her mouth shut. Abner, seeing no reaction, calmed somewhat. Then, suddenly, he reached out and grabbed her.

“Ye’ll ride with me.” he yanked her cruelly away from Thomas.

“Nay!” she screamed, struggling.

Thomas lurched forward, only to be stopped by several soldiers plummeting down from their mounts.

Separated, Jordan and Thomas could do nothing more than stare helplessly at each other as Abner threw Jordan up across his saddle, mounting heavily behind her as she struggled to right herself.

“I shall take her back to the keep.” Abner announced loudly. “I dunna care what ye do with him.”

As he reined the horse around, Jordan grew hysterical. Her father, unarmed, surrounded by a dozen McKenna soldiers terrified her. He was a dead man.

“Da!” she screamed in anguish.

Her hand outstretched to him in torment. He called back to her, telling her not to worry. She was as good as dead, he knew, and so was he. He prayed that the soldiers would be merciful. But as Jordan’s hand extended to him, his reached out to her as if they could somehow touch even with the great distance separating them. But her face, the fear in her eyes, burned into his brain until he could see nothing else. He had failed his daughter and he deserved to have his life ended.

Abner pounded off across the moor with Jordan across his saddle, leaving Thomas alone with the soldiers.

Thomas didn’t care anymore. His reason for living was gone. He sank to the cold ground, awaiting a blow from even colder steel.
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Jemma’s thoroughbred easily out-distanced the pursuing soldiers until they were well out of her sight. But even then she didn’t stop running, afraid that at any second they would somehow be nipping at her heels.

The horse’s flanks were coated with sweat as she pounded the endless miles to Northwood, her mind filled with terror. She was not used to fear or defeat and the knowledge that her cousin and uncle had been captured by the enemy tore at her until she groaned aloud in despair. Dear God, she had to find help for them.

The animal raced on and on, minute blending into hour until she had lost all track of time. Jemma had clutched so tightly to the reins and the mane that she imagined her hands had become a physical part of the animal. She had lost her cap way back and her black hair streamed out behind her as she raced like the wind. She was exhausted and out-of-control with apprehension.

Yet somewhere In the back of her mind she knew that Kieran and William were coming for them and she prayed to any god that would listen that she would come across them soon. Jordan and Uncle Thomas were in great, great danger and she was not sure how long her own strength would hold out. If she collapsed and died before she reached help, then no one would ever know the fates of Jordan and Thomas.

Their foolishness had brought them to this, hers and Jordan’s. She knew that now in hindsight, but at the time, their desperation to return home had overshadowed their fears. To risk the danger was worth the trip, they had thought. But it appeared now that the price for their attempt was far too high.

As her strength was waning, she saw something up ahead in the distance. The closer she came, the more she realized it was a caravan of some sort. Or an army.

She pushed the horse faster.

William and Kieran had seen her coming. Across the barren borders, they could see the rider approaching and they could see, even at the distance, a banner of dark hair behind her.

When the horse and rider drew closer and they could see it was Jemma, Kieran and William bailed from their destriers. Jemma showed absolutely no signs of stopping and they positioned themselves so they could reach up and physically stop the charging animal.

She ran between them like some strange gauntlet. William snatched the animals’ reins while Kieran unseated his wife, losing his balance and tumbling backward in the process. Jemma fell atop him heavily and instantly there were hands reaching down to pull her up.

Paris had her as the knights pulled Kieran to his feet. She was far gone with hysteria and panic as Kieran ripped off his helmet and grabbed her face.

“Jemma?” he demanded with tender harshness. “Sweetheart, look at me.”

William was there, his face ashen with terror. Kieran shook Jemma a bit, trying to make her focus on him.

“Jemma, sweet, ’tis me.” he said. “You are safe now. I am here and you are safe. Where is Jordan?”

Jemma slowed her gasping and screaming, gazing at her husband for the first time. Her mouth opened into a silent “O” and she dissolved into tears. William nearly went mad and Deinwald grabbed onto him to lend support.

“Jemma, sweet,” Kieran kissed her forehead. “Calm down. You are safe with us. Tell me where Jordan is.”

She was honestly trying to calm herself down but wasn’t doing a very good job. “Jordan…,” she trailed off, sobbing. “Oh, Kieran, they got her. Her and Uncle Thomas.”

William nearly collapsed but for Deinwald’s iron grip. He closed his eyes tightly, fighting off the nausea and panic that threatened him.

“Who has her, Jemma?” William’s throat was so tight he could hardly squeeze out the words.

Jemma didn’t hear him. She was still looking at Kieran. “We ran away, Jordan and me. We went home because ye wunna take us there. Uncle Thomas got mad at us and insisted on bringing us home himself.” She paused, gasping for breath. “We were near the border when dozens of soldiers chased us and I got away. They were McKenna soldiers; I saw the plaid. But I outran them.”

Everything they needed to know she told them. Jemma took a couple more gasping breaths and fainted dead away and Kieran swept her up into his arms. William pulled unsteadily away from Deinwald, already moving back toward his destrier. The knights disbanded, moving for their own mounts even as they tried to grasp the shocking news.

“We ride for McKenna Keep.” William was pale and drawn as he mounted his destrier.

“What about Jemma?” Kieran demanded.

“Give her back to Byron’s wagon,” William’s movements were harsh, abrupt. “We can spare no one to take her back to Northwood.”

She would be safe enough with Byron, although Kieran certainly was not fond of the idea of taking his wife to a battle. Yet there was no choice, and he was desperately worried for her health. Byron would take good care of her.

William’s hands were shaking as he gathered up his reins, and he took a couple of deep breaths to steady himself. He had to draw the line here and now and separate the soldier from the husband. He would do his wife no good with his wild emotions and he forced himself to split from them.

Slowly, laboriously, the soldier in him, The Wolf, took control until his hands ceased to shake and he could think a bit more clearly. He resigned himself to the fact that the worst had happened and now he must remedy it. The sooner he dealt with it, the better for them all.

He had a nearly a thousand seasoned soldiers and knights depending on him. He was The Wolf, and only The Wolf could save Lady Jordan. William the quivering husband must be put out of his misery, for the moment. Steady yourself, man, or you are all dead.

“Paris!” he suddenly boomed. “Send out the scouts. I want a path to McKenna Keep and a status report on the surrounding areas.”

“Aye, my lord,” Paris replied, turning to bark out the orders.

“Ranulf and Deinwald,” William ordered. “I want the men with swords in hand as soon as we cross the border. I shall not make it easy for a surprise attack.” When his knights saluted and moved back along the column to deliver the orders, William slapped down his faceplate and turned to Michael. “Bring the archers forward so that they flank the knights.”

His men moving to do his bidding, it was apparent to everyone that The Wolf was with them and they knew that half of the battle was already won. Their adrenalin and their confidence surged. With The Wolf leading them, the fearsome Wolf of the border, defeat was not an option. And God help the bastards who held his wife.
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The army came across Thomas Scott just inside the border. At first, William could scarce believe what he was seeing. Laird Scott was sitting by the road. Simply sitting. William dismounted and walked hesitantly toward the man, taking off his helm. Thomas still did not look up.

He stood next to Thomas for several long moments before crouching down on his haunches. Only when he put his hand on the laird’s shoulder did Thomas finally look at him with glassy eyes.

“My lord?” William said softly.

Thomas blinked. Then he blinked again and his eyes slowly focused. “Wolf,” he croaked. “Ye have come.”

William gave him a wry smile. “We were already on our way here,” he said with faded mirth. “Jemma found us. She said the McKenna took my wife.”

Thomas nodded unsteadily. His movements were slow and dreamlike. “Aye, they did. Abner McKenna threw her over his saddle like a sack of oats and took her back to the keep,” he replied weakly. Suddenly, his eyes welled. “Oh, lord, they took my Jordi. They will kill her.”

William stood up so fast that he had to step back to catch his balance. “Nay, they will not.” he bellowed. “Get up. You are coming with us.”

“She is dead, I tell ye,” he cried. “They are going to kill her and there is nothing ye can do, Wolf.”

William was losing his hard-fought control again. “Do not ever say that again,” he demanded harshly. “I will not hear it.”

Thomas wisely kept his mouth shut, wiping at his eyes as William struggled to compose himself.

“Why did they leave you here?” he asked after a moment.

Thomas actually showed some emotion other than sadness. He looked genuinely puzzled. “ ’Twas strange, lad,” he said. “After Abner left wi’ Jordan, the soldiers mumbled something about not wanting to bloody their hands with me and left me as ye see. True McKenna soldiers would have killed me.”

“True McKenna? Talk sense, man,” William snapped.

His father-in-law sighed heavily. “What I mean, William, is that the soldiers with Abner were still of different clans. This means two things; that the clans are still banded, but that they are having second thoughts about the alliance. Soldiers only repeat what they’ve heard or been told, and I am led to think that their lairds are questioning the wisdom of what they have already done.”

William looked perplexed for a moment, digesting the words. “Then, if it is how you say, Jordan might still have a chance,” he said quietly. “Come now; get up. We ride.”

Thomas didn’t move until William reached down and hauled him to his feet. Pulling the laird by the arm, he handed him over to a soldier with the instructions to take him to Byron’s wagon. Thomas did not utter so much as a protest.

Mounting firmly, William slapped on his helmet with one hand and gathered his reins with the other as his destrier did an excited dance beneath him. With a wide wave of his arm, the column was moving again to the northwest.

William was beyond angry. What he was feeling was the most explosive fury he had ever encountered. He would not be satisfied at simply retrieving his wife. He would burn McKenna Keep to the ground and kill everyone occupying it, and any other Scot unfortunate to get in his way. They were dead, all of them, and he would delight in taking the credit for the massacre. This was bloodlust.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


Jordan stood in the filthy, stinking grand hall of McKenna Keep. She was shaking from the chill, from the shock and the fear that she felt as well as from pure fatigue. She was still dressed in the breeches, tunic and boots, wondering what in the world was going to happen to her now. Abner had left her in the company of a dozen horribly smelly, dirty soldiers who leered and smirked at her while he went to find his father.

She was terrified. Half of her wanted to fight and scream and kick her way from this place, but the other half simply told her to resign herself to her fate. She prayed vehemently that somehow, Jemma had gotten through and even now William was on his way to rescue her. Yet when she thought of her father’s fate, tears of grief sprang to her eyes. She wondered if the soldiers had been merciful with his execution.

“Greetings, Jordan,” came a familiar voice.

Jordan knew the voice. She stiffened and turned around, her face a mask of hatred and disgust.

Malcolm stood several feet away. When their eyes met, he stepped forward. “So they found ye, I see.”

She could not think of one rational thing to say to him. Her hatred was as great as any she had ever known.

“You bloody bastard,” she snarled. “I hope ye rot in hell for what ye have done.”

He actually looked saddened by her fury, unsure of himself. “I know ye hate me, as ye should. But what is done is done.”

“Then ye are behind all of this, aren’t ye?” Before, all of her theories had been purely speculation. Yet at this moment he had all but admitted it.

“ ’Twas not my grand plan, if that is what ye mean,” he answered. “But I did ride agin’ my kin. I had to.”

“Had to?” she said in disbelief. “Ye had to kill yer mother and father and brothers, and all of yer cousins? Dammit, man, yer a Scott. How could ye betray those who loved ye?”

“Ye never loved me!” he spat with sudden contempt. When she looked mildly taken aback, he nodded at her. “Am I right? Ye never loved me, any of ye. Oh, they loved ye because ye were such a sweet, beautiful girl, and they loved my sister and Caladora, too, and the other lads, but I was different. A black sheep.”

Jordan shook her head. “What are ye talking about? Ye turned away from us, Malcolm, not the other way around.”

“My father hated the sight of me.” he insisted. “So I came here, where people dinna judge me because I was a bastard.”

Jordan looked shocked. “Bastard? What are ye saying?”

Malcolm was pale. He swallowed hard, the pain evident in his eyes. “Lilith, my mother, was raped after Cord was born,” he said dully. “I was borne from the union. Did ye ever wonder why I dinna look much like a Scott? ’Tis because I am not a Scott. I am a McKenna.”

Jordan’s eyes widened. “Dunbar McKenna? He is yer da?”

Malcolm nodded. “Aye, he is.”

Jordan was astonished. But the closer she gazed at her cousin’s light brown hair and wide features, the more she realized that he did indeed look like Dunbar. “Raped her, did ye say?”

“Aye,” he replied. “Matthew never told anyone about it, lest Lilith be shamed by it, which is why no vengeance was ever taken. No one wanted the truth to come out. So Matthew tried to raise me, tried to love me, but every time he looked at me he was reminded of the disgrace done to his wife.”

Jordan reeled with the knowledge. “Is that why ye came here always? Because ye knew it to be yer true home?”

“Nay,” he whispered. “I dinna know the truth of it until a short time ago when Matthew told me. But Dunbar knew it, which was why he kept me close to him and used me as his spy into the clan Scott. He had some daft idea for me to become Laird Scott someday.”

Jordan shook her head back and forth absently, horrified by the confession. Strange thing was, Malcolm did not seem the least bit pleased at the prospect of becoming Laird Scott. In fact, he looked very subdued by the entire situation.

“With all of the Scott males dead, then it looks as if ye are indeed Laird Scott, Malcolm,” she said softly, bitterly. “It would seem as if one of Dunbar’s schemes has succeeded.”

“But they are not dead, not all of them,” he told her. “Matthew, Ian and Cord are locked away in the dungeons below. Dunbar hasna decided what to do with them yet.”

Jordan sucked in her breath. Her father had been right all along. “And Callie?” she ventured hopefully.

“Ye’ll be seeing her soon enough,” he said. “She’s holed up in one of the chambers upstairs.”

Jordan closed her eyes in thanks. She felt relieved but still extremely apprehensive at the same time. Her eyes found Malcolm.

“What are they going to do with me?” she asked.

“I dunna know,” Malcolm said. “Mayhap use ye to whore. I dunna think Dunbar is planning on killing ye.”

Disgust and fear shot up her spine and she went stiff. “Whore? I would rather die.”

“When ye went to the English, ye became a whore anyway,” he replied irritably. “What is the difference if ye whore here or at Northwood?”

She was outraged. “Malcolm, I have lain with only one man in my entire life; my husband,” she exclaimed. She debated whether or not to tell him the whole story, but thought against it. She did not want anyone knowing who she was married to.

He shrugged. “And he is an English bastard, he is.”

“What of Callie?” Jordan suddenly wanted to know. “They are not keeping her to whore, are they?”

“Nay,” Malcolm shook his head. “No one has touched her. I think Dunbar wants her for Abner, although she is too tall and thin for his tastes.”

Sweet Caladora. Jordan was desperate to see her cousin and to comfort her. Callie was a weak soul. She could only imagine the fear the girl must have been going through, just as Jordan was now.

Malcolm suddenly stepped back into the shadows as Dunbar and Abner marched into the room, their eyes riveting to Jordan as if she were a fat slab of prize beef.

“Ye dinna lie, for once,” Dunbar said to his son. “Ye did get her.”

Jordan instinctively cowered as Dunbar approached her, very pleased with the turn of events. He put his beefy hands on his fat hips, smiling happily.

“Lady de Longley,” he said. “ ’Tis a pleasure.”

Jordan didn’t reply and simply stared back with apprehension. He took a step closer and took her chin between his thumb and forefinger, turning her face from side to side.

“Aye, the most beauteous woman in all of Scotland,” he said with satisfaction, glancing at his son. “Do ye want her, Abner? ’Tis a fine bit of flesh.”

“Nay,” Malcolm suddenly stepped forward. “I will claim her.”

Dunbar looked at Malcolm. “Ye?”

Malcolm nodded firmly. “Aye. Consider her payment for all of the help I have given ye. I have always had an eye for Jordan, my sweet little cousin.”

Bile rose in Jordan’s throat. What in the bloody hell was the man saying? She would not, could not couple with her cousin. He’d given her no indication of his intentions in their conversation.

Dunbar looked hard at Malcolm, who returned the glare.

“I am yer son, too,” Malcolm met his glare. “I am a year older than Abner, which makes me yer eldest. I demand first choice of the booty.”

Dunbar held his gaze for a long, long moment and Malcolm kept waiting for a fist in his face. But no fist was forthcoming.

“Ye’re becoming a McKenna after all,” Dunbar said finally. “Ye can have yer cousin until I decide what to do with her, just like the others.”

“But…Da,” Abner stammered. “Ye said we were going to call the leaders and try her as a traitor. What about it?”

“We still might,” Dunbar nodded, smiling humorlessly at Jordan. “But let yer brother have his fun wi’ her first. ’Tis no harm in it.”

“And then what?” Abner wanted to know. “We finally have the mighty Countess of Teviot in our hands. What are we gonna do with her?”

Dunbar scratched his bug-ridden scalp. “To be honest, lad, I hadn’t planned on her being here. ’Tis a great surprise. I dunna know what to do with her. Yet.”

Abner’s eyes darted back and forth between Jordan and his father. When he told his father that he had captured Jordan and ordered her father killed, he hadn’t told him the entire story. He failed to mention the companion that got away. The men he sent after the rider had yet to return, so he still held out hope that the person had been caught.

Yet, he knew he had better tell his father everything lest all of his plans go awry.

“Da, there is one other thing,” he said as bravely as he could muster. “When we found Lady Jordan and her da, they had a companion with them who rode away before we could catch him.”

“What? What’s this?” Dunbar’s attention was on his son.

“I dunna know who it was, but my men will surely catch him,” Abner added quickly. “ ’Tis not possible for the rider to return to Northwood to summon help.”

Dunbar was visibly agitated. He let out a low growl and struck Abner on the side of the face hard, sending spittle and blood flying from the lad’s mouth.

“Damnation!” Dunbar exploded. “Why did ye not tell me this ’fore?”

Abner rubbed his face. “Because the rider willna get through. I wasna worried about it.”

“I am, lad!” his father shouted, then as quickly as he angered, he calmed. “I hope he gets through. Aye, I do, and I shall tell ye why; it will bring the English to our doorstep and we can blast them once and for all.” He was instantly swept away with yet another outrageous plan. “Aye, lads, do ye not see the beauty of this? While the English attack us here, I shall split my forces and route an army wide around the English and back to Northwood. All of their forces will be here fighting us, with no one left to defend the fortress. ’Tis brilliant. Masterful. Northwood will fall.” His last three words were punctuated by correspondingly pounding a balled fist into his hand.

Jordan could scarce believe what she was hearing. She stared at Dunbar, at Abner, at Malcolm, her mouth agape. Oh, God, what have I done?

“Take yer woman, Malcolm,” Dunbar had all but forgotten about Jordan in his haste. “Keep her with the other Scott bitch if ye want.”

Malcolm hastily grabbed Jordan’s arm and pulled her away with him. She struggled against him as he half-dragged her up a crumbling flight of stairs and down a musty corridor to a door that was stoutly bolted from the outside.

Jordan was terrified he was going to rape her and struggled furiously with him. He didn’t say a word as he lifted the big bolt and opened the door.

Jordan heard a familiar gasp and knew that Caladora was in the room. Her struggles ceased for the moment at the imminent prospect of seeing her cousin and she thrust herself through the doorway, coming face-to-face with tall, wan Caladora Scott.

Caladora’s pale face went paler with shock. “Jordan!”

“Callie!” Jordan threw herself into her cousin’s arms, hugging her tightly. “Are ye all right? Did they hurt ye?”

“I told ye nobody hurt her,” Malcolm said from the doorway. “And nobody will hurt ye, either, if ye do as ye’re told. I shall be back later.”

“Wait!” Jordan cried before he could close the door. Malcolm looked at her darkly, expectantly. “Ye said nothing about making me yer own when we talked before, Malcolm Scott. Is that what ye intend?”

He made a face. “Nay,” he snapped. “I only said that so they’d leave ye alone for the time. Even if ye are an English whore, ye’re still my cousin.”

“But why should ye protect me?” her tone was deadly serious. “Ye let the clans kill yer mother, yer aunt, and yer brother. Why am I any different?”

Malcolm didn’t even know why. All he knew was that Jordan had always been nice to him, even when they were children. She had always been special, which was why he didn’t have the heart to slit her throat when he’d had the chance a year back. Why was she asking him such dumb questions? His face glazed with an angry expression.

“Well, I shall ravish ye if that’s what ye want!” He slammed the door and bolted it.

Still in each other’s arms, Jordan and Caladora stared at the door for a moment before turning back to each other. Caladora touched her cousin’s hair as if trying to convince herself she wasn’t seeing things.

“Are ye real, Jordi? I thought ye were in England.” Caladora exclaimed softly.

“I was,” Jordan said. “But I came back to see Langton for myself after I was told of her attack. Oh, Callie, there is so much to tell ye.”

Time flew by as Jordan told Caladora every single detail of her life, and of Jemma’s, since the moment she left Langton’s gates. Her cousin was amazed, frightened, and thrilled for her, all at the same time. Color gently washed her pale cheeks at all of the excitement.

When Jordan came to the point in the tale where Jemma’s daughter had been a stillborn, she tried to be gentle but Caladora broke out in tears anyway. Dear Callie had always been so sensitive, but Jordan knew she would want to know of Jemma’s misfortune. Jordan spent a good fifteen minutes comforting her cousin before finishing her story.

When it came Caladora’s turn to fill Jordan in on everything that had happened at home during that time, the mood sobered a little, but not completely. Life at Langton had not been near so exciting.

“I find it so unbelievable that ye married the fearsome Wolf, Jordi.” Caladora said in her gentle voice.

Jordan lay back on the small bed, smiling. “He’s not so fearsome to me,” she said. “He’s the most handsome, the most charming, and the most dashing man I have ever met. We canna keep our hands from one another.”

Caladora blushed as her cousin laughed at her. “Dunna say such things to me, Jordi, for I am a maiden.”

“Well, I am not,” Jordan felt bawdy but, after all, ’twas only Caladora. “I carry another babe as we speak.”

Caladora shook her head. “And the twins only six months old, yet. Did it hurt much to birth a babe?”

“Nay,” Jordan said confidently. “Well, mayhap a little. But it was over quickly.”

Caladora nodded, but childbirth scared the hell out of her; it always had. Jemma’s mishap scared her even more.

“I intend to have no children,” she said firmly.

Jordan grinned knowingly. “Aye, ye will want to when ye meet a man ye can love. Ye would die for him if he asked it.”

Caladora shrugged. “What man would have me, Jordi? Especially after I have been locked up in here for months, he will think me despoiled.”

“Callie, any man would be lucky to have ye,” Jordan sat up and went to her cousin. There was a dirty ivory comb on a small broken table. Picking it up, she ran it through her cousin’s soiled hair. Even oily and sticky, it was the most beautiful shade of red Jordan had ever seen. So much gold and light to it.

Caladora closed her eyes at the attention; it felt good to have her hair combed. “Next to ye and Jemma, I always felt so awkward and plain. The men always noticed the two of ye and never me.”

Jordan gave her hair a gentle yank. “ ’Tis not true, I tell ye. Ye’re beautiful. Tall and elegant as I wish I were. Jemma and I are as short as trolls.”

Caladora’s pale green eyes opened as she gazed out of the small window overlooking the western half of the keep. “But ye’re so beautiful, Jordi. No one alive is as beautiful as ye are.”

“Hush, now, no more of that,” she told her sternly. “If I had yer long legs, I would believe that. Now, when is the last time ye washed this hair of yers?”

Caladora sighed thoughtfully. “Oh, let me think…a couple of weeks ago, I think.”

“What?” Jordan cried. “Why so long?”

Her cousin shrugged. “Because they frighten me and I dunna like demanding things of them.”

Jordan’s eyes narrowed. “Well, they dunna frighten me. I shall get us soap and water, and a proper bath, too.”

When Malcolm returned several hours later with a bit of dinner for them, she had her wish.
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Dunbar had called the clan chiefs together again, and within a half a day, they were gathered. The men sat skeptically before Dunbar as the McKenna chief laid out his grand plan, telling them of his recent capture and of Thomas’ death. When the lairds tried to argue against taking on Northwood again, Dunbar was adamant that this time they would be successful. After all, all of the English troops would be riding to McKenna Keep to rescue the earl’s wife, leaving their own fortress vulnerable.

Into the night they argued and fought until one by one, the chief’s began to give in. ’Twas easier to give in that continue beating their head against a wall. Dunbar, when convinced he was right, was immovable.

Yet no one was glad to hear that Thomas was dead. The man had been a loyal border earl for many years. They had made the mistake of allowing Dunbar to convince them that Thomas was a traitor, when in fact he had been wiser than all of them by seeking peace. But they were afraid to oppose Dunbar and side with Thomas because at the time they, too, doubted Thomas’ loyalties. Now, months after the fact, they knew it was a mistake, but it was too late to turn back. And no one would admit it, not even to each other. So they were alone and isolated in their guilt.

Now Dunbar wanted to split up his force and send half to attack Northwood while her guard was down while the other half set up the defenses of McKenna Keep. Ambitious, even for him, but he was so charismatic and logical that even they began to believe it possible. With Northwood gone, mayhap Dunbar’s overall scheme would indeed work. So far, all the clans had acquired from their initial assault was a lot of widows and orphans and none of the promised border wealth.

Yet, so be it. By midnight they had all agreed what needed to be done and assembling began immediately, outside in the small bailey by the light of a thousand torches. Men were moving and preparing, thinking that mayhap this time victory and glory would finally be theirs. Their faith lay in their clan lands and in the mutual hatred for the English.

They were tired of fighting; aye. The bout with King Henry’s troops had weakened them considerably, but as true hearty Scots, they were not entirely beat. They still had the drive and stamina to try one last time. They were seasoned and good soldiers, lacking the peasants they had employed in the first rounds of the battle for the border. But there were two obvious flaws that would eventually defeat them, whether or not they knew it.

Firstly, they put their faith in Dunbar McKenna. Secondly, they would be fighting The Wolf. If the first didn’t kill them, the second surely would.
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Jordan, clean and bathed, her hair freshly washed and dried and pulled softly back at the nape of her neck, was dressed in a huge voluminous white linen surcoat that Malcolm had managed to scavenge. The sleeves were long and full, closing tightly around her wrists to keep the draft out. A tiny braided black and leather cord ran around the neckline, crossed between her full breasts, and then continued to run beneath them before joining in the back of the surcoat. It was actually a quite lovely and feminine thing and she wondered where in the world Malcolm had managed to come across it. It was even clean. With her black boots and black hose on for warmth, she was extremely comfortable.

Caladora found it exceedingly wonderful to have Jordan’s strength to lean on now. She was an unassertive woman, though sweet as honey, but since Jordan’s arrival she’d had a bath, her hair washed, and her old dirty surcoat taken away to be washed. Meanwhile, Malcolm had scavenged a lovely peach-colored surcoat for her which was a blessing in that it brought some color to her cheeks. Yet she, as well as Jordan, were extremely curious where Malcolm got the dresses from. But they didn’t ask for fear he stripped them from dead bodies.

And, they were suspicious for other reasons. Why was he being so nice to them when he but killed the rest of their kin?

Exhausted, Jordan and Caladora had fallen asleep soon after the bath and small meal, crowded together on the small bed but taking comfort in one another.

Jordan dreamed of William. He looked as he did when they had first met, his left eye restored and his face perfect. He was smiling at her, sitting in a large chair with a babe in his arms. Suddenly there were a dozen children crawling around him, over him, and he was delighted. ’Twas a comforting dream that quickly faded into blackness, yet her husband remained on her mind fully.

Even in her sleep, she knew he was coming for her. She was as much a part of him as he was of her and she knew in her heart they would be together again soon.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE


William stopped his army a mere two miles from McKenna Keep. The knights slung their shields and unsheathed broadswords, the bright moonlight gleaming wickedly off the steel. ’Twas bright enough to read by, which was why William was not the least bit hesitant about attacking at night.

McKenna Keep was shielded by a small forest of trees, blocking the approaching army’s view of the keep as well as blocking the keep’s view of them. Yet his spies told him the army was mobilized around the outside of the wall and the bridge was down, which William thought was extremely strange behavior if they knew his army was advancing.

“Why in the hell is the drawbridge down if they are expecting us?” he demanded to Paris and Kieran.

“Mayhap they are not expecting us at all,” Kieran said. “If the army is assembling on the outskirts of the keep, mayhap it is for another reason. Such as, coincidentally, preparing to launch another attack on English border earls?”

William nodded, “Of course. ’Tis the only explanation,” he said. “Lads, it seems as if we will be doing Northwood and her allies a favor this night. Mayhap it is a good thing my wife was foolish enough to get herself captured so that we could come here and destroy the marauding army. Had she not been taken, we would have found out too late.”

He was making light of Jordan’s situation, making it easier for him to deal with it. Paris nodded rapidly.

“She is a brilliant tactician,” he agreed. “Mayhap your military prowess has rubbed off on her.”

“Aye, she planned this,” Kieran wrestled with his chestnut destrier. “She is not so foolish, after all.”

Ranulf gave William the high-sign that the troops were battle-ready and William raised his arm in response.

“Come, then,” he slammed his visor down. “Let us rescue my foolish, brilliant wife and then we can all take a turn spanking her lovely white bottom.”

Paris closed his visor, covering his wolfish grin. “With pleasure.”

Using hand signals, the army moved forward into the shelter of the trees, silently pacing themselves toward the distant keep. William had the men in three rows of three hundred men each, creating a wide band of men that would be impossible to escape around. They were establishing an effective sweep; driving everything in their path into the battle arena for annihilation.

William was not concerned that they be silent, for at this point it was too late for the enemy to escape them anyway. He almost wanted the Scots to hear him coming; to know that The Wolf was stalking them. He was ready for this, perhaps more prepared than he had ever been for any battle in his life.

The knights were evenly dispersed along the front line and the archers were staggered in the back row. Roan was down the line to William’s left, thinking that this terrain was far different from fighting in Wales. He wondered with apprehension if d’Vant had received and answered his missive.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX


Dunbar McKenna was strutting like a peacock around the bailey of his keep, scrutinizing the soldiers that were preparing for battle, men sworn to him. After the first bitter defeat, he wondered if he would ever see this sight again. The chiefs had been reluctant to listen to him a second time, but this awesome sight before him was proof that he was an important, brilliant man.

He strolled across the bridge under the silver moon, assessing the soldiers that were making the final preparations on their equipment. Scot soldiers were certainly the sturdiest, Dunbar thought, noting every man’s thick legs as they disappeared under his plaid. The English soldiers fought with so much clothing and mail on it was a wonder they could even move.

It was after midnight, but it was as bright as day. Dunbar wondered what he was going to do with Jordan Scott, as he paced among the men. The clan chiefs were not happy he had captured her; that was obvious. But to hell with them; they worried like old women. What mattered now was what to do with her. Trying her as a traitor seemed out of the question because he doubted the clan chiefs would allow it. He knew they regretted the first attack on Langton and Northwood, but that was their misfortune. He didn’t regret it in the least.

His plans were coming apart one by one, but somehow he had been able to turn one failed plan into another scheme and thereby keep his dreams alive. Hell, half the time even he didn’t know what he wanted. But he was sure of one thing; he wanted to control the border and he wondered how that pretty little whore in his keep could help him.

Dunbar was standing to the rear of the assembling troops, his at hands on his hips as he gazed at the sea of soldiers against the backdrop of his keep. He felt like Caesar reviewing his troops, a tremendous sense of power filling him. Aye, his men would destroy Northwood now. This was the opportunity he had been waiting for.

He turned around, his eyes falling over the surrounding forest but his eyes not focusing. His mind was at Northwood, burning her walls down. Mayhap he should burn the Countess at the stake and send her charred body to King Henry, a warning for the English king to never again attempt a treaty with the Scots. Aye, he had intended to kill her at the first, but now he was unsure what to do. She was tremendously beautiful, like her mother, and it almost seemed a waste to kill her.

A glint in the darkness of the trees caught his eye. Not particularly concerned, but curious, he peered closed to watch a knight in full battle armor emerge from the silhouetted trees. His eyes saw it but his mind did not quite register what it was seeing until he saw another knight, and another. And then he saw soldiers. Hundreds and hundreds of Sassenach soldiers.

Dunbar snapped out of his trance and into full-blown panic. “Sassenach!”

The area outside his keep became a huge, boiling mass of screaming Scot soldiers, turning with shock to face their enemy.

Dunbar began to run for his life, lumbering toward the drawbridge which at this very moment was preparing to be raised. He had to make it inside before the bridge went up, sealing him to his fate at the hands of the English. He could taste his bitter fear on his tongue like stale ale as his heart thumped and his lungs rasped, pushing his bulk forward. If he were left outside the keep, he was as good as dead.

William and the knights had heard the call go up within the Scot ranks and it was their own battle cry. Swords held high, the English troops charged into the Scot army with the force of a highland storm, cutting and killing and assaulting anything in their path.

The night was suddenly filled with the sounds of death.

William saw the bridge going up. He turned in the general direction of his men. “They must not get the bridge up. Position the archers.”

It was only by pure luck that the drawbridge of McKenna Keep was rigged with rope, not chain. The archers lit up their flame arrows, directed by Deinwald, and took aim on the web-like ropes that were straining to raise the old heavy drawbridge. William divided his attention between the raising bridge and fighting the Scots, waiting with bated breath as his archers leveled their crossbows.

Dunbar was having great trouble breathing, but he dared not slow his pace as he continued to run toward the raising bridge. He could hear the clash going on behind him and he was more terrified than he had ever been in his life. He had been a soldier a good deal of his life, but he was caught off guard and without a weapon. He had to make it inside the ten foot-thick walls of his keep before he was cut down like a lamb to slaughter. And he had to get to Jordan Scott; she was the key to solving this dilemma. He had no doubt the army had come for her, but what he could not understand was how quickly they had come. Did they somehow have fairy wings to fly with?

Deinwald screamed the command and the archers let the flame arrows fly, soaring high above the heads of the clashing troops and landing with great accuracy on the drawbridge and surrounding rigging. It was inevitable with that many arrows that at least a few would find their mark, and soon the drawbridge began to flame in several different places. It was old and would burn like dry grass.

William gave a smile of satisfaction. The bridge and the ropes would burn in no time, leaving the keep wide open for their assault. God, what luck. Now, he had to push his way forward, ready to breach the castle and retrieve his wife. She was alive, somewhere, within the dingy structure. He could not allow himself to think otherwise.

He and the other knights began to push forward through the surging mass, swinging broadswords with more determination than they had ever felt. It was understood that, of course, William would fetch Jordan, but somehow they were all grimly resolved to help him without even being asked.

As the destriers pushed forward and men fell beneath them, the drawbridge went up in flames and was burning furiously. All those inside the bailey were separated from the troops outside, adding to their surprise and confusion. Half the soldiers inside the keep had yet to figure out what had happened.

Dunbar saw the drawbridge burning, knowing his chance was gone. Unarmed and fear nipping at him, he knew he must seek refuge until such a time as he felt it safe to join the battle. Foam collecting on his lips and his breath coming in rapid pants, he dashed off in the only direction he suspected held safety for him. He headed to the north.

William was tentatively pleased at the battle so far. With the bridge quickly being reduced to cinder, ’twould make it easier to cross the moat, providing it was not deep, and violate the bailey. But just in case the moat proved to be a problem, William ordered Ranulf to begin cutting trees to produce makeshift ladders the soldiers could crawl across if it was too deep. It would be impossible for the knights to cross on the destriers.

And that would put them on foot in 130 pounds of battle armor. Not exactly a delightful thought.
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The door to Jordan and Caladora’s prison flew open and slammed back against the wall. Instantly awake, the women startled violently to see Malcolm rushing toward them.

Jordan was seized with fear. She knew he had changed his mind and had come to rape or kill her. When he grabbed her arm, she fought against him fiercely.

“Stop it, Jordan!” he ordered her. “Quit fighting me.”

“Let me go!” she shrieked.

“Listen to me!” He yanked at her arm, hard, and she slowed her struggle. Her eyes were wide with fear as she stared back at him, leaning back against Caladora for support.

He took a deep breath. “We are under attack,” he said quickly. “I have got to get ye out of here, both of ye.”

“What are ye saying?” Jordan was confused and frightened.

“The English are attacking our walls at this moment,” he hissed impatiently. “Dunbar will be coming for ye and ye must hide. Caladora, ye come, too.”

Still disoriented, Jordan allowed him to pull her off the bed and she, in turn, grabbed Caladora to pull her along.

“English?” she repeated, dazed. “William has come.”

“Aye, yer husband sent his troops for ye,” Malcolm nodded. “We expected them, but not so damn soon. Dunbar will be coming for ye to use ye as a bargaining chip or God knows what else. Come on now.

He moved quickly to the open door and, glancing down the corridor nervously to make sure it was clear, pulled the women along with him.

The hallway was dank and dimly lit. Jordan and Caladora followed obediently, wondering where he was taking them. He was the man who had betrayed their kin, yet they had no choice but to trust him, as Dunbar would surely vent his rage on them if they stayed in their room.

Against her better judgment, Jordan had to trust him and hoped fervently that he was not leading them to slaughter.

The corridor dead-ended and Jordan began to open her mouth when Malcolm suddenly drove his shoulder into the wall and with a slight crack, an invisible panel opened up about an inch. Dust and debris scattered as he gave the panel another couple of pushes to make it wide enough for the ladies to past through.

“Go on, go in,” he ordered.

Jordan, clutching Caladora’s hand, obeyed silently and stepped forward into pitch black.

Malcolm followed and shoved the panel back into place. Taking the lead, he groped the wall of the passage for there was no light whatsoever. The floor slanted downward dramatically and Jordan nearly fell twice. Eventually the floor leveled out and they walked like blind souls for several minutes before they felt the ground slant upward again. Digging in their heels to get some traction, Malcolm half pulled Jordan and Caladora up the grade until it evened out.

“Now, stay here,” he told them. “I shall be back.”

It was still black as tar and they could not see their hands before their faces.

“Where are ye going?” Jordan demanded with a bit of panic.

“To find a torch,” he told her as if she were a five-year-old. “Just dunna move and ye’ll be fine. I shall be right back.”

Clinging to one another, Jordan and Caladora didn’t waver so much as an inch until Malcolm’s footsteps signaled his return. Jordan caught a couple of sparks in the darkness as he struck the flint and then, suddenly, there was the faint light of a torch.

As their eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, Jordan could see that they were in a room of solid stone and mortar. There were various sacks and bits of other debris strewn about, but for the most part it looked as if it hadn’t been used in years.

“What is this place, Malcolm?” she demanded softly.

He was adjusting the torch. “Abner and I used to play here when we were lads, pretending it to be our hide-out,” he said. “ ’Tis a forgotten room in the wall of McKenna Keep.”

“We’re in the wall?” Jordan repeated, awed.

“Aye,” Malcolm nodded. “The both of ye should be safe in here.”

“But there is no way out, other than the way we came.” Caladora insisted suddenly. “How do we get out of here?”

Malcolm pointed to a small square hole in the wall that, upon closer inspection, looked to be an endless tunnel. “That leads outside the wall to a secret exit in the gully,” he told them. “But the exit is blocked from the outside. I am going to go and unblock it now.”

Before either woman could reply, he was already moving pass them. Jordan reached out and grabbed his arm before he could leave them entirely.

“Why, Malcolm?” she demanded softly. “Why are ye doing this?”

He glared at her, but it was a façade. “Just be grateful I am not leaving ye to the soldiers.”

She nodded her head. “I am. But I want to know why ye’re doing this for me. For us.”

His mouth went into a flat line. How could he explain it to her? He’d spent all of his time and energy hating his family up until this moment. His urgency to save Caladora and Jordan was greater than he had ever known. There was virtually nothing he could do for Matthew, Cord, or Ian in the dungeons. But he could help his two helpless female cousins.

“I dunna know,” he said truthfully, his hard veneer peeling away. “Mayhap I…I have realized what I have done to my mother’s family. Ye’ve never done me any harm, either one of ye.” He shrugged in frustration. “I just dunna know. Dunna ask me anymore than that.”

He was gone, leaving them with the torch and a good deal of confusion.
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The drawbridge was charcoal. Anything else that had been wood and had the misfortune to be close enough to the flaming bridge was now aflame as well, and that included shelters atop the wall that were now going up in smoke.

Pleased that the wall was beginning to burn, William was also concerned that the fire would spread to the castle before he could get Jordan out. Urged on by a new sense of gravity, he managed to fight his way through the Scot lines and reach the moat. Paris and Jason were close behind him.

“What now?” Paris demanded over the noise of battle.

William looked at the smoking, gaping hole where the drawbridge had once been and then looked at the moat. With a cock of his eyebrow, he spurred his horse forward.

“ ’Tis only one way to find out how deep this pit is.” he shouted.

His destrier made it up to his belly before he could not or would not go any further. William, covered up to his knees with slimy muck, finally edged the animal out of the water.

“Damn!” he spat. “Where are those ladders? ’Tis the only way we will make it across.”

The ladders were not far off. Ranulf had fifty men working on chopping down saplings and lashing them together with rope. The first one was nearly finished when Jason came racing back into the brush bearing William’s demands. With a wave of his arm, Ranulf beckoned twenty men to carry the ladder to the moat.

’Twas not an easy task, for they had to carry the first ladder through several hundred feet of fighting, dying men before they had a clear enough field to carry it the rest of the way unassaulted. Paris directed the laying of the ladder, making sure it was secure on both ends before allowing the first soldier to mount it.

“I will go in first,” William announced.

Paris cocked his brow. “Not without me.”

Both men bailed from their destriers, moving toward the ladders while William yelled out orders for Kieran to take the field command. Under the cover of the archers firing into the open bailey to keep the enemy at bay, William and Paris led their men across the makeshift bridge.

Even with the archer cover, Scot soldiers awaited them. William had to balance himself and cut down two of them before he was able to jump from the ladder onto the ground. He felt as if he were fighting off the entire country of Scotland as Paris and eventually the other soldiers were able to cross the ladder and support his efforts.

“I am going for the castle!” William shouted to Paris, who nodded briefly before slicing a Scot soldier in two.

“I shall follow!” he yelled back.

“Nay!” William ordered. “You hold the bailey. And I do not want prisoners. Kill them all.”

Paris gave him a mildly surprised glance before nodding to the unusual command. If William wanted everyone dead, then so be it. But he was damn hesitant to let William go at the castle alone.

“William!” he began over the shouting.

“Nay, Paris!” William shot back. “You must stay here.”

Angered but obedient, Paris nodded again and returned to his battle.

William was fighting his way toward the structure when a familiar figure caught his eye. Even in the moonlight, he recognized Malcolm Scott rushing from the castle toward the fight, unaware that William was stalking his movements. He thought it strange the man had no weapon, nor any battle armor, but no matter. William was so intent on killing that he didn’t give a second thought to the fact he was to strike down an unarmed man.

William’s chest tightened with hatred and glee, the man was walking right into his own death. He would do now what he should have done a year ago, and do it with great relish. This kind of treason deserved nothing less.

Malcolm never saw it coming. William’s sword cut through the night air at him, slicing into his soft belly slickly. Malcolm cried out, clutching at his mortal wound even as William twisted his sword before withdrawing it, a move to ensure that Malcolm’s death would be as painful as possible.

William stood over Malcolm as the man lay upon the dirt of the bailey, his life’s blood spilling out onto the cold ground. Malcolm’s eyes bulged with shock and his veins were popping on his neck as the throes of death swept over him. But even as his vision was fading, he recognized The Wolf.

“Jo…Jordan….” Malcolm managed to sputter.

William dropped to his knees beside the man, grabbing his tunic. “What about Jordan? What have you done to her, you bastard?”

Malcolm coughed up blood and innards, the pain unbelievable. “In the gully to the north,” he breathed. “Between two bushes…there is a boulder…find her….”

The man was dead but William shook him hard enough to snap his neck. “Goddamn you!” he yelled, his voice cracking. “Goddamn you, you bastard!”

He thought Malcolm had just described his wife’s grave. He threw Malcolm to the ground, pounding him with his fists as blood splattered all over his armor. He was blind with his grief, aching with hysteria that was claiming him. Behind him, he heard swords clash a few times and them a cry of pain.

“William!” Paris had fought off a soldier about to attack William from behind. “William, what is it?”

William grabbed Malcolm’s hair and slammed the dead man’s head into the earth a couple of times before Paris grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Damnation, William, what’s wrong?” he bellowed.

William stumbled to his feet like a drunkard. “They killed her, Paris. He just told me where to find her body.”

Paris went white as chalk. “God have mercy,” he breathed. “We’ll go find her right now.”

William was nearly unable to function without help, but somehow they fought their way back across the chaotic bailey and climbed back across the ladder.

“Where now?” Paris demanded.

William swung about woodenly, facing north. “He said in the gully to the north,” he mumbled. “Between two bushes and a rock.”

Not bothering to find their destriers, they alternately walked and fought their way north. William was in a daze, fighting because he had to, every move from automatic and unthinking. He was so sick in his heart that he would have liked nothing better than to crawl into a hole somewhere and die. But as soon as that thought crossed his mind, he remembered Scott and Troy.

He had sons to live for, sons from Jordan’s womb. God, he could not live without her, but his boys needed him. As much as he wanted to be selfish and take his own life, he knew he could not leave his beautiful sons alone in this world. They needed their father.

To the north of the keep was indeed a wide, secluded gully. William and Paris, followed now by Jason and Michael, ran headlong into the trees and down the incline, sliding and tripping as they descended to the bottom. There were trees aplenty surrounding them and William kept his dulled senses alert for two bushes and a boulder.

God, he had to find her and hold her. He wasn’t sure if he could deal with seeing her ravaged corpse, but he had to find her. Anguish and agony threatened to explode in his chest. Pain such as he had never known meant to cripple him, but he fought against it as he searched for his wife’s grave.

Then, they were upon lt. There was no mistaking the sign; two large bushes side-by-side with a boulder to one side of them; half of the boulder buried in the slope that led up to McKenna Keep.

The four of them began searching, kicking at the dirt, looking for the signs of a newly dug grave. But the ground was hard and undisturbed. Puzzled, they ceased exploring for the moment.

“Are you sure he said this was her grave?” Paris asked.

William nodded. “He told me to find her here.”

Michael had begun probing the boulder, running his fingers along the edge of it. “My lord,” he said after a moment. “The ground is giving way. ’Tis very loose.”

William and Paris were instantly at the boulder. “Do you think she’s under this thing?” Paris asked of no one in particular, horrified at the mere thought.

William could not even allow himself the thought of the horror that idea provoked. He, too, ran his fingers along the edge and felt the dirt give way. He shook at the boulder and was amazed to find it unusually light.

“Let’s see if we can move this aside,” he said, his voice dull.

The knights positioned themselves around the rock when suddenly, out of the cover of the trees, there was a loud booming yell that sent their hair standing on end. The first thought racing into all four minds was an ambush, and they immediately whirled with swords in hand.

Jason, the closest knight to the attacker, barely had time to react when a sword caught him in the back of the neck, cutting through his mail and nearly severing his head from his body. He was dead before he hit the ground.

William, broadsword arcing, cut the offender down with a deft blow to the chest. The man wore no armor and was cleanly gutted, dead, too, as he hit the ground.

Two men dead in mere seconds. William and his men braced themselves for more enemy soldiers, but the trees were quiet except for the hum of lichen and the sounds of the distant battle.

Michael knelt to Jason as William and Paris stood over the dead Scot; they knew Jason was beyond help. The Scot was a fat man bearing McKenna tartan; older with a scraggly beard and dirty hair. He wore a few pieces of armor but nothing functional, and he wore no scabbard for his sword. He looked half-dressed to them and they wondered what he was doing hanging out in the trees, away from the battle like a coward. They assumed he was an old fool, too old to fight but not too old to pretend he might be of some use.

They had no idea they were gazing on the remains of Dunbar McKenna.

Turning away from the Scot, William passed a lingering glance at Jason Gray. Young, foolish, but a good knight, he was deeply sorry. Michael was bent praying over the young lad, making the sign of the cross when he had finished. Over his shoulder he heard Paris mumbling a prayer and making the sign of the cross as well.

As regretful as William was, he could not spare the emotion for the knight. The only praying he would be doing would be for his wife, when he found her. He moved back to the boulder.

“Help me with this,” he said hoarsely.

Paris and Michael obeyed, moving to different positions around the rock and throwing their backs into it. After the first couple of shoves, the boulder finally budged ever so slightly. Encouraged, and with a fear fed by adrenalin, William barked inspiring words as they rocked in unison, slowly moving the boulder bit by bit.

They stopped for a moment and re-examined the slope surrounding the boulder and discovered that there was some sort of cave or hole underneath it. Bile rose in William’s throat when he saw that they were getting closer. Above them, in the distance, they could still hear the sounds of a fierce battle and the smoke in the air grew heavier.

“Again,” William was filled with dread. But he had to get to her.

“How in the hell did they get this rock here?” Paris demanded with a grunt. “Seems like an awful bit of trouble to me just to cover a grave.”

Michael gave a loud groan as they pushed in unison and the boulder gave a bit more. “It must’ve taken twenty of the bastards to carry it here.”

“Shut up and keep pushing.” William grunted.

After several laborious, endless minutes, they had managed to move the stone about two feet, enough room for them to do what needed to be done.

William rested against the stone for a brief moment, feeling the horror of what he was about to see sweeping over him but fighting against it. He had to remain in control just a while longer. He noticed that Paris and Michael had stood back, allowing him the first few moments of the discovery to himself.

With a sigh of utter reluctance, he stood away from the gap and gazed down into it, seeing nothing. With tremendous hesitation, his heart pounding in his ears, he crouched down and peered into the inky hole. Jordan’s face confronted him almost immediately.

But she wasn’t dead. She was on her hands and knees, looking up at him.

“William!” she gasped in surprise.

William was so stunned that he fell back onto his arse. Shock was not a pertinent term; astonishment was a more fitting description. Utter astonishment. Dear God, she was alive.

Not being able to see his face through his helmet, Jordan was unaware of his amazement. In fact, she wasn’t all that surprised to see him, for she thought Malcolm had sought William out and sent him to rescue her.

“Dunna sit there!” she demanded irritably. “Help me out of this hole. ’Tis not good for a pregnant woman to be crawling around on the damp ground, all cold and dirty. I shall catch my death while ye loll on yer behind, English.”

He began to shake violently. When he lifted his hands to his helmet, she could see that they were shaking and when he ripped off his helm and she saw the astonishment on his face, she was genuinely puzzled and concerned.

“Are ye all right?” she asked softly. “What is wrong?”

He chuckled, coming out as more of a cough. What is wrong, she asks? Suddenly he was back on his knees, pulling her from the tunnel and clutching her to him with a death grip. Jordan threw her arms around his neck, holding onto him for dear life. But, truly, she had never been honestly worried; she had always known he would come for her.

“William,” she tried to push away from him but he was squeezing her too hard. “English, I canna breathe.”

“God, Jordan.” he whispered huskily into her hair, his voice filled with tears. “Are you all right, love?”

“I am fine. Oh, English, I knew ye’d come!” She pushed against him hard enough to be able to look into his eye. “Did Malcolm find ye? Where is he?”

William was dazed and confused, delighted and overwhelmed. “What are you talking about?”

“My cousin, Malcolm,” she repeated patiently. “He helped Callie and I escape to the little room back there,” she pointed back down the tunnel. “He said he had to go and unblock the secret exit.” She shook her head at him with puzzlement. “Dinna he find ye and ask ye to help him? He knew ye had come for me, too.”

William stared at her with amazement and growing horror. “He helped you?”

“Aye, he did,” she replied with a nod. She looked incredibly beautiful and composed. He was a wreck.

He shook his head slowly, his mind boggled. “Oh, my God,” he mumbled. “Jordan, I thought he had killed you. I found him in the bailey and ran him through. With his dying breath he told me to find you in the gully to the north, between two bushes and under a boulder. My God, I thought he was talking about your grave.”

She stared back at him, “Nay,” she whispered in horror, then louder. “Nay! William, he was telling you where to find me. ’Tis the secret passage from the wall.”

William’s mouth opened and closed shut tightly with the horror of the mistake he had made. He had killed Malcolm thinking the man had slain his wife when, in fact, he should have pledged him his life. But he hadn’t known any better.

“Oh, Jordan,” he breathed. “I am so sorry, love. I killed him. I thought he was responsible for everything.”

Her eyes were filled with tears. “He was responsible for a lot of it, But in the end he helped Callie and I, out of guilt, I think. If it wasna for him, we would still be holed up in the barred room.”

William exhaled sharply, dealing with the overwhelming knowledge. As bad as he felt about killing Malcolm, the only thing that mattered was that Jordan was alive and well, and in his arms. His joy overrode his guilt as he gazed back at her.

“Are you sure you are all right?” he smiled with tentative joy.

She nodded, wiping at her eyes and returning his smile. “Aye, I am.”

He kissed her reverently, her face, her eyes. She sighed raggedly at his touch, new tears of joy stinging her eyes. Her courage was fading, replaced by the dependent need for her husband. There was no longer any need for her to show courage and she was quickly becoming an emotional bundle.

“I ought to bend you over my knee right here,” he whispered against her temple. “How could you have done something so foolish?”

“I wanted to see my Da and ye wouldna take me,” she answered, her throat tight. “They killed him, too.”

“Nay, they did not,” William replied. “We found him on the road. He is quite well.”

She gazed back at him; now, it was her turn to be astonished. “He lives? Oh, English, ’tis a miracle. The last I saw of him, he was surrounded by a dozen McKenna soldiers.”

“I assure you, he is very much alive,” her husband said. “Come now, stand up. We’ve got to get you out of here.”

He pulled his wife gently to her feet and she was immediately confronted with the bodies of Jason and Dunbar. She screamed, burying her face in William’s armor.

He patted her gently. “Jason felt no pain. He is a knight and death is a part of that vocation.”

“I know.” she cried, muffled, into his breastplate. “Who killed Dunbar?”

He pulled her face up to look at him. “You know that man?”

She nodded hesitantly. “ ’Tis Dunbar McKenna. Was the fight a fierce one?”

William glanced at Paris and Michael in wonder. “Not verily,” he replied. He had killed the infamous Dunbar McKenna and had unknowingly accomplished what he had set out to do. But he didn’t dwell on it; it was over and he simply wanted to get his wife to safety.

“Let’s go,” he said to her.

“Wait,” she pulled away from him and poked her head back into the tunnel opening. “Callie? Come out now. ’Tis safe.”

There was some rustling inside the tunnel, growing louder. “Who’s there, Jordan? Who are ye talking to?”

“My husband, ye silly goose.” she called back. “Hurry up.”

Caladora Scott emerged from the tunnel a few seconds later, and the knights had a good look at the third Scott woman. Her hair was a glorious shade of golden red, thick and faintly wavy. When she stood her full height, she was at least a head taller than her cousin and with the same beautiful pale green eyes. She was a very lovely girl, graceful and slim, with incredibly white skin.

Jordan took her cousin’s hand and smiled at her husband. “This is my cousin, Lady Caladora Scott. Callie, this is my husband, William de Wolfe, Baron Kilham.”

Caladora’s big eyes widened. “Ye’re The Wolf?” she blurted. “Ye dunna look at all like I imagined.”

The knights chuckled softly. “I hope that is good, my lady,” William smiled at her.

Embarrassed, Caladora blushed prettily and lowered her gaze. “I am sorry, ’tis not what I meant to say. ’Tis a pleasure to meet ye, sire.”

“And you, my lady,” William said, wishing there was more time for formalities, but he had to get the women to safety. “Paris, Michael, find the destriers. We shall take them out on horseback.”

Jordan happened to catch of glimpse of Paris’ face as he left then. His gaze lingered exceedingly long on Caladora, and Jordan was alerted to his thoughts. Amidst the pain and shock of the day, she felt a ray of joy and had to hide her grin.

Caladora suddenly gasped and Jordan knew she had seen the bodies, especially Dunbar’s.

“He is dead, Callie,” she said softly. “He canna hurt us again.”

William put his big body protectively between the women and the two dead men, shielding them from the unpleasantness. Pulling his wife against him and saying a silent prayer of thanks to God for her safety, he waited for his men to return. His thanks and his relief went beyond words.

Caladora studied William’s face intently as he held Jordan against him, and she was astonished at the depth of emotions she read. Without even knowing him, she could see that everything Jordan had told her was true. They were very much in love, and Caladora was thrilled and jealous at the same time. Would she ever be so lucky?

A short while later, Paris returned astride his destrier, leading William’s. William let go of Jordan long enough to take Caladora’s arm to lead her to Paris.

“You take Lady Caladora and guard her with your miserable life,” he told him, his humor and demeanor returning with the reclamation of his wife.

Paris flipped up his visor, his blue eyes soft on Caladora. “Without question, my lord.”

Jordan, standing next to William’s mount, smiled as her husband gently lifted her cousin into Paris’ waiting arms.

“Paris?” she called to him. “Ye must not call this cousin names as ye do the other. Promise to be nice to her or you will have to deal with me.”

He glanced over at her and smiled. “ ’Tis good to see you, too, Lady de Wolfe,” he said. “I expect a proper greeting when there is time.”

Jordan laughed. “Later,” she said as William came back over to her. “But first, I will introduce ye to my cousin so that she is not riding with a stranger. Caladora, the knight with his arm around ye is Sir Paris de Norville, Captain of Northwood.”

Caladora twisted about, meeting Paris’ incredible blue eyes. “Sir knight, ’tis an honor to meet ye.”

He nodded, closing his visor. He felt a little giddy. “Tell me, my lady, do you have a nickname?”

Jordan heard her cousin laughing as Sir Paris reined his horse back up the slopes of the gully.

The battle around McKenna Keep was still in full swing. Caladora and Jordan, protected behind shields and swords, were nonetheless terrified at the sounds of fighting around them, as the knights pushed through the melee in their attempt to reach the safety of the wagons.

At one point, Paris was the recipient of a barrage of sword chops, crashing down on the shield he held over Caladora. She screamed in fright, prompting William to spur his animal forward and help Paris fight off his attacker. Deinwald and Kieran rushed to their aid and provided effective protection all the way through the skirmish.

When they pushed through and finally reached the safety of the trees, Jordan’s head came up from her protective ball and she scanned her surroundings. The first thing she saw was Kieran’s smiling face.

“Kieran!” she exclaimed thankfully.

“Aye, my lady,” he nodded. “William, do I get to spank her now?”

“Spank me?” Jordan repeated in outrage, turning to look at her husband.

“I shall be the first, mind you,” William replied to his knight. “Then you may have a turn. Just as I get a turn at your wife.”

“Kieran?” Caladora’s head came up as well; she knew who Kieran was. “Jemma’s Kieran?”

“ ’Tis him!” Jordan called out in delight, forgetting about the spanking and pointing to the massive man astride the dancing red destrier.

Caladora’s pretty face brightened. “Jemma’s Kieran!” she said in delight.

Kieran smiled but looked puzzled until Jordan introduced him to her cousin. Then, he looked genuinely happy. “Lady Caladora,” he said. “My wife will be thrilled to see you.”

Jordan turned to her husband. “Where is Jemma, English?”

“In the wagons,” he replied.

“Ye brought her along?” Jordan asked in amazement.

He nodded. “Aye,” he said. “I could spare no one to take her back to Northwood. She is resting with your father.”

“Da,” Jordan murmured thankfully. “Take me to them, please? I would give my Da a hug.”

William urged his horse forward, through the trees. Here, away from the fighting and dying, the peace of dawn was evident. It was hard to believe such peacefulness existed so close to destruction, and Jordan inhaled the damp clean scent of the Scot pines deeply. She still found it difficult to believe she was actually free.

Her husband’s gauntleted hand found its way to her rounded belly. “How fares my daughter?”

She smiled, putting her hand atop his. “Daughter, is it?”

“Aye,” he replied firmly. “I have two sons. ’Tis time for a daughter.”

“Is that so?” she said. “And what will we call this female, for I have only chosen male names.”

“Catherine,” he replied softly. “We will call her Catherine.”

Jordan grinned. “As ye say. I will name the boys and ye can name the girls.”

“Done,” he said with finality. “Now answer me. Is the babe well?”

“Aye, the babe is,” she said, leaning against him. “Considering the brainlessness of her mother, she is unscathed.”

“Thank God for that,” he said sincerely. “I am eager to see my beautiful daughter. I can only hope she is not as willful a wench as her mother.”

Jordan patted his hand, although he could not feel it through the armor. “If the babe is a boy, I will call him Patrick,” she announced.

He laughed all the way back to the wagons.
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With his wife safe and McKenna Keep burning to the ground, William called a retreat. His army had done great damage to the Scot forces as it was, and since Jordan had been rescued unharmed, William found his resolve weakening in his desire to kill every Scot that still lived. He simply wanted to return her home and be done with this episode.

But his wife had other plans.

“English, ye canna leave now,” she insisted.

She was standing on the ground, her arm around her father’s waist, looking up at him with those bottomless green eyes.

“And why not, may I ask?” he did not like being ordered about, especially in battle, and especially by his wife.

“Because our kin are still in the dungeons!” she told him. “Ye must save them before they burn.”

Thomas obviously did not know this; they had done nothing but hug for the past several minutes with virtually no exchange of words.

“Who’s alive, Jordan?” he demanded.

“Uncle Matthew, Cord and Ian,” she said. “Malcolm said they were in the dungeons.”

Jemma jumped from the wagon next to where they were standing, her amber eyes bright. “My Da is alive, Jordi?” she exclaimed, then looked to her husband, astride his animal next to his liege. “Oh, Kieran, please!”

William knew at that moment the choice was made for him. There was no way Kieran was going to deny his wife’s request, especially since it was her father. And William would not deny her, either.

Reining his horse sharply, he turned to his wife a split second before he dashed off. “Stay to the wagons,” he ordered. “I shall be back.”

He and Kieran commandeered Michael, Deinwald, Roan and Marc, as they fought their way back through the dispersing crowd. William sent Corin and Adam back to organize the wounded and to get the wagons, while leaving Ranulf and Paris to finish the withdrawal on the battlefield.

“We’ll need a guide,” William told Kieran. “Find me a prisoner.”

’Twas not a difficult task. Kieran and Michael plunged into the sea of retreating soldiers and came back several minutes later with a burly Scot in a torn and bloodied plaid. Michael had the big man by the hair.

William guided his horse over to the captive. “Are you familiar with this keep?”

The man looked up at him. The anger and hatred in his eyes were evident. “Rot in hell, ye bloody bastard.”

William unsheathed his sword and pressed the tip against the man’s neck. When the soldier didn’t move, he pushed harder until a trickle of blood seeped down the man’s neck. He continued to apply pressure, pushing the blade deeper and deeper into the man’s throat.

“I intend to do this until I push it out the other side,” he informed the man evenly. “ ’Twould be much easier on you to answer a few simple questions.”

The pain was growing excruciating. The soldier tried to twist away but Michael would not hear of it. “Never!” the man yelled.

William continued to push, having opened up a substantial wound that was growing bigger by the moment. Blood was gushing everywhere. A moaned escaped the man’s lips until he bore all that he could.

“Aye, I know the keep.” he blurted finally.

William immediately withdrew his sword and the man grabbed his bloodied neck. “That’s better,” William said. “Tell me where the dungeons are.”

“There is an entrance just inside of the keep entry,” the Scot gasped.

William glanced up at the burning structure. That portion of the keep had already burned, with smoke rising like dancing snakes into the early dawn sky. He wondered if everyone in the dungeons hadn’t already burned to death or died of breathing the smoke.

Motioning Michael to release the man, the knights took off at a gallop, racing for the hastily bridged moat. Dismounting, they clumsily climbed the ladders, for balancing in armor was no easy feat, and entered the nearly deserted bailey.

“God, this place smells worse than Northwood’s moat,” Michael commented as they made their way through bodies and debris.

“This whole damn place reeks of feces,” Roan agreed. “Even the smoke smells of it.”

The front doors were gone, burned to ashes. Swords drawn, William led the way in and was immediately aware of a huge yawning doorway to his left, with giant broad stone steps leading down into the darkness.

“Damn,” he muttered, peering down the well. “Strange place to keep dungeons. Someone fetch a torch.”

Deinwald found pieces of wood that still held a flame on them and they cautiously descended into the bowels of the castle.

The first landing was far below, leading in two directions. The smell of smoke was extremely heavy, but it was bearable. William split his men.

“Deinwald, Roan, to me,” he said. “Kieran, you take Michael and Marc and search that way. Yell if you find anything.”

They went their separate ways, keeping alert as the corridor narrowed, and warped doors soon became apparent.

“Break in the door,” William order his men when they came upon the first one.

They continued to break down every door in succession, sometimes finding prisoners, who they then released, and sometimes found nothing more than rotting corpses. The dungeons were quite vast and they descended into two more levels in their search.

It was a depressing maze, and William suddenly remembered how worried Jordan had been during their journey to Northwood about being thrown in the Tower. Hell, if all Scot dungeons were like this shit-hole, then no wonder she was afraid of being locked up to die. He didn’t even like being in here, and he was a mere visitor. He grimly pondered what shape Jordan’s relatives would be in when, and if, they found them.

Finally, they came to a door that was bolted twice. Deinwald and Roan struggled with the bolts, forcing William to throw his own tremendous strength to their aide, and eventually the bolts jolted free.

“Damn, who in the hell have they got locked in here?” Deinwald muttered.

“Probably just a relative,” Roan replied. “Grandmother got too sassy so they had to punish her.”

Deinwald actually grinned as the three of them struggled to open the door. It was black as night inside and William stuck his torch in.

“Grandmother?” he called into the darkness, bringing laughter from his men.

There was a pause.

“What in the bloody hell are ye talking about, man?” said a tired, angry voice.

William held the torch lower. There were three men, all filthy and coated with slime, glaring back at him from where that sat on wet straw. He recognized one of them in the form of Cord Scott.

“Matthew Scott and sons, I presume?” William asked.

The older man scowled at him. “Who wants to know?”

“ ’Tis The Wolf, Da,” said Cord, glancing up at William with a weak smile. “I know the man. He’s Jordi’s husband’s captain. Remember?”

Matthew Scott looked dazed. “The Wolf?” he repeated. “What is The Wolf doing at the McKenna Keep?”

“I came for my wife,” William said frankly as Deinwald and Roan moved around him to release the Scotts from their bindings.

“Who is yer wife?” Matthew was terribly confused.

“Jordan,” William said. “She is my wife, not the earl’s. Oh, hell, it’s a long story. Come on, let’s get you out of here.”

The three Scotts were pitifully weak and stiff, and each knight found himself with a burden. They had to practically carry the men up the flights of stairs and when they hit the narrowed corridor, they ran headlong into Kieran and the others.

Kieran’s eyes were wide. “You found them.”

William nodded, transferring Matthew’s weight onto him. “This is Matthew Scott, Jemma’s father. You have some explaining to do, Kieran.”

William left them with a grin, leaving Matthew staring in confusion at the big knight. Kieran, suddenly faced with his father-in-law, was actually nervous.

“My lord,” his mouth had gone dry. “My name is Sir Kieran Hage.”

Matthew gazed back at him as they started to walk forward again. “My Jemma is safe?”

“Aye,” Kieran nodded. “She is.”

“Ask him if you can call him ‘Da,’” Deinwald snickered behind him, causing laughter from the other knights.

Matthew scowled, still quite dazed by everything that had happened. “Da? What in the hell is he talking about?”

Grinning, William led the way back up the broad stone steps.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN


The battle had fairly well dwindled by the time William and the others crossed the makeshift ladders. As ordered, there were no prisoners. William’s men had simply chased them off, back across the moors from whence they came. Yet the dead littered the ground like a macabre blanket, a hodge-podge sea of tartans intermingled here and there with that of English earl.

Paris and Ranulf were there to meet them as they crossed the moat, along with a couple of dozen soldiers. William was immediately alerted by the look on Paris’ face.

“What’s wrong?” he demanded.

“An army approaches, William,” Paris said gravely.

William looked puzzled. “What army?”

“I do not know, but they are flying King Henry’s banner,” Paris replied.

William didn’t lose a moment. He bounded onto his destrier as Roan hastened to stop him.

“Wait, my lord!” he called out. “I believe I can explain.”

William frowned. “Explain what?”

“The army,” Roan grabbed his destrier from a nearby soldier. “I sent for them. As reinforcements.”

William didn’t say anything for a moment. “Define this statement, d’Vant.”

Roan took a breath to steady himself. “I was concerned when we came to Scotland to rescue your wife that we would be outnumbered, my lord,” he said evenly. “Being so far from London or any allied border earl troubled me, due to the fact that the Scots had been so fierce on their attack of Northwood. As a result of my concern for the success of this campaign, I wrote to my cousin, Andrew d’Vant. Mayhap you have heard of the Red Fury?”

William nodded slowly, calmly. “Aye, I have. The mercenary captain.”

Roan continued. “I asked that he support our efforts, my lord, should he be so inclined. His army is based north of Carlisle. I was not sure if he would receive the missive, but it appears that he has and has chosen to respond.” The man was feeling a good deal more nervous than he let on. “I realized what an important campaign this was, my lord. With everything you and your lovely wife have been through, I merely wanted to assure success. I meant no disrespect, nor was it my intention to undermine your command.”

William gazed back at him impassively. Roan was waiting for the sword to come flying out of its scabbard and straight into his sternum, but it was not forthcoming. William continued to stare at him for several long, apprehensive moments.

In faith, William wasn’t sure how to react. His first instinct was one of anger for the interference, but when he heard Roan’s explanation, he saw the reasons and the logic behind it. The knight didn’t want to risk them getting caught in a foreign land, locked in with no hope of returning alive. Yet going outside of the chain of command was unheard of, especially for The Wolf’s knights.

However, Roan was not one of The Wolf’s knights; he was one of Henry’s, and was very trusted and used to acting on his own. William took that into consideration.

Roan had damn near saved his life in Wales and William felt a certain amount of debt to the man. He knew he was not the ambitious sort and believed him when he said he did not mean to undermine William’s command. His anger faded.

“Then I appreciate your foresight, Roan,” he said steadily. “Fortunately, it seems that their assistance is unnecessary. You will ride with me.”

By the time William and his knights reached his army, the troops were forming another skirmish line and preparing to face the approaching army. Adam had the command, setting up perfectly formed ranks like any experienced general.

“My lord!” William called out to him. “Another fight may not be necessary. I believe I know who they are.”

Adam nodded, puzzled, but nonetheless ordered the troops to remain as they were as William, Roan, Paris and Kieran rode out across the vast moor, pounding toward the distant column of men.

Two riders broke off from the approaching army and rode out to meet them. All of the riders came to a halt several yards apart under the early morning sky, destriers dancing and kicking up dewed sod.

Roan flipped up his visor. “Andrew, you bastard.”

One of the men, dressed in flawless armor, pulled off his helmet and William studied the man with the rich auburn hair intently.

“Well, cousin, where in the hell is this fierce battle that threatens to tear Scotland apart?” he demanded.

Roan smiled. “Over with, fortunately. The Wolf’s troops were victorious and you, little man, were not needed after all.”

Andrew’s face cracked into a smile. “You dragged me all the way up here into the God-awful wilderness for nothing?” he asked incredulously. “I shall have your head for this.”

“Instead, consider that I have a great debt to you and will be eager to repay it,” Roan replied. “Truly, cousin, I appreciate your loyalty more than you can possibly know.”

“As do I,” William said formally. “I do not believe we have had the pleasure. I am William de Wolfe.”

Andrew looked at William. “The Wolf of the border? ’Tis I who have the pleasure, my lord. Your reputation and skills are legendary. I am glad to see that we are not needed, though I expected as much with you leading the army. I am Sir Andrew d’Vant, Sir Roan’s cousin.”

William nodded slightly, an arrogant nod. “I know you are usually paid for your services, my lord, but I must confess I came…unprepared for restitution.” He glanced sideways at Roan. “Yet I can offer you and your men food and lodging at Northwood in hopes that you will consider that payment enough for your efforts.”

Andrew passed a glance at his cousin as well. “You need not worry about payment, my lord, for that has been taken care of,” he replied. “However, I will accept your gracious offer just the same.”

William nodded curtly and reined his animal around, wondering how the man got a hold of Henry’s banner but suspecting just the same.

“Roan?” Andrew yelled at his cousin as he put his helmet on once again. “And just how in the hell do you expect to repay this favor? I have taken all of your money, and you have no men to speak of. Well?”

“I will repay Roan’s debt to you, my lord, when and where needed,” William answered for the knight, drawing surprise from all of them. He looked at Roan. “Your cousin has been a loyal and thoughtful vassal, and served me flawlessly in Wales. In fact, I practically owe the man my life and intend to demand from Henry that Roan serve me permanently. Any debt he has to you becomes mine.”

Roan was stunned. “My lord?” he stammered. My God, he did not want this man to feel obligated to him in the least. He had simply meant to…

William waved him off. “Back to Northwood,” he bellowed.
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Jordan rode with her husband back to Northwood. With over two thousand men in the caravan, it looked as if the entire fighting population of England was mobilizing. She was sure they made a strange and awesome sight.

She was happy. Truly happy. For everything that she had done, the end result was a pleasant one and she relaxed against her husband. She had her family, and although they had initially protested at returning to England with her, she had convinced them ’twas only for a short while to regain their strength before returning to rebuild Langton. And they would rebuild, with William’s help. He had pledged money, men and materials.

Dunbar was dead. So was Malcolm. She didn’t know what had become of Abner but she suspected he, too, lay dead on the moor. The clan chiefs, licking their wounds, had disbanded and returned to their various keeps, according to William’s spies. With Dunbar dead there was no reason to stay together.

Jordan still had a difficult time believing the stupidity of her countrymen sometimes. How could they have believed in victory when they knew they would be fighting The Wolf? ’Twas not only blind faith in her husband’s abilities, but she had somehow hoped her fellow Scots would be tired of war and death, as she was. But, she knew, as long as there was Scotland and England, there would be wars.

The day had grown remarkably warm but she was blissfully comfortable in her flowing white surcoat, draped like an angel atop William’s horse. Jemma, feeling much better after her ride from hell yesterday, rode with Kieran. Caladora rode back in the wagon with her other kin.

Her heart was so light it was a feather. Her concerns, her worries, were gone except for one. William would be returning to London now to resume his station as king’s champion and the thought depressed her. She would go with him to London, of course, even though she loathed the place, but she would not be separated from him. Never again.

“Damnation, ’tis hot,” Deinwald sputtered behind them.

“Get used to it,” Jemma remarked, “for ye’ll be spending eternity in flames.”

Jordan grinned as Deinwald turned to Jemma, gearing up for another volley of insults. Lord knows, he had missed the abuse dreadfully when he had been in London. He always felt better when there was someone to fight with.

“Is that so?” he fired back. “In that case, I shall save you a spot right next to me, for I will not be alone.”

Jemma straightened in mock outrage. “How dare ye insinuate that I am damned to hell!” she snapped. “I am a mother, Deinwald Ellsrod, and incapable of evil.”

“I did not insinuate anything,” Deinwald insisted, waiting until she backed down before hissing ‘Banshee.’”

“Dunna call me that!” she shot back, turning to her husband. She pointed at Deinwald imperiously. “Kieran, hurt him.”

Kieran laughed behind his lowered faceplate. “And deprive you of the joy of doing it yourself? Never.”

Jordan giggled and she felt William’s arm tighten around her. Sighing with content, she noticed Paris silently riding to their right. Usually, he jumped in if there were any insults to be dealt to Jemma, but he was unusually quiet. She twisted around to face William and lifted up his visor.

“What is wrong with Paris?” she whispered.

He raised his brows. “I do not know. Why?”

She didn’t reply, instead, passing another glance at Paris thoughtfully. Then, her face took on a sly expression.

“My goodness, Caladora has never been this far south,” she said loudly. “I wonder if she is enjoying her trip in the back of a wagon. Lord knows, I find things much more interesting from the back of a horse with someone to answer my questions.”

William looked at her as if she were mad, and she shot him expressions demanding he go along with her. But he didn’t have the slighted idea what she meant. Exasperated, she turned to Paris.

“Paris, would ye mind too terribly if Callie rode with ye?” she asked sweetly. “I am sure she is terribly lonely with Jemma and I riding so far from her, and it would be wonderful if she could ride with us.”

Paris turned his helmeted head toward her but she could not see his face. She wondered for a split second if he were going to deny her.

“ ’Twould be my pleasure, my lady,” he said after a moment. When he was gone, returning to the wagons, Jordan smiled triumphantly at William.

“What was that all about?” he demanded softly.

“He likes her,” she said confidently.

William cocked a brow. “Paris likes anything in a skirt.”

“I didna mean it that way,” she scowled at him. “Dinna ye see the way he looked at her when he first saw her? Mark my words, English, He will marry her.”

“What?” he half yelled in outrage and she shushed him harshly. “Jordan, your pregnancy is affecting your brain. Paris marry? Never!” he chuckled. Then he chuckled again. Then, he burst out laughing and she angrily turned around in the saddle, crossing her arms stiffly across her chest.

“Just ye wait, William de Wolfe,” she sniffed. “I am never wrong.”

He continued to snort and chortle. “I am sorry, love, I really am. But in this case you are wrong, mark my words. Paris will never marry, even though your cousin is very lovely.”

Jordan cocked her eyebrow at him, still peeved at his snorting. “He will, too, and it will be Callie. So ye think her lovely, do ye?”

“Aye, verily,” William agreed. “She is a beauty.”

Jordan was suddenly jealous of her own cousin. So her husband thought she was pretty, did he? Well, of course she was, but she didn’t want to hear that from him just yet, not when her rounded tummy was becoming rounder and she was feeling more unattractive by the day. And what if, perchance, William had met Caladora first? Would he be married to her cousin now instead of her? She was daft with a humored sort of pregnancy-induced jealousy.

Andrew d’Vant rode up at that moment, with his helmet off and his gorgeous auburn hair catching the bright sunlight and sending off a myriad of highlights. It was the first Jordan had seen of the mercenary soldier, and he was extremely attractive. After William had briefly explained the situation, Jordan was expecting a man by the nickname of the Red Fury to look like some wild red-headed monster. He was anything but.

As the Red Fury rode up beside her and William, her husband introduced them and Jordan saw an opportunity to punish William for his comments about Caladora.

“ ’Tis a pleasure to meet ye, Sir Andrew,” she said as sweetly and as flirtatiously as she could. “I dinna expect to find such a dashing knight riding to my husband’s aid.”

William cocked an eyebrow at her tone and went stiff with jealousy when Andrew ate it up. Andrew’s brown eyes met Jordan openly.

“Thank you, my lady, and may I say you are indeed worth fighting for,” he said smoothly in his deep voice, tearing his gaze away for a moment to glance at William. “My lord, my physician is tending your wounded. Apparently your physician has more than he can handle. I did not want you to be concerned if you happened to glance back and saw a stranger attending to your men.”

“Thank you,” William said evenly.

Andrew nodded to Jordan as he dismissed himself, and she smiled brightly at him, watching him as he rode back along the column. With a dreamy sigh, she faced forward once again.

“What,” William asked deliberately, “was that all about?”

“I dunna know what ye mean,” she replied, bored, then turned around to seek out Jemma. “Jemma, did ye see the Red Fury? He had the most gorgeous red hair I have ever seen.”

Jemma caught the twinkle in her cousin’s eyes and immediately took to the game. She enjoyed teasing William because he was ever so serious.

“Aye, I did,” she declared. “And handsome, too. Lord, his skin is fairly borne of buttermilk and cream. He has a better complexion than most women.”

“And his voice. Like the smoothest wine,” Jordan agreed.

“Did ye see him off his horse?” Jemma asked. “I shall wager he’s a tall one.”

Jordan opened her mouth but William pulled her to face forward again, locking her into an iron grip.

“That will be enough from you,” he announced quietly.

Kieran reined his horse next to them. “William, I want that man banned from the castle.”

William nodded. “I have a better idea. Let’s gut him now. He leered at my wife and I will not tolerate it.”

Kieran nodded sharply. “Agreed.”

“Ye’ll not gut him,” Jordan cried defensively. “He is so handsome and there are very few handsome men in this world. Leave him be, English. I demand it.”

“You do?” William was amused. “Did you, perchance, enjoy his leer?”

She shrugged and didn’t answer, glancing at Jemma with a smirk.

“I will kill him now and hear no more of this,” William said decisively. “I would have no man stealing my wife.”

She laughed at him, spoiling her own joke. “As if he would want me. I am fat, pregnant, and already have two children. What man would want me?”

“Me,” William said softly.

“And me,” Deinwald replied, a little behind them. “Michael?”

“Aye, I’d have her,” came the answer. “I’d have her with missing teeth and bald. Marc?”

The red-headed knight nodded vigorously. “I’d take her with no legs and….”

William shut them up with a raised hand. “Enough! No one will have my wife but me and I will hear no more of your lust for her,” he said, bending down to her ear. “There, are you convinced that every man who meets you would have you? Now, no more flirting with d’Vant or I really will kill him. Understood?”

She turned slightly and flipped up his visor, pecking him on the bridge of the nose. “I love ye, English.”

He squeezed her gently. “I love you, too.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT


The wall had been completely rebuilt by the time they returned from Scotland, thanks to the peasants who had pitched in and worked nonstop. Adam had been extremely pleased at the loyalty of his vassals and promised a massive celebration feast in thanks.

The feast had been going on all day and into the night. Countless pigs and sheep were roasted over open pits in the outer bailey and in the outer village, feeding a multitude of peasants and soldiers. Wine flowed and barrels of ale were continuous. There had been so very little to be happy over as of late that Adam was going all-out to return Northwood to a sense of normalcy, a sense of pride and strength.

Sylvie and Aloria, along with Jordan’s Scot maids, were watching over Mary Alys and the twins while their parents frolicked the hours away. William had had a hell of a time separating his wife from the boys because she had missed them so, but he managed to convince her to bathe and dress and join the merriment.

Her father had been even worse. The man took one lad in each arm and had refused to put them down, even when they began to cry because they were hungry. He was as content as Jordan could ever remember seeing him and suddenly, he didn’t look so old anymore. He was happy, returning to the Thomas she had known and loved all of these years. It warmed her heart to see her father make her sons laugh or sing Scottish ballads to them.

Matthew had taken to Mary Alys as if she were his own daughter. She quickly got over her initial shyness and was soon laughing and hugging her grandfather, as well as getting acquainted with her two new uncles. Cord and Ian, thin and pale from their months in prison, ate continuously upon reaching the castle and ignored Byron’s pleas to slow down. Each man had lost a good deal of weight and seemed determined to make it up all in one night.

Not one of the three men had said a word to Kieran since he had broken the news to them, and Kieran was actually apprehensive of their reactions. After seeing them to comfortable quarters, he had purposely avoided them to allow them time to grow accustom to the idea that their sister and daughter had married an English knight. He left his wife with them, hoping she could convince them that he wasn’t such a bad person. Since his brother died, Kieran had no other family, outside of his aging uncle in Nottingham, and he found that he truly wished to be accepted by Jemma’s kin. Thomas was already quite pleasant to him and he liked the laird, but what he really wanted was for Jemma’s father to acknowledge him as part of the clan.

His confirmation had come the first night after their return. Entering into his apartments, he found Jemma and her father and brothers seated around the hearth, playing with Mary Alys. With a short nod to acknowledge those present, he proceeded to the bedchamber where he stripped off his armor, took a short sponge bath, and put on clean breeches and a tunic.

His wife came in when he was putting on his boots.

“What are ye doing?” she asked softly.

He glanced up. “Dressing for dinner,” he said, letting his huge leg fall back to the floor. “Are you going to change from that dress?”

“Aye,” she went to him, wedging herself between his legs and wrapping her arms around his thick neck. “What’s wrong with ye? Ye’ve hardly seen us since we returned.”

He pulled her against him. “What do you mean? I have had a lot to do and….”

She shook her head. “Not that much. I know that Jordan and William have been together quite a bit. Ye’re not that busy, Kieran. What is wrong? Dunna ye like my family?”

He looked a bit stumped, groping for words. “ ’Tis not that, Jemma,” he shrugged. “You have not seen them at all in the past year and I just thought…well, I assumed they wanted you all to themselves.”

She ran her hands through his hair, forcing his head back to look at her. “They think ye dunna like them,” she said flatly. “They think ye’re an arrogant snob and that ye’re embarrassed to be a kin to a family with only a burned-out castle to their name.”

His eyes widened. “They think that? ’Tis not true, I tell you.”

“I know that, and I told them so,” she smiled. “But they think it anyway. And I think they are a-feared of ye ’cause ye’re so big.”

He shot to his feet. “Then I must straighten them out immediately,” he said firmly, looking at his wife with concern. “Me? Arrogant?”

She chuckled and he stopped a moment, kissing her sweetly before quitting the room with her in tow.

Jemma’s brothers stood up when Kieran marched purposefully before them. Matthew, still rather weak, continued to sit but eyed the big knight warily. Kieran met every man’s eye before clearing his throat.

“I understand you believe me to be ignoring you,” he said. “And I must assure you that that is not the case. I was simply giving you time to grow accustomed to the idea that I married Jemma. I never meant to imply that I didn’t want to be around you.”

Cord and Ian looked at each other, but Matthew gazed up at his son-in-law.

“Ye’re a busy man, Sir Kieran,” he said after a moment. “We dunna expect ye to entertain us. And we are used to the fact that ye married our Jemma. ’Twas no great sorrow to overcome. Hell, I thought she’d never get married.”

“Da!” Jemma cried softly.

“Well, ’tis true,” Matthew insisted to his daughter. “I dinna think there was a man in Scotland that could tame your wild streak, much less an English knight.”

Jemma rolled her eyes in embarrassment but her husband grinned. “I have not yet learned how to control her, but I have learned that she can be managed when handled properly,” he said. “Besides, I do not want to tame her. I like her just how she is.”

Matthew smiled and shook his head. “Then ye are a better man than I, sir knight. I dunna know whether to thank ye or give ye my condolences.”

Kieran laughed softly at his wife’s misery. “She is really not so bad. It did not take me long to fall in love with her.”

“Ye love her?” Cord repeated. “God help ye, man.”

Jemma shot her brother a quelling look. “Shut yer mouth, Cord Scott, or I shall punch ye silly.”

Cord grinned at her and made a face and Kieran could see why she was so confrontational. With four older brothers teasing her, she had had to defend herself.

“Sir knight, I am pleased my daughter found a man that would have her,” Matthew said after a moment. “She has grown into a happy woman and for that, I am grateful to ye.”

“Nay, sire, ’tis I who should be grateful to you for giving Jemma life,” he pulled her against him and gazed down at her. “She has become mine.”

Matthew could see the love the man held for his daughter and was amazed and pleased. He never thought he’d live to see the day when Jemma would marry, much less marry a man who loved her.

“Jemma, did ye pay him to say that?” Ian demanded, breaking the spell.

“Nay, Ian, I dinna,” she replied with a smirk to him.

Cord walked over and slapped Kieran on the arm. “By damn, if ye aren’t the widest man I have ever seen. Does this mean ye’ll beat us if we pick on Jemma like we’re used to?”

Kieran grinned. “Nay, I am sure my wife would prefer to beat you herself,” he pretended to rub at his jaw. “I know for a fact she can hit about as well as I can.”

“We taught her that,” Ian chimed in with a laugh.

Kieran laughed, too. He could feel the distrust and tension fading away and being replaced by a warm understanding. God, he was almost weak with relief.

“Will you come downstairs and eat with us?” he asked. “Dinner is about to be served.”

Cord and Ian readily agreed, arguing over who was going to escort Mary Alys. Matthew, however, shook his head.

“Nay, sir knight,” he said. “I am still feeling fatigued. Ye will forgive me for taking my meal in my room and retiring early.”

Kieran glanced at his wife, and then his father-in-law. “Would you allow me to sup with you?”

Matthew looked surprised. “Wouldna ye rather eat with yer wife and friends?

“I eat with them all of the time,” he replied. “I would consider it an honor if you would allow me to dine with you.”

Matthew looked positively pleased. Jemma was thrilled that her father and husband would be spending time alone, getting to know one another. It was everything she had hoped for; and more. She knew her father to be a kind man, but she had received her hatred for the English from his ideals. Mayhap the fact that the English had rescued him from the bowels of McKenna Keep weighed on him and he was willing to overlook his beliefs.

“I shall have yer supper send up,” Jemma announced, kissing her husband.

Kieran went to the wall and pulled a small table into the middle of the room, placing two chairs on opposite sides. Matthew rose stiffly, moving to one of the chairs. “A game table? Do ye play Foxes and Hounds, sir knight?”

“Aye, I do,” Kieran nodded, then looked Matthew in the eye. “And, please, my lord. Call me Kieran. ‘Sir knight’ is not a term to be used between family members.”

Matthew smiled and took his chair. “Agreed, if ye dunna call me my lord. ’Tis not what a son calls his father. How about a game before our dinner arrives?”

Kieran went over an elegant cupboard and retrieved the case that held the game pieces. “Then what do you want me to call you?” he asked, sitting opposite him and setting the case down. Matthew focused on the game that was being set up Jemma, her daughter and her brothers were moving for the door, knowing they had been forgotten. But she lingered, just a bit, when her brothers took Mary Alys into the hall. She wanted to hear her father’s reply.

“Ye can call me Matthew,” her father said, examining a fox. “Or da. Whatever ye want.”

Kieran cocked an eyebrow, setting up his hounds. “Unless my wife objects, I will call you Matthew, then.”

Matthew set up the rest of his foxes. “Whether or not she objects, ’tis not her decision to make. ’Tis yours and mine.”

Smiling, Jemma quietly closed the door behind her, her mind finally at ease. They took to her husband as she knew they would, as she did.

Kieran had come home.
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Jordan was waiting for Jemma in the grand hall impatiently. Dressed in a glorious silver and lavender surcoat with the front of her hair pulled loosely to the crown of her head, she paced back and forth near the dais wringing her hands. When her cousin finally entered the massive room with her brothers and daughter, Jordan rushed to her.

“What took ye so long.” she demanded.

Jemma smiled. “Oh, Jordi, my Da and Kieran have finally come to terms,” she gushed. “I am ever so thankful.”

Jordan’s face went soft and happy. “What wonderful news.” she said. “But ye knew it would happen. Who could resist Kieran’s gentle soul? My Da is mad for the man, too.”

The two women watched a moment as Cord and Ian seated Mary Alys between. Then Jordan suddenly remembered why she had been so eager.

“Oh!” she exclaimed. “I nearly forgot to tell ye. Paris came to escort Callie to dinner tonight. Jemma, ye should have seen him. Dressed like a god.”

Jemma’s face lit up like the sun. “He did? Where are they?”

“Not here,” Jordan announced scandalously. “He musta taken her for a walk. William and my Da are out and about looking for them now. It seems William has stepped into Uncle Nathaniel’s shoes and has taken it upon himself to protect Callie’s virtue.”

Jemma giggled. “When ye first told me he had eyes for her, I dinna believe ye until I saw it for myself. Who would have known he was capable of noticing someone other than himself?”

“Well, I think it ’tis wonderful,” Jordan said with a confident nod. “They suit each other.”

Dinner was in full swing by the time Paris and Caladora entered the hall, followed several feet later by William and Thomas. The musicians played softly as the diners partook of the feast and William smiled at his wife as he took his seat beside her.

Jordan watched him get comfortable and take a drink from his cup.

“Well?” she demanded softly.

A servant put a trencher in front of him and he broke apart a huge chunk of bread.

“Well what?” he played dumb.

She flamed good-naturedly. “English!”

He grinned and took a bite of pork, chewing politely before answering his wife. “We found them on the wall. Nothing shattering.”

She grabbed him by the tunic. “William de Wolfe, I am going to throttle ye if ye dunna tell me of Paris’ intentions toward my cousin.”

He kissed her nose and smiled deep into her eyes. She smiled back but did not release him. “Love, everyone is going to think that you are intent on pounding me here and now. Besides, you are mussing my tunic.” When she mock-pouted and let go, he leaned over and took another bite. “You had it correct with your first observation, madam. Paris likes your cousin.”

“I knew it!” she cried triumphantly, then looked innocent as people glanced up at her sudden outburst. When they looked back to their meal, she sat back in her chair and whispered. “I knew it. I told ye, did I not?”

“Aye, you did but he has yet to marry her, so do not get too excited,” he told her, mopping at his trencher with a piece of bread.

She simply grinned smugly, making a face at him when he glanced over at her. He shook his head and continued his meal and she watched him contentedly, having already eaten more than she should have.

God, she loved him. Then her smile faded a bit, with the tensions over with, he would be going back to London soon and her heart was deeply saddened with the thought that she would be leaving her beloved family once again. On her other side her father sat eating, quietly conversing with Adam now and again. She watched him a moment, too, and noticed he was a bit subdued. Just the excitement of it all, she assumed.

“What’s the matter, Da?” she leaned over, resting her chin on his shoulder.

Thomas looked at her, an instant smile on his lips. “Nothing. Why?”

She gazed back. “Ye’re quiet. Arena ye happy that we’re all together again?”

He nodded emphatically. “Of course I am,” the bite he had in his hand slowed a bit. “But I was thinking…, oh, never mind what I was thinking. Tell me when we are going to see this great Castle Questing?”

She shook her head. “Do not distract me. What were ye thinking?”

Thomas was hesitant. He shrugged, took a bite, and then shrugged again. “I was remembering when ye and yer cousins would dance the jig for us on cold nights. Remember? Lord, the three of ye could dance the devil right off of his throne.” His eyes took on a distant, soft look. “Ever since the three of ye were bairns. I guess this fine meal and music made me think of it. I miss those times, lass.”

Jordan’s eyes were big and moist as she watched him. He had lost so much. She did so want to see him happy again.

“We will have more of the same, I promise ye,” she said softly.

Releasing her father, she rose and walked past her husband and Paris to where Caladora and Jemma sat. Leaning down, she whispered something to her cousins and the two women promptly rose and followed her off the dais, winding their way around another table and several soldiers as they quit the room.

The men left at the table stared in confusion at the doorway the ladies had just passed through.

“Now where do ye suppose they’re going?” Thomas demanded, turning to William.

He shrugged. “Knowing my wife, it could be anything. If they do not come back in a few minutes, I shall go look for them.”

Paris pulled his chair closer to William. He had been so involved in Caladora all evening that he had barely said a word to the earl. William caught his friend moving closer but focused on his food.

“So you decided to speak to me?” he asked casually, devouring his helping of herbed squab.

“As a last resort, yes,” Paris replied, nursing a cup of wine in his hands. “Where in the hell did they go?”

“I have no idea,” William replied. “Probably to pump Caladora for information.”

“What sort of information?” Paris’ eyes narrowed.

“Oh, you know,” William shrugged. “How she wants her wedding surcoat to look and what sort of flowers she would like in the chapel; those kinds of things.”

William waited for an uproar and was mildly surprised when none was forthcoming. He glanced over at Paris, wiping his hands on a napkin, and was confronted with an expression he had never seen before on the man. It startled him; he knew exactly what it meant.

“Oh…no,” he said with amused horror. “Do not tell me….”

Paris, who had been staring quite thoughtfully off into space, suddenly looked at William and cocked his eyebrow. “Do not tell you what?”

William shook his head slowly. “Do not feed me that innocent line. I have seen that expression before; on me when I look at my wife. What are you thinking?”

Paris prepared to retort but suddenly lost his train of thought. “Oh, hell, I do not know,” he suddenly chuckled. “You know, that was exactly what you said to me the first time I asked you what you were feeling for Jordan. Remember?”

William nodded, sipping his wine. “I remember.”

Paris laughed again. “At times I think I am going insane,” he said. “My God, I have only known the woman three days and I do not know which way is up anymore.”

William smiled broadly. “I know exactly, and I do mean exactly, how you feel. Terrifying and wonderful at the same time.”

Paris’ smile suddenly faded. “I am not suited for marriage, William.”

“If you do not marry her, someone else will. Can you live with that thought?” William asked gently.

Paris’ eyes scanned the room, his mind mulling over the question. He took another drink of wine. “Nay.”

William nodded, satisfied. “Strange that we would fall in love with Scots. A country we have spent a good deal of our adult life fighting.” It was more an observation. “Tell me, what qualities do you find most appealing in Lady Caladora?”

“Other than her obvious beauty, there are many appealing things,” Paris said, somewhat quieter. “She reminds me a lot of Jordan in certain ways. But your wife has a certain strength to her that Lady Caladora lacks. She is more timid, more delicate. Your wife would do well on her own, but Caladora is very dependent. Now that she has lost her parents and brothers, she feels quite lost.” He brushed at his boot absently as it rested up on the table. “She has a heart and mind as open as the heavens and I find that very appealing. And every time she looks at me I feel like a giddy lad with his first crush.”

As amused and touched as Paris had been when William’s feelings for Jordan developed, it was now William’s turn to feel the same.

“And you want to protect her,” he read his friend’s mind. “She is a sweet, fragile, warm woman and you feel towards her as you have felt towards none other.”

Paris nodded faintly, still not meeting William’s eye. “All of the Scott women must be witches. They have captured all of us under their spell.”

William sat back in his chair, watching the goings on of the room in companionable silence with Paris. They understood each other perfectly.

Seated at a table to their right was Roan and his cousin, Andrew. William watched the two men for a few moments until Andrew caught his glance and raised his cup to him in silent homage. William nodded back vaguely.

“You do not like him,” Paris commented.

“He leered at my wife,” William mumbled.

Paris smiled. “We all leer at your wife, William. There is nothing wrong with a man appreciating a beautiful woman.”

“Not that man,” William studied his wine.

Paris frowned, amused. “What is it about him that threatens you so? For three days you have been quite cold to the man who rode to your aid.”

“I didn’t ask him to come,” William said defensively, letting his eyes rest back on d’Vant. “Have you ever heard of the Red Fury, Paris?”

“Of course, who hasn’t? He’s the greatest mercenary soldier in all of England; Scotland, too. He’s legendary.” He suddenly peered closer at his friend. “He threatens you, doesn’t he? You feel threatened by the man because his reputation nearly equals yours.”

“Ridiculous,” William snorted. “There is no one greater than I.”

Paris looked at him, agape. Then he began to chuckle, shaking his head. “That,” he snickered, “is the first time I have ever heard your ego come forth. So all of the praise and titles finally went to your head, eh? Well, I will say that no one in the country is entitled to brag as you are.”

William rolled his eye at him irritably. “Shut your mouth.”

Paris laughed aloud. “Ah, William, you constantly amaze and please me.”

As if on cue, Andrew d’Vant rose on his long legs and went to the table where William and Paris were sitting. Paris was friendly enough, but William was standoffish.

“My lords,” d’Vant said in his deep voice. “I wish to thank you for the hospitality extended to myself and to my men. ’Twas well worth the trip here.”

“It was our privilege,” Paris replied. William barely nodded.

Andrew, undaunted by William’s icy reaction, continued. “On the morrow we will take our leave of Northwood,” he said. “But I wanted to let you know, one warrior to another, that should you ever require my assistance, then do not hesitate to notify me. Roan knows where I can be reached.”

William suddenly stood up, his gaze still cool. “And my offer still stands. I will repay Roan’s debt whenever and wherever required.”

Andrew nodded. “I appreciate that, for my cousin’s sake, my lord,” he replied. Having no more to say, he bowed swiftly and moved on to thank Adam.

Paris stood up beside William. “You were a cold bastard.”

William turned to glare at him but Paris only smiled, wandering away from him and down from the dais. William turned back to watch Andrew convey his thanks to Adam, watching the warrior’s impeccable manners. Mayhap Paris was right and he did feel threatened by a man with as great a reputation as his own. Mayhap d’Vant wasn’t such a bad person, considering William held his cousin Roan in great esteem. But what makes one person dislike another? He thought hard and really could not see any hard evidence that would cause him to dislike d’Vant. Was it, then, a type of professional envy?

He sighed. Mayhap he should apologize for his lack of manners over the past few days. He didn’t want the Red Fury thinking he was a horse’s arse.

When Andrew quit the hall and went out into the bailey, William followed. He caught up with the man halfway through the outer bailey.

Andrew stood off against William, his feet planted apart and waiting expectantly for The Wolf to speak. William eyed him before beginning.

“It has been suggested that I have been cold to you because I am envious of your reputation because it is near my own,” he said flatly. “But I think it is because my wife flirted with you. In either case, I will apologize for giving you the impression that I lack manners. I truly do hope your stay at Northwood was pleasant and I again thank you for coming to my assistance.”

D’Vant openly studied William. “You know, I have been hearing about you for several years and those people have sworn that no greater soldier has ever lived. If there is anyone who should be envious, it should be me. For that and for the fact that your wife is most beautiful. You have a great deal in this life, baron.”

William felt a bit humbled being praised by the man. “I consider myself fortunate as well,” he replied awkwardly. Feeling the conversation lag and having said what he had intended to, he excused himself and strode away. A call from Andrew stopped him.

“My lord,” he said, “Mayhap someday you will do me the honor of meeting me on the practice field. If you best me in a fight, will you stop being jealous of me?”

William fought off a grin. “Aye, that I might,” he said, adding “Mayhap the sooner the better.”

“You are wise,” Andrew said. I do not respect men, either, unless I have seen them fight, or have fought against them. Yet with you I will make an exception to that rule. Your reputation is too well known for me not to be in awe of you.”

William looked at him thoughtfully. He retraced his steps, leisurely, coming to rest in front of the Red Fury. Slowly, he raised his head and met his gaze. “I am feeling out of practice. It has been three whole days since I last bore a sword. What are your feelings, man?”

A glint came to Andrew’s soft brown eyes. “The same, my lord.”

William nodded decisively. “After you.”

Sweeping his arm in the direction of the practice field, Andrew grinned and they proceeded there, together.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE


’Twas not hard to hear the sound of metal on metal in the warm night air. The soldiers who were on patrol, plus hundreds of d’Vant’s men, found themselves circled around the practice field, eagerly watching the Red Fury and The Wolf go at it. Each man trying to out-do the other without cutting his opponent’s head off was quite a feat.

William had the strength of ten men, but Andrew was quicker. He would move like a shadow and strike, only to be met with a blow that rattled his teeth. William, on the other hand, felt as if he were fighting Perseus and his magic sword. Andrew was so fast he was nearly invisible.

On and on they continued, striking, parrying, counter-striking with unbelievable skill and accuracy. Early on, William was deeply impressed with Andrew’s abilities. There was no doubt in his mind as to why the man was called the Red Fury, and furthermore, he doubted that any of his knights could have bested the man. He was that good.

Back in the dining hall, the word began to spread like wildfire: The Wolf and the Red Fury were battling it out to the death. Paris was the first to bolt for the door, followed closely by the rest of William’s knights and then by the majority of the diners.

Jordan, Jemma and Caladora descended the stairs from the second floor, intent on returning to the dining hall, only to be nearly trampled by the stampede of people. They were clad in Scott tartan, traditionally dressed for the dance of swords. The dance was to be a surprise for their kin as a celebration, but they were alarmed at the flight of the diners, tearing out into the inner bailey. Instantly, they assumed the worst.

“Another attack!” Caladora gasped.

Jordan, a bit more rational than the other two, shook her head. “Nay, Callie, for if that were true, they wouldna be rushing outside. Something else is going on.”

But there was nearly no one left to ask. Jordan grabbed a serving wench who knew absolutely nothing and so, puzzled, the three of them proceeded outside to see for themselves.

A few sentries were standing congregated by the door. But their attention was to the northeast, in the direction of the training field, the knight’s quarters, and the stables.

“What goes on, man?” Jordan demanded, sounding remarkably like her husband.

The soldier looked down at her and his eyes widened. Not only was The Wolf’s wife standing before him, but she was naked but for slippers below the knee.

“A fight, my lady,” he stammered. “The Wolf and the Red Fury.”

Jordan’s eyes bugged and without so much as a thanks she gathered her skirt and took off at a dead run in the direction the soldier had indicated. The sentries found themselves riveted to the flight of slim white legs, indeed a rare treat.

Practically everyone at Northwood was crowded around the field. The three women tried to push their way through the crowd but, having no luck, decided quickly to mount the wall. That would give them a bird’s eye view of what was going on.

Jordan ascended the stairs like a madwoman, pushing and scolding soldiers who were not quick enough to move out of her way. She hit the top of the wall running, dodging men and equipment alike until she circled around the wall and was able to see what was happening. And what she saw shocked her.

Her husband and Andrew d’Vant were going at it like demons. They were grunting and groaning with the force of their efforts and Jordan could see the sweat dripping from her husband’s brow. Strangely neither man wore a helmet, so when the challenge had been issued, it must have been done with furious speed.

Terror seized her; why were they fighting? Was it for the flirting she had done with the Red Fury? William had threatened to kill him, had he not?

Sweet Jesu, she was responsible for this. Off to the side she could see Paris and Kieran, and the others, watching intently. Why weren’t they stopping this?

She could not stand it. She had to stop this before William killed the man, it never occurred to her that the Red Fury could kill her husband.

“William!” she screamed.

He heard her and faltered, allowing Andrew to land a particularly heavy blow to his back. When Jordan screamed at the hit, he put up his hand and instantly Andrew ceased.

He turned to look at his wife where she practically hung from the top of the wall, her long hair streaming down around her. He could see she was terrified and was instantly sorry he had frightened her.

“What is wrong, love?” he called back, leaning wearily on his sword.

Her mouth hung open. “What is wrong?” she repeated incredulously. “What in the bloody hell are ye doing?”

He grinned at her. “Fighting.”

She hung her head at the ridiculously simple answer. She could see that. Her head came up again.

“Cease this instant,” she told him. “Go back inside. We have a surprise for ye.”

Over a thousand people stood and listened to this exchange with a smile on their lips. If there was any doubt as to who Lady Jordan had truly married, it was now abundantly clear.

William looked at Andrew and they both shrugged in resignation. They would grant the lady’s request, even though they had been having a great time of it.

Yet something good had come out of it, each saw the other for what he was and a strong bond was forged. William respected the Red Fury for his skill and grace, and Andrew was overwhelmed at The Wolf’s cunning and strength.

The crowd disbanded and William met his wife at the base of the stairs. He immediately saw her attire and his eyes widened in shock.

“What is this?” he demanded, pointing to her pretty bare legs. “What are you doing?”

She frowned at him. “ ’Tis traditional Scot dress, English,” she told him, as if he were a moron. “Only ye English cover every part of yer body. We Scots find it better to move unrestricted.”

He was outraged. “You will change immediately,” he said. “No wife of mine will cavort about half-naked.”

Jemma and Caladora were behind her and he suddenly noticed that they were all dressed the same way. All he could do was point at them in outrage, leaving the discipline to Kieran and Thomas.

“Why are you dressed like that?” Kieran calmly asked his wife.

“To dance,” she told him. “We are going to do the dance of swords for Uncle Thomas and my Da.”

“Oh, Jemma, now ye spoiled the surprise,” Jordan scolded.

“I had to or they would make us change,” her cousin shot back. “Look at their faces; they dunna like us to show our legs.”

“Your legs are certainly beautiful enough,” Paris said unbiased.

“Well, I for one do not want the entire population of Northwood gaping at my wife’s legs,” William said staunchly. “Dance or no dance.”

Jordan hopped from the bottom step and put her hands on her husband’s arms beseechingly. He looked down at her sternly, but they both knew he would give in if she begged enough. She smiled prettily.

“Please, English?” she pleaded softly. “Just one dance and then I promise I shall change.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “I do not approve of this.”

She laughed softly. “I know, but ye’ll like it. Please?”

He pursed his lips as a final show of doubt, just to show his men that she could not sway him that easily, but everyone knew the battle was already over. With a grunt of frustration, he pulled her to him and they proceeded back into the grand hall.

Inside the hall, it had grown quiet when the occupants saw that they were to be entertained. At Jordan’s direction, Michael and Deinwald collected six swords and lay them upon the floor in three crosses, even-spaced apart. Jemma was over with the musicians, instructing them on what to play while Caladora stood by and watched the swords being placed.

William, Paris and the other knights were standing by the dais in a critical little group, haughtily disapproving of the bare legs and daring any man in the audience to stare at them for any longer than a brief moment. Even Andrew was standing with him, accompanied by his second-in-command, Thane Alraedson.

Kieran came into the hall moments later escorting his father-in-law, who was eager to see the dancing. His face had fairly lit up when Kieran had gone back to the apartments to retrieve him.

“I would never allow my wife such a display,” Andrew said, loud enough for them all to hear.

William and the others turned slowly to look at him. It was such a ridiculous statement that they all suddenly burst out laughing. Obviously, the man had never gone up against a headstrong Scot. And, obviously, he had never been in love.

Andrew looked at them curiously but did nothing more than shrug to emphasize his point.

Michael and Deinwald joined the others as Jordan, Jemma and Caladora took their places in front of the swords. A hush settled over the crowd as Jemma signaled to the musicians. Paris and William stood huddled together, their critical expressions growing soft.

“God, she has magnificent legs,” Paris murmured.

“Aye, she does,” William agreed softly.

“You are a married man. You should not be agreeing so readily,” Paris admonished him.

William passed him an impatient glance. “I was talking about my wife.”

Paris grinned wolfishly. “I wasn’t.”

The music began, quick and lively, and made everyone sit up and take notice. Jemma and Caladora, on the ends, suddenly leapt to their toes and began to jump and twitch and skirt the swords in perfect synchronization. After a few seconds of that, they froze in the pretty position they were in and Jordan followed, mimicking their movements exactly but putting a little spin into her routine as she, too, ended in the same position her cousins were in. When she spun around, her plaid belled up and revealed the entire length of luscious leg. William, as entranced as he was with his wife’s dancing, had this horrible fear that every person present would be able to see her most private part and was relieved to see that she wore some sort of strange briefs underneath. He found himself sighing with relief, reminding himself to yell at her later for giving him such a scare.

The music quickened and so did their dancing. They were as quick as foxes, their toes twitching and then legs kicking, huge smiles on their faces. They moved together with such precision that they almost looked to be of one brain. It was the type of dance that left the audience hanging from one move to the next, watching and waiting with excitement.

At one point they did a little jig about their respective swords, then each girl took a hop to the right, and the two remaining girls did a jig about that set of swords. Then they hopped to the right again, leaving the last girl, Caladora, doing a solo jig before jumping entirely free of the swords.

Next, in a line with Jordan in the lead, they proceeded to spin in a wide circle around the swords, spinning like tops with hair flying and plaid twisting about them. It was so perfect, so measured and so beautiful that when they resumed their dancing atop the swords, the audience went wild even though the dance wasn’t through yet.

William was grinning like a fool. He’d seen his wife dance before, but never this. Was there nothing the woman could not do? He was as proud as a new father when he suddenly remembered Jordan’s father was watching, too. A glance in the man’s direction showed him to be moved to smiles and tears.

The dance ended abruptly and the audience went mad, screaming and pounding the tables and calling for more. Quickly, and somewhat humbly, the women bowed and Jordan raced to her husband’s side, motioning for Michael and Deinwald to retrieve the swords.

She threw herself into his arms, all smiles and laughter and panting. He held her tightly, kissing her sweaty cheek and listening to the cries for more.

“You were wonderful,” he exclaimed.

She laughed, trying to catch her breath. “Oh, my, it has been a long time.” she gasped. “I am exhausted.”

“They want more of the same,” Paris demanded. “Listen to them.”

Jordan listened to the applause and yells, thrilled with their approval but shaking her head all the same. “Callie and Jemma can, but I am too tired,” she let out a blustery breath and leaned into her husband. “Having babies makes me tired.”

“I am finished, too.” Jemma said firmly, in Kieran’s arms. “I feel as if I have just run the entire way from Langton to Northwood.”

Thomas pushed his way through the knights and Jordan embraced him happily. “Da, were ye pleased? We did it for ye.”

“Aye,” he pulled back, looking into her smiling face. “Ye were wonderful, as ye always are. Just like old times.”

“Then we shall do it every night until Jemma and I get too big to move,” she declared.

He grinned. “If yer husband allows it, Jordi.” It was all he would say, indeed he wanted to see her dance every night, but he realized William wasn’t keen on the traditional costume she wore in front of all of these people.

The applause died down and the music began again, this time a traditional English ballad. The diners turned back to their food and their conversation.

“Now, madam, you will change from that…skirt,” William took her by the arm. “We will return shortly.”

Thomas watched them go, followed by Kieran and Jemma, and Paris and Caladora. He sighed, realizing how much his life and their lives had changed. But it was a good change, he decided. A very good change. He moved over to join his brother and his nephews.

Caladora and Jemma returned to Jemma’s apartments while William and Jordan retired to theirs. The twins were asleep, vigilantly watched by Sylvie and the maids. William checked on the boys before joining his wife in the bedchamber.

She already had her plaid off, yards of the material laying on the floor and was stripping off the linen tunic she wore. William went and sat on the bed, eyeing the briefs that covered her slender hips.

“What are those things?” he motioned to them.

The tunic came off and she stood clad only in the briefs, running her hand over them. They hugged her hips and cut high in the leg, made from very soft linen.

“I wear these when we dance,” she shrugged. “So people wunna see my bottom.”

Fire raced through William’s loins. He found the peculiar things very enticing. He stood up and Jordan recognized the look of passion on his face. She smiled in anticipation.

His clothes came off and he was all over her, licking and suckling and kissing. The briefs stayed on until he could stand it no longer and ripped them off with his teeth.

Jordan laughed softly at his haste. He grinned in return, turning her over on her stomach and giving gentle attention to the backside of her. Not wanting to put his weight on the new babe, he would make love to her as he had been doing since he found out she was carrying. Lifting her hips up until she was supported by her knees, he gripped her firmly as he drove himself into her waiting body from behind.

Jordan loved it this way, the pressure and sensations were so different that it brought an instantaneous moan of pleasure from her lips. Within the first few hard thrusts she was climaxing, her hair askew all over the pillow as she hung her head, savoring the contractions until they faded away and left her feeling warm and relaxed and limp.

William’s hands left her hips and moved up to her full breasts, grabbing onto them like anchors and pulling her up against his body as he rocked into her. Even though she had achieved her pleasure, the pure animalistic mating ritual brought pants of sheer euphoria from both of them until he released himself into her forcefully, still clutching her to him as if to never let her go.

When they fell forward on the bed, he made sure to turn them both onto their sides and away from the baby. He continued to hold her gently, stroking her arms and running his fingers through her hair as he stared dreamily off into the dim room. Jordan dozed in his arms, purely content. It wasn’t long before she drifted off to sleep and her breathing became regular and steady.

He smiled, kissing her hair. God, how he loved her.
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He was up before dawn, prowling Northwood like the days of old, forgetting it was now Paris who was in charge of the fortress. His friend met him in the inner bailey, the pink sky reflecting on his blond hair. William immediately caught his expression and deduced that something was wrong.

“What is it?” he demanded before any greeting.

Paris held up a scroll of parchment. “This. It came last night for you.”

William looked at it as if he could read through the paper and knew the message already. After a long, reluctant moment he took it.

“From Henry,” he murmured as he broke the seal. “I knew it. ’Twas only a matter of time before….” He broke off and began to read.

It was a short missive. Almost as soon as he opened it he was closing it.

“I am called back to London,” he said simply, emotionlessly.

Paris nodded, knowing as much. “When?”

William became brisk and business-like, not wishing to dwell on the unpleasantries he knew were bound to come. “I will be sending six men on to Questing today. I would like Roan and Michael to take them, and anyone else you can spare. I shall be taking Kieran and Deinwald with me.”

“Aye, I can spare someone; me,” Paris said curtly. “I shall get your fortress up and running while you are in London.”

William nodded. “I would appreciate it,” he said, his gaze lingering on Paris for a moment. “Paris, we’ve never discussed this, but what do you plan to do when I take possession of Questing? Will you stay here at Northwood or go with me?”

Paris met his gaze, pausing but a moment. “I have given it a great deal of thought, William, have no doubt,” he said slowly. “You are my closest friend and my greatest source of inspiration. But you do not need me. Adam, however, does. He is young and inexperienced, and he needs a firm, wise hand to guide him. He has come to depend on me a great deal and I feel that it would be unfair to leave him, considering the majority of the knights, if given the choice, will go with you. In my heart, I feel that I must stay here.”

William looked at him, his heart saddened but understanding completely. “Then I will miss you, my friend,” he said after a moment; his throat tight. “And you may do me another favor while I am away. If Adam has no objections, then approach the knights with the choice of where they wish to serve. Those who choose to serve at Questing may go there and wait for me to return from London.”

“I know of only two knights who will stay here at Northwood,” Paris said. “Ranulf, although he lives to serve you, feels much as I do. Adam needs Ranulf to handle the men-at-arms and you already have Deinwald for that duty. And Corin and Adam are the best of friends; they are both young. You see, William, we knew this day would come and each man has already made up his mind. When you return to Questing, you will find Michael, Marc, and Roan waiting for you. Corin, Ranulf, and I will remain here.”

The more William thought about it, the more he wanted Paris with him. They had been together for so long it was as if he was having an arm amputated. Yet he would have felt the same way if Kieran had decided to stay. He was so fortunate in that he had two right-hand men he could trust.

“If I thought begging you would change your mind, I would do it,” he said softly, clapping Paris on the shoulder. “It will not be the same without you.”

Paris smiled uncomfortably. “Stop it, William, or you shall have me bawling like a woman. You know you will never face a battle without me, I swear it.”

“Nor will you,” William replied, glancing at the parchment in his hand. He took a deep breath. “I had better go inform my wife of our future plans. Lord knows, she will not be happy to hear this.”

He left Paris with a friendly smile and a warm handshake. Much to William’s surprise, his wife was quite calm about the whole thing. Almost instantaneously she whipped out her traveling satchel and began to pack. He watched her, knowing how her heart must be breaking to be separated so soon from her family, but she was reacting how she thought he would want her to react; there was nothing she could do about it, therefore, she must deal with it.

“Jordan,” he said softly as she stuffed garments into the bag. “Love, look at me.”

She stopped abruptly and looked at him, her face artificially void of emotion. “What?”

He smiled sadly and pulled her to his massive chest, burying his face in the top of her head. She held onto him, drawing strength from him.

“I am sorry,” he said.

“For what?” she asked. “For being so magnificent and skilled that Henry would demand that ye champion him? ’Tis nothing to be sorry for, English; ’tis an honor to serve yer king.”

“Well-rehearsed, wife,” he said. “What I meant is that I am sorry you must leave your father and family. Unless, of course, you would rather stay. I would not fault you.”

She looked up at him sharply. “Never,” she said emphatically. “My place is with ye, wherever ye go. And I would not leave ye alone in London with all of those court wenches hot for yer body.”

He grinned. “God help them now that you are in full vigor. Mayhap I should seek out Miranda and Amanda and Camanda, or whatever the hell their names are, and tell them to run for their lives.”

She fought off a grin. “Ye’d better not get anywhere near them,” she ordered, then looked thoughtful. “I think that I shall bring my dirk with me to London this time.”

He laughed softly and kissed her forehead before releasing her. “I will leave you to pack, then. I have got one thousand troops to divide and assemble.”

“I shall pack for ye,” she told him already back to the task.

“Absolutely,” he nodded. “Luke will have his hands full with my armor and weapons. And be sure to pack nothing that will attract women, will you? I have had a problem with that as of late.”

She threw a pillow at him as he moved for the door and he easily ducked it, chuckling, “Temper, Lady de Wolfe. Remember your station.”

She made a face at him. When he was halfway through the antechamber he heard her call him again. Returning to the doorway, he was surprised to find her in tears. Concerned, he stepped into the room.

“What’s the matter, love?”

“I…I dunna…,” she swallowed. “I dunna want to take Scott and Troy to London. The trip is long and could be dangerous, and I would rather leave them here for the time-being where I know they are safe.”

He nodded. “That’s fine, whatever you decide,” he told her. He knew how hard it was for her to leave the babes behind. He had thought it was for the best, too, but he wasn’t going to suggest it. That was her decision to make, he felt.

She blinked and fat tears splattered on her cheeks, lowering her head back to her job. He hated to see her cry; he moved around the bed and kissed her head sympathetically.

“Do not cry,” he whispered. “When we find out what Henry wants of me, then mayhap we will send for them. ’Tis better to leave them safe and sound here with Sylvie and Caladora, and with the rest of them to look after them. You are wise in your decision.”

She sniffed and smiled weakly. “I know,” she said arrogantly.

He raised his eyebrows humorously at her conceited statement, so out of character for her it was laughable. But she had meant it to be.

Kissing her one last time, he quit the room.


CHAPTER SIXTY


The weather was unbearably hot and humid all the way to London. As miserable as Jordan was in her heavy surcoats, she knew William was baking in his armor but he never said a word. Deinwald complained enough for everyone and he and Jemma kept a running battle going the entire way.

Jemma would not be left behind this time. Kieran tried to insist that she stay, but he didn’t have the heart to force her. She wanted to be with him, and he wanted her with him. Furthermore, she had never seen London and was thrilled at the prospect of seeing the sprawling city. The difficult part, however, had been leaving Mary Alys, and Jemma had only recently stopped crying over leaving her bairn.

Jordan was glad to have her along for company. William had even allowed Aloria to go because he felt his wife should have a maid to assist her, and also because the woman had a cousin at court she had not seen in a while.

Aloria turned out to be the best entertainment of all on the long trip. As big as she was, she was also strong and athletic. It was only logical that she ride with Deinwald, who protested strongly at first, but all too easily accepted the lanky woman seated in front of him. Jordan thought he looked a little flushed, too.

However, he kept up with the insults and jibes for good measure, whispering into her ear endlessly until Aloria had had enough. She and Deinwald were developing a fragile romance of sorts, but she refused to take his bullying any longer.

On the third day Deinwald started insulting Jemma and Aloria early on. Jemma responded to him as she usually did, but Aloria didn’t want to hear him anymore. After a comment about the size of her feet, she turned around in the saddle and slugged him as hard as she could with her fist against the side of his head. He teetered a moment before crashing to the ground, pulling her down with him.

William heard the thud and halted the column, turning around to see eloquent Aloria straddled on Deinwald cursing a blue streak. In his opinion, the man deserved worse. He did not interfere because this was Deinwald’s fight. Mayhap if a woman licked him in a fight he would stop being such a bully, and Aloria was certainly big enough to do it.

Jemma was laughing so hard she was crying. Jordan simply sat and watched, fighting off a grin. Deinwald’s faceplate was down and it was impossible to see his face, but she could imagine what his expression must be.

Aloria finished her tirade and smacked Deinwald on the helmet again for good measure before pushing herself off of him.

“English, mayhap I should ride with Deinwald now,” Jordan suggested quietly. “Aloria can ride with ye.”

William didn’t want to ride with anyone but his wife, but he suspected she was correct in assuming that Deinwald and Aloria needed time to cool off.

“That may be wise,” he agreed, then yelled. “Deinwald! My wife wishes to ride with you.”

Deinwald pushed himself up from the ground, tearing off his helmet and ignoring his liege’s statement. The helm landed on the ground with a thump as he stalked toward Aloria. She met his hostile glare with a crossed-arm stance, seething with anger. Technically, they were of the same social station so it was not a matter of her being disrespectful to a superior. They were on equal turf and of equally strong will.

Jordan watched apprehensively as Deinwald advanced on her lady-in-waiting. When it was apparent no one was going to stop him, she turned to her husband.

“English, dunna let him hurt her,” she pleaded.

He shook his head faintly, watching his knight. “He will not.”

Jordan, doubtful, turned to watch the scene unfold. She wondered if she should yell at Deinwald and tell him to leave Aloria alone, but she bit her tongue. Mayhap this was something they had to work out on their own.

“Give it to him, Aloria!” Jemma yelled before Kieran could clap a hand over his wife’s unruly mouth.

Deinwald stopped a mere inch or so from Aloria, his eyes as angry and threatening as Jordan had ever seen them. Aloria didn’t back away, however, standing her ground. She would give him more of the same if he tried anything.

Jordan saw Deinwald’s hands coming up and stiffened, she was afraid he was going to hurt her badly. She started to say something to her husband, to demand that he stop his knight, when Deinwald’s hands suddenly grasped Aloria on either side of her head and his mouth descended on her own so forcefully that her head snapped back.

Shocked, Aloria’s arms unwound and her fists balled, but that was as far as she got before responding to Deinwald’s kiss. Her arms snaked around his neck and she matched his force passionately.

Jordan and Jemma grinned while William and Kieran whistled their approval loudly. Even the men-at-arms who were close enough to witness the exchange hooted and shouted favorably. It was completely unexpected and William wondered if Deinwald did it because he was trying to make her submit or if it was because he suddenly found himself in love with the big-boned woman. From the length and passion of the kiss, he guessed it to be the latter.

“Deinwald!” he yelled with a smirk. “Do that on your own time. The king is waiting.”

Deinwald was actually flushed when he pulled away from Aloria, but his cheeks were nothing compared to hers. Jordan watched him, his eyes smoky with gentleness and passion as he helped a somewhat stunned Aloria onto his destrier and mounted behind her, Jordan was able to catch a wink from Jemma before William turned his mount around and they were once again heading for London.
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Jordan found herself back in the same apartments at Windsor. She felt a strange hominess when she first set foot in them, remembering her sons had been born here and wondering if the babe she carried would also be born here.

The knights went with her husband to seek the king, leaving her, Jemma, and Aloria to do the unpacking with the help of several soldiers. In little time everything was put away, and clean linens put on the beds. Jordan dismissed Aloria to go and find her cousin, although she and Jemma were dying to bombard the woman with questions about her and Deinwald. But that could wait, for Jemma was also eager to get a look at Windsor.

Dressed in their court best, Jordan in her silver-and-lavender dress and Jemma in a lovely soft gold, they walked Windsor from one end to the other. Jemma was overwhelmed at the size of the palace, marveling at all of the people they passed along the way, much the same as Jordan did the first time she toured the castle.

Women in surcoats with plunging necklines passed them every so often, bringing criticism from Jemma and looks of disapproval from Jordan. However, Jordan could not be too much of a hypocrite, after all, she had had a dress made for her like that once. Seeing the castle once again brought on a sense of familiarity and Jordan pointed out the various towers to her cousin, including the spherical Keep in the center of the complex. Well-manicured and opulent, Jemma was entranced with the entire picture.

Jordan wished Analiese had joined them on their tour. They had stopped by the woman’s apartments and was told by a haughty English servant that Analiese was not at home, but they both kept an eye out for her during their walk. Jordan found herself eager to see her friend again and catch up on any news. She was sure Analiese would want to hear of her ‘adventure’ in Scotland.

They had been out walking for a couple of hours in the humid weather. Jordan took Jemma to the lovely courtyard that her bedchamber window looked out on to and Jemma delighted in the summer flowers and the pond with the big fish in it, all different colors. They sat at the edge of the pond, watching the fish and talking quietly, enjoying a day in which they were not on the back of a destrier.

Jemma was feeling normal once again after the sickness she had briefly experienced. In fact, she was much saucier than usual, as was Jordan, as if the babes they carried had somehow enhanced their sassy spirits. Jordan felt better than she ever had, ravenous and energetic.

Their husbands had been gone several hours and they were beginning to grow bored. Knowing where the king’s audience chamber was, Jordan suggested that they go there and wait for them to be done. Jemma thought it was an excellent idea. They entered the palace, traveling the smooth floors with slippered feet. Into a grand foyer and then turning down a corridor, they were faced with two familiar bodies standing several yards away.

But the bodies were not alone, for gathered in front of them were at least four female figures, giggling and laughing. Jordan’s eyebrows shot up in a fit of jealousy; Vanessa, Miranda and Charlotte were in a silly little group, laughing loudly. But now, there was another woman with them and the four of them not only had her husband detained, but Kieran as well.

Jordan was up for a fight. “Those bitches again!” she snarled.

Jemma, hearing her tone, went stiff. “What do ye mean? Who are they?”

“Court whores,” Jordan declared. “They were after William once, but I wasna strong enough to do anything but yell at them at the time. Now, I am going to thrash them within an inch of their lives.”

Jemma was ready to do battle. “ ’Tis not only William now, but Kieran. Damn, where’s my dirk?”

Jordan clenched her teeth, her pale green eyes riveted to the four women’s backs, blissfully unaware of the mortal danger they were in.

“Kill them!” She enunciated deliberately, yet it was a figurative term. Had she had her dirk, it might not have been.

They started to run towards the group. Hearing the rapid footsteps, Miranda turned around in time to see Jordan and a wild-looking brunette bearing down on them with hatred in their eyes.

She let out a little cry and the other women turned around to see the source of her fright. Vanessa and Charlotte were well aware of who the blond was and the four women instantly scattered in different directions. The fourth woman, a red-head, was dragged along simply out of panic.

William saw the look in his wife’s eyes and it startled and amused him at the same time. But she tore off after Miranda and Vanessa before she got within arm’s length of him and he found himself staring after her, stupefied, for a brief second before taking off after her.

“What are they doing?” Kieran demanded, watching his own wife run like a fox after the other two women.

William was already moving after Jordan. “You better catch her before she can do any damage, man.” he called after him. “I shall tell you the story later.”

Jordan was fast. She chased the two women back out into the small courtyard where she and Jemma had just come from, gaining ground on them as they raced down the path veering for the pond. She could hear William calling her name but she ignored him, wanting to at least get one good punch in before he dragged her away. And she wanted Miranda. She would teach the bitch a lesson she would never forget.

The path ended at the pond and for a brief moment, Miranda and Vanessa were in panicked confusion. Vanessa turned in one direction and Miranda in the other, but not before Jordan came upon them. With a flying leap, she tackled Miranda and the two of them went sailing into the shallow green water of the palace pond.

William came to a halt at the edge of the water, fighting off the urge to laugh as his wife and Miranda came up sputtering. Almost instantly, however, Jordan was on the woman and grabbing her by the hair as she dunked her head under the water once again.

“I told ye what would happen if I caught ye talking to my husband again!” she hollered In between sputters. Her luscious hair had algae in it and it clung to her face. “You little slut! I shall give ye a thrashing ye’ll never forget!”

Miranda’s screaming mouth was silenced once again as Jordan plunged her head under for the third time. As a rule, William did not involve himself in female fights, but he would make an exception in this case.

“Jordan! Cease this moment!” he ordered, plunging his leather boots into the water and moving for his wife.

She ignored him wholly, now intent on ramming her knee into Miranda’s ribs as she continued to hold her head under the water.

“Jordan!” William snapped again.

Miranda’s head came up, gasping for air and screaming an unearthly howl. Jordan managed to get another knee-jab in before William had her by the arms, pulling her up.

“Jordan, let go of her hair,” he ordered. “Let go, I say.”

Jordan’s hand was still entwined in Miranda’s hair even as her husband pulled her up, simply for the pain she knew it was giving the woman. When William tried to unwrap her fingers, she simply coiled them tighter and began tugging as hard as she could, grunting and cursing the woman in Gaelic.

“Dammit, Jordan, I said let go,” he was still fighting off a smirk, but growing irritated at her refusal to obey him. “I mean it.”

He managed to loosen her grip and pull her hand away, but not before his wife had torn out a huge clump of hair. Miranda screamed and cried and struggled to get out of the pond, falling and slipping as she clawed her way out.

William had his wife around the waist, clutched on his hip as he sloshed out of the water. His boots were ruined as was her dress, but Jordan didn’t give a damn about that. She was still furiously mad.

“Ye’d better run and hide, Miranda!” she twisted and shouted in her husband’s grip. “If I see ye again, ’twill be worse than this.”

“Enough,” William hissed at her, clapping a hand over her mouth.

She mumbled and thrashed, still holding onto the grisly trophy as they came out of the water. Miranda, fortunately, had the presence of mind to get to her feet and run as fast and as far away as she could.

William didn’t dare put Jordan down. Still holding her, she was quite heavy with the water soaking her surcoat. He carried her dripping and stiff all the way back to their apartments.

There was no one there and William wondered briefly how Kieran was faring with Jemma. Knowing Jemma, the women were probably dead by now. But that was not his concern; at the moment for he had a very angry wife on his hands.

Jordan was angry, true, but now that her thoughts had cleared a bit she wondered just how angry William was with her for the display. Really, she didn’t care much because she had no idea how long he and Kieran had been talking to the women, and she felt he had some explaining to do. For whatever level his anger had reached, she could match and beat it.

William set her down and water began to puddle all over the floor. Jordan pushed her hair off her face and turned to her husband, glaring menacingly at him. He met her look impassively.

“How long had ye been standing there with them?” she demanded harshly.

He cocked a slow eyebrow. “Not long. And I do not think I care for your tone much.”

“I do not care what ye do not care for,” she snapped. “I told ye to stay away from them.”

He was ever cool with her. “In the first place, madam, you do not give me orders. And in the second place, they confronted me and I was attempting to politely dismiss them when you came upon us.”

She started to shake, more with fury than anything else. “Politely dismiss them? I was quite rude with Daniel. Why could ye not have become rude with them? Dunna ye know that unless ye are blunt and to the point, they’ll never leave ye alone?” Her eyes suddenly widened. “Unless…unless ye like the attention.” Before he could respond, she burst into tears and threw the clump of hair she still held at him. “Then go back and find yer precious Miranda and give her back her hair. And be sure to be polite to her so she willna think ye a cad.”

She fled into their bedchamber and bolted the door, crying as loudly as he had ever heard her. He sighed with regret, moving to the door. My God, the woman could jump to conclusions with the best of them.

“Jordan,” he jiggled the latch. “Love, let me in. Please?”

Her response was to cry louder and he heard something break. It dawned on him that his wife was having a full-blown temper tantrum and he found himself fighting off the giggles.

“Jordan, unlock the door,” he asked nicely.

She screamed in Gaelic and something crashed into the other side of the door and shattered. Things were thumping and falling as she ranted and cried and yelled and had he not been so concerned, he would have been on the floor in convulsive laughter.

He could have smashed the door in if he wanted to, they both knew that. But he didn’t want to, at least not yet. He knew she was tired from the trip, and her pregnancy was affecting her emotions, and crashing through the door like a pent-up bull would not help things.

William sighed again and leaned up against the door, listening to his wife destroy their bedchamber. He reasoned that as long as he could hear her moving about, she hadn’t hurt herself. So he waited with an amused look on his face, and listened.

Kieran, with Jemma by the arm, entered the apartments a few minutes later. William’s eye widened at the sight of his wife’s cousin; her dress was torn, her lip cut, and she had a lovely bruise underneath her left eye.

“Good God, Jemma!” William exclaimed. “What in the hell happened to you?”

Jemma was still full of venom. “Ye should see them.”

Kieran looked embarrassed and proud at the same time, if that was possible. He nodded at William to back up his wife’s statement. “My God, it looked like a battle.”

Jemma froze when she heard Jordan’s crying. “What’s wrong with her?” she demanded. “Why is she crying?”

William, leaning against the doorjamb, shrugged lazily. “She is having a tantrum. I am simply waiting until it subsides.”

“Is she hurt?” Jemma was very concerned, upset with William’s nonchalant attitude.

“Nay, not a scratch on her.” He held out his left hand clutching a big rat’s nest of hair. “But she left one of the women bald on one side.”

Jemma and Kieran stared open-mouthed at the prize. “Good for her!” Jemma crowed. “She’s a tough one when she sets her mind to it.”

Kieran chuckled, getting a better look at the hair in William’s hand. Then he chuckled again. “She did that?” he asked.

William nodded, noting the disbelief in Kieran’s question. “Aye, she did. And she was in the process of cracking a few ribs when I stopped her,” he tilted his head in Jemma’s direction. “How far did she get before you stopped her?”

Kieran shot his wife a reproachful glance and Jemma deliberately looked away from him. “She had punched one of them in the teeth by the time I caught up to them and was laying into the other one’s face when I pulled her off,” he said. “The one she slugged in the teeth, what is her name? Charlotte? Lost three teeth at least. There was blood all over the damn place.”

William, too, shot Jemma a reproving glance. “Kieran, I think we married a couple of ruffians.”

“Well, ’tis yer fault.” Jemma shot back. “Ye shouldna have encouraged them.”

“Encouraged them?” William repeated with disbelief. “We did nothing of the kind.”

“Ye were talking to them,” she fired back. “Ye should have ignored them and walked away. They are not worthy of yer attention, either one of ye.”

William and Kieran passed glances at one another; there was no use arguing. Then William realized that things had gotten very quiet inside his bedchamber. He put his ear against the door and listened, but heard nothing.

“Jordan?” he called softly. Hearing no reply, he rattled the latch again. “Jordan? Answer me.”

Nothing. His initial puzzlement began to turn to creeping apprehension. What if she had hurt herself and lay bleeding, unconscious, on the floor at that very second? She had broken quite a few things and he knew sharp edges were everywhere.

He shook the door harder. “Jordan, dammit, answer me or I shall break this door down.”

His wife did not reply. Seized with a great fear that she had somehow hurt herself, however unintentional, he took a few steps back. Bracing himself, he struck out a heavy booted foot and kicked the door at the stress point where the wooden bolt would have been. The door cracked and popped, but didn’t give.

“Kieran, help me,” he motioned for his second.

Kieran’s strength was incredible. With their combined shoulders, they charged at the door again only to hear it crack once more but still remain closed. Grunting with effort, they did it two more times before the bolt on the other side finally snapped and the door went flying open.

The two of them went stumbling into the room with their momentum as the door opened, stepping on glass and broken porcelain. William was gravely concerned for his wife and he immediately spied her on the bed, sprawled on her stomach.

He rushed over to her in a panic only to discover that amidst the screaming and yelling and crying, she had fallen into an exhausted sleep.

Kieran was hovering over his shoulder as Jemma ran into the room.

“She’s asleep,” William said, relief flooding his veins.

“She slept through that?” Kieran asked in disbelief.

William straightened up and ran his hand through his thick hair. “Hell, man, I have seen her sleep through worse,” he said, moving back around the bed and looking at the mess. “Damn, she did a job on this room.”

“William, she’s all wet,” Jemma pointed out. “She will catch a cold.

He turned to look at his wife again, “Aye, I shall get her out of that surcoat. It’s ruined, anyway.”

“Why is she all wet?” Jemma wanted to know as Kieran grabbed her hand and gently led her out through the minefield of broken glass.

William didn’t answer her. Kieran took Jemma into their bedchamber and closed the door, leaving a bit of privacy for William and Jordan.

William went back over to his wife; he knew what would wake her. He sat down on the bed next to her and instantly she stirred. Her eyes flew open and she looked up at him with a sort of glazed look. He smiled gently.

“You have got to get out of that wet dress,” he said softly.

She blinked and sat up and he could see she was still upset. Silently, she reached around her back and undid her stays, batting his hands away when he attempted to help her. All by herself she moved off the bed and let the dress fall around her ankles, stripping off her soaked undergarments as well until she stood stark naked. She kicked the dress against the wall and moved to the big wardrobe.

“I would not do that if I were you,” William warned, referring to the broken glass on the floor.

She ignored him and retrieved a pretty purple satin robe, wrapping it about her before moving back toward the bed. Surely, on her very last step she came down on a piece of glass and let out a yelp of pain.

William stood up and put her gently on the bed. “Let me see,” he held her foot up in front of his face as she lay back on the bed, still eyeing him with a pout.

“Jordan, quit looking at me like that,” he said, plucking out the piece of glass and then meeting her stare. “I am sorry you are upset, love, but I did not do anything intentionally. You know me better than that.”

She turned away from him. “Aye, I do,” she said in a small voice. Then she looked at him again. “But I also know that I am fat and ugly, and those women are more desirable than I am.”

He snatched her wrists and pulled her up to sit so fast that she was dizzy with the suddenness of the movement. Instantly, he was on his knees in front of her, pushed between her legs and glaring at her with an expression that scared her to death.

“Listen to me well, madam” his voice was low. “There is no one on this earth more desirable than you, and especially not to me. You are neither fat, nor have you ever been even remotely ugly, and I will not listen to you belittle yourself in that manner. I cannot count the times I have told you how beautiful you are or how much I love you and I have no idea where your insecurity is born. But you will cease with it this instant. I have eyes for none other but you, as you well know.”

She stared back at him, wide-eyed, and swallowed hard. “Ye’re hurting my wrists, English,” she whispered.

He slackened his grip but continued to hold onto her, staring hard at her as if to forcibly make her understand his statement. He was sorry he had been so harsh with her, but her ridiculous words infuriated him.

He sighed after a moment, his gaze softening. “Do I have six more months of this paranoia to look forward to?”

Relieved he wasn’t truly angry, she nodded with a smile. “I am afraid so. I nearly drove Paris daft with it.”

He rolled his eye with comical dread, kissing her hands lovingly before releasing her wrists. “This room is destroyed quite thoroughly.”

She sighed wearily and tucked her legs underneath her body, watching her husband pick his way among the mess, righting chairs as he went.

“I will have a lot of cleaning to do tonight,” she agreed, watching his broad back. “I am sorry, English. Sometimes I think I am possessed.”

He smiled, the dimples in his cheeks like deep grooves. “Do not worry about it, love. We are not staying.”

“What do ye mean?” she perked up.

He turned and smiled broadly at her. “My meeting with Henry went well,” he said with satisfaction. “So well, in fact that we leave for Questing on the morrow.”

Her mouth popped open. “What…what do ye mean?”

“You did not give me a chance to tell you, what with all of this fighting and ranting that you have been doing,” he said. “Our king, in his ultimate wisdom, has decided to release me from my obligation as king’s champion and has bade us return to Questing to resume my new post as Warden of the North Border.”

Jordan was stunned. “But Henry was so intent on keeping ye as his champion. What in the world changed his mind?”

William shrugged. “He knew I wasn’t happy here in London,” he said quietly. “Although I did what was asked of me and did it perfectly, Henry knew that my heart was not in it. He was being selfish, of course, as a monarch is allowed to be because he wanted The Wolf as his champion. Even to Henry I bring some sort of prestige. But even he realizes that I served him better in the north.”

“But who will champion him now?” she asked, concerned that if the king didn’t have another champion right away he would change his mind and demand that William stay.

“Captain Steven Brockenhurst,” he told her. “It seems the king was most impressed with his performance in the north against the clans, and with de Troiu gone the opportunity presented itself. I could not be more pleased.”

Jordan rose to her knees on the bed, her expression reflecting the fact that she was coming to understand they were leaving London for good. “Then we are truly leaving this place for home? Our home?”

He loved the look of happiness in her eyes. “Aye, love,” he murmured. “We are going home.”

She began to giggle with joy and he went to her, taking her into his arms and swinging her around gaily. She gasped and laughed, ordering him to stop manhandling her but loving it just the same. He kissed her loudly on the cheek.

“Oh, English, I can hardly believe it,” she said as she gazed at him deeply, relishing the love and contentment she felt for him. “ ’Tis almost too good to believe with everything that has happened to us. To actually live as man and wife, in our own keep… it is a dream.”

He wiggled his brows. “And not just any keep, love, it’s Castle Questing. Northwood should be so mighty.”

She shook her head in awe. “ ’Tis hard to imagine a fortress mightier than Northwood. When do we leave?”

He laughed at her eager question. “Is tomorrow morning too late?”

“Nay!” she cried. “Jemma and I will pack this night.” Suddenly, her face fell and she looked rather fearfully at him. “Kieran and Jemma will live with us, will they not?”

He put her back on the bed so she would not step on the broken glass. “Aye, Kieran and Jemma, and Michael, Marc, Roan and Deinwald.”

She immediately looked suspicious. “What about Paris? Why not Paris?”

The sadness in his face and voice was evident. “He chooses to stay at Northwood and help Adam run the place. As much as he wants to come with us, he knows he is needed more at Northwood. Believe me, Jordan, ’twas a most difficult decision for him to make and for me to accept. He is my best friend in the world, outside of you.”

She blinked, her eyes stinging with tears. “I will miss him.”

He smiled sadly. “So will I, but I understand his reasons. Yet the majority of my knights, save Paris, Ranulf and Corin, will be with us at Questing. And for that, I am satisfied.”

She gave a brief nod. “Then I am, too. Oh, English, I am excited!”

He gave into her excitement, her joy at moving to their new home. “Me, too.”

They grinned at each other like two children with a giddy secret.

“And Aloria will come with us, too.” She was thinking aloud. “And my Da, and Uncle Matthew and Ian and Cord, and Cala….” Her face suddenly froze. “Callie! We will be taking her from Paris.”

William didn’t look overly concerned. “She cannot stay at Northwood unchaperoned,” he said. “Besides, ’twill give Paris an excuse to visit us every week if Caladora lives at Questing.”

Jordan nodded, liking that idea. He smiled at her now that she seemed satisfied knowing her immediate future. Yet, he still had one more surprise for her.

“Now, change into some clean clothes,” he swept away a clean spot in the floor for her to stand. “We have an appointment for supper.”

“Appointment? Where?” she asked.

William smiled happily. “My brother, Robert, is here at Windsor and is dying to meet you.”

“Yer brother, the earl?” she gasped. “Well, why dunna ye say so sooner? I must bathe and wash my hair and I…!”

He laughed, leaving her to fret and worry. As he passed through the antechamber, he heard his wife yelling for Jemma as well as any battle commander and paused for a moment at the door leading from the apartments.

“I shall be back in an hour,” he called to her.

“Two!” she screamed back.

He laughed again and quit the room.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE


Two and a half hours later, Jordan and William stood outside of his brother’s apartments at Windsor. Jordan looked as beautiful as he had ever seen her in a red satin surcoat that revealed plenty of her full breasts. Her freshly washed hair was free and flowing, smelling like an entire field of lavender and William was having a difficult time concentrating on anything other than her.

“English, what if he hates me?” she whispered as her husband rapped on the door.

He gave her a scowl, letting her know just what he thought of that statement, just as the door flew open. Jordan nearly jumped from her skin.

Immediately there was a tall, well-dressed man standing in the archway smiling happily at her, and she knew that it was William’s brother. He was an older version of her husband, with the same golden eyes, with his hair with a bit of gray, but there was no mistaking the resemblance. He tore his eyes away from Jordan long enough to look at William.

“This is her?” he asked incredulously. “My God, William, no wonder you wanted to retreat to Questing with your wife. How in the hell did you manage to marry such an exquisite creature.”

Jordan was blushing madly. William gave his brother an irritated smirk and put his arm around his wife, guiding her into the room.

“Not much of a greeting, even for you,” he said, then looked at Jordan. “Love, I am sure you have guessed by now who this is. Robert, meet my wife, Lady Jordan Scott de Wolfe.”

Robert Richard Christopher de Wolfe, the Earl of Wolverhampton, put his arms around Jordan when she went to curtsy.

“Don’t you dare act formally in my presence,” he ordered. “I would display my affection for the woman that tamed my youngest brother.”

She returned his pleasant hug. Then she noticed a woman coming up behind him, a very pretty woman, with light brown hair. The woman’s blue eyes studied her nicely enough.

“Robert?” the woman put her hand on his arm. “Tell me that this is Jordan.”

Robert nodded. “I could scarce believe it when I opened the door,” he said. “My little brother has done unbelievably well for himself, wouldn’0t you say? Lady Jordan, this is my wife, Lady Giselle.”

Giselle took Jordan’s hand in her soft one. “Lady Jordan, what a pleasure it is. I see that everything William has told us is true.”

“Thank ye, my lady,” she said. “I am so glad to meet ye.”

Giselle looked at William. “She’s adorable.” she exclaimed with a wrinkle of her nose. “And her accent is charming.”

William nodded gallantly. “I thank you, both of you, for everything you say is true,” he said, helping his wife remove her cloak. “She is all that and more.”

A serving wench took her cloak and Giselle clutched her arm, leading her over to the warm conversation area near the hearth. She felt very comfortable, but she still glanced over her shoulder to make sure her husband was near her. He and Robert were close behind, with William taking a place by the chair his wife was settled in. Giselle sat opposite her.

“We were so surprised to hear that William had finally wed,” Giselle said. “And doubly surprised it was a Scot lass that had caught him. We had no idea what to expect.”

Robert cleared his throat and Giselle suddenly realized what she must have sounded like. She was a sweet woman, but a little dense. “I simply meant that William has been fighting Scots most of his life,” she put in quickly. “We never expected him to marry one.”

“Or marry at all, for that matter.” Robert’s brown eyes grazed his brother’s form. “ ’Twas hard to believe the mighty Wolf was snared. Jonathan still refuses to believe it.”

“Well, it is true,” William said, his gaze lingering lovingly on his wife. “Jonathan is simply jealous that I married before he did.”

“Jonathan is yer other brother?” Jordan asked him softly.

“Aye,” Robert answered for her husband. “He’s dark, like we are, but swarthier.”

“And shorter,” William snorted.

Robert nodded with a smirk. “But he’s a terror with a sword. He taught William everything he knows.”

William looked doubtfully at his brother. “Now, I would not go so far as to say that. I learned a bit on my own.”

“Of course you did,” Robert said with a wink, “ ’else you would not have become The Wolf of the border. Even Jonathan isn’t that good. Lord, we’re proud of our baby brother.”

Jordan grinned at William’s discomfort. “So am I,” she said.

“What attracted you to my brother, Jordan?” Robert broke into the warm moment between them.

Jordan looked up at the earl. “His beauty, of course; inside and outside.”

Giselle smiled. “You cannot ask for anything more than that, William. A woman who sees you for what you are.”

William put his hand on his wife’s shoulder. “And she loved me, anyway.”

“I understand you are expecting again,” Giselle said eagerly. “William was nearly bursting with pride to tell us.”

Jordan nodded. This woman talked faster than anyone she had ever heard. “Aye,” she said, “And our sons, Scott and Troy, are at Northwood and thriving.”

Robert snorted into his wine. “Twins,” he said. “My God, William, you must have had her abed day and night to beget twins.”

Giselle shot her husband a most reproachful glare before turning back to her guests. “You must forgive my husband, dear. Sometimes he speaks before thinking,” she said. “We have yet to be blessed with heirs, but I am still hopeful. I am not so old that I still cannot conceive.”

Jordan was a little taken aback that she was speaking so openly about such a private subject. She opened her mouth to reply timidly but Giselle didn’t give her the chance.

“We have tried everything the physician suggested,” she said. “Standing on my head, copulating during a full moon, before my menses, after my menses. But, after sixteen years of marriage, nothing has worked thus far. What is your method, dear, if I might ask?”

Jordan was shocked. She could only stare at Giselle, dumbfounded, when suddenly laughter bubbled up from her lips. She choked on it and William coughed, covering her blunder and covering his own shock as well. Quickly, Jordan coughed again as if she was clearing her throat and hoped to God that Giselle didn’t catch on.

“Excuse me, please,” she coughed one more time for good measure. “This weather is affecting me.”

Giselle nodded, obviously buying her excuse but it was evident she was waiting for an answer. Jordan swallowed uncomfortably, thinking of a reply, but she could truly see nothing in the woman’s expression other than openness and honestly. Mayhap since they were now sisters-in-law, Giselle felt that such a topic was not taboo. But Jordan was mightily embarrassed.

“Truly, my lady, we have no method,” she replied. “We have simply been blessed.”

“Of course you have,” Giselle replied. “You are young and healthy, but I thought I would ask anyway. You are not showing your condition at all.”

Jordan smiled weakly. “Just wait another month or two and I will be as round as a pig.”

William decided to step in and save his uncomfortable wife. “I understand you are here in London to do some shopping,” he said to his sister-in-law.

“Oh yes, William.” she exclaimed and Jordan sagged with relief. “We have ordered the most lovely furniture, and new trenchers from the silversmith emblazoned with the Wolverhampton crest.”

At that moment, a tinkling bell resounded in the room and Giselle immediately rose. “Ah, dinner,” she said as she took Jordan’s arm. “I do hope everything is to your liking, dear. I know women in the family way are sometimes prone to sickness with certain foods.”

Much to Jordan’s dismay, she began to prattle on about pregnancy again. Jordan shot her husband a disbelieving glance and he returned it helplessly as they were led away to the dinner table.
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Later that night, after making passionate love to each other, Jordan lay wrapped in William’s arms and he was just drifting off to sleep when suddenly he felt her shake. Concerned, he lifted his head to gaze at the back of her blond head.

“What’s wrong?” he whispered.

She shook again and suddenly burst out with the most robust, gut-busting laughter he had ever heard her utter. She tried to speak to him, but every time she opened her mouth more laughter screamed forth until she was literally crying. William grinned, waiting until she was rational enough to speak but was dying to know what was so funny.

“Oh, I am sorry, English,” she cried. “I shouldna laugh at Giselle, but….” She was off again in gales of hysterical laughter.

Then he understood. With a groan, his head flopped back down onto the pillow. “I am glad you think it is funny, for I was most embarrassed for you,” he said. “God, I could not believe the questions the woman was asking you.”

She rolled onto her back. “Truly, it was pathetic, but I found it so funny that she was entirely serious that it was all I could do to keep from laughing.” She wiped her eyes. “But when she asked me if I conceived the twins on top of you or beneath you, I nearly slid to the floor in hysterics.”

She put her hands on her face, laughing as she had never laughed before. He began to laugh, too, for her humor was catching. It was no time before they were both screaming with laughter, for every time they would look at one another they would start anew. William’s ribs began to hurt.

“And do you rinse your passage with egg white and vinegar to make the man’s seed stick?” he repeated his sister-in-law’s ludicrous questions and Jordan had to sit up or she would choke to death on her own laughter. She could not catch her breath.

“Stop it, stop it!” she ordered him between gasps. “No more! I canna take it!”

William lay back on the pillows, wiping tears from his eyes. “And did you walk around for three days with a cork from a fine bottle of burgundy shoved up you to hold in the male seed so that it could not escape?”

She was laughing so hard no sound was coming forth and she had to stand up to get herself breathing again. She sagged against the wall, hand over her mouth and tears streaming down her face while her husband lay on the bed and giggled like a hysterical woman. Never had they laughed so long and so heartily together. Lord only knew, there had been so little to laugh so freely about.

Jordan wiped at her cheeks, trying to catch her breath and attempting to control her uproar. William’s gasps of laughter died down as well and Jordan was returning to the bed when he started up again.

“Did you wear a Bible strapped between your legs to bless your loins before the seed was deposited?” he asked, his voice cracking.

That was the end of it. Jordan fell to her knees, absolutely hysterical, her head resting on the edge of the bed. She was so weak with laughter than she lacked the simple strength to stand. William was so overcome with laughing fits that he slowly, lethargically moved to where his wife was kneeling beside the bed and put a shaking hand on her head. God, his face hurt from all of the laughing and he thought he might literally get sick.

Kieran and Jemma appeared in their room, having heard the strange sounds of gasping and wheezing. With the door gone, thanks to William and Kieran’s strength, there was virtually no sound barrier.

Jemma saw Jordan on her knees next to the bed and was beside herself. “What’s wrong?” she cried.

William lifted his head and the two of them were seized with terror when they saw the tears until Kieran realized his liege was laughing. He smiled, puzzled.

“What in the hell is so funny that your wife is hanging off the bed?” Kieran asked.

William had to catch his breath before, haltingly, he told them of what had transpired at dinner with his brother and his wife. Jordan was so weak she could not even join in the tale and listening to her husband repeat it brought frail giggles again. By the time William was finished, both Jemma and Kieran were far gone with convulsions of mirth.

Jordan had regained enough of her control to climb back into bed beside her husband as Jemma and Kieran laughed at Giselle’s expense.

“My God, Jordan, how did ye keep a straight face with her asking ye all those questions?” Jemma demanded.

Jordan sagged against the pillows. “Oh, lord, it wasna easy,” she admitted. “My face hurts. My stomach hurts.”

William sagged next to her, thoroughly weakened from his fits. “Mine, too,” he said. Then he flicked a hand at Kieran. “Get out of here, both of you, and quit harassing us. We leave come the dawn.”

Kieran, still giggling, obeyed silently by pulling his wife to him and ushering her from the room. William watched them go, a smile still playing on his lips, and was seized with the urge to make love to his wife again.

He turned to her, his arm reaching out to suddenly stop in mid-air when he saw, predictably, that she had fallen into a deep, exhausted sleep.


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO


Deinwald and Aloria were two lovebirds the entire ride back to Northwood. Neither one would let the other out of their sight, and Jordan thought it was sweet while her husband merely shook his head. Deinwald actually left Jemma alone and Jordan thought her cousin looked a little lonely without all of the attention.

The return trip was fast. They traveled quickly, without all of the excess military baggage, and made excellent time back to Northwood. William had brought with him six knights, all men that had fought with him in Wales and men he trusted. Four would stay at Northwood as a replacement for the knights that were going with him to Questing, and the remaining two would accompany him. Sir Henry Ethelredson and Sir Philip de Jonet were proud and pleased to be devoting their service to The Wolf.

On the last day of the ride, Jordan’s stomach was troubling her greatly and the party had to stop frequently to allow her some relief. They were drawing near to Northwood toward late afternoon when Jordan asked William to stop again. It was the eighth time for the day, but he neither questioned her nor hesitated. Raising his hand and reining his destrier to a halt, he lowered his wife to the ground and followed her into a bank of trees.

Jordan hadn’t been sick her entire pregnancy and was distressed that the symptom had decided to rear its ugly head now. She knew everyone was eager to reach Northwood and she felt guilty that she was feeling so rotten.

Much to her relief, there was a small stream in amongst the trees and she knelt down, plunging her hands into the cool water. The day was warm and humid and only added to her discomfort, even though she wore the dress of gauzy linen that was very cool. Her husband removed his helmet, eyeing her as he swabbed at his brow.

“Too damn hot,” he muttered. It was the first time she had ever heard him complain about his personal comfort. “I shall be glad to see the boys again. I bet they’ve grown an inch since we’ve been gone.”

“We’ve only been gone three weeks,” Jordan reminded him, standing up. “I need a moment of privacy.”

She walked into the woods and he watched her, waiting patiently for her to finish her business and hoping she felt better come the morrow. He hated to see her ill. When she finally emerged from the trees, he noticed her face to be a bit paler than normal and attributed it to the fact that she probably just vomited up her nooning meal.

“Better, love?” he asked her with a smile.

She looked at him and he was concerned to note that her face was almost gray. “We’d better get back as soon as we can, English,” she said dully. “I fear…I fear something is wrong.”

He studied her face intently, a slow horror gripping him. “What is wrong?”

Her eyes met his. “I have got…I mean, there is some blood,” she lowered her voice. “We’d better get back.”

He went cold. “Oh, God. Is there a lot? Are you in pain?”

“No pain,” she assured him. “But my stomach does hurt and I am terribly tired.”

He swept her into his arms without another word, so horribly frightened and concerned he started to shake. God, if something happened to her or to the baby…he swallowed hard, praying harder than he ever had. When things were going so well, why this? He found himself angry at God, but he was praying for help, all at the same time.

The last leg of the trip was slower for William did not want to jostle his wife. He blamed himself for her condition. He could have prevented her from the hard trip to London but he didn’t simply because he wanted her with him. Selfish, of course, so all of this was entirely his fault.

If something happened…oh, God, if something happened he prayed his wife could forgive him. He prayed he could forgive himself. His wife and his children, born or unborn, were everything to him. This new babe was barely four months old in her mother’s belly and had already been through hell. With Jordan’s kidnap, the ensuing battle, and now a lengthy trip, it was a wonder the babe had survived at all. Until this moment.

Northwood’s turrets loomed ahead shortly after dusk and relief swelled his chest. Jordan had long since fallen asleep in his arms when he motioned Deinwald to him.

“Ride ahead and summon Byron to my chambers immediately,” he said softly. Deinwald deposited Aloria with one of the other knights and was gone.

Kieran rode up next to William, Jemma fast asleep in his huge arms and looking like a small child.

“She will be fine, William,” he assured his liege. “Jemma went through the same thing. They vomit a lot but it passes.”

William looked at him, the setting sun red against his skin. “She is bleeding, Kieran.”

He could see the color drain from Kieran’s face. “Sweet Jesu,’” he muttered. “Is the babe…has she…?”

“I do not know,” William’s voice was a whisper. “That’s why I need Byron.”

Kieran felt sick for his friend. He only knew the pain too well. When the party entered the gates of Northwood, he took over for the baron and allowed William to tend his sick wife, praying furiously for the safety of their babe even as he continued to bark orders.

Byron and Sylvie were waiting for them. After William lay Jordan upon the bed and helped her remove her clothing down to her shift, the little physician chased him out and told him to stay put until he was summoned. Worried and sickened, William began to pace in the antechamber.

Paris joined him barely ten minutes later, having been apprised of the situation by Kieran. Without so much as a greeting, he joined William in the pacing.

Thomas, Matthew, Ian and Cord soon appeared at the door. They had come to greet Jordan home, but soon found themselves desperately worried right along with William when he informed them that Jordan had taken ill. All six men took up the antechamber with their pacing, leaving no room for Kieran when he came to see what was happening.

When Byron finally stuck his head into the room close to an hour later, he was surprised to see it looking like a social event. He motioned William into the bedchamber.

Jordan lay flat on her back, her feet elevated with pillows. She smiled wanly at William and he returned her smile, putting his hand on her head gently.

“How is she, Byron?” he asked.

“She is a very tired lady,” Byron replied. “Baron, you simply cannot have a pregnant woman traipsing about all over the country. She needs rest, and lots of it. In fact, I do not want to see her out of this bed for quite a while, if at all until the babe is born.”

William looked sharply at him. “Then…then the babe is all right?”

“As far as I can tell, yes,” the physician replied. “I can still hear a strong heartbeat. But consider this your warning; she is to remain in bed.”

William nodded firmly, greatly relieved. Sylvie had Jordan drink a potion while Byron pulled the earl aside.

“And I know of your appetite for your wife,” the little man said quietly. “There will be no more of that, not if she is to see this pregnancy through. You will leave her alone, is that clear?”

William was amused by the tone but kept a straight face. “Absolutely. You have my word.”

Sylvie moved to pack Byron’s things away and Byron caught her from the corner of his eye. Shooing her away, he finished packing himself and ushered the woman from the room. When they were gone, William once again smiled bravely at his wife and sat on the edge of the bed.

“It looks like there will be no more traveling for you,” he said.

There was a bit of color back in her cheeks. “So I was told. But what of Questing?”

He ran a finger along her cheek. “It will still be there. But nothing is more important that your health or the health of the babe, so you will remain here as ordered. It will give me time to see to the renovation of Questing and have it in order by the time we are ready to occupy it.”

She pouted. “But I did so want this babe to be born there.”

He leaned down and kissed her. “I simply want this babe to be born. Period.”
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It was the longest six months in recorded history, at least for William. He divided his time between Questing’s improvements and tending his wife, who was a very naughty girl at times. For the most part, she did stay in bed as ordered, but there were times he would enter the room and find her standing by the window, wistfully gazing over the baileys of Northwood. Not having the heart to scold her, he would simply put her back to bed and threaten to tie her there if she didn’t stay.

Troy and Scott crawled and walked while their mother was in the infirmary. They were followed closely by Sylvie, their grandfather, uncle, and cousins. There was never any shortage of companionship for the twins, and William was with them whenever he wasn’t at Questing or with Jordan.

Jordan did feed them every meal, the one thing she could do for them as they sat in their little chairs and she spooned mashed vegetables and fruits into their little mouths. They were ravenous eaters, much to their father’s delight, and by their first birthday weighed nearly twenty-five pounds apiece.

And along with their appetites, they had developed distinctive personalities that constantly amazed their loved ones. Scott was vivacious and aggressive, while Troy was a bit more cautious and loving. Jordan delighted in putting them in the big bed with her and playing with them until they either crawled off the bed or fell asleep in her arms.

It was a difficult time for her, with her babes growing up before her eyes and she not able to take a more active role in their lives, so she contented herself by doing what she could and depending on William and the others for the rest.

Some days she thought she was going daft with uselessness. Jemma spent every day with her, progressing rather nicely with her own pregnancy, and Jordan well remembered when the situation was reversed and how she would come and visit the bedridden Jemma. The knights, too, would spend days with her, playing games or simply talking, much as they did when she had been recovering from her arrow injury. She actually enjoyed the time spent, even though she was so bored with being in bed that she could scream, but she especially enjoyed sharing her bed with her husband every night. To be held by him at nightfall was the pinnacle of her day.

William had told her from the onset that he had been forbidden to touch her and she had been devastated, yet it had been a learning experience for both of them. They discovered that they could derive almost as much pleasure from simply holding one another as they could from the sexual act, although at times it had been a definite test of willpower and on several occasions William found himself pacing the halls after his wife had gone to sleep. He was afraid if he returned to then bed, all of his control would leave him.

He was also well aware that at times like these, men often turned to other women for release. But his desire was not for the pleasure obtained as the result of the act, but simply for the feel of his wife. To seek out another woman was not even an option for him. His wife never brought the subject up and he attributed it to her trust in him.

But just as their firstborn children turned a year old in March, so was their third child expected. ’Twas a cold night on the first of April when Jordan first felt the pangs of labor begin.

As with the twins, she waited over an hour before rousing her husband, thinking that indeed it would be some time before this babe made an appearance. However, as also with the twins, the pains quickly grew intense and it was no time at all before her membranes ruptured, soaking her and the bedclothes.

After a particularly hard pain, she nudged her husband. “English?”

He drew in a deep breath and opened his eye, rolling toward her. “What is…?” he had instinctively reached out to touch her and drew his hand back in alarm. “Good God! You are all wet!”

She smiled faintly as he bolted from the bed and pulled his breeches on hastily, not bothering to sit when he pulled his boots on. He was seized with urgency, for he knew the twins had come quickly and he had no desire to deliver his own child.

His wife suddenly cried out with the force of her next pain and her knees came up. He looked stricken. “I shall go get the wet nurse to keep you….”

She cut him off with a loud grunt. “Nay! Dunna leave me!”

He fell to his knees beside the bed. “Jordan, I must go get Byron.”

Another terribly hard contraction seized her and she groaned and grunted loudly, scaring him out of his wits. “Ye canna! There’s no time.”

William knew he went pale. He tore off the bedclothes and yanked her shift up, revealing the blood stained bedclothes. Her belly was as hard as stone and he could literally see the contractions bringing her stomach to a rigid peak.

“God, Jordan, how long have you been having these pains?” he demanded, trying to keep his wits about him.

“An hour or longer, I dunna know,” she whispered, licking her dry lips.

His brows drew together. “An hour or so? Lord, Jordan, you should have told me….”

She broke him off with another strangled cry and he saw her whole body straining to bring forth the babe within her. She was right; he could not leave her. But it did not prevent him from opening the bedchamber door and bellowing to the wet nurse to send for Byron.

Jordan was panting with her effort, sweat already soaking her. Keep your wits, man, he silently scolded himself. You know what to do, you have done it before. Water, clean linen, a sharp dagger, twine,…. Jordan cried out again and his knees went to water. Aye, he’d done it before…but not on his own wife.

But he was all she had at the moment, so he prepared himself. Sitting on the bed, he pushed his wife’s shaking legs apart and put his fingers into her, feeling the baby’s head almost immediately. Speaking softly to her, he went over to the water basin and dipped a cloth in it, returning to swab her clammy brow. Her eyes were closed, but opened when she felt him.

To his surprise, she smiled. “Sorry to do this to ye, English.”

He smiled back. “Nay, you are not. You have planned this all along, you little vixen.”

She started to chuckle but it was cut off by another contraction that nearly brought her off the bed. He held on to her, nearly feeling the pain himself, whispering softly into her ear as it subsided.

Back on the bed, Jordan licked her lips again. “Oh, English, I am so thirsty,” she whispered. “Can I have some water?”

“Nay, love,” he was never more sorry to deny her. “It could make you ill.”

She opened an eye to look at him. “How would ye know that?”

He shrugged, swabbing her arms with cool water. “I know a little about birthing babes,” he admitted. “I have had to do it twice before.”

“Ye have?” it was as much emotion, other than pain, that she had yet to show. “Who? When?”

“Peasant babies, love,” he kissed her forehead. “Nothing important.”

“Every babe is important,” she admonished him. “Then ye are well-versed in this. I feel better knowing that.” Her last words trailed off into a hard, grunting cry.

The bedchamber door flew open and Paris stood in the doorway. His face was etched with intense concern.

“I was in the hall and the wet nurse told me,” he said as he flew into the room, passing a trained eye over Jordan. William had only done this twice. Paris had done it a dozen times. At one time he had considered becoming a physic. “Move away, William.”

“Nay,” William said flatly, meeting his wife’s gaze. “I will bring my daughter into the world.”

Paris had no time for arguing. “I am more experienced. Move aside.”

William shot him a glare. “I will not. You may help, if you wish, but I will….”

Jordan screamed, bringing up her knees and grunting with the effort of pushing. “It’s coming! I can feel it!”

The men’s heads snapped to her, with Paris moving around to see better as William pushed her legs apart a bit more.

“I see it, love,” he was suddenly joyful, gleeful. To actually see the babe quelled most of his fears and returned him to the confident man he was. “She is almost here, Jordan. Push with your next pain, as hard as you can.”

Paris moved away, going to make sure he had water and some kind of clean swaddling ready, finding a dagger to sever the cord.

The next pain was immediately after the previous one and Jordan bore down, biting her lip so hard that she drew blood. William rubbed her shaking thighs and hips, constantly amazed she was able to bear this kind of pain so well. If he could have taken it upon himself, he would have.

“It’s a son!” she panted as the pain subsided a bit.

He grinned, watching the baby’s head crown. “A daughter.”

The next pain came and she pushed, Paris helping her by sitting behind her and supporting her back. “A son!”

The baby’s head was through and William turned the child slightly, his breathing coming fast and excited. He was completely focused on his child, his wife.

“Hello, Catherine,” he murmured.

She pushed so hard with the next pain that the babe nearly came the entire length out and William laughed, knowing she was focusing her irritation on him into her efforts.

“Dunna call my son Catherine,” she snapped, breathing heavily. “Oh, English, this hurts. I dunna want to do this anymore.”

He smiled sympathetically, patting her thigh. “Almost done, love. Almost done.”

Paris shook his head, his gentle hand on Jordan’s forehead. “You two are a pair,” he said. “This woman is birthing a child and you continue to harass her.”

William opened his mouth to speak but another contraction came and Jordan cried out with the effort, one last time. She felt the great rush of relief as the child slipped free and into her husband’s waiting hands.

Panting and smiling, she tried to lift her head to see her babe. “Well?” she demanded breathlessly. “How is he?”

William was busy and Paris left Jordan to go and assist him. A couple of seconds later she heard a lusty little cry and she crowed with relief. She was far too weak to sit up, but she was trying desperately to see her child, tucked between the two knights.

Paris cut the cord and William held up the babe for her to see. Happy, emotional tears brimmed.

“Your son is fine,” his voice was hoarse. “Look at him, Jordan. He’s huge.”

She gave a sort of triumphant shout and fell back onto the pillows, relieved and exhausted. William handed his wailing son over to his friend and moved to embrace his wife. He found that he was shaking as much as she was.

Jordan brought her arms up and wound them around his neck. Together they giggled almost hysterically, their relief evident in that they thought this moment might never come. The little boy being tended by his father’s friend had been through a lifetime of worry before he had even been born.

“He is beautiful, Jordan,” William kissed her over and over. “Just like his mother.”

She was crying more now, the jubilation wearing off and being replaced by sheer relief. His kisses were more tender, more reverent, as he stroked her damp hair.

“I love ye, English,” she whispered. “Bloody hell, I am tired.”

“I have no doubt,” Paris said as he swaddled the babe as well as any midwife. “This child is as big as any I have ever seen.”

William and Jordan looked over as Paris brought their son over to them. William propped her up on some pillows as she accepted the dark-haired boy, cooing sweetly to him and admiring his size.

Paris, meanwhile, carefully delivered the afterbirth and wrapped it up for burial. When he was finished, he moved quietly for the door to allow the parents’ time alone with their new son when Byron suddenly came bursting in, faster than anyone could ever remember seeing him move.

William and Jordan grinned at the little man. “Too late, Byron,” William said. “My son would not wait for you.”

Byron peered at the infant. “Looks healthy enough,” he observed. “Who delivered him? Not that one, I hope.” He tilted his head in Paris’ direction.

Paris smirked. “Nay, Oh Great Devil’s Apprentice. I simply assisted and the baron did the rest.”

Byron, used to Paris’ jibes, ignored the man and settled himself between Jordan’s legs. “Well, the mother tore a bit, but other than that she appears all right.” His eyes found William’s for the first time and he cracked an ancient smile. “Good work, baron.”

William smiled weakly, feeling incredibly tired all of a sudden but yet at the same time, not sleepy in the least. He kissed his wife’s forehead, loving her more than words could express. She had did as she promised, and gave him a third son.

William celebrated for the rest of night the birth of Patrick John Thomas de Wolfe.


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE


One week later and two weeks overdue, Jemma delivered a huge, healthy baby boy after fourteen of the longest hours in Kieran’s life.

Alec Matthew Jeffrey Hage was christened, along with his cousin Patrick, in the small chapel of Northwood, cradled in their fathers’ arms and surrounded by a host of male relatives and non-relatives. Caladora was nearly the only female in attendance, standing in for both mothers, who were still confined to bed.

Time passed quickly and the children thrived. Within six weeks, Jordan had regained her figure and her vigor, and she took total delight in taking care of her sons herself. Except for the wet nurse, she insisted on doing everything by herself, as if trying to make up for the time she was unable to do anything at all. William tried to reason with her but she was determined, and with resignation he allowed it. He feared she would tire herself out, but she appeared to be limitless.

One bright April morning, Jordan and Jemma took the children out for a walk around the compound. The weather was beginning to warm and turn heavenly and they could all use a dose of sunshine. Jordan held Patrick, his dark little head peeking out from beneath the blankets and clutched Scott with her other hand. Jemma held Alec in one arm and gripped Troy with her free hand as Mary Alys tagged along behind. The sun was glorious and Jordan’s spirits were good, for it was the first time she had been out for months and her body was fairly aching for air and sunlight.

She and Jemma talked and talked as the twins screamed and pulled, trying to break away while Mary Alys tried to calm them down. With all of the noise and movement, kids screaming and babies yelling, Jordan had never been happier.

They rounded the corner into the outer bailey, planning to head towards the practice field to see if they could find their husbands, who had been missing all morning. Almost immediately they ran into Ranulf, who took pity on them and clutched a twin in each big hand. Troy didn’t want to leave his Aunt Jemma and fought the whole way, while Scott didn’t want anyone to hold his hand and took to going limp as a rag. Ranulf seemed to remember the lad’s mother using a similar tactic and talked softly to the boy until he stood on his own feet. At fourteen months of age, they were already brilliant little terrors.

There were several men on the field, sweating under the newly warm sun, but neither William nor Kieran were there. They saw Deinwald and Michael working with the new knights, but they were the only men they recognized.

Puzzled, Jordan turned to Ranulf. “Where did my husband go?”

“He, Kieran, Paris and Roan rode out early, my lady,” he told her. “I know not where they went.”

Jemma shrugged. “Probably to Questing.”

Jordan agreed. “William canna stay away from that place. The sooner we move there, the better. At least I shall be able to see him once in a while.”

Ranulf bit his tongue. When they moved there, so would the children, and he was becoming quite attached to the little devils. In fact, he feared the life would go right out of Northwood once William and his entourage left. He was sorely tempted to go with them.

Caladora came up behind them, her pretty face glowing, Jordan and Jemma smiled broadly in response.

“Callie.” Jordan exclaimed. “Where have ye been? We went looking for ye earlier but ye werena in yer room.”

Caladora shrugged. “Oh, I have been around.” She bent over Patrick. “Give him to me, Jordi. I havena held him since yesterday.”

Jordan handed over her son, her hands free of children for the first time in a week. She almost didn’t know what to do with herself until Troy cried and she picked him up. At that same moment, Scott pulled free of Ranulf and the knight went running after the lad. She smiled, watching the big man trying to corral the little blond-headed tot, trying not to make him scream.

Suddenly, a hand grabbed her shoulder and she felt a wet, scratchy kiss to her cheek. “Good morn, Jordi,” her father said.

“Hello, Da,” she answered as her father took Troy from her arms. Troy loved his grandsire tremendously.

“How was yer visit with yer cousin, Callie?” Thomas asked as he pretended to bite Troy’s fingers. “Did the twins keep ye awake?”

Caladora froze, her eyes wide as she looked between her uncle and Jordan. “Nay, Uncle Thomas,” she said. “They… they are angels. We all slept through the night just fine.”

She said it rather strained, looking at Jordan with wide eyes, silently begging her to go along with the story. Jordan could see that something was up and she would not give her cousin away. Thomas was very protective of the unmarried Caladora and kept a sharp eye on her. Evidently, the woman had lied to him about where she had been the night before.

“Callie was very helpful, Da,” she said, dying to know where her cousin had been although she could guess. She took Troy from her father’s arms. “Da, would ye like to take the twins to the lake? They like to throw rocks in the water.”

Thomas was happy to take the fidgeting twins on a walkabout. As soon as he was out of earshot, Jordan and Jemma turned to Caladora.

“Well?” Jordan demanded. “Out with it. Where were ye last night that ye fibbed to my Da?”

Caladora had expected the interrogation. Her focus was on Patrick, cradled in her arms. “Where do you think?”

Jemma crowed. “Ye were with him!” she said. “Did he bed ye, then?”

Caladora flushed. “It wasna like that,” she insisted weakly. “He was very kind and gentle and….”

“Did he bed ye or not?”

Caladora looked up at Jemma, frowning. “You make it sound so… so cheap.”

Jordan and Jemma passed glances. Jordan was fighting off a grin. “I am happy for ye, Callie, truly,” she said somewhat gently. “When William and I first coupled, it was miraculous. I had never felt such… such love or passion. Was it like that for ye?”

Caladora looked at the baby again, her frown turning to a smile. “He is a truly wonderful and giving man,” she murmured. “I… I love him very much.”

Jordan and Jemma grinned at the expression on their cousin’s face. They were both thrilled for her.

“Did he speak of marriage?” Jordan asked.

Caladora nodded. “He did. He says I will marry no one but him, when he is damn good and ready.”

Her cousins scowled at that less-than-romantic remark. “That sounds like him, the arrogant pig,” Jemma said firmly.

Jordan cocked a knowing eyebrow. “My husband has certain influences over Paris. I will work on him.”

Caladora shrugged. “ ’Tis of no matter, really. Mayhap I will conceive and he will have to marry me.”

Jemma began to rock Alec as he let out a little mew. “I am curious, Callie. Ye and Paris have known each other for months now and this was the first time he bedded ye?”

Caladora thrust up her chin. “Aye, it is, but it wasn’t for the lack of trying on his part. I simply wasna ready to give in to him.”

“But ye did,” Jordan said softly, pushing her cousin’s hair over her shoulder. “I know he cares for ye a great deal.”

“He loves me,” Caladora insisted. “He tells me that every day.”

“Well, he better marry ye if he knows what’s good for him,” Jemma said threateningly, “or he will have to deal with me.”

Caladora nodded. “He knows that. But marriage frightens him, even though he has seen it do remarkable things for William and Kieran,” she sighed patiently. “I will simply have to wait, ’tis all.”

As if on cue, four huge destriers came barreling in through the open gate of Northwood and the women turned, immediately recognizing the riders.

Jordan’s heart swelled with pride and love. She had seen him riding hundreds of times, sitting proud and tall in the saddle, but the sight still brought a giddy feeling to her every time as if it were the first. No one in the world looked as good as her William in armor.

The horses headed straight for them, kicking up dirt as they went. People scampered to clear the way as they came to a halt a several feet away. Jordan smiled, approaching her husband as he dismounted his dark gray steed.

He pulled off his helmet and gave her a big kiss. “Hello, love,” he said. “We saw your father and the boys out by the lake.”

She nodded. “I know. Where have ye been?”

“At Questing.” He was fussing with his armor and his saddle, not looking at her. She lifted her eyebrows expectantly.

“And?” she bade him continue.

He looked at her, propping his helmet on the saddle. Then he smiled. “When can you be ready to leave?”

She smiled gleefully. “Today?”

He shrugged, pleased at her delight. “Whenever you are ready.”

“Today!” she cried. “Oh, Jemma, did ye hear? We’re finally going to Questing!”

Her dark-haired cousin was nodding happily, although the other cousin did not look as pleased. Jordan saw Caladora’s expression and her heart sank. William sensed the sadness and hesitation.

“We do not have to leave tonight, or even tomorrow,” he said, smiling at his wife and at Caladora. “Take your time. Questing will wait.”

Kieran had dismounted, approaching his wife. “Give me my son,” he said.

Jemma turned away from him, protecting Alec. “Not with all of that armor on. Take it off and then ye can hold him.”

Kieran put his hands on his hips. “Lord, Jemma, the armor won’t bite him.”

“Daddy won’t bite, either,” Mary Alys defended Kieran. He smiled down at her and patted her dark head.

But Jemma took a step back, defiance written all over her face. “Take it off.”

“Kieran, your wife is desperately in need of discipline,” Paris said, as he dismounted his own animal and took off his helmet. “How you tolerate such bad manners, I will never know.”

Jemma snarled her lip at Paris. “And why ye haven’t married my cousin yet, I will never know,” she fired back. “This beautiful woman has dozens of admirers that would marry her tomorrow, but she waits for ye.”

Jordan rolled her eyes at William, who was growing amused with Paris’ discomfort. Paris remained in control, although he would have liked nothing better than to throttle the little Scot. But she angered him and he could not resist the chance to jab at her, although it would be risking Kieran’s wrath.

“As I recall, you had to get married,” he said deliberately. “I do not.”

William groaned to himself. As touchy as Paris was about marriage, he should have known this would have been his reaction.

They all waited for Jemma to explode, but much to their collective surprise, Jemma actually smiled.

“That may change,” she said devilishly.

Caladora flushed bright red at the divulging of such secret information. Paris, not particularly surprised that last night had become common knowledge, shrugged and looked his blushing paramour right in the eye.

“Mayhap,” he said evenly.

William shook his head. “I cannot believe this conversation.” He went to retrieve his son from his wife’s mortified cousin. “I am taking Patrick and retreating to my chambers. Jordan?”

“I am coming,” she said, lifting her skirts and gave Paris a timid smile before following her husband.

Kieran watched William go. “He gets to hold his son in full armor,” he pointed, then turned to his wife. “Give him to me.”

Jemma frowned but complied after a brief hesitation. Happy, Kieran crooned softly to the infant as Paris approached Jemma and Caladora. He put his hands on his hips, gazing down at Caladora and all but ignoring Jemma.

“Did you tell her to say that?” he demanded softly.

Caladora was horrified. “Nay,” she replied. “I would never do that.”

Paris glanced reprovingly at Jemma before turning back to Caladora. “Well, it is of no matter, of course,” he said. “I will marry you when I am ready to, in spite of your cousin’s opinions.”

Caladora nodded submissively. “I know that, Paris. I have never said otherwise.”

“Callie, dunna be such a coward,” Jemma admonished her. “Dunna let him talk to ye like that.”

Paris had had just about enough of Lady Hage. He pursed his lips threateningly and her husband intervened. “Come on, sweetheart, leave these two alone,” he cradled his son in one arm and pulled his wife and daughter along with the other.

Poor Caladora was ready to run for cover when they were finally alone. She stared, embarrassed and guilty, at the ground. Paris looked her over, knowing she was slowly dying inside from shame and it made him smile. He had never met a woman with more humility than she. He put his finger underneath her chin, raising her eyes to meet his.

“It seems that I am to be branded a cad if I do not marry you soon,” he said softly.

Caladora’s eyes widened. “I never….”

He put up a hand. “I know you did not, for you are too much of a lady, unlike some women around here.” His point was apparent. “I said that we would not marry until I was ready, but I never said when I would be ready.”

Caladora didn’t know what to say. He stared back into her pale green eyes and took a strand of hair between his fingers.

“I realized last night how much I love you,” he said quietly. “ ’Tis true I have told you that before, but I never realized how much I meant it. I guess I didn’t want to admit that such a lovely creature had control over me. I will love you now as well as fifty years from now and, therefore, there is no longer any reason to wait. I am ready to marry you now.”

Her eyes bulged. “Now?”

He grinned at her shock and put a hand over his heart. “If you will indeed have me, sweet. I am an arrogant, prideful man and I do not expect to change my ways.”

She shook her head, her eyes welling. “I would not have ye change.”

He took that for a positive response to his answer and pulled her into his arms.
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William placed Patrick gently in his cradle as the wet nurse hovered several feet away. It was overwhelmingly known how protective the earl was with his sons, and mayhap Patrick all the more because of the tough time he had had coming into the world. Although Patrick was a large, healthy boy, William sometimes treated him as if he were suddenly going to disappear.

“English, leave him to sleep,” Jordan admonished him softly from the door to the nursery. “He wunna be able to rest with all of that armor clanging about.”

William kissed his son’s tiny head once more before reluctantly doing as he was asked. Retreating from the nursery and back into the antechamber, Jordan helped her husband remove his armor until he was dressed only in a tunic, linen breeches and boots. Then she threw herself against him.

“I canna believe we are finally going!” she exclaimed. “After all this time, ’tis overwhelming.”

He kissed her before pulling away from her and stripping off his tunic. “For me, as well,” he agreed. “It has been a long time in coming.”

Jordan smiled, plopping happily into the high back chair. “Is our chamber grand?”

He grinned. “As grand as you can imagine, love. As grand as you deserve.”

She flashed her teeth with happy excitement, laying crosswise on the chair so that her knees hung over one arm and her head over the other. “And I want to find a place for a flower garden, English. My mother had one, once, and I should like to have one. And pets, too, a place for George and dogs and rabbits.”

He poured himself a cup of wine. “Aye, there is plenty of room for that.” As he drank, he eyed her supple body as she draped herself over the chair. Lord, the woman looked as if she had never seen a day of pregnancy.

He remembered exactly when the last time occurred that he had made love to her; eight months ago in London and he was nearly dying with the urge to make love to her again. It had been the longest eight months of his life, but well worth the sacrifice. They had waited seven weeks to make love after the twins were born, and it had nearly been that now, but he would not push her. He didn’t want to seem like he was hounding her.

“Is there a lake, English?” she asked him, staring dreamily up at the ceiling.

“Aye, there is,” he regarded her. “A big one. And Michael made a little boat for the boys to ride in.”

She smiled at him. “Did he? How sweet.” She sighed happily and sat straight once again, looking her husband over. “Ye look as if ye could use a bath.”

He looked down at his broad, naked and sweaty chest and shrugged. “Mayhap.”

Jordan stood up. “I can smell ye from over here,” she said. She stuck her head into the hallway and called softly to a serving wench for a bath. Closing the door, she turned back to her husband. “Off with the clothes, English. And I may burn them.”

He grinned, “They are not that bad.”

She wrinkled her nose and went to the large wardrobe where she kept their hygiene products. She brought out a liquid soap made with beer for his hair and a cake of sandalwood-scented soap. Scottish soap, she proudly proclaimed.

He watched her busy herself for his bath, his heart warm and full with her. Every day he fell in love with her anew; when he saw her cooing over the twins, or breastfeeding Patrick, or laughing with her cousins. He knew now as he had known when he met her, had he not married Lady Jordan Scott, he would have shriveled up and died. He could not imagine his life without her, and as much as he loved and worshipped his children, he loved and worshipped her more. She was his all for living.

The serving girl and several soldiers brought in a huge copper tub and began filling it with hot water. William retreated to the bedchamber to remove his clothing as his wife saw to the filling of his bath and called him when it was ready.

He sank to his chest in the tub and watched Jordan as she put on an apron and pulled her luxurious hair to the nape of her neck. She started with his head by pouring a huge pitcher of water over him and lathering his hair until he thought she was washing all the follicles from his head. She chattered endlessly as she scrubbed and scraped and rinsed. She even shaved him, putting a glob of soap on his nose and then laughing loudly when he grabbed her and kissed her, covering her face with lather as well.

He was greatly enjoying the feel of her soft hands on his back, his arms, and his chest. By the time she had him stand so that she could lather his lower regions, he was almost fully aroused and she gave him a reproachful glance.

“English,” she shook her head. “Not now.”

He faced her as she washed his legs, his large manhood standing straight out and nearly poking her in the eye. He was smiling, and she was fighting off the giggles as she tried to ignore his want for her and finish her task. But her restraint was waning, for she wanted him just as badly and running her hands all over his taut, beautiful body was making her mad with desire.

“It has been nearly seven weeks, wife,” he reminded her, breaking his own promise to himself to remain silent.

She stood up and rinsed him until all of the soap ran free. He got out of the tub and she dried him as he has seen her dry the twins, vigorously yet tenderly. But she had yet to answer him.

“I know,” she said after a minute.

William watched the top of her head as she worked. “I would bathe you now.”

She looked up at him. “But I had a bath only yesterday.”

He reached around and pulled the ribbon from her hair, running his fingers through it. “I would bathe you now,” he repeated huskily.

Jordan closed her eyes at his touch, the touch she had craved for months and months. She suddenly decided she wanted him now and to hell with the bath; that would only delay her exquisite pleasure. True, he would be running his hands all over her eager body, but she wanted him in her much sooner than a bath would allow.

She pressed herself against him, pulling his head down to her mouth and kissing him as passionately as she could ever remember. Months and months of waiting were revealed in the kiss and her hands entwined themselves in his thick damp hair, keeping him bent to her. His lips were so warm and soft that she was licking him and whimpering his name in no time.

William was consumed with desire, love, and passion, everything as he picked up his wife and carried her into their bedchamber. She was hanging onto his neck, kissing him feverishly as his hands rid her of her clothing. Quickly, they were both nude and William suddenly stopped kissing her.

“What’s wrong?” she asked breathlessly.

He was looking at her body where she stood on the bed, his hands reverently exploring her.

“Nothing,” he whispered, dragging his hand down her torso.

“God, Jordan, you look better now that you ever have, even before you had children. You are so beautiful.”

She watched his soft expression as he got reacquainted with her body. “Do ye think so? I think I have gone to fat, especially here on my stomach.”

He ran a hand over her slightly rounded, but very desirable belly. “No, love. Before you had the boys, you had the body of a nubile young girl. Now you have the body of a ripe, luscious woman and you drive me mad with desire such as I have never known.”

She smiled, feeling deeply complemented by his words. “Thank ye, English.”

With a groan he pulled her belly to his mouth and licked and sucked at her until she was crying softly with her need. His hands were kneading her buttocks as his mouth moved over her torso. Not taking his mouth from her, he lay her down on the bed and half covered her with his huge form while his hands roamed freely.

He pushed himself up to her breasts, remember how he had enjoyed their lovemaking when she had been breastfeeding the twins. His mouth latched onto an ultra-sensitive nipple and he suckled her hungrily, listening to her sighs of pleasure.

“Oh, English,” she gasped, electrified. “I had nearly forgotten the feel of ye. It has been too long.”

“Too long,” he brought himself up and descended on her mouth and she tasted her milk on his tongue. It was enough to drive her insane.

His hands were everywhere, touching and probing and she parted her thighs to encourage him. As much as she relished his touch, she wanted him in her and moving. It had been too, too long.

He slipped between her legs, his mouth immediately closing in on her woman’s center. She stiffened and bucked beneath him, silently encouraging him onward as her fingers entwined in his hair and refused to let go. When he did finally raise himself up, he made sure to look her in the eye before entering her. As long as they had both waited, he wanted to see her face when he filled her.

Jordan gazed back into the hazel-gold depths of his right eye, feeling his organ pressing against her most intimate place. He would press a little and then release, over and over, gaining headway little by little until Jordan was ready to scream with frustration.

“English. Dunna tease me.” she begged breathlessly.

“But you are so tight, love,” he told her. “I do not want to hurt you.”

She grasped his defined buttocks and wrapped her legs around his thighs. “Hurt me.”

She thrust her pelvis forward, driving him deep inside her. William groaned, assisting her by tightening his buttocks and plunging forward as far as he could possibly go. She was so incredibly tight that he knew he must be hurting her, yet she didn’t utter a sound other than those of ecstasy.

His desire took over and he plunged into her again and again, bracing his arms on either side of her with only their loins touching so that he could watch her body respond to his. All of the months of waiting and frustration disappeared, for the coupling they were sharing at this moment somehow made it all worthwhile. It was beyond words.

He came first with a violent thrust, joined shortly by his wife as she felt him spill into her. His pleasure was prolonged by the throbbing of her passage until he lay forward on her, his head on her chest and listening to the rapid pounding of her heart. Jordan stroked his hair tenderly. “English, was it a painful wait for ye?”

His muscular arms wrapped around her body. “Of course not. The greater priority was yours and Patrick’s health.”

“But did ye…I mean, were ye ever tempted… oh, damn,” she sputtered. She hadn’t meant to mention what had been on her mind during her entire infirmary. She felt that asking William if he had sought relief elsewhere would have been to imply a lack of trust. And she trusted him with her life.

He lifted his head to look at her. “If you are asking me if I was ever tempted to take my pleasure with another, then the answer is no,” he said. “I love you, Jordan. I have not so much as looked at another woman since I met you. To make love to you is the ultimate display of my affection and I would not ever consider the same action with anyone else, no matter what the circumstances.”

“Ye mean to tell me that since ye met me on the moors and I tended ye that ye havena had another woman? Not even a whore?” She found that hard to believe.

He shook his head. “Nay, I haven’t.”

She believed him, of course, and she smiled. “Really? I am touched.”

He smiled faintly and lay his head back down between her full breasts. Jordan resumed stroking his hair.

“But ye have had women before,” she stated. “How many?”

He rolled his eye at the turn the conversation had taken. She always picked the most inopportune times to discuss subjects and he certainly didn’t feel like reviewing past conquests now. But, should he refuse to answer, she would wonder why and become upset. So he humored her.

“Aye, I have had women before,” he replied. “Though not many. Not like Paris.”

“Was there anyone who was ever special to ye?” she asked timidly.

He shook his head. “No, Jordan, I can go to my grave with a clear conscience on that. Only you.”

Satisfied, she smiled. “Then how many would ye say ye’ve had?”

His head came up again and he frowned at her. “Do we have to talk about this?”

Her head came up to look at him. “And why not? Is there something ye dunna want me to know?”

“Of course not,” he insisted. “But why do you want to know how many woman I have had? ’Tis an ancient subject.”

Her lip stuck out in a pout and she lowered her gaze. He made a wry face, knowing he would tell her the secret of life if she asked it. He would say or tell her anything just to keep her happy.

“Offhand, I’d say I have had ten or twelve women in my life, but I have never truly kept count,” he said. “There was no one special, although there was one lady I bedded on several occasions over the course of a few years. But that’s it.”

“And who was this lady?” Jordan felt wildly jealous and insecure.

He rolled off her and onto his back on the pillows, bringing up his huge arms and covering his face with his hands.

“Her name was Lady Jordan Scott, and she was pledged to my liege. But I was mad for her and could not keep my hands from her,” he said, as he took his hands away and looked at her. “The last I heard she married some conceited halfwit and lived happily ever after.”

Jordan’s stance immediately softened and she gave him a smirked grin. “Stop teasing me.”

He reached out and pulled her to him, his smoky gaze devouring her face. “I am not. I am simply answering your question. There has always only been you, my lady, and there will always only be you.”

She smiled and kissed him tenderly, looking at him lovingly for a few moments. Then, her smile faded and she almost looked outraged.

“What do ye mean ‘not like Paris?’” she demanded.

He groaned and rolled his eye again. It was going to be a long day.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR


Paris and Caladora’s wedding was a huge, lavish affair. Caladora wore Jordan’s wedding dress, although it was too short, but she looked ravishing in it nonetheless. She was the very model of a blushing bride and Paris, the nervous groom.

Jordan stood next to her husband during the short ceremony, thinking how wonderful it would have been if they had been able to have a big wedding such as this. But her wedding had been better than Jemma’s, who had been married lying in a bed. Yet she had no regrets, nor was she jealous in any way. Caladora and Paris deserved as fine a wedding as this.

The feast that followed was a long one. Adam had graciously provided for his captain, and the food and wine flowed freely. The knights sat on the dais with their captain and Baron Kilham. William wore his new suit of ceremonial armor for the first time, bearing his new crest. Kieran, Michael, Marc, Roan and Deinwald also wore their new armor, as did Sir Henry and Sir Philip. The rest of the knights, new and old, wore the de Longley crest.

It had been a strange experience when William and Paris saw each other for the first time, wearing armor of different crests. It was as if they had passed some sort of milestone and they were both saddened and gladdened at the same time.

Jordan sat with her husband and next to Jemma, enjoying herself immensely at such a happy occasion. Thomas and Matthew were equally pleased with the turn of events because they liked Paris and knew Nathaniel would have, too. It was a wonderful celebration of a way of life that had come full circle, melded, grown. Privately, the elder Scotts never believed they would see the day when they would sit in harmony with so many English.

After stuffing themselves with the numerous courses that had been stylishly presented, the musicians finally kicked in with a jig, signaling the beginning of the dancing. Jordan sat in her chair, as stuffed as a capon, watching people as they took to the floor. Her husband was laughing with Paris about something and she watched him, his strong profile and the way the candlelight caught the highlights in his hair.

It suddenly occurred to her that she had never, ever danced with him. He’d always been too busy, or gone, or had every other excuse. Tonight, she would have her dance.

She sat forward and leaned on his back. “Dance with me, English.”

He looked at her over his shoulder, “Now?”

She stood up and thrust out her hand to him. “Now.”

He stood up, looking warily at her. “Jordan, I do not dance nearly as well as you do. Why do not you ask someone else?”

She stepped close to him, her shining eyes on his face. “We never had a wedding dance, English. In fact, we have never danced at all. Will ye still refuse now?”

He gazed down at her. “Of course not,” his voice was husky. “But I do not want to hear any cries of pain when I land on your feet.”

He didn’t land on her feet. He was a wonderful dancer, as she knew he would be, and they danced song after song until they were sweating rivers. Paris and Caladora were the only couple who could keep up with them. But after an hour or so of endless dancing, the knights began to cut in and William soon found himself watching from the table as his wife danced with every knight in attendance, at least twice. With Deinwald, it was four times, and all of this before midnight.

Jordan and her cousins were nonstop well into the early morning hours. William knew she loved parties and was careful to watch her wine intake. When she had imbibed four cups of wine, he insisted on flavored water from that point on. She complied, reluctantly, already feeling the alcohol in her veins when she told him he was a stick in the mud. He smiled and kissed her before Michael gallantly swung her away again.

William sat with Thomas and Matthew, their conversation very pleasant as they watched the merriment. Jemma came over and yanked her father to the dance floor while her weary husband took the man’s vacated seat. William laughed at Kieran, flushed and sweaty, knowing how he felt.

Paris and Caladora retired to their chambers shortly before dawn to a host of whistles and cries and promises that the guests would insist on inspecting the linen. Horrified, Caladora looked at her new husband, who simply smiled and told her through clenched teeth that everything would be fine. She trusted his word.

The dancing resumed and William was once again engaged with Thomas and Kieran. He didn’t know how long it was before he realized his wife was not on the dance floor. Puzzled, he glanced about the room.

“Kieran, where is your wife?” he asked.

Kieran looked about the hall and shook his head. “I do not know. Where is yours?”

William stood up. “I have no idea.”

Thomas noticed the concern he saw in both men, even over a matter as small as this. It was a constant amazement to him that two small, sometimes flighty women could exert such control over two huge, powerful men.

“Let’s go find them,” William said with a sigh. “They are probably harassing the hell out of Paris and Caladora.”

“Aye,” Kieran agreed. “Your wife has one hell of a mischievous streak in her.”

William frowned at him as they walked away. “As if your wife does not?”

Thomas grinned, turning his attention back to the party in front of him and savoring the good French wine.

But Jordan and Jemma were not harassing the newlyweds. A search of both couples’ apartments turned up nothing. Perplexed, William and Kieran checked the hall again but the women were nowhere to be found. Yet they were not worried, at least not yet. If a search of the entire castle didn’t turn them up, then they would find the time to worry.

A search of the castle, however, proved to be unnecessary. They were passing down a corridor just outside of the hall when they heard familiar giggles. More relieved than they would admit, they followed the sounds until they came to a closed door from which the noises emanated.

The men paused a moment, listening to the giggling with amused curiosity. Whatever they were laughing at was certainly funny and the men hesitated a moment to break up the party, after all, ’twas only two women laughing about…something. They were probably laughing about Paris and Caladora, mayhap something to do with sabotaging the bridal suite. William motioned Kieran to follow him back into the hall when they heard another, deeper sound; a male giggle chiming in with the others.

The door shattered in a million splinters within a second.

Jordan sat, wide-eyed, on the top of the earl’s desk. Jemma was standing in the middle of the room, her hair hanging wildly over her face as if she had just righted herself from an upside-down position. Both women were staring at the two huge, huffing men standing in the doorjamb, looking at them as if they were quite mad.

Adam de Longley, Earl of Teviot, was sitting in a chair behind the massive desk that had belonged to his father, the bottle of alcohol in his hand frozen on the way to his mouth. He, too, stared in surprise at the men in the doorway.

“You broke my door!” he exclaimed.

William was trying to control himself as he stepped into the room, kicking a piece of wood away. His gaze was focused entirely on his wife.

“Would you mind telling me what you are doing?” he asked her.

She blinked at him, opened her mouth to speak, and then started giggling. Jemma joined in, and it was no time before they were giggling like a couple of fools. William lost his patience.

“Jordan!” he snapped.

She jumped, her laughter gone when she slapped her hand over her mouth in a silly gesture.

“Shhh,” she admonished him. “Dunna yell, English. There is no need.”

In that short answer he knew everything he needed to know. She was drunk. Calming with amazing speed, he crossed his arms and looked reprovingly at her.

“What have you been drinking?” he asked.

She looked at him innocently, trying to cross her legs casually but seemed to be having difficulty. She looked down at them, wondering why they were refusing to work. “Drinking what?” she asked.

William looked at Kieran and they gave each other knowing glances. “That’s what I asked you, love. What have you been drinking?”

She shook her head and found herself falling forward off the table while Jemma screamed with laughter.

“Nothing much, English,” she insisted when he reached out to grab her before she collided with the floor. “The earl has a special reserve.”

William gazed over at Adam and saw that the young lord was drunk as well. Reaching over, he took the bottle from the young man’s hand and sniffed it.

“Good God,” he yanked his nose away in disgust. “Whisky.”

Jemma began to bounce around like a rabbit possessed. “Whisky, whisky, whisky,” she sang over and over.

Kieran rolled his eyes and went to his wife. “Stop that,” he said sternly. “Come with me. The party is over.”

She balked. “Nay! I dunna want to leave.”

He pulled on her and she screamed and tried to yank free, dancing about. Having had enough of her refusal, Kieran let go of her hand long enough to bend down and throw her over his shoulder like a sack of grain. She screamed and beat on his broad back, hitting armor with her little fists.

“Kieran, do you remember a couple of years ago at the engagement party of de Longley and Jordan?” William asked him. “Do you remember how drunk your wife was and we had to remove her?”

“Aye, I do,” Kieran said flatly, looking over at Adam. “She never did tell me where she got the whisky.”

William nodded with a wry twist of his lips. “We know now, do we now?” He looked at his wife. “What in the world possessed you to do this? You know how sick you will become on the morrow.”

She pouted. “Because ye told me no more wine,” she said. “Adam heard ye and he offered Jemma and me a drink from his private cock.”

William choked on the guffaw bubbling up, clearing his throat instead. “You mean private stock,” he muttered. “I take it, then, that you came in here to drink it where I would not see you?”

“Aye,” she nodded solemnly. “I disobeyed ye and I am sorry.”

He shook his head and picked her up. “Not nearly as sorry as you are going to be.”

Adam watched them go, feeling more alone than he ever had in his life. His parents were dead, he had killed his brother, and his sister was in London. He was alone.

Even his knights had families. Deeply, he wished that Jordan had indeed been married to his father. Newly widowed, he would have married her the next day. He’d always had a soft spot for the beautiful Scot, but there was no way he could compete against The Wolf. He would not even want to try, but it didn’t stop him from wishing for what could have been.

Mournfully, he took another drink and wondered if he drank enough if he would forget his sadness.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE


Jordan’s first view of Questing were of three thick turrets rising above the trees. At first glance they looked to be rather small, but that was until the caravan broke free of the woods and she realized that the castle was still a way off. She furthermore realized that the structure was absolutely massive to have been so clearly seen at such a distance.

It was a strange experience, seeing her new home for the first time. When she had first seen Northwood, her reaction had been one of fear and uncertainty. The foremost emotion she was experiencing at this moment was awe.

Not even a half day’s ride from Northwood, Questing wasn’t nearly as tall as its ally, but it was spread out over a much wider area. It was formed like a misshapen “H”, with both inner and outer baileys, a massive moat that looked more like a lake, and something that could only be described as a manmade hill that surrounded the entire moat.

William explained to her that when enemy troops approached and attempted to get close to the fortress, they would march to the top of the rise and become easy targets for the soldiers inside. It was an amazing bit of protection.

Even Thomas commented on it, riding in a place of honor next to William and Jordan. He remarked that such a device would work well around Langton, and further commented that he was intent on putting in a moat as well. Langton didn’t have one. William promised to help him design and build one.

A good-sized village skirted the fortress, alive with peasants rushing to get out of the way. William’s troops were firmly established both inside and outside the fortress, and Jordan immediately noticed their presence. But her attention riveted to the huge yawning gates when they passed through them, studying her new home with pleasure.

The baileys were huge and well-kept, thanks to the hard work of William and his men while Jordan was laid up with her pregnancy. Of course, he had had ample time to repair and clean the place up for her arrival and she was not disappointed. It was magnificent.

Michael greeted them from the top of the inner wall, yelling his greeting to the arriving party. William waved back at him and the scramble began to unload and organize everything they had brought with them from Northwood.

William slid off his horse and pulled Jordan into his arms. She laughed happily as he carried her across the inner bailey, not letting her feet touch the ground until he carried her through the massive front door and into a cavernous grand hall.

He set her down and Jordan’s mouth was open in awe at the sheer sight of the hall before her. She stared in wonderment, looking up to the sheer ceiling and noticing the multiple balconies jutting out over the room from the second and third floors. The wood on the balconies was polished to a sheen and the stone floor was scrubbed spotless.

Jordan shook her head as her husband stood behind her.

“English, ’tis so magnificent,” she breathed. “Is it truly ours?”

He wrapped his arms around her, both of them turning when Kieran and Jemma, Michael, Roan and Marc filed noisily through the door. Deinwald and Aloria were close behind, followed by Thomas, Matthew, Cord, Ian, the children and their nurses. The room that had been silent a moment before was now filled with voices, children crying, and laughter. Questing had been empty so long that surely the sounds were awakening her spirit, calling her forth to protect a new baron and his family.

The knights and loved ones disbanded as they found their way to their rooms, admiring the castle as they went along. Jordan and William watched them go, hearing their voices fade.

William gave his wife a loving squeeze.

“Aye, love,” he said softly. “We are home.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX


Jordan was terrified. She had heard the horns sound and when her husband had come to see her, he was in full battle armor down to the gauntlets. He bade her stay in their massive suite with the children, and would not say much else.

Kieran brought Jemma and their children to stay with Jordan, both men feeling better that the families stay together until they knew what was going on. William kissed his wife and was gone with his second.

The windows of their apartments gave them an unadulterated view of the baileys and the front gates. In the distance, Jordan and Jemma could see an approaching army, and down below, she could see William’s troops mobilizing. She wondered where her father and uncle and cousins were, wondering with growing horror if they were down below and assembling with the troops. After all, her father was a warlord, and her male kin were soldiers. But would William actually let them fight?

And fight whom?

She still didn’t know who the approaching horde were, and it angered and terrified her. Who would dare attack her beautiful Questing? The only possible answer horrified her, for the only possible answer could be Scots. She knew that news of William’s new seat had spread like wildfire throughout the border region, and that included the Scots. She wondered if they had banded together one last time to come and destroy him for good.

Strange, she could see banners flying, too. And knights on horseback. But whose knights? She simply could not see far enough to be sure of anything, and she was near crazed with anxiety.

Down below, she could see her husband and his men as they mounted. Why on earth were they mounted if they were to defend Questing from the inside? Something was strangely amiss, she could sense it, and her curiosity was overcoming her fear.

“This is madness,” she muttered.

Jemma, standing next to her, looked at her cousin. “War always is.”

Jordan shook her head. “No, I mean there are knights in armor riding up with the army. And they are flying banners, English banners, I think,” she pointed down into the outer bailey. “And why are William and Kieran mounted? They should be on the walls.”

Jemma shook her head slowly. “I dunna know. ’Tis most curious.”

Jordan pursed her lips. “Curious, indeed,” she said with a cocked brow. “I intend to find out what’s going on.”

Jemma shrugged, she was always up for disobeying her husband. He had told her to stay put in the rooms, and she would do the exact opposite. “I am coming.”

Leaving the children with the nurses, they left the master chamber and made their way down two huge flights of stairs to the massive front door. There was not a servant to be seen anywhere and no one to oppose them as they opened the front door and went out into the inner bailey.

As they knew, the giant gate was closed, separating the inner and outer baileys, and they furthermore knew that no amount of coaxing would open it. Therefore, they mounted the steps that led to the tall inner wall, which was taller than the outer wall by several feet, and it allowed them an excellent view of the scene below.

There were at least two soldiers upon the wall, looking at the women with a mixture of curiosity and fear, but no one wanted to be the one to tell them to leave. The Wolf’s wife was answerable only to him, and the captain’s wife would probably punch the teeth out of the first man to order her back inside. Resigned, they tried to hover around them as they walked the wall to create a sort of human shield should any fighting start.

Jordan and Jemma ignored the soldiers and leaned over the wall, observing what was transpiring below. They heard a lot of shouting and saw a good deal of movement. Then, to their surprise, the outer gates slowly began to swing open.

William had recognized Northwood’s banner as soon as it came into view, and wondered what in the hell the army was doing mingled with a sizable Scot force. It made his head hurt with confusion as he wracked his brain to determine a reasonable answer, but he could not think of one. He knew there was virtually no possibility of an attack now and he ordered the gates open so he could find out personally what in the hell Paris was up to.

Slowly, his beautiful new gates swung open and his knights charged from the opening as fast as lightning, tearing down the road and skirting around the village, and finally plunged into the field the approaching army was invading.

They noticed that the army had come to a halt, and the closer they came the more they began to notice the many different tartans represented, with Northwood’s banner sailing over them. Was it a ploy? William wondered, yet he saw English soldiers.

Familiar armored figures raced to meet them. The two groups of knights and warhorses nearly collided in their eagerness, intermingling with one another as the excited horses screamed and tried to bite at each other, convinced they were in a battle.

William flipped up his visor. “Paris?”

Paris was next to him, raising his faceplate. “Always a pleasure, William.”

William scowled. “What in the hell is going on?”

“You are not going to believe this,” Paris said, wrestling with his animal. “The Scots showed up on Northwood’s doorstep last evening demanding to see Thomas Scott. I thought we were in for another bloody war when they explained that their intentions were purely peaceful. They want to talk to him, and to Matthew.”

William glanced over at the Scot forces. “Why all the men if they simply want to talk? And why in the hell are you here with your troops as escort?”

“In case they lied and were truly intent on attacking Thomas, we came along to assure you would be reinforced,” Paris said with a smirk. “Looking over their shoulder, as it were. As for all of the men, I believe that is meant to be a show of support for the Scotts. If you will notice, there is quite a bit of Scott tartan out there. But, in faith, I spent a good portion of last night talking to the clan chiefs and I believe they are sincere. They want to apologize.”

“Apologize?” William repeated incredulously. “For what? For destroying the man’s fortress, for killing his kin? That’s ludicrous.”

Paris nodded. “Possibly. But let Thomas be the judge. No harm will come to him, or to your wife’s family, to simply talk.”

William was angry now. Did the clans think that a simple apology could ease the pain and heartache they had caused? It wasn’t only ludicrous, it was insane. He realized how protective he was over Thomas and the rest of Jordan’s kin, but he didn’t dwell on it. If he had, he would have found it astounding that he should have protective instincts over those he had spent a good portion of his life fighting, and of the enemy that was now his family.

He had a decision to make.

It wasn’t a difficult one. This was not his war, and Thomas was the only one who could accept or refuse the apology. The damage had been done to him, not to William. He wondered vaguely if the apology were refused if they would not find themselves in the middle of another battle.

“Very well,” William said after a moment. “Have the clan chiefs assemble and I shall go get Thomas.”

Paris nodded with a smile and sent Ranulf off.

William turned tail and roared into the outer bailey. Thomas, Matthew, Cord and Ian were up on the wall and he motioned them down. As he waited for them to descend the stairs, his gaze habitually roved the walls making sure his men were properly positioned, when his sight suddenly came to rest on a very familiar, very blond female head on the inner wall. More irritated than angry, he reined his horse over near the wall.

“Jordan?” he yelled in exasperation.

Her beautiful face gazed timidly down at him. “Hello, English,” she greeted innocently.

He rolled his eye with resignation. He should have expected her not to stay put with so many tartans approaching, and he was not surprised to see Jemma looking down at him, as well.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

“Looking at the Scots,” she said obviously. “What are ye doing? What’s going on?”

William thought a moment. If there was any apologizing to be done, his wife would receive one, too. For everything that had been said about her and done to her, for all of the hatred the clans bore her simply because she had done what was asked of her. By damn, if they wanted to apologize, let them apologize to her, too.

He flicked his finger to one of the men next to the gate. “Open the gate,” he ordered, then looked back up at his wife. “Come down here. Jemma, you too.”

Their heads disappeared and they came running through the gate about the same time Thomas and the others reached him. Six pairs of curious Scott eyes looked up at him expectantly.

“In all my years of a fighting man, I have never heard of this,” William said with a shake of his head. “That army out there is comprised of several clans that showed up at Northwood yesterday looking for you, Thomas.”

Thomas was not surprised but his stomach took a dive. “To kill me, I am sure.”

William shook his head hard. “Nay, my lord, not to kill you. To apologize.”

Thomas glanced at his kin in shock. “Apologize?”

“Aye,” William answered. “Would you and your kin ride out with me?”

Someone went to retrieve mounts for the Scotts as Jordan came off the wall and approached her husband. She had heard most of what he had said.

“English, what do ye mean?” She was afraid for her father. “Surely they are lying and just want to get at him.”

“Nay, love, Paris seems to think they are sincere,” he said. “But, to be sure, he brought along Northwood’s army as support for our own in case the Scots entertain the thought of changing their minds. We would outnumber them two to one.”

Jordan sighed reluctantly, glancing around him to look out at the distant troops. William held down his hand.

“Come with me,” he said.

She looked up in surprise. “Where?”

He jerked his head in the direction of the army. “Out there. If there are any apologies to be made this day, then you will hear them. You, as much as your father, deserve them.”

She’d never really thought about that. After all, she had suffered little compared to the rest of her family.

“Are ye sure?” she asked hesitantly.

He smiled in answer and she immediately placed her hand in his and mounted in front of him easily. She was quite used to it by now.
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Her family mounted, with Jemma riding behind her father, they rode from the bailey at an easy canter. As they crossed the field and approached the group of knights, they noticed several other men wearing plaid had joined the group. Jordan stiffened as she recognized the Elliott, McCutcheon, McKenna and Barr chiefs. William felt her go rigid and squeezed her waist reassuringly.

They came to a halt behind the line of English knights. Thomas was the last man to ride up, and he eyed the clan chiefs for a long, long time before slowly dismounting. All eyes were upon him as he approached his one-time allies.

Oliver Barr was standing slightly ahead of the others, his burly face expressionless. He met Thomas’ gaze unwaveringly as the man approached, and it was difficult to describe the emotions that were prevalent in the air. There was tension, yes, but not of a truly bad sort.

Jordan sat in front of her husband, her pale green eyes huge as she watched her father’s proud back.

Thomas and Oliver faced off against each other, each man trying to read into the other’s soul. They had known each other since they had been bairns, and for their alliance to have come to this point was a truly sad event.

Finally, Oliver cleared his throat. “We are glad we have finally found ye, Thomas. We had heard ye went to live wi’ the English.”

Thomas’ eyes were hard. “Ye gave me no choice, man, when ye burned my keep.”

Oliver looked uncomfortable and started to fidget. “That is why we have come, Thomas,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at his fellow chiefs for support. “What I mean to say is that we regret everything that has happened. I know it is too little, too late, but I wanted ye to go to yer grave knowing that we are sorry for what we did. We were foolish, and we are sorry.”

Thomas cocked a salt-and-pepper brow. “So that’s it?” he said with growing anger. “Ye burn a man’s keep to the ground and kill his kin, and ye think saying yer sorry will somehow right things?”

Oliver shook his head. “Nay, we dunna mean that.” he insisted. “We just… oh, bloody hell. Thomas, we wanted to tell ye we were stupid fools to listen to McKenna, and to tell ye that we’ll rebuild yer keep and anything else ye want done to show ye that we truly are sorry.”

“Can ye replace Anne and Lilith, and Donald and Benjamin and Nathaniel?” Thomas shot back. “Sorry or not, rebuilding my keep willna bring my kin back. The reasons matter not why ye did it, because the fact remains that ye did. Dunna look to me to ease yer guilty conscience, Oliver. Only God can forgive ye that.”

Oliver looked truly hurt. He knew Thomas was right, but his guilt had so consumed him that he had to come, anyway. They all did.

“Yer right, of course,” he replied softly. “I dinna expect yer forgiveness, but we’re willing just the same to try and make it up to ye.”

Thomas’ face was red and he turned away, walking aimlessly back toward his horse. Jordan, her eyes full of unshed tears, watched her father a moment before sliding off the destrier and approaching Oliver.

Oliver looked down at her, noticing how truly beautiful she had become over the past two years.

“Greetings to ye, Jordan,” he said softly, shamefully.

Jordan nodded faintly, staring back at him. “Are ye truly sorry for what ye have done, Laird Barr?”

Oliver looked miserable. “Aye, lassie, we are or we wouldna have come. ’Tis a humbling thing to admit yer own mistakes, but we are just the same. We realize how wrong we were to listen to Dunbar’s plans of gold and glory.” He looked her over. “And he told us ye were the biggest traitor of all because ye married an English earl. We knew ye that ye weren’t, but we believed him anyway. We’re sorry to ye, too, lass.”

Jordan was taken aback by the confession and the apology. She knew the human character and she could see from Oliver’s open stance that he was sincere. She glanced over her shoulder at her father, her husband.

“Give my da time. ’Twill take a great deal of time to heal him,” she said softly. “As for marrying the earl, I dinna do it.” She pointed up to proud, strong William. “I married The Wolf.”

Oliver’s eyes widened as he looked up at the earl. “Ye married The Wolf? The border Wolf?” he repeated. “Is that who he is?”

“Dinna they tell ye that at Northwood?” Jordan asked.

Oliver shook his head. “Nay, lass, they dinna,” he said, quite awed. “They simply told us they knew where Thomas had gone and nothing more. Lord, lassie, ye married The Wolf?”

Suddenly, Jemma was beside Jordan, glaring up at Oliver. “And I married his captain,” she said menacingly. “I ought to kill ye right here and now for what ye did to my mother, but in the name of peace I wunna. What in the world makes ye think an apology will help us now? Why dinna ye come months ago?”

“Because…because there was not one man among us who wanted to admit his mistake,” Oliver said. “Dunna vex me now, lass. ’Twas hard enough to get the courage to come here. But know how sorry I am about yer mother, Lilith. Truly, lass.”

Jemma was breathing hard, gearing up for another nasty retort when tears suddenly spilled down her cheeks and she turned away from him, sobbing. Kieran bailed from his destrier and went to his wife, enveloping her in his huge form. Oliver’s eyes widened at the sight of the truly massive man.

Jordan watched her cousin sympathetically a moment before turning back to Oliver. “And Caladora married Northwood’s captain, in case ye dinna know that,” she said softly. “Ye see, Oliver, we’re all married to English. And our children are of a new generation that ties our countries together, linking them. I pray my sons grow up to love Scots as well as English and that they never know what it is to hate another man simply because he is different. Yer hatred and yer greed blinded ye, and ye destroyed my father’s fortress because he formed an alliance with the enemy. Ye realized too late that the real enemy was from within.”

Oliver listened to her, agreeing with every word. The others heard her, English and Scot, and William had never been more proud of his wife.

“I love the English I live with and the English we are allied with, Laird Barr,” Jordan said after a moment. “I used to love the Scott allies, too, but ye have all but destroyed that tie. ’Twill take a long time to regain it.”

“I hope someday ye can find it in yer heart to forgive us,” Oliver said huskily. “We did so wrong ye.”

She lifted her eyebrows and nodded faintly in agreement. “Aye, ye did.” She glanced behind him. “I notice ye carry some of my father’s men.”

He nodded. “A little over one hundred.”

She gazed at her father again. “Ye will send the men back to Langton to begin rebuilding,” she told him. “My da will join them later.”

Oliver cleared his throat again, looking once more to Thomas’ turned back and over to Jemma where she stood clutching her husband. His damn stupidity had done this.

“Aye, lassie, I shall return them,” he said. “And I shall build up the first stone myself. Mayhap…mayhap actions will speak louder than words.”

Jordan watched him go, followed by the other chiefs. They mounted their horses and began shouting orders to the multitude of tartan-clad men as the Scots began to split from the English troops. They all watched in silence, emotions swirling between them like devil winds, touching all. It was difficult to know how to react.

Jordan was suddenly aware of William beside her, watching the army march away in complete silence. Above them the sky was bright summer blue, and the field grass licked at her bare legs. Birds chirped around them and Jordan was suddenly filled with a sense of hope. Hope for the future, her children’s future.

“That was quite a speech,” William said after a moment.

She shrugged, turning to look at her father. “ ’Twas no speech, but the truth,” she said. “English, I think I shall walk back to Questing with my da if that is all right.”

He nodded, removing his helmet and kissing her forehead. “Quite all right, love. I shall meet you back there.”

He moved away from her and she turned to watch him, so regal and strong. Her Wolf. Her life that had come full circle.

Everything they had dreamed of and hoped for had come to pass and she loved him more than life itself.

“English,” she called out softly.

He turned to look at her, grasping his destrier’s reins.

“What is it, love?”

Love. He had always called her love. She smiled at him, a beautiful radiant smile that lit up her entire face. The smile that always made him go weak in the knees.

“See ye at home,” she said. Blowing him a kiss, she moved to her father and took his arm, walking leisurely with him across the sweet English grass toward the distant fortress of Questing.

Home.


EPILOGUE


San Diego, California

San Diego Naval Base

Base Hospital

Present Day

The waiting room, plus the two additional smaller ‘family’ waiting rooms were jammed full of more naval brass than Jeremy Scatler had ever seen in her five-and-a-half year naval career as a nurse. She’d never seen the waiting room of the emergency ward so full. Period. Men wearing Pentagon security badges scrutinized her closely as if she were Saddam Hussein in drag.

A little awestruck, she pushed her way through the sea of uniforms and noticed that, outside the emergency room doors, reporters were jockeying for positions as military police kept them at bay. It was a chaotic scene and she found her irritation blossoming at the pushy officers and staff. They looked at her as if she didn’t belong; hell, she worked here. She gave a snotty young ensign a piece of her elbow when he didn’t move out of her way fast enough.

She finally reached the nurse’s station, letting out an irritated sigh. The other nurses at the station were busy with their own cases as she took a seat and logged on to the computer.

“This is unbelievable.” she exclaimed softly.

The Asian nurse next to her shook her head. “Can you believe this? You’d think the President was here.”

Jeremy tossed her long blond hair over her shoulder and re-secured the rubber band. When it wasn’t being contained or pulled back, she had a head full of soft spiral waves.

“What is all this about, anyway?” Jeremy asked as she began to review some of the current patient charts. “I heard they brought in a cabinet member with chest pains.”

“No,” the other woman said firmly. “They brought in a CIA bigwig.”

Jeremy looked confused and finally just shook her head. They would never get a straight answer from the Navy and they knew it.

“Jeremy, can you take Room Three? Got a clean leg wound there.” A harried young doctor approached the station.

“Sure, Al,” she said, standing up from the computer and slinging her stethoscope around her neck. “What kind of a leg wound?”

“Bullet,” he replied, obviously in a rush. “Passed clean through his thigh. He just needs it cleaned and a stitch or two. I am prescribing him antibiotics and a painkiller right now.”

Jeremy left the station, pushing through the naval personnel and wishing somebody would explode a bomb in the middle of them; anything to be rid of their presence. She may have been in the Navy, but she didn’t like the haughty brass that went with it and she really hated it when they invaded her quiet hospital sanctuary like they owned the place.

The hallway behind the nurse’s station was relatively quiet and she fought her irritation down as she went to Room Three. It was not strange to be tending a bullet wound on a naval base and she didn’t give it a second thought. Unconcerned with her impending duty, she looked forward to being done with it and getting off shift in a couple of hours.

At Room Three, she took a sharp turn and yanked back the shielding curtain. There was a body on the gurney, but she didn’t look up as she went to the sink and washed her hands. Her manner very brisk and business-like because those fools in the waiting room had pissed her off and she still wasn’t entirely calm. She was usually much more friendly when she first entered an examining room.

Drying her hands, she slipped on a pair of latex gloves and read the patient chart on the computer monitor before turning around.

There was a man on the gurney. But not just any man; it was a very large man dressed in filthy fatigues. He was dirty and smeared with grime and blood, and there was a huge patch of gauze over his left thigh. He looked as if he had seen the wrong end of a fight.

Sighing, she assumed she was looking at another victim of an enlisted barroom brawl.

Jeremy did everything but look at his face, her eyes roving over the massive body that was almost too big to believe. But as her gaze trailed up the length of him and came to rest on his hazel-gold eyes, it was as if she had been kicked in the guts. In spite of his disheveled appearance and torn clothing, he was positively gorgeous. The kind of man who makes your jaw drop before you can control it. As her cousin, Jennifer, would say, Yeah, I’d have his baby.

The power of speech actually left her for a moment as he gazed back openly, yet it was not a leering sort of stare. It was honest and friendly and…deeply embarrassed, Jeremy hoped her shock didn’t show.

“Hi,” he smiled weakly.

“Hi yourself,” she managed to squeeze out. “What in the hell happened to you?”

He laughed softly and laid his head back on the pillow as she came around the gurney and lifted up the gauze.

“Been in a fight,” he replied vaguely.

“Hmmm,” she cocked an eyebrow and threw the bloody gauze in the trash, realizing her stomach had a giddy quiver to it. “I hope you won.”

He gave her a faint nod, studying her intently. God, if she wasn’t the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. When those pale green eyes looked at him he felt as if he were being sucked in by some huge unseen vacuum. He thought he had forgotten how to breathe when he had first caught a glimpse of her. All he could think was that it was a good thing his vitals had already been taken, because he knew his blood pressure was now through the ceiling.

Jeremy put on a pair of pretty glasses she always used for close-up work and settled down on a stool, entirely aware of his hot eyes on her. With sweaty palms, she cut away a good portion of his pants in an attempt to gain a clear field, but finally gave up and cut the entire pant-leg off.

When she examined the wound closer, she was aware that his legs were as big around as small trees and an involuntary shudder went through her. She tried to ignore the tingling in her fingers when she touched his skin. Unnerved and disturbed by her less-than-professional reaction, she cleared her throat and tried the stern approach.

“Well, commander,” she noted the insignia chain hanging around his neck. “It’s a clean wound, alright. I hope you got the guy who did this to you.”

He was laying on his back on the gurney and put his hands over his face in a weary gesture. Jeremy’s heart nearly stopped at the pure size of his arms.

“Will I live?” he deliberately avoided answering her statement.

“You will.” She went over to the counter and began putting a few things together. “A few stitches and you’ll be done.”

He looked over at her, her back turned to him. Dressed in her nursing uniform, which could be less than flattering, she wore it like a goddess. She had the most fantastic ass he had ever seen. He was quickly coming to realize that this woman was physically perfect and he fought off the urge to groan with sheer pleasure. He was disturbed with himself for the reaction; he simply wasn’t the leering type.

“Great,” he replied with a sigh, still watching her and wanting to keep the conversation going. What else could he say to hear her respond in that sweet, honeyed voice? “By the way, what’s to do in this little town of yours?”

She glanced over at him. “Where are you from, sailor boy?”

He smiled. “Norfolk’s my base. How long have you been stationed on the coast?”

She came back over to him with a hypodermic and a few other things. “Ever since I got out of nursing school, about six years,” she swabbed his skin with alcohol. “My dad was in the Navy and insisted I join up, so I really had no choice.”

He didn’t flinch when she injected him. “Same here,” he said. “My brothers and I had to go the same route – Annapolis and a naval career. My dad would have disowned us if we had chosen anything else.”

She smiled for the first time and his heart thumped madly against his ribs. “Maybe we have the same father,” she said, concentrating on her task.

“Doubt it,” he was staring openly at her. “My dad didn’t breed offspring as beautiful as you.”

Her cheeks turned a delightful shade of pink as she gave him a stitch. “Strange you should say that, since my dad always called me Ribs. I don’t equate ribs with beautiful.”

“Ribs?” he repeated, amused. “Why in the hell did he call you that?”

She flicked her eyes to him, embarrassed, as she threaded another stitch. “Because they always stuck out. When I was a kid, I used to like to run around with my shirt off and my ribs were so defined they looked like steps. I looked like a poster child for the Starving Children of the World.”

He grinned broadly. “Do you still run around with your shirt off?”

She fought off a grin. “None of your business.”

He laughed softly, watching her lovely face as she concentrated. Whatever she had shot him full of was taking effect and making him drowsy and he was having difficulty focusing. Wildly curious to know her name without asking, he thought he could be cool and read her nametag without her noticing.

She glanced up at him and saw him blinking his eyes rapidly, staring at her chest. He had gorgeous golden eyes.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

“Oh… nothing,” he replied sheepishly, laying his head back down. So much for being cool. He only hoped she didn’t think he was staring at her boobs.

“Trying to see my ribs?” she raised a disapproving brow.

He shook his head, fighting off a grin. “No, I swear it.”

She smirked, turning back to his leg. “My name really is Jeremy. It’s not a misprint.”

“Come again?”

She looked at him. “You were reading my nametag, and my name really is Jeremy. I was supposed to be a boy.”

She swore his eyes turned smoky and intense as he gazed back at her. “You are definitely not a boy,” he said.

Jeremy felt a chill run up her spine at his tone and she forced herself to look away because she knew she was blushing madly. God, she’d only known this man a matter of minutes but already he was affecting her like no one ever had.

“I’m Wade Wolfe,” he said after a moment. “Nice to meet you, Nurse Jeremy.”

She grinned. “‘Nice to meet you, too’ she says as she sticks a needle in his leg.”

He smiled at her humor, still watching that incredible face. Honestly, he could not take his eyes off her. He was seized with the urge to know everything about her and wracked his brain madly for a line that would not sound as if he was trying to get into her pants. It was the strangest, most powerful reaction he had ever had to a woman.

“Do you live on base?” he asked casually.

“Yes,” she said as she had him roll onto his right side so she could get to the exit wound. “But my dad has a little vacation house on Coronado Island and I spend a lot of my time there.”

“Ah, yes, Coronado,” he said fondly. “I remember it well.”

“You do?” she asked, looking at him. “When were you there?”

He drew in a long, deep breath, feeling the sedative. “A while ago. Training.”

“Oh,” she said, sensing he was being evasive. “Well, you should check it out on an off-duty level sometime. It’s a neat place, especially the Del.”

“The hotel? I have seen it from the outside,” he said, putting one of those massive arms over his forehead.

Jeremy saw the arm and involuntarily shuddered, forcing herself back to her work when what she really wanted to do was fondle his bicep. “Go inside it next time. They have a great restaurant.”

“Whenever I have been in San Diego it’s always been on a stopover,” he replied. “Maybe someday I’ll take a few days off here and take your advice.”

“Well, if you do, let me know,” she said, giving him another injection. “I’ll tell you all the hip spots.”

She had meant it innocently and he knew it, yet it was the opening he was looking for. He could only hope she didn’t think he was a womanizing jerk for being so forward.

“Then I am letting you know now,” he said. “I have got forty-eight hours before I go back to Virginia and not a damn thing to do. That is, if you are not working or have other plans. Maybe you could show me the hip spots?”

Her head came up and she looked at him blankly. Truth was, she was stunned he had literally asked her out, but she made it an absolute rule to never date a patient or any person she worked with for obvious reasons. Her dilemma was tremendous because she definitely wanted to see him again, yet she didn’t want to break her rule of self-preservation.

But much to her dismay, she found herself responding. “No, I’m not busy. Today’s my Friday and I have got the next two days off.”

He grinned triumphantly. “Outstanding.”

But her head went down rapidly, too rapidly, angry at herself for responding to his invitation. Why had she agreed so readily?

Wade was afraid he had offended her as he watched the top of her lowered head. As soon as she responded to his invitation, she seemed to regret it. He felt a stab of uncertainty and genuine disappointment.

“Hey, look, if you had something else to do, I totally understand,” he said quickly. “I’m probably not going to be much good with this bum leg. We can take a rain check.”

She put in the final stitch. “I’m not busy,” she repeated.

He was back to feeling hopeful. “How about dinner?”

She looked at him. “Tonight?”

“Sure.”

She fought off a smile. “I’d love to, but you really aren’t going to be any good tonight. I just shot you full of Demerol and you are going to be floating in a few minutes so we’ll have to another night. Got anybody coming for you?”

“My team’s here,” he replied.

She cocked an eyebrow at him, putting her instruments back on the tray. “Team?” she repeated, glancing at his wound again. The only personnel in the Navy that referred to their comrades as a ‘team’ were SEALs and she caught on quickly. “Are you a SEAL?”

He lay his head down on his arm wearily. “Could be.”

She moved over to her tray and thoughtfully moved to the sink, dumping everything into it. “Commander Wade Wolfe,” she mumbled to herself, then turned around. “You are not the guy who just led that raid into Columbia, are you? The one they call the Fox?”

“The Wolf,” he corrected her indifferently. Now that she figured out who he was, she was probably going to march right out without another word and he resigned himself to that fact.

But she didn’t leave; instead, she stood over by the sink and grinned knowingly. “I shouldn’t have asked you that. Are you going to kill me now because I know too much?”

He tilted his head back to look at her. “No, but I might spank you for being a smart ass.”

She laughed and his heart did that strange thumping thing again. He would have attributed it to the Demerol except her laughter made him feel like smiling, too. Not the usual drug reaction.

“Then you must be why half of the Pentagon is out in the waiting room,” she said, mildly impressed. “Everybody wants to know firsthand what happened, huh?”

He shrugged, not really committing one way or the other. She went back over to him and pushed him onto his back, noticing how wonderfully firm and taut he was under her hands. She wanted to run her fingers all over his naked chest, but she settled for dressing the wound instead. His eyes were closed as she worked and she was sure he had fallen asleep, disappointed because the conversation was over.

The Wolf. In military circles, the guy was famous, or infamous, if you were the enemy. Rumor had it that he was so good, foreign governments tried to hire him out. Gazing down at the man, Jeremy could only see that he was incredibly handsome and built like a god. And strangely…familiar, in a dreamy sort of way, although she knew she had never met him. She would have remembered a face like that. She could hardly wait to tell her father who she had worked on. And a bullet wound, yet.

Wade’s eyes were closed but not because he was asleep. He was very much awake, feeling her expert hands touch his thigh, her soft fingers on his skin and it was the most amazing, erotic experience he’d ever had and prayed she didn’t notice. Fortunately, his t-shirt was torn and baggy, and hung over his crotch, or he was sure she would slap him. He felt like a pervert with his reaction to her, but in his heart he knew perversion was far from the truth. This woman, somehow, touched him. Literally, of course, but in another, more personal way as well.

She finished but was still looking down at him, studying his face. His breathing had become deep and regular and she knew it was the painkiller kicking in. She sighed; God, he was beautiful.

She broke away from his face and started to step away from the gurney when his hand suddenly shot out and grabbed her arm. She yelped, startled, and his eyes slowly opened to look at her.

“I am sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” his voice was a whisper. “I just wanted to say thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” she replied, feeling his warm hand on her arm like a scalding iron. “Just try not to get shot anymore, okay? Next time it could be worse.”

“It has been worse, but I’ll try. For you, I will try.”

She smiled and he returned it. “Can you let go of me so that I can throw this stuff away?” She indicated the bloody gauze in her hands.

“If I let you go, will you come back?”

“I won’t leave you.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

He lifted his eyebrow, feigning reluctance, but his hand dropped back onto the gurney and as she moved to the trash can, she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. Glancing over to the doorway, she could see several men crowded in it. One man, a very handsome blond, looked at her.

“Can we come in?” he asked, his voice deep and pleasant.

“Sure,” she said, laying the chart down. “He’s doped up, but he’s ready to go as soon as I get his prescription.”

The man smiled openly at her and moved into the room, followed by the rest of the group. She counted seven in all. At the sound of their voices, Wade’s eyes flew open.

“Boys,” he greeted with an exaggerated drawl.

The blond looked down at him critically. “You faker. Now get up and walk the hell out of here.”

“Leave me alone,” Wade mumbled; the Demerol was hitting him hard. “I am staying here, all night, with her.” He pointed limply to Jeremy.

They all looked at her and she was suddenly extremely self-conscious. Feeling her face grow hot, she picked up the chart and walked around to the other side of the gurney, opposite his team.

“I only said I’d have dinner with you. I never said I’d spend the night with you.”

He smiled at her but his expression turned hostile as his team members looked surprised.

“Yes, I have a date. What a damn miracle,” he said belligerently. “And don’t look at her that way. I found her first.”

A man who must have played football because his neck was as wide as his head looked at her with kind brown eyes.

“Too bad,” he said. “Hell, if I’d known she was here, I’d have thrown myself into the hail of gunfire, too.”

“Shut up, Kevin,” Wade muttered, glancing back over at Jeremy. “Do I really have to go?”

“Yes, you do,” she said, although she didn’t want him to go, either. “Come on, now, and sit up. I shall go get a wheelchair.”

She walked around the gurney as his team members heaved him up into a sitting position. The moment she left the room, Wade’s teammates bombarded him with questions about the gorgeous nurse. He put up his hand to shut them up, wincing.

“God, you are making my head hurt. Not everybody all at once.”

“So tell us about her,” Peter nudged him.

Wade shrugged, desperately groggy. “Not much to tell,” he replied. “She sewed me up and I asked her out.”

“How romantic,” Peter said drolly. “What a smoothie you are, Wade.”

Wade looked at him. “Well, she’s going so I must not have done too badly.”

Kevin, slightly behind him shook his head. “When did you last ask a woman out, Wade? Five, six years ago?”

“Up yours, buddy,” Wade snarled, leaning back against Peter. “She’s not like any other woman I have met. She’s….different. I do not know, maybe she shot me full of a love potion instead of Demerol.”

“You have known her for ten minutes and you already know she’s different?” Peter scoffed. “Guys, it must be love.”

Wade frowned threateningly at him, lacking the strength or the coordination to do much else.

“So why didn’t you introduce us?” Kevin wanted to know. “Are you afraid we’ll offend her and she won’t go out with you?”

“Probably,” Wade nodded. His leg was throbbing and his head hurt and he didn’t want to do anything now but sleep, hoping if he gave them one-word answers they’d get the hint and leave well enough alone.

Jeremy came back into the room then, pushing a wheelchair. Wade was sitting up, looking at her with a twinkle in his eye that she knew was brought on by the drug. Too bad, too; she would have sold her soul for the look to have been real.

“I have just been tongue-lashed for being rude,” Wade said groggily, then gestured to the men standing around him. “Allow me to introduce you to these fools I work with. From my right, Peter, Kevin, Michael, Dennis, Jason and Mark. Gentlemen, meet my future wife, Nurse Jeremy.”

He was drugged and teasing and she teased back. “In your dreams, buster,” she said, kicking the brake down on the wheelchair. “Come on, time to go home.”

Peter and Michael, a man that was at least a half a head taller than the rest of the guys, helped him into the chair. Jeremy pulled two bottles out of her coat pocket and placed them in Wade’s hands.

“In my dreams?” Wade repeated as he opened his palms. “That’s probably true. It’s the only place I’d ever get lucky with a woman like you.”

Jeremy grinned, ignoring his comments. “This is the painkiller should your leg hurt a lot,” she tapped one bottle with a coral-colored fingernail. “And the other one is the antibiotic. The instructions are on the bottle, and you don’t have to start it until tomorrow, okay?”

He looked at the bottles before turning his face up to her.

“Okay,” he replied. “So where do I pick you up?”

“When?”

“Tomorrow for our dinner date. I only have forty-eight hours, remember?”

She stood back, crossing her arms across her chest. “Are you sure? I mean, you may not be feeling so great by tomorrow.”

He was looking at her but speaking to his men. “Go wait in the hall. This is a private conversation.”

Snickering and grinning, the big men did as they were asked, leaving Wade and Jeremy alone. When they were gone, he lowered his voice.

“Look, if you don’t want to go out with me, just say so,” Wade said, without malice. “I’d understand I mean, you must have a boyfriend….”

She shook her head vigorously. “I don’t have a boyfriend and I said I’d go out with you. I just don’t want you to feel obligated to take me out because you asked me when your mind was clouded with drugs.”

He frowned. “I may be feeling a little high, but I know what I am saying. I want to see you tomorrow night.”

Jeremy felt her cheeks grow warm as they gazed at each other but she didn’t care; she was so caught up in him that she didn’t realize she was smiling. Wade felt the pull, too, as if there was a magnet between them. It was weird, wonderful, and completely unexplainable.

“If you’re sure,” she said after a moment. “I get off a six. You can pick me up here.”

He smiled. “Great. I am really looking forward to it, Jeremy.”

“Me, too,” she smiled back. She was incredibly glad that he seemed interested in her because, damn, if she wasn’t tremendously attracted to him.

Jeremy pushed him out into the hall and his team members were immediately at his side, grinning at their commander and at the nurse. Down the hall, the hordes of brass began to turn around, one by one, and Wade looked dubiously at them.

“Damn,” he muttered.

His men followed his gaze. “They’re going to be merciless,” Peter commented.

Jeremy could see that the SEAL team was tired and exhausted and Wade certainly wasn’t up to interrogation by the brass. She had an idea.

“Where are you guys staying?” she asked.

“Base housing,” Wade replied. “Why?”

She cocked a thoughtful brow. “Hold on a second.” She skipped down the hall and disappeared into a door, emerging mere seconds later. She took Wade’s hand and pressed something cold and hard into it. He looked down and saw it was a key.

“It’s to my parent’s house on Coronado,” she told him with a grin. “If you stay here on base, they’ll never leave you alone. You need to get some rest tonight.”

He returned her smile timidly. “Well… hell, okay. Where is it?”

“Fifteen sixty-three Bay Park Avenue,” she told him, then glanced at the others. “There are three bedrooms and a den, enough room for all of you. You are welcome to it.”

Peter took the key. “Cool,” he said sincerely. “Thanks.”

Wade nodded. “Yeah, thanks,” he replied. “But where are you staying?”

“At my apartment here on base,” she said with a primly cocked brow. She then turned to look down the hall thoughtfully. “Now, to get you out of here… wait here one more minute. I’ll be back.”

Again, she moved rapidly down the hall and turned a corner. Not a minute later she returned pulling the young doctor who had originally examined Wade. Much to Wade’s surprise, he felt himself bristle with jealousy at the sight of Jeremy touching another man and just as quickly chased those feelings from his mind. Already, he was possessive, like she belonged to him.

Jeremy took over. Directing his teammates to circle around him forming a protective shield, she and the doctor ran shotgun and parted the mass of officers with amazing effectiveness. Twice they were stopped by admirals demanding to speak with Wade, but the doctor insisted quite forcefully that the man was in no condition for questions and that they would have to wait.

They broke through the lines and removed Wade through the ambulance entrance, racing him out into the parking lot where a large government-issue van waited for them. Racing against the officers that were starting to file out after them, and pressing to avoid the reporters that were at the other entrance, the team loaded Wade onto the van and bailed in after him.

Jeremy ran around to the driver’s door where Peter sat behind the wheel. “Up over the green bridge,” she yelled over the roar of the engine. “Take a hard right to Bay Park Avenue.”

He waved at her and she stood back, waiting for the van to take off. Peter turned his head and spoke with someone before hanging his head back out the window again. “Hey, doc! What’s your name?”

The young doctor with the red-gold hair smiled. “Alan Longworth.”

Peter nodded. “Thanks!” he looked at Jeremy. “Go around to the passenger side. The commander wants to tell you something.”

Jeremy ran around and opened the door, aware that people were crossing the parking lot toward the van. She ripped open the front passenger door.

“What?” she demanded breathlessly.

Wade smiled at her, a smile that made her go weak in the knees. Just as she started to smile back, he reached out and grabbed her gently around the back of the neck and pulled her to him, depositing a kiss so sweet on her lips that she nearly swooned. It was achingly tender and oddly, faintly, familiar.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

She was forgetting to breathe. The naval personnel were rapidly closing the gap and as much as she wanted to stare into his eyes forever, she forced herself to pull away and slammed the door.

“Go!” she yelled.

Wade waved at her the entire way out of the parking lot and Jeremy stood there a long time after the van had disappeared from view, oblivious to the officers and news people who were shouting and trying to get her attention.

She would see him again tomorrow night. The Wolf himself. Above her head, the sky was a bright summer blue and birds were singing loudly in the palm tree in front of her. She could hardly believe the feelings she was experiencing, a peculiar but wonderful myriad of emotions that filled her so completely.

Why had he affected her so? She shook her head in amazement as Alan put a protective arm around her and pulled her through the swarm of people. She wasn’t even paying attention and suddenly she was back through the ambulance doors and Alan had left her.

She retreated back into the examining room to finish Wade’s chart and collect the other paperwork, stealing one last glance at the gurney with Wade’s blood on it, oblivious to the orderly cleaning the room. Why had she reacted to him so recklessly? She had had other men pursue her, handsome men, rich men, but she hadn’t responded to any of them. Then why the naval commander with the superhero reputation?

The orderly stripped off the sheet and the blood was gone. Yet she continued to stare at the gurney when, suddenly, it hit her.

She had been about twelve or thirteen years old. She’d had a dream one night after watching some sort of medieval romance movie, a film about a knight rescuing a damsel in distress. In her dream, a knight swinging the biggest sword she ever saw filled her mind, tall and handsome and huge. She remembered vividly the look he gave her, a look of such love and tenderness that she had awoken in a cold sweat. Even at her young age, she knew true love when she saw it, and that man had loved her. A dream, of course, but she had remembered it all these years.

And then her knees began to shake… oh, my God…. She sagged against the counter, realizing in the deepest part of her that the knight in her dream had possessed Wade’s face. It had been Wade’s face.

Impossible! Jeremy pushed herself off the counter, her brisk movements masking her quaking nerves. She had never seen him before the very moment she had entered the examination room. How in the hell could she have dreamed about him fourteen years ago? It was stupid. Crazy! A coincidence!

Jeremy was off at nine that night. Once in her car, she found herself driving for Coronado Island. It was as if she was possessed; she had no control over herself as she sped toward the little vacation island off San Diego. Why she had to see Wade was unknown; all she knew was that she had to. Ever since she realized she had dreamt about him, she was seized with the urge to see him again. And it could not wait until tomorrow night. The drive, the sensation, was too overwhelming for words.

Jeremy was speeding and she knew it. Crossing the big green bridge and entering the little city, she made a hard right and went down two streets to Bay Park. As soon as she turned the corner, she spied the ugly government van in the driveway.

She was in such a blind rush that she didn’t even set the parking brake. The night was balmy and dark as she crossed the front yard and took the steps up onto the front porch. She fumbled for her spare key, remembering very well she had told the guys inside she wasn’t coming here tonight. She hoped they didn’t freak out and shoot first, ask questions later.

“You lied,” came a voice out of the darkness.

Jeremy jumped at the sound, her heart pounding in her ears and her keys falling to the wood porch. Wade sat over in one of the plastic patio chairs, half-shrouded in the darkness.

“Jesus Christ!” she gasped, reaching down to pick up her keys. “You scared the crap out of me.”

“You didn’t see me?”

“No!” she exclaimed, catching her breath. “What are you doing out here?”

“I couldn’t sleep,” he said. “What are you doing here? You said you weren’t coming.”

She stood there looking at him for a moment. Now that her eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness, she could see that he had cleaned up and was dressed in nothing but a pair of shorts. The sight of his bare chest was enough to make her hyperventilate.

“I…I wanted to see how you were doing,” she stammered. Hell, why had she come? She didn’t even know. “Your leg was pretty nasty.”

He put his hand on his thigh. “This is nothing. I can hardly feel it.”

She approached him. “You sound better. I take it the Demerol has worn off.”

He nodded. “A little while ago. By the way, this is a really nice place. Are you sure your dad doesn’t mind if we’re here?”

She shook her head. “Of course not,” she said, eyeing him in the darkness just as he was eyeing her. She had stated her reason for coming and now seeing that he was all right, she suddenly felt uncertain and embarrassed. She knew she should go to save her pride.

“Do you always make house calls?” he asked after a moment.

She felt like a fool. “Not usually,” she said. “But I sort of feel responsible for you since you are staying here.” Nice recovery, she thought.

Wade stood up and Jeremy’s eyes widened; she’d never seen him on his feet and he was several inches over six feet. He was absolutely enormous. She took a step back, down the stairs.

“Where are you going?” he asked, his voice full of that husky, rich quality that made her feel warm.

She cleared her throat. “Back to base,” she said, struggling not to stammer. “I’ve been on since six o’clock this morning and I am exhausted. You know, you really shouldn’t be standing on that leg. At least until tomorrow.”

He walked slowly toward her without as much as a limp. “The leg is fine,” he repeated. “Why do you have to go?”

She began to feel all quivery and warm and weak inside. She took another protective step back as he approached.

“I told you, because I am tired,” she insisted, extending her foot off the stairs and onto the walkway. “I just came out here to make sure you are okay.”

“I’m fine.”

“I know.”

She suddenly forgot how to take a step and ended up tripping. Wade reached out and grabbed her to keep her from falling to the concrete.

“Steady, there,” he said. “Are you okay?”

She nodded, pulling out of his grip. “I’m fine,” she said quickly, wondering if this night could get any more embarrassing. “I’m just going to head on back to base now… well, now that I know you’re okay. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

She turned quickly and was taking rapid steps toward her car when she heard his voice behind her. It stopped her cold.

“Jeremy,” he called softly.

She paused, heart thumping against her ribs, before turning to him. The moment their eyes met, she felt a jolt. She couldn’t describe it any other way.

“What?” she replied softly.

Wade stepped off the porch and she watched, entranced, as his tall, broad body came toward her. When he was within a few feet of her he stopped.

“I have to be honest with you,” he said quietly. “Ever since I saw you this afternoon, I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind. I was sitting out here tonight because every time I closed my eyes, I saw you. You seem so uncomfortable around me and I am sorry if I give you the willies. I know that all I’ve done is stare at you since we met but I’m not trying to be creepy, I swear. I just feel so drawn to you. I’m not sure I can explain it any more than that.”

Jeremy felt wildly happy, as if his admission somehow validated her own feelings. To know that he felt something, too, was overwhelming and she wasn’t so nervous anymore.

“You don’t give me the willies,” she smiled at him, lifting her hand in a helpless gesture. “I don’t know why I came out here tonight. I knew you were all right, but I still came. I guess I am pretty weird.”

“Pretty, yes. Weird, no,” he said, returning her smile and she could see the deep dimples in his cheeks. “In fact, I’d say you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. I couldn’t believe it when you said you’d go out with me.”

She stepped closer to him, her face upturned. “And I could not believe you asked me. How’d I get to be so lucky?”

He laughed softly, studying her face. He knew at that very moment he would never let this woman go, ever. Jeremy watched his eyes, feeling so incredibly excited that her entire body was aching to touch him. She’d never had that sort of reaction to anybody. She wanted to stay there forever, staring up into his handsome and powerful face.

For decency’s sake, she knew should really leave. After all, the surrounding houses were her father’s neighbors and she would hate the word to get back to him that his daughter had been hanging out in the front yard with a strange man in the middle of the night.

“Well, I’d really better go,” she said, turning back for her car and opened the passenger door. She tossed her purse inside and, on second thought, pulled out the elastic band in her hair and stripped off her lab coat. Everything landed in the front seat.

“Hey, Jeremy?” Wade called softly.

She turned around, her hair free and unbound and the tee-shirt revealing her beautiful shape. “What?”

“Do you believe in fate?” he asked hesitantly.

She smiled and shrugged. “Sort of. Why?”

He shook his head, looking confused and puzzled. “I do not know. This may sound really bizarre, but I think I dreamed about you once. Now, that is pretty weird.”

Jeremy’s breath caught in her throat. My God, how could he have experienced the same thing she did? It didn’t make any sense, any of it. Her heart began to race and before she realized it, she was moving toward him, like in slow motion. She was moving closer, closer, not sure of what she was going to do when she reached him, but going just the same.

It must have been the expression on her face, because suddenly his arms were opening up to her and she was in them, being lifted off the ground and feeling his mouth on hers with fevered, stark intensity. Her arms wound around his neck, responding to him as if she had done it a thousand times before, knowing his mouth but not knowing it, losing herself completely in him.

Jeremy didn’t know how long she remained aloft in Wade’s arms, her feet dangling off the ground and their passionate kisses drowning out everything else in the world. Had she stopped to figure it out, she could not have explained it in words.

Six years and four kids later, she still could not have explained that moment if she tried. And neither could he.

And now this is the story told

Knights of legend, riding bold

Ancient times, of visions gone

Into present of passion’s song

The knight and lady of love long past

Together again, of dreams at last

The Wolfe and his mate, joined for life

Will always be as man and wife

In this age… and the next

~ Conclusion to The Wolfe

* THE END *
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Author’s Note


Welcome to Patrick’s story!

This one has been a long time in coming (because I wrote The Wolfe twenty years ago), but I think it’s well worth the wait. We essentially get to see the next generation of the de Wolfe Pack, right about thirty years after The Wolfe takes place and about fifteen years before Serpent. So this is a peek into the world directly after Jordan and William’s story.

Patrick is a big man destined for greatness. We also get the sense that he is his father’s favorite son. The family clearly loves him and he loves them. It was great fun giving Patrick a journey that took him from a serious knight to a man who had fallen in love and learned a thing or two about life (and women). I hope you think so, too.

Things to note: Berwick Castle features in this story and at this point in history, it was at the transition point between the end of Henry III’s reign and the beginning of Edward I. Edward made major improvements to the castle and to the city’s defenses, but I’ve taken artistic license in moving up those improvements and having Henry start them. I’m about ten or so years off from Berwick really having been a massively built-out bastion, but there is little history about the castle prior to 1296, so I’ve taken the liberty of having the stone rebuilding of the castle starting a little early.

Castle Questing doesn’t exist – it is a creation of my imagination although I can tell you exactly where it sits on the topography of England. More fun things to note: the knights bearing names you will recognize – Hector and Apollo de Norville are the sons of Paris and Caladora de Norville, while Alec and Kevin Hage are the sons of Kieran and Jemma Hage (The Wolfe). Kevin has his own story in SCORPION, set when he’s about fifteen years older. Anson du Bonne is the son of Stephen and Genisa du Bonne (The Gorgon), Damien d’Vant is a son of Dennis and Ryan d’Vant (Tender is the Knight), and Colm de Lara is a grandson of Sean de Lara and Sheridan St. James (Lord of the Shadows).

Patrick has several brothers and we get to meet two of them in this book. Scott and Troy de Wolfe have also appeared in SERPENT and they will eventually have their own books. And as a final note – look for a new character, Kerk le Sander, in this book. He has quite a story behind him, coming out in my 2017 novella duet with NYT Bestselling author Sharon Hamilton entitled The Trident Legacy. It would seem that Patrick’s friend, Kerk, has an immortal soul. Fun stuff for great reading!

More characters of note: Daniel de Lohr makes a brief appearance in this book. His novel is SHADOWMOOR and Chad de Lohr is mentioned as well as the de Shera brothers (SILVERSWORD and THE THUNDER LORD, respectively), so if you haven’t read any of those books yet, they are must reads. In my world, everything is tied in!

In all, this is a great adventure with a good deal of passion in it because Patrick and Brighton have an incredibly strong bond, as you will see. As always, I truly hope you enjoy the book!

Love, Kathryn
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PROLOGUE


In the heady days of Yore,

There upon a moonlit shore,

Came the knight known one to all,

A warrior to heed the nightbird’s call.

Son of The Wolfe, a legacy born,

A knight of skill, yet his heart was torn.

A heart so bold, demanded by kings,

Yet a lady claimed it, an angel without wings.

A nightbird with a warrior’s soul,

This is now the story told.

~ 13th c. chronicles
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July, Year of our Lord 1269

Westminster Palace, London

“No one enters a room like a de Wolfe.” An elderly man with a head of gray hair and one droopy eye spoke. “Even from afar, the moment the doors open and you enter, it is as if all of the air in the room is sucked out by your mere presence. Your father has the same gift, by the way. Think not that you are special in that regard, Patrick de Wolfe.”

An enormous knight with eyes the color of jade and hair as dark as a raven’s wing was halfway into the great hall, heading towards the dais at the far end where the king sat. Great Henry, he was called, an elderly man who had ruled England for over sixty years. But the king was in poor health these days and his voice was barely above a whisper, which meant that one of the king’s advisors had to repeat what the man had said so that Patrick could properly respond.

All was formality and pomp within the great hall of Westminster Palace. A mere knight was expected to respond to a kingly statement.

“You have accused my father of such things before, my lord, or so I have heard,” Patrick responded loudly, as the king’s hearing was also very poor these days. “In fact, he told me that you have refused to allow him to enter a room before you for that very reason.”

He was drawing nearer to the king now, his heavy leather boots clapping against the wooden floor in loud succession; boom, boom, boom…. Such a big man made very big sounds. He closed the gap quickly for he’d come with a purpose. An audience with the ailing king was something quite rare these days, even for the man who had been appointed to serve as the monarch’s personal Lord Protector. He had only just reached London and had sought audience with the king, which was granted as soon as the king was feeling better. Now, Patrick had arrived and the king could not be more pleased about it.

But the one person in the room who wasn’t pleased with Patrick’s arrival was, in fact, Patrick himself. He wasn’t one to be nervous or jumpy as a rule. But as he came to a halt before Henry, he realized that he was just that – nervous. God help him, he was here with a purpose in mind and if the king didn’t grant his request, he wasn’t entirely sure what he was going to do. It all came down to the case he would lay out for the king and how convincing he would be. He’d done nothing but pray about it, fervently.

Sweet Christ, let Henry be in a generous mood today!

From the way Henry was staring at him, however, it was difficult to tell just how generous Henry intended to be. The man had been ill for quite some time now and his skin was yellowish, his eyes sunken. The silks swathing his body hung on the man’s thin frame. He was staring at Patrick as if the man’s most recent remark had offended him and, in truth, Patrick was coming to wonder if it had. He and Henry had an easy repartee, as easy as one could have with the king, because Henry owed much to Patrick’s father, William de Wolfe. It was on that basis that Patrick had established his own relationship with the monarch and answering the man as he had was something that usually gave Henry a grin. But, at the moment, that grin wasn’t forthcoming.

Patrick waited.

The grin finally came.

“Cheeky devil,” Henry muttered after a moment. Then, he lifted a finger in Patrick’s direction. “Now, you will tell me why you seek audience with me. You are my Lord Protector, Patrick. I have been waiting for you to arrive and assume your duties.”

“I know, my lord.”

Henry’s eyebrows lifted when there was no more of a reply than that. “Have you nothing more to say?” he asked. “You have never before sought an audience and I will admit that it has me concerned. Speak, now. Tell me what is of importance to you.”

Patrick looked at his monarch. Now, the moment had come. Swallowing away his nerves, he brought forth the speech he had planned for weeks. Now, the time was upon him to speak it. He could not delay.

“This is a formal request, my lord,” he began quietly. “It seemed best served to follow protocol and request an audience.”

“So you did. What do you want?”

Patrick took a deep breath, eyeing the advisors that stood around the king, knowing he was about to bare his soul for all to hear. It was an embarrassing event, to be sure, but the needs of his heart were stronger than his pride. The damnable, stubborn de Wolfe pride. But he hardly cared; if the seasoned men surrounding Henry thought him weak for it, then so be it.

“My lord, it has been the pinnacle of my career as a knight to personally serve you as my father once did,” he said in his rich, melodious baritone. “As a warrior and as a subject, I could ask for no higher honor. But several weeks ago, I had an experience with a raiding band of Scots that has changed my outlook on life. It happened at nearly the same time I received word that I was to come to London to attend you, in fact.”

“Is that so?”

“It is, my lord.”

“And how did this encounter with the Scots change your outlook?”

Patrick cleared his throat softly again; his nerves were still there. “Because there was a woman with them,” he said quietly. “She was a captive, you see, so I brought her back to Castle Questing for my mother to tend. My lord, it is because of this woman that I wish to return home.”

The king may have been ill and hard of hearing, but he wasn’t daft. He could see something reflected in Patrick’s eyes, something he’d once seen in the eyes of Patrick’s father. It is because of this woman that I wish to return home. Long ago, Henry remembered William de Wolfe in a seemingly similar predicament with the woman who turned out to be Patrick’s mother. A man so in love that nothing else in the world mattered, not even the prestige of serving a king. He sighed faintly.

“You want to marry this woman, I take it?” he asked.

“I already have.”

Henry was intrigued. “You have?” he said, astonished. “I did not know this. Who is she?”

“Her name is Brighton de Favereux. Her mother is the sister to Gilbert de la Haye of Clan Haye.”

“I know of him. But who is her father?”

Patrick seemed to falter. “Magnus, my lord.”

“Magnus de Favereux? I do not know him.”

Patrick shook his head. “Nay, my lord,” he said. “Magnus of Norway. He is the Norse king.”

That seemed of great interest to Henry as well as his advisors. The great Earl of Canterbury, Daniel de Lohr, happened to be in London at this time and had been visiting with Henry at Westminster. Patrick had known the man since childhood and he liked him a great deal. The House of de Lohr and the House of de Wolfe went back generations and were great allies. It was Daniel, standing on Henry’s right, who spoke.

“Who told you this, Patrick?” Daniel asked calmly.

Patrick turned his attention to the big, blonde earl, still powerful and agile in his sixth decade. “Her nurse, my lord,” he replied. “An old nun was also captured by the raiding party and she told me of Bridey’s true identity. It has been kept secret for many years.”

Daniel’s eyebrows furrowed. “The lass has been raised by nuns?”

“Aye, my lord.”

“A daughter of the king of the Northmen?”

“Aye, my lord.”

Daniel looked at Henry, greatly perplexed by the story that was coming forth from one of the most reasonable young knights he had ever known. It sounded like madness to his ears but he knew there had to be a complex reason in there, somewhere. Henry, equally perplexed, held up his hand to silence both Daniel’s questions and Patrick’s replies. He was only growing more confused by the moment.

“Patrick,” he said with quiet insistence. “I think you had better start from the beginning, my son. You have married a woman who is the daughter of the king of the Northmen and a Scottish mother?”

Patrick nodded, feeling some of the nervousness drain out of him as he realized that Henry was truly interested in what he had to say. So was Canterbury. These were two men he greatly respected. There was so much to tell he hardly knew where to start. With a sigh, he focused on the beginning of his tale, going back to that night that changed the course of his life. He hadn’t known it then, of course, but he certainly knew it now. And he wanted nothing more than to head back north to Northumberland, to the borders between Scotland and England, where his family ruled.

Where Brighton was.

Fixing the king in the eye, he began his complicated tale. “I have, my lord. And I did not have permission to do it.”

“I see. And now there is trouble?”

“Possibly, my lord.”

“Then start this story from the beginning. And leave nothing out.”

Patrick complied. “It was a dark and stormy night….”
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CHAPTER ONE
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Five weeks earlier

Whiteadder Water, near Foulden

England/Scotland Border

They had been waiting for them.

Hidden by a grove of black, shadowed trees beneath a crystal-cold night sky following a violent rain storm, the reivers from Scotland never had a chance. The English overlords from Berwick Castle had been alerted by their patrols that a raiding party of Scots was heading away from the coast after having ransacked an English settlement.

The English patrols had kept track of the reivers as they’d headed inland, sending word to their lords at Berwick because they knew that the castle, held by the House of de Wolfe and a garrison for the English king, would send a highly-trained squad of men to intercept the Scots. Rumor had it that they had a woman with them. Based on the accounts of the village that had been raided, the woman had been a spoil of war.

Fearing it was an Englishwoman that had been abducted fed the bloodlust of the English from Berwick. By anticipating the movements of the reivers, the English had been waiting for them as they’d passed through a lesser-traveled road heading south. Once the group passed into England, those in the trees swooped on them.

The Nighthawk had found his prey.

The fight had been chaotic. Somewhere along the line, the reivers had picked up more men. So by the time they hit the trees where the Nighthawk and his men were waiting, they had nearly doubled in number.

But it was of little matter; the men waiting in the darkened trees were English knights of the highest order, men born and bred for battle. Sons of de Wolfe, de Norville, Hage, and a few others rushed to the road to engage the Scots, who had been startled by the confrontation. Mostly, the reivers were men who raided and ran. They didn’t necessarily go looking for a fight.

But the English did.

The reivers were well-armed and, quickly, the English found themselves in a heavy battle. But they, too, were prepared for the fight with a myriad of weapons. Beneath the three-quarter moon, maces struck, swords chopped, and flails swung. Men were grunting with effort, groaning in pain. Because the reivers wore cloaks covering their dirty bodies, the English were aiming for the cloaks as sort of a broad target-practice. Hitting a cloak meant hitting a Scotsman and, soon enough, the Scots began to go down. Some of them were even running off, heading north from whence they came. But most were scattering as the English gave chase.

The Nighthawk wanted no man left alive. He wasn’t known for his mercy in a fight. Sir Patrick de Wolfe was the man known as the bird of prey, mostly because he was cunning, swift, and merciless, all glowing attributes as far as the English were concerned. But as far as the Scots were concerned, the man was a vicious predator and someone to be avoided at all costs. Unfortunately, on this night, there had been no avoiding him.

He was out for blood.

One man’s blood in particular. Patrick had led the charge from the trees into the group of raiders and he had singled out the man in the lead, the one that seemed to be driving the rest of the group. That was the man he wanted to subdue because he was sure if he eliminated the leader, the reivers would fall apart. But the man he’d singled out had proved wily. He’d kept himself buried back in the roiling mass of men during the battle but Patrick hadn’t lost sight of him. It had been something of an effort to kill others in order to get to him, but like a dog with a bone, Patrick hadn’t let go. He’d gone right for him and when the man realized he was being pursued, he’d broken off from the group and headed back the way he’d come.

Patrick’s heavy-boned war horse was fast because the animal had enormous strides so he could cover a good deal of ground in a charge or in a chase. He put that talent to work as he closed the gap between him and the man he was pursuing, which made his target panic. Things began flying off the horse to lighten the load on his strained horse, including a large burden that went flying off, landing somewhere along the side of the road. Patrick wouldn’t have thought anything of it except he swore he saw a pair of legs as it went flying. A man, he thought, although they’d been slim legs. Mayhap a woman. In any case, he couldn’t think about it now. He had a target to catch.

It hadn’t taken him long to catch his victim because the man’s horse simply wasn’t faster than Patrick’s. He caught up to the man, grabbing him by the arm and dragging him off of his horse. As the man struggled and kicked, Patrick dragged him back to the outskirts of the skirmish where two of his knights waited. He tossed the man to the knights, massive men with powerful bodies and powerful weapons. The last he saw, Kevin Hage and Apollo de Norville had made short work of the prisoner, acting upon Patrick’s standard order in a situation like this.

Leave no man alive.

With the leader evidently killed, the fighting had died down a great deal with dead reivers on the road and only a few others showing futile resistance. Patrick could see one of his knights, Sir Hector de Norville, in a fairly nasty fight with a big Scotsman. Patrick kept an eye on the fight, not wanting to help Hector because the man would undoubtedly view any assistance as an insult. The de Norvilles were arrogant that way. So he backed off, looking around to see if there was any other clean-up he could help with.

And then, he saw it.

Back down the road where his target had thrown the body off his horse, Patrick could see something moving in the moonlight. The man who had been thrown was staying close to the ground, crawling away from the road. Patrick spurred his war horse towards him. He didn’t want the man to get away so he was fully prepared to take a second hostage. Reaching the edge of the road, he could see that the figure had entered the tree line. It was quite dark in the trees at this time of night and, frustrated, Patrick didn’t want to lose his quarry. Dismounting his steed, he charged off into the bramble.

The trail wasn’t difficult to follow, mostly because of the sounds. He could easily follow simply based on the sounds, which were decidedly female. Intrigued, he plowed through a hedge, across a creek, and through a bramble of trees on the other side. There was quite a bit of foliage, making it difficult to see in the three-quarters moon, but he happened to catch a glimpse of something moving off to his left, along the ground, and he grabbed it. The object turned out to be a foot. He yanked hard.

With a scream, a woman was pulled from the bushes she had been trying to hide beneath. Patrick couldn’t really see her, but he knew it was a woman because men didn’t make that kind of sound, – high-pitched and breathy. Once he’d yanked the woman free of the concealing leaves, he grabbed her arms and hauled her to her feet.

“Name, woman!” he boomed.

The woman was very light in his grasp, small, with fragile bones. He could feel it in his grip. She was gasping with fright.

“Bri-Bri-!”

He shook her, hard. “Speak!”

“P-please do not hurt me!”

A Scots accent, he thought with disgust. It was faint, but detectable. He’d heard stronger. Surely she was complicit to whatever the reivers had been up to. Although merciless in battle, he wasn’t one to kill a woman, no matter if she was the enemy. Therefore, without another word, he bent over and threw the woman upon his shoulder easily, marching back the way he had come.

The battle on the road had died down considerably by the time he returned. There were at least two dead men along the side of the road that he could see. Still more men, wounded or dead, were lying on the actual road itself. He could see his knights milling around, making sure their enemies wouldn’t rise up again to attack them. The wounded were being put out of their misery. They were still feeling the rush of battle, their movements edgy and their voices sharp. When men on the road tried to move, they were kicked back down.

Patrick made his way across the road and over to his knights, dumping his load onto the ground next to the dead. She landed with a grunt.

“Secure this one,” he told the knights. “She will return with us.”

It was a surprising command given the fact that they didn’t normally take prisoners. As the knights moved in to do his bidding, the young woman held up her hands.

“W-wait!” she cried. “P-please, m’lord – I am not with them! T-they took me from Coldingham!”

That terrified plea gave Patrick pause. Having heard there were captives among the reivers, he was coming to wonder if there wasn’t some truth to that rumor.

“Coldingham,” he repeated. “The priory?”

“Aye, m’lord.”

“What is your name?”

“B-Brighton de Favereux, m’lord.”

Patrick’s gaze lingered on her. He couldn’t see much in the moonlight, but one of the things he could see was an enormous pair of eyes gazing back at him. He could make out the shape of a delicate face, but little more.

“These men abducted you from the priory?”

“T-they did, m’lord.”

She had a bit of a stammer in her speech, but it was hardly noticeable. She had a rather sweet voice, somewhat husky. The more she spoke, the more he realized that the Scots accent wasn’t too terribly strong, either, at least not enough to offend him. It was just a hint of a lilt.

“Can you prove this?”

The woman faltered. She looked down at herself as if searching for some proof upon her person. Then, she lifted her arms.

“Y-you can see that I am wearing the garb of a postulate, m’lord,” she said. “If it is proof you seek, it is all I have to offer.”

Patrick snapped his fingers to his knights, pointing to the young woman, and they swarmed on her, checking out what she was wearing beneath the dirty, smelly cloak. They pulled at it and sniffed, inspecting the fabric. When Kevin lifted his head to Patrick and nodded shortly, that was all Patrick needed as confirmation.

“She will return with me,” he commanded quietly. “Make sure there is no one left alive and then gather the men. We must return.”

The knights were on the move, one of them physically lifting the lady off of the ground and carrying her away while the second knight went forth to carry out the remainder of Patrick’s order. Seeing that the battle was finished for the most part, Patrick followed the knight carrying the lady. When the man set her to her feet, Patrick was standing right next to her, waiting.

“So the Scots violated the sanctity of the priory,” he said quietly. “That is not their usual target. What was their purpose?”

The woman was flustered and unsteady on her feet. “I-I do not know. They did not say.”

“Then how did they manage to wrest you from the place? It is fairly fortified, as I recall.”

The woman shook her head. “I-I do not know, to be truthful,” she said. “I-it was at Matins that they came. We were moving from the church to the cloister when they swept through. I could hear shouting, with men on horses racing through the garden. Sister Acha was running towards me and calling my name. Before I could go to her, men took me from the abbey. I believe they took Sister Acha, as well, because I saw a man on horseback claim her. Y-you must make sure she is safe, m’lord. Please.”

Patrick turned in the direction of the road where there were several bodies on the ground. He had a rather ominous feeling that a nun might be among them. Word of a dead nun spreading among the English would put every Scotsman on the borders at risk for the priests of the north would rally the vengeance cry. English lords would take up that cry and send out men whose sole job would be to exact revenge on behalf of the church. Patrick had seen that before. Now, the circumstances surrounding the raiding Scots was taking an ominous turn.

“You will remain here,” he told her. “Do not move. My men, who do not know you, might mistake you for an enemy. Stand here and wait for me to return.”

The woman simply nodded her head, nervously, pulling the smelly cloak more tightly about her as Patrick headed off to the road.

Still muddy from the storm they’d had only a few hours earlier, Patrick began to move through the dead on the ground. He counted at least twelve of them and there were probably more who had fled and were cut down by his men. In fact, none of his men were on the road any longer, either lingering on the edges of the road or missing altogether. He knew those men must have gone after reivers who had fled so he wasn’t concerned about them. But the litter of bodies on the road did concern him; he was concerned there was a wounded or dead nun among them.

His concern was well-founded. Bunched up between two dead Scots was a tiny body. He thought it had been just a cloak at first, perhaps something that had fallen off of one of the men in the heat of battle, for it sincerely looked to be just a piece of clothing. But he poked it with his boot on a hunch and heard it groan. Bending over, he rolled the body onto its back.

A small face, covered in mud, was the first thing he saw. Then, two eyes became evident, although it was difficult to see because of the darkness of the night. He could see eyeballs glittering and that was the only way he knew the eyes were open. In fact, he might have thought the person to be one of the reivers except for the fact that he or she was truly tiny. That seemed odd to him somehow. He couldn’t help the sense of foreboding in his heart that continued to grow.

“Speak,” Patrick said quietly. “Who are you?”

The person, sunken cheeks heaving in and out, took a few gasping breaths. “Bridey? Is she injured?”

It was a woman. His heart sank. That was when Patrick received confirmation that he had, indeed, happened upon the other woman in this equation. It was clear that she had been badly injured in the fight that had gone on, a helpless victim torn between the reivers and the English knights.

“Are you from Coldingham also?” he asked.

The woman tried to move her head but she couldn’t quite manage it. “Aye,” she muttered. “I am. Is Bridey well?”

“You mean the other woman? She is well.”

That seemed to ease the old woman a great deal. In fact, she let out a hissing sigh that was long and unsteady. Then it seemed as if she didn’t draw another breath for a very long time after that. Patrick thought she might have passed away, in fact. But she resumed breathing after a time, reaching up a weak hand to grasp at him. She ended up grabbing the hem of his wet, muddy tunic.

“Time is growing short, my lord,” she breathed. “Thou must listen to me. It is important, for the sake of Bridey.”

Patrick shifted so he was kneeling beside the woman, one mailed knee in the mud. He wasn’t particularly interested in a deathbed confession, for he had a good deal to attend to already and listening to a nun’s final words was not among those tasks. But something in the woman’s glimmering eyes caused him to take pause. For in spite of his deadly reputation, Patrick was a man with a heart. It was close to the surface, unlike others, which was something of a dangerous trait. He wasn’t as hardened as most when he probably should have been. Therefore, a dying old woman had his attention. He tried not to feel foolish for it.

“Quickly, now,” he said with quiet firmness. “Tell me what you must.”

The woman didn’t let go of his tunic. “Brighton de Favereux is the woman in your possession.”

“She gave that name.”

The old woman tugged on his tunic. “That is only what others must know of her,” she whispered. “They must never know the truth. To know the truth about her would cause strife and war as thou cannot comprehend. I have been with her since her mother brought her to Coldingham, and it ’tis I who have tended her every need. Bridey is as a daughter to me, my own child.”

Patrick was torn between curiosity and impatience. “You are her nurse,” he said. “I understand. What is this truth you speak of?”

The old nun gasped as if suddenly in pain. For a few long moments, she didn’t say anything and Patrick wondered if this was, indeed, her end. But she eventually took another breath, steeling herself. Her grip on Patrick’s tunic tightened.

“Thou art English,” she murmured. “It is now thy duty to protect her. The child that was given unto me was the daughter of Lady Juliana de la Haye and Magnus Haakonsson, King of the Northmen. Her real name is Kristiana Magnusdotter but she was given the name Brighton de Favereux to conceal her identity. Lady Juliana, a daughter of the House of de la Haye, was given over to the Northmen as a hostage, to cement a peace between the kings of the North and Clan Haye. Lady Juliana was meant for a Northman king but she lay with Magnus, then a prince, and beget his child. She was sent home in shame because of it. When the child was born, Lady Juliana was forced to her to bring the child to Coldingham in order to protect her. No one must know of the child’s existence for it can only bring the Northmen down upon us. If they know she is here, they will want her back. She must never go back.”

Patrick had to admit that he was quite astonished at what he was hearing. In fact, it was too incredible to believe. His brow furrowed. “Sister, I am not a fool,” he said steadily. “I do not believe in these wild tales and rumors. But the lady will be protected until she can be returned to her family. You have my promise.”

His response seemed to seize the old woman up. Her other hand came up to grip his tunic, pulling at him, as her eyes widened, her muddy face taut with panic.

“Nay!” she gasped. “Thou must not return her to her family! They wish to forget of her existence! And thou must not permit Clan Swinton to take her, for they shall only ransom her and barter her as one would cattle. Please… thou must protect her, good knight. Deliver her to Jedburgh or Kelso. The church is the only safe place for her.”

The woman was starting to make an impact on him. Her sense of urgency, of fear, was palpable and as much as he didn’t want to admit it, the sense was infecting. He could feel it. He tried to shake it off.

“The church is not safe for her if the raiders could get to her,” he pointed out. “Are the Scots who abducted you part of Clan Swinton, then?”

“Aye. Somehow, they have discovered her true identity.”

“And they came to take her?”

“Aye.”

Patrick was increasingly confused about the situation. A Northern princess hiding amongst the postulates at Coldingham Priory? And a rival clan to Clan Haye coming to abduct her, to ransom her? It made absolutely no sense to him but. somehow, he believed it. As wild as the tale was, he believed it. He doubted a dying nun would lie to him but, still, it was a fantastic tale.

“Then I promise you that she will not come to harm as long as she is within my custody,” he said quietly. “She will be safe.”

“Swear it upon thy oath, sir knight.”

“I swear it.”

The old woman’s grip abruptly loosened and she sank back into the mud as if all of her strength had suddenly left her. She lay there, her eyes gazing up into the dark sky as if seeing her heavenly reward above, waiting for her. Her features, so recently tight with fear, eased tremendously.

“Then I am content,” she murmured, although he barely heard her. “God will reward thee, sir knight. Bridey is a sweet and lovely soul. Pray thee be kind to her.”

With that, she took her last breath and was gone. Patrick found himself looking down at the woman, wondering what on earth he’d gotten himself in to this night. If what the old nun said was true, the reivers this night were far more than a simple raiding party – this had been an organized band of Scots looking for a prize. That being the case, it was also fairly likely that if they knew of the girl’s identity, as the nun suggested, then he could take her to any of the priories along the border but, sooner or later, someone would try to come for her again. Clan Swinton, the old nun had said. Ancient rivals of Clan Haye. Nay, they wouldn’t give up if they wanted the girl badly enough.

So he found himself in an unwanted quandary. He didn’t want to be responsible for a prize between clans but his sense of duty, and now a promise to a dying woman, had put him in that position. This wasn’t what he needed, not now. He was due to leave Berwick soon, to go to London to assume a post as part of the king’s personal guard. It was a prestigious post and one he very much wanted, one that brought great honor to his family. It wasn’t every knight that was asked by Prince Edward to assume the post as a personal Guard of the Body to King Henry, a position coveted by many but offered to few.

He had been the lucky one.

Wealth, admiration, and distinction would be his. His mind and ego had blown up around what was to come. But now… now, Patrick felt as if he was at the precipice of something that might keep him rooted to the north. He couldn’t simply dump the woman on his father and then run for London. Nay, that would be cowardly of him. But he didn’t want to remain in the north and defend the prize he’d taken from the reivers, either, as if it were his responsibility to do so. In truth, now it was.

God’s Bones, why had he agreed?

Damn that old woman!

Using the old, muddy cloak worn by the nun, Patrick wrapped the small form up tightly in it and carried her over to the nearest knight. Sir Hector de Norville was directing some of the men-at-arms as they rifled through the bodies, turning to see Patrick approach. Tall, muscular, and sinewy, Hector was a congenial and intelligent man, married to Patrick’s younger sister, Evelyn. He pointed to the bundle in Patrick’s arms.

“What have you found?” he asked. “Were there valuables with this group?”

Patrick shook his head. “Nay,” he said. Then, he nodded his head in a motion that suggested Hector follow him. Hector did and, a few feet away from the men-at-arms, Patrick came to a halt and faced Hector. “These men raided Coldingham Priory and came away with two women from what I’ve been able to deduce,” he said quietly. “There is a young woman, who seems uninjured, and then this old nun, who was mortally wounded in the fighting. The nun needs to be taken to the nearest church so they can dispose of the corpse.”

Hector pulled back the muddy cloak to see the old woman’s dirty, white face. He covered it back up. “God’s Bones,” he hissed. “A dead nun is never a good thing. The English around here will frown greatly upon her death, Atty.”

Atty was what the knights called Patrick, who had been a quiet child with a speech impediment. Unable to say his own name, it had come out as “Atty”, which was now a term of endearment among the family. Patrick no longer had the speech impediment. The little boy who’d had it had grown into a mountain of a man, but the nickname had never gone away. Now, it was part of him. Hearing that affectionate name come from Hector along with the very same thoughts he’d had about the dead nun and the displeased English somehow hammered home the seriousness of the situation, in more ways than one. With a heavy sigh, he nodded.

“I know,” he said. “Where is the nearest church?”

Hector cocked his head thoughtfully. “St. Cuthbert in Berwick is the nearest one I can think of.”

“Then have one of the men take the body there. Tell them… tell them we simply found her dead along the road. Tell them no more than that. If we do, we may have more trouble than we can handle.”

Hector understood. “I will do it myself.”

Patrick nodded. “Good,” he said. “I cannot tell you the rest of what the old nun told me, not here, but I will when we return to Berwick. An interesting tale to say the least.”

Hector cocked an eyebrow, interested, but said nothing. That time would come. Obediently, he took the dead woman from Patrick’s arms and headed off in the direction of his steed.

Patrick watched the man walk away, trying to push aside what the old nun had told him, but he couldn’t quite manage it. His thoughts turned towards Lady Brighton. Bridey, the nun had called her. Perhaps Lady Brighton could shed some light on the situation, but not here. Not now. They had to clear out and return to the safety of Berwick Castle before they found themselves set upon by more Swintons or any of the other clans in the area. The southern part of the Scots border was full of men eager to slit an English throat. Even though Patrick was half-Scots through his mother’s side of the family, he was all English in training and mentality, and he had no desire to engage in any more battle this night.

“Patrick!”

The shout came from off to his left, over where several English were piling together the Scots dead. He could see one of his knights heading in his direction and, even though the night didn’t illuminate the man’s features, he knew who it was simply by the shape and size of him.

Sir Alec Hage, the eldest of the Hage brothers under his command, was broad-shouldered but he was also quite tall, which made him a rather intimidating character. With his father’s dark blonde hair and his mother’s amber-colored eyes, he possessed none of the Hage characteristic cool and all of his mother’s fire. He, too, was half-Scots through his mother, who happened to be a cousin of Patrick’s mother.

In fact, Patrick was related to all of the Hage and de Norville knights because their mothers were all cousins. Alec also happened to be married to Patrick’s younger sister, Katheryn. It made for a rather big family and there was little delineation between cousins and brothers. As far as Patrick was concerned, they were all his brothers.

“Swinton bastards,” Alec said as he drew near. “Every one of them.”

Patrick nodded. “I know,” he said. “Who told you?”

Alec pointed off to the group of dead. “They did before I slit their throats,” he said. “Did you know they raided Coldingham Priory?”

“I did.”

“They would not tell me why.”

Patrick waved him off. “I think I know,” he said. “Pile the dead and return to Berwick. Once we arrive, gather the knights. I have a need to speak with them.”

Alec couldn’t help but sense something serious behind that request. “What is it?”

Patrick shook his head, his expression guarded as he glanced around at the dead and wounded. “Not now,” he said, slapping Alec on the arm. “Return to Berwick in a hurry. Do as I ask.”

Alec didn’t question him again. There was something mysterious afoot but he didn’t press; he knew that he would be told soon enough. Therefore, he went about his duties as Patrick continued on to the spot where he left the abducted postulate. He could see the young woman in the darkness, sitting on the cold ground. The more his gaze lingered on her, the more he thought about what the old nun had said.

A Northman princess….

He could still hardly believe it even as he looked at her. Was this woman truly the daughter of Magnus, King of the Northmen? Being this far north in England and situated along the coast, he’d dealt with a few threats from Northmen, but very few. They mostly traveled far to the north, along the coast of Scotland and into the outlying islands. A few of those islands were still ruled by Northern kings and they battled the Scots for control constantly. Nay, there wasn’t much of a threat at Berwick. Their threat came from the Scots. But having a king’s daughter in their midst might change their luck.

“D-did you find Sister Acha?” the young woman asked anxiously when he drew within earshot.

Her question jolted him from his ominous thoughts. “I found her,” he said. “She was mortally wounded and has since passed on. One of my men is taking her to St. Cuthbert in Berwick so they can attend to her.”

He probably should have couched the news more tactfully because the woman’s face screwed up in grief as she struggled to bite off her tears. “S-sweet Jesus,” she breathed, crossing herself reverently. “I-I had hoped not to hear that news. I had prayed so dearly for her safety. S-so… dearly….”

Patrick realized he should have been kinder in telling her that the woman who had raised her since birth was dead. “I am sorry,” he said, feeling a stab of remorse. “But I have ensured that she will be tended to. And I promised her that I would look after you and I intend to do just that. We must return to my home.”

The young woman wiped her face furiously, wiping at the tears from her eyes and the mucus from her nose. “W-why can I not return to Coldingham?” she asked. “That is my home.”

Patrick reached down and grasped an arm, pulling the woman to her feet. “No longer.”

She looked at him with great concern. “W-why not? Why can I not return?”

He began to walk her in the direction of his charger, pulling her with him although she wasn’t moving very well. She seemed to be resisting. “Because it would be foolish to take you back there,” he said. “The Scots found you there once. They will find you again. We are, therefore, going to Berwick Castle.”

That seemed to cause the woman to dig her heels in even more. “B-but I do not wish to go there,” she insisted. “P-please, Sir Knight… I simply want to return to Coldingham.”

Patrick paused, turning to the woman in the darkness. It seemed to be growing colder, he thought, for their breaths were hanging heavy in the air. More than that, the mood was cold between them as well. She was no longer grateful he had saved her from the Scots, now wanting to go back where she came from. He wondered if she would be foolish enough to fight him on it.

“Lady, I will not return you to Coldingham, so you will kindly stop asking,” he said flatly. “I promised your nurse that I would ensure your safety and that means you will not return to the priory.”

She was puzzled. “B-but I do not understand why… why would the Scots return for me? Why do they want me?”

She was asking the question as if she truly had no idea of what was really happening. Patrick was coming to think that the young woman didn’t realize she had been the target of the raid. Based on what Alec had told him, that the Clan Swinton men had admitted to raiding Coldingham, and also based on what the dying nun had told him about the lady’s identity, he was more convinced than ever that the old woman hadn’t been lying to him. There were strange forces at work here, all of them directed to this rather confused young woman, and he was fairly certain this wasn’t the place to tell her. He needed to get her to safety and then he would seek his father’s advice on what to do with her. It was truly the best solution he could come up with at the moment.

“You must trust me, my lady,” he said, his voice quiet. “I cannot return you to Coldingham and arguing with me will not make it so. Know your place, be obedient, and do as I say for now. To go against my wishes would not be in your best interest.”

There was a threat in that statement and, fortunately, the young woman seemed to understand that. She simply lowered her head and shut her mouth, wiping at her eyes now and again and he knew she was still weeping for her nurse, for the situation in general. Truth be told, he didn’t blame her. The entire circumstance had been somewhat shocking for them all.

With an enormous hand on her arm, Patrick pulled her over towards his war horse, an animal amongst many war horses that the knights were now mounting. The contingent of knights escorted their commander and the lady hostage back to Berwick Castle, for on this night, the battle was over for the moment as the reivers were quelled and their prize wrested from them.

But as Patrick headed back towards Berwick with the lady seated behind him on his horse, he was seriously coming to wonder about the events of this night and how they might affect his plans for the future.

He was about to find out.
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CHAPTER TWO


Berwick Castle

Berwick Castle was a bastion that had changed hands many times over the years. Originally built by the Scots at an important location over the River Tweed, it was a very strategic location that had originally been a timber outpost. The English managed to capture it several years ago and turned it into a stone fortress with a massive set of walls that surrounded it, the city, and even went all the way down to the river.

After the recapture from the Scots those years ago, the fortress was immediately turned over to the House of de Wolfe to manage. Patrick had been a boy when the rebuilding of Berwick had started. His father, along with his close ally, the Earl of Teviot, both had armies stationed there to ensure the Scots wouldn’t try to reclaim it and, for twenty years, no one had really tried. There had been a few threats, but nothing the English couldn’t repel.

And the building continued. The stone walls had gone up, as had a massive keep, a hall, towers, kitchens, stables, and even a chapel. To reinforce the city, walls had been built around the village of Berwick using the citizens as labor. Now, the city walls and a very proud castle kept the populace of Berwick safe from harm. Ever since Patrick had taken command of the castle four years earlier, the Scots had been unwilling to test The Wolfe’s brightest and best son. No one wanted to tangle with the Nighthawk and that was the way Patrick liked it.

Riding in from the north, Patrick and his men had passed through one of the several fortified gates into the city. Lit up with torches and staffed with heavily armed de Wolfe men, this gate was the one that faced north, towards the borders, so the dozens of men that staffed it waved Patrick through. His party then continued on down the road that paralleled Berwick Castle somewhat until they came to the entry gate of the castle, known as the Douglas Tower, which led to a wooden bridge that spanned a fairly deep gully with a stream carving through the bottom of it. They called it “the chasm”. That bridge dumped into the main gatehouse of Berwick, an enormous structure known as the donjon.

The castle was lit up with torches against the dark night as men patrolled the grounds with both dogs and weapons at their side. Berwick was so large that, at any given time, there were more than a thousand men stationed there and the command structure was strictly regimented. Even the lowliest soldier had assignments and duties, as Patrick ran the castle in a stringent military fashion. This close to the Scots border, there could be nothing less than strict discipline on the part of the English.

This was the last line of defense between England and the threat from the north.

It was into the bailey of this massive structure that Patrick took the postulate from Coldingham. The men that had ridden in with them knew their duties so Patrick didn’t bother to say anything to them as he dismounted his steed and pulled the woman off behind him. The keep was directly in front of them, the largest structure in the entire fortress.

Four stories in height, the uniquely-shaped keep soared over the countryside, a beacon that could be seen for miles. Forming an odd “U” shape, it had many chambers in it as well as storage vaults on the lower floor. As Patrick approached, he could see two small figures standing in the doorway. He knew the shapes were his sisters, Katheryn and Evelyn, before he ever saw their faces. They were the chatelaines of his keep, married to his knights as they were, and they were very astute. They would know when their husbands and brother would be returning. As soon as his boot hit the bottom step of the flight that led up to the second floor entry, the women came down to greet him.

“Well?” Katheryn said. “Was anyone hurt? Where is my husband?”

Patrick glanced up at the woman who looked a good deal like his mother; lovely, with honey-colored hair and big green eyes. “No one was hurt,” he said. “Your husband is back with the men, somewhere. He will be here shortly.”

While Katheryn was satisfied, Evelyn still had questions. “Where is Hector?” she asked, but she was mostly focused on the lady in her brother’s grip. Interest in her husband’s location faded for the moment as she inspected the disheveled woman. “Atty, who is this?”

Patrick stopped to look at the source of his sister’s interest and when he did, he was in for a surprise. He’d not seen the lady in the light. When his gaze fell on her, he felt a bolt of shock run through him – illuminated in the torches was a woman of unearthly beauty. She had brown hair, but it wasn’t just any shade of brown; he could see highlights of red and gold reflected in the torchlight. Her face was sweetly oval, as he’d noticed in the darkness, and she had the biggest eyes he’d ever seen in a shade of blue that was reflecting pale in the weak light. Her nose was pert, her skin like cream, and her rosy lips shaped like Cupid’s bow.

He’d never seen anything like her in his entire life.

“This… this is Lady Brighton de Favereux,” he told his sisters, sounding like an idiot because he was so caught off guard by the woman’s beauty. “We saved her from a raiding party.”

“Is she a prisoner?”

“Nay. But….”

Before he could continue his sentence, his sisters rushed forward and pushed him out of the way, taking hold of the disheveled, frightened lady. Patrick found himself overwhelmed by small women, trying to keep hold of the postulate but being summarily removed.

“My goodness,” Katheryn said with concern as she put her arm around Brighton’s shoulders. “What a harrowing experience, my lady. But you are safe now. Come with us and we shall tend to you.”

Another thing about Katheryn that reminded Patrick of their mother was the fact that she could be rather pushy. “Not now, Kate,” he said sternly. “I have many questions for the lady. I must ask now while the situation is fresh in her mind.”

Both Katheryn and Evelyn scowled at him. “Look at her,” Katheryn said, sounding like she was scolding him. “Are you so cruel that you cannot see how exhausted and terrified she is? She needs food and a bath. We shall tend to her and when she is fed and rested, then you may question her. Are you truly so heartless, Patrick, that you would think of your own demands over her comfort?”

He frowned. “This has nothing to do with being heartless,” he said. “I have many pressing questions for the lady and….”

“They can wait,” Katheryn said firmly, pulling Brighton up the stairs with the help of her sister. They were boxed in around her, preventing Patrick from retaking her. It was a rather smart tactical move against him. “Let us feed the woman and make her comfortable. Then you can go on with your tasteless military interrogation.”

Patrick knew he was licked. He shook his head in frustration, watching his sisters escort Brighton up the stairs and into the keep, being most attentive and kind to her. It would be futile to argue with them, he knew, stubborn women that they were. As he stood there with his hands on his hips, greatly annoyed, he felt someone come up beside him.

“Was that my wife?” Alec asked. “What is she doing with your captive?”

Patrick’s eyes narrowed at the man. “She stole her from me,” he declared. He jabbed a finger at the keep entry. “That bold, unreasonable woman that you married stole my captive. Hell, she isn’t really my captive. I do not know what she is, but whatever she is, I have need of her before the women have their way with her. Go and summon fifty men, heavily arm them, and bring them to the keep. I will need just that many men to fight off my sisters so I can have my captive returned.”

Alec fought off a grin. “You could just ask them to return her, you know.”

Patrick’s scowl grew. “I did ask them, you dolt,” he snapped. “And you see how they answered me – they pushed me away and took the lady into the keep. Christ, these women are going to be the death of me. When you married Katheryn and asked if she could come with you to Berwick, I should have denied you!”

Alec couldn’t help but laugh now. “I have astonishing news for you, Atty,” he said. “You are three times their size. You could easily overwhelm them both and take back your captive. Did you not realize that?”

He sighed heavily and turned for the keep entry, wearily dragging himself up the stairs. “They would only tell my mother and then she would beat me,” he said. “I realize that I am a grown man, Alec, but you of all people should understand the fear of a mother. In fact, I fear your mother more than my own. She might actually try to gouge my eyes out.”

Alec’s laughter grew. “But she would do it lovingly.”

“Aye, Aunt Jemma would lovingly gouge my eyes out and then lovingly tend me as I am blind for the rest of my life. God, what a prospect.”

He could hear Alec’s snorting behind him. “It is the lot we lead in life, having strong and stubborn mothers,” he said. “Do you still want me to gather the men or are you going to go crawl into a corner and cry now?”

“Gather the men. I shall cry later.”

Snickering, Alec turned and headed back to the gatehouse where the knights would be gathered. There were several men in the command structure of Berwick that needed to be part of Patrick’s meeting and Alec went about to spread the word. As he headed off into the bailey, Patrick continued up the stairs and into the vast keep.

The entry to the keep was cool and dark, lit only by a pair of sconces on the wall with fatted torches, burning hot into the dimness. The foyer was two-storied, the height of it cutting into the third floor above. An unusual mural staircase that was built into one wall, led to the floor above. From the third to the fourth floor was a spiral stair built into the width of the north wall. The keep was a glorious piece of architecture, most fitting for the de Wolfe knights and ladies who lived inside it.

But Patrick wasn’t concerned about the stunning architecture of the keep. He was lingering on the woman his sisters had stolen away from him. Straight ahead was a small hall, one used by the family for meals or for meetings. He headed into it, seeing that there was a fire blazing in the hearth, stoked by thoughtful servants. He caught sight of one of the house servants, an older man whose sole duty it was to make sure every room had peat and wood and kindling, and he sent the man to the kitchens for wine.

He needed it.

As the man fled, Patrick yanked off his helm and set the thing on the table. He began pulling off his gloves, gloves made for hands that, when fisted, were the size of a man’s head. There was nothing about Patrick de Wolfe that was small, in any fashion, and his father liked to take credit for his size when his mother knew full well it was the Scots in him that gave her son his great strength and size.

The gloves came off and Patrick tossed them onto the table as well, his mind shifting from the captive woman to the old nun and what he’d been told. He began to remove his weapons, unstrapping his broadsword and laying it, and the sheath it was lodged in, upon the tabletop as well. Soon, the sword was joined by a host of smaller daggers he kept on his body. He was just removing the last one when he caught movement out of the corner of his eye, turning to the chamber entry to see both of his sisters with Lady Brighton between them.

Surprised, his brow furrowed as he gazed upon them. “Why are you here?” he asked, annoyance in his tone. “You made it clear that I was not to be part of anything you were planning.”

Katheryn twisted her lips wryly. “It seems that Lady Brighton insists on speaking to you first,” she said, clearly unhappy. “She will not let us help her until she does.”

Patrick’s gaze was on Brighton although he nearly smiled at his sister’s tone; she had been thwarted in her maneuvers against her brother and was displeased. He felt somewhat victorious. He pointed to the bench seat against the table.

“Then sit, Lady Brighton,” he said politely. “Kate, this does not involve you and Evie. You will leave us, please. I will send for you when I am finished with the lady.”

“Do not be too unkind to her, Patrick. She is very weary and frightened.”

“I will not be too unkind.”

Frowning, Katheryn and Evelyn quit the room under protest. They would push Patrick around to a certain extent but when it came to his command, they knew better than to argue or question him. As his sisters wandered away, dejected and unable to help their visitor, Patrick waited until he heard them mount the stairs to the third floor before speaking.

“My sisters mean well,” he said. “Did they introduce themselves?”

Brighton nodded. “T-they did, my lord.”

His gaze lingered on her. Here, in the light of the chamber, she was even more beautiful than he had initially observed. He liked the way the corners of her mouth tilted upward when she spoke and her eyes, he was coming to note, were the color of the ocean. It was a great and mysterious blue. He tore his gaze from her long enough to push his weaponry away, far down the table, so there was nothing between them. Heavily, he sat opposite her across the table and was preparing to speak when Brighton interrupted him.

“I-I must know why you feel it would be unsafe to return me to Coldingham, my lord,” she said nervously. “I-I know you told me not to ask you again and to be obedient, and I swear that I am trying to be obedient, but I simply do not understand any of this. I was taken from Coldingham by despicable raiders and I will be ever grateful to you for saving me from them. I-it never occurred to me that I would not be returning to my home and you will not tell me why.”

She was verging on tears by the time she was finished. Her bravery was only holding out so long and Patrick could feel a tug of sympathy towards the lady and her plight. He was coming to think, perhaps, he had been too hard in his response to her, shutting her down and expecting her not to react to it. Or it could be the fact that he was being sucked into those big eyes, now filled with frightened tears. Those eyes were having an effect on him, like nothing he’d ever experienced before. He struggled to ignore his attraction to them as he considered his answer.

“When the Scots broke into the priory, did they say anything to you?” he asked, avoiding her statement for the most part. He had questions of his own that he needed answers to. “Did they ask you any questions at all?”

Brighton blinked, quickly wiping away the tears, as she was genuinely trying not to weep. Sister Acha had always told her that crying was a weakness and she did not want to appear weak to this enormous knight. He frightened her, too, but she didn’t want him to know. She was trying very hard to be brave in the face of a most unsettling day.

“T-they did not ask any questions, my lord,” she said, trying to think back to the chaos of the morning. “It all happened so quickly. But… but I think I heard them asking for me by name.”

“What did they say?”

“I-I think they asked for de Favereux. At least, I thought I heard them ask some of the nuns.”

“What happened when they asked?”

Brighton chewed her lip, pondering the question. “I-I saw them strike a nun who did not answer them,” she said. “A-another nun finally pointed to me as Sister Acha tried to take me away. It was quite chaotic, you understand. Everyone was fearful for their lives.”

Patrick nodded. “As well they should be,” he said. “But did you not find it strange that they asked for you by name?”

Brighton nodded hesitantly. “T-to be truthful, I had not thought on it at the time,” she said. “B-but I am thinking of it now. All I know is that the Scots swept into Coldingham and came away with me and Sister Acha. I do not even know why they would want someone like me. I am no one.”

So she must not know her true heritage, Patrick thought. Either that, or she does not think that I know and does not want to give herself away. He regarded her carefully for a moment, considering what he would say next.

“Are you certain?” he asked, watching her reaction. “What is your lineage?”

She shrugged. “I-I was brought to Coldingham as an infant,” she said. “Sister Acha raised me. She is the only mother I have ever known.”

He could see her tearing up again at the thought of the old nun who had perished that night. “What did she tell you about your lineage?” he asked.

She sniffled delicately, wiping at her eyes. “T-that I was a bastard,” she said quietly. “We prayed on it often.”

“But nothing else?”

He was probing her and she sensed it. His line of questioning indicated that he was searching for a specific answer. Cocking her head curiously, she gazed at him with that wide-open look that told him that she more than likely had no idea what he was talking about. There was something in her expression that suggested utter innocence.

“W-what else could there be, my lord?” she asked.

He hoped to God she wasn’t playing him for a fool. Either she was genuinely naïve or she was extremely manipulative. Given the fact that she had been raised in a convent, he couldn’t imagine she was the latter. Overall, he didn’t get that sense from her. He opened his mouth to reply but the servant he’d sent for wine returned, bringing a pitcher and a single cup. The man looked stricken when he saw the lady at the table also, but Patrick simply took the pitcher and cup from him and sent the man away.

Putting the cup in front of Brighton, Patrick poured her a measure of wine before drinking directly out of the pitcher himself. After two large gulps, he set the pitcher down and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“How old are you?” he asked her.

Brighton took a timid sip from her cup. “I-I have seen nineteen summers, my lord.”

“And in all that time, no one has told you the story of your birth or your lineage?”

She was appearing increasingly curious. “N-nay, my lord. There is no story.”

“Is that what you were told?”

“I-I told you all that I know.” She lowered her gaze a moment, her curiosity turning into puzzlement. “I-is it important?”

Patrick felt as if he had no choice but to tell her. For her own sake, she needed to know. Or, at least he had to tell her what he’d been told. If she was truly being hunted, then she had a right to know it.

“Before your nurse passed on, she told me of your heritage,” he said quietly. “While I have no reason to disbelieve what I was told, I cannot confirm it, of course. Your nurse told me that you are to be protected at all costs, my lady. She also told me that your real name is not Brighton de Favereux.”

Brighton gazed at him for a moment, her eyes widening in surprise as his words sank in. “W-what do you mean, my lord?” she asked, puzzlement overwhelming her. “I-I do not understand.”

Patrick found himself studying that utterly exquisite face, fixating on that for a moment before he realized she had asked him a question. Feeling foolish for being distracted, he turned back to his wine.

“Your Sister Acha told me that you were brought to her as an infant,” he said. “That much you know. But what you apparently have not been told is that your mother was from Clan Haye and that she was given over as a hostage to the Northman to secure an alliance. Your mother lay with a Northman prince and you are the result. That Northman prince is now king of the Northmen and, somehow, the reivers that came to Coldingham had discovered your true identity. It was you they had come for, my lady, and you they managed to capture. I had received word from our patrols that there was a raiding party riding south, close to Berwick, and rumor had it that there were captive women among them. When I set out to subdue the raiders and rescue their captives, I had no idea what I was really getting myself in to but your Sister Acha managed to wrest a promise from me that I would keep you safe. And that, my lady, is why you cannot return to Coldingham. You are a valuable commodity and your identity has been revealed. Men want you and they will keep coming for you until they have you.”

Brighton listened to his speech with increasing astonishment. By the time he was finished, her eyes were so wide that they threatened to pop from her skull. She stumbled up from the bench, a hand over her mouth in shock as she faced him.

“N-nay,” she finally breathed. “That cannot be true.”

“Your nurse told me it was true.”

Brighton wanted very much to deny it but being that Sister Acha had told him such things, she couldn’t, in good conscience, refute him. Sister Acha had never lied to her, not ever. But it didn’t make any sense to her and confusion such as she had never known filled her mind.

“S-she must have been mistaken,” she gasped. “Mayhap… mayhap her wounds had polluted her mind because what she told you is pure madness!”

“She did not seem mad, my lady.”

“I-it is! It is madness! I am not… I am not who she said I am!”

“How do you know if you know nothing of your lineage?”

He had a point but Brighton wasn’t really listening to him. Her mind was muddled with shock and the room began to rock unsteadily. All she could think of was a wild story from a dying woman’s lips. It simply wasn’t true, any of it! There was no way she could be the daughter of a Northman… a king.

She didn’t have a drop of royal blood in her!

“I-I am a bastard,” she said, sounding very much like she was pleading with him. “What you have said… you must have misunderstood. Sister Acha would not have told you such things!”

“That was exactly what she told me.”

“You are lying!”

Patrick thought she looked rather unsteady. He stood up, hoping that he might calm her building hysteria. “I do not lie, lady,” he said, his baritone turning gentle but stern. “I understand that it has been a difficult day for you so I will forgive you your slander. But the information I give is the reason I cannot return you to Coldingham. If what your nurse said was true, then your life is at risk, more than you know.”

Brighton shook her head, turning away from him and putting her dirty hands over her ears. She was stumbling blindly for the door.

“I-I will not hear you,” she gasped, feeling increasingly lightheaded. “I-I must return to Coldingham. I… must…”

She went down, fainting dead away in the doorway. Patrick rushed to her side, turning her over onto her back to make sure she hadn’t hurt herself when she fell to the floor. She was out cold, now with what looked like the beginnings of a bruise on her forehead. Feeling rather guilty that he had somehow contributed to this state, he scooped her into his arms and headed for the stairs that led to the upper floors where Katheryn and Evelyn were lurking. He knew his sisters would take good care of the overwrought woman.

But even as he held her in his arms, he couldn’t get past the fact that she was rather sweet and soft against him. She was average in height for a woman but long-limbed from what he could see, and that face… God’s Bones, that face was fairly close to his as he cradled her against his chest. He found himself looking at her when he should have been looking at the stairs; the shape of her lips had his attention more than anything.

Curvy, perfectly formed, and lush… a woman of this kind of beauty didn’t belong in a convent. In fact, it was a crime as far as he was concerned. Based on her perfection alone, he was willing to believe she was of royal blood because only a royal lineage would create something so flawless.

But as he looked at her, he was also aware of something else… that his desire to protect the woman was building. He’d only promised an old woman he’d do it because he’d had no other choice. And even as he’d ridden to Berwick with the lady behind him, he was regretting that he’d given his vow to protect her. He didn’t need the complication. But now, looking into her pale face, he couldn’t help the sense of protectiveness that swept him. It may have been foolish and misplaced, but he felt it nonetheless.

Perhaps there was a reason he’d ridden out with his patrol this night to stop the reivers. Normally, he didn’t ride with war parties like that. But for some reason, tonight he had. Something had compelled him to go and now he was starting to see why. Perhaps God had wanted him in that place, at that time, because one of His most precious creations needed protecting.

Foolish thoughts, to be certain. But thoughts he couldn’t seem to shake.
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“What is so important this night, Atty?” Hector asked as he leaned over to collect a cup of wine. “Our intercept of the raiding party was a success and we managed to recover one of the women. Why are you not happy?”

Patrick eyed the man. “I think we received more than we bargained for this night.”

“What do you mean?”

Back in the small dining hall, Patrick was now surrounded by his men. When he’d taken Lady Brighton up for his sisters to attend to, his men had filtered in, including Hector, recently returned from his trip to St. Cuthbert’s. Now, the small hall was full with de Wolfe, de Norville, Hage, and three more knights that Patrick had left behind when he’d ridden off to intercept the reivers.

Sir Anson du Bonne, son of Baron Lulworth of Chaldon Castle, was a strapping man with reddish-gold hair and an easy demeanor. He was a well-liked man within the ranks and usually in command when Patrick was not at Berwick. The two other knights who were not related to de Wolfe, de Norville, or Hage were Sir Colm de Lara and Sir Damien d’Vant, men from very fine families, powerful and skilled warriors in their own right. Patrick particularly liked Damien, who had a wicked sense of humor and much the same personality that Patrick did. Big, blonde, and easy-going, Patrick considered Damien a friend.

Those three, along with the de Norville brothers, Hector and Apollo, and the Hage brothers, Alec and Kevin, rounded out the men in the room. The servants had brought forth more wine and cakes of oats and honey, something to feed big appetites, but Patrick wasn’t eating. He was into his fourth cup of wine, feeling his head swim a bit, hoping it would ease these odd and unfamiliar thoughts he’d been entertaining.

A dead nun, a terrible secret, and Patrick was increasingly troubled by it all. So he stood by the hearth, trying to avoid the smoke that was spitting out into the low-ceilinged room as he gathered his turbulent thoughts.

What to tell the men….

“What I mean is that the raiders we subdued were not random outlaws looking for a convenient target,” he answered Hector’s question belatedly. “I mean that I was told they were looking for a specific victim. We interrupted their plans.”

Hector frowned as he stood back from the table, nearer to the hearth because his bones were cold. “Be plain, man.”

Patrick sighed heavily. “That woman I brought back to Berwick,” he said. “Did any of you get a look at her?”

Hector and Alec looked at each other before shaking their heads. “I did not,” Hector replied, looking to his brother, Apollo. “You were guarding her. Did you get a good look at her?”

Apollo, one of the youngest knights in Patrick’s corps, nodded hesitantly. “Somewhat,” he said, looking at Kevin, who was even younger than he was. “Did you?”

Kevin lifted his big shoulders. “A little,” he said, looking back at Patrick. “I did not notice anything out of the ordinary with her. Why do you ask?”

It was a loaded question. “Before she died, the nun you took over to St. Cuthbert told me something about her,” Patrick said, his gaze moving between Kevin, Apollo, Hector, and Alec. “I will tell you exactly what she told me – that the young woman we rescued this night, a woman who goes by the name of Brighton de Favereux, is really a bastard daughter of Magnus, King of the Northmen. Her mother is from Clan Haye who had been delivered to the Northmen many years ago as a hostage to ensure an alliance, only she became pregnant by Magnus when he was still a prince. The woman was sent home in shame and the child, when she was born, was taken to Coldingham Priory under an assumed identity. Apparently, no one but the old nun knew who the young woman really is and, as she lay dying, she asked me to promise to protect her. I did because I felt I had no choice, but now that I have had time to think on it, I fear I have assumed a massive burden for the House of de Wolfe. The reivers we intercepted, men from Clan Swinton, had gone to Coldingham with a purpose – to abduct this woman and we have taken their prize.”

It was quite an unexpected tale and, by the time he was finished, all of the men in the room were looking at him with various degrees of disbelief. No one said anything right away, instead, glancing at each other as if trying to determine just how mad Patrick had evidently become. Alec finally spoke.

“She’s a… a princess?” he asked for clarification. “Magnus… isn’t he the Dane king they call the Law-Mender?”

“Aye.”

“He is a fearsome warrior, Atty.”

Patrick nodded. “So I have heard,” he said, seeing the astonishment on their faces. “Be that as it may, that is what I was told about the girl.”

Alec frowned. “Are you sure you did not misunderstand?” he asked. “Is it possible the old woman had lost her mind in her final moments?”

Patrick shook his head. “I did not misunderstand and it did not seem to me as if she had lost her mind,” he said. “She seemed quite serious, in fact. I do not think a woman of the cloth, especially in her dying hour, would lie to me.”

That made sense to the men in the chamber, lending credit to the tale. A nun most certainly wouldn’t lie about something so terribly serious. Now, it was even more shocking if the news was actually true. Given the evidence presented, it seemed to be. Alec scratched his head, baffled, unsure what more to say.

“But how did Clan Swinton know of this?” he asked. “How could they possibly know?”

Patrick shrugged. “The old woman did not say,” he said. “But it is clear that someone, somewhere, knew of her identity other than the old nun and the mother of the child. And that information has made its way to Clan Swinton.”

“How old is the young woman?”

“Nineteen years, she tells me.”

“And Clan Swinton is only seeking to claim her now? If all of this is true, how long have they been sitting on such information? And why make a move for her now?”

Patrick was just as puzzled as the rest of them. “I cannot answer that,” he said. “What I do know, however, is that they will soon know that we have her. I would be willing to assume they will not be happy about it. They will want her back.”

That was more than likely an understatement. Now, a simple encounter with reivers was taking a puzzling and serious turn. Hector actually shook his head as if trying to shake some sense into it. It was all quite overwhelming.

“You are telling us that the woman we rescued tonight is a Dane princess?” he asked. “And no one knew about her until now?”

Patrick cocked a dark eyebrow. “It seems that way,” he said. “But the old nun said something rather ominous – that if the Northmen knew of her existence, they would come for her. She said that if word of her true identity got out, it would bring war and strife. It seems that something like that has already started, at least with Clan Swinton. Already, the struggle for her has begun.”

Hector puffed his cheeks out, a gesture that suggested that statement was quite true. “She is Dane and Scots,” he said. “That makes her quite rare. What a peace offering she could be with the clans to the north who fight the Danes on a continual basis.”

Patrick lifted a finger. “Think about it,” he said, as if something suddenly occurred to him. “Clan Swinton could ransom her to her father or sell her to the highest bidder in the highlands for the same purpose. Either way, they become wealthy. That could have been their purpose for abducting her.”

“You are not going to want to hear what I have to say, Atty,” Anson du Bonne spoke. Calm and reasonable, he made even the worst news sound as if they could not all live through it. “I have not seen this woman and I was not part of the skirmish earlier this evening, but in listening to you speak… holding this woman, and if she is who you say she is, could bring not only the Scots down upon us, but the Northmen as well. What if… what if Clan Swinton, outraged that they have lost their hostage, sends word to Magnus and tells the man that his bastard daughter is now being held by the English? The king will bring his longships onto the shores of Northumberland and we will have a nasty feud on our hands. With that in mind, remember that this woman is nothing to you. She is nothing to any of us. If you want my advice, I say give her back over to Clan Swinton and wash your hands of the entire thing. It is either that or you draw your family into a war that will tear the north apart.”

Ominous words from the level-headed young knight, but it was advice that Patrick badly needed. He’d been thinking the very same thing, in fact, but had been reluctant to admit it. With another heavy sigh, he planted himself at the table, his features pensive as he mulled over the situation. Wearily, he rubbed at his chin.

“I cannot,” he finally said. “I gave my word that I would protect her.”

“Is your word worth more than the lives that will be lost if you keep her here at Berwick?”

Patrick’s gaze flicked up to Anson. “My word is my bond,” he said. “So is yours. Could you so easily cast off a vow, Anson? I think not.”

“So your honor is more important than a coming war?”

Patrick was increasingly torn, knowing that Anson was simply trying to help him think clearly. But all he was doing was making him feel foolish and confused.

“I do not know,” he muttered. “Mayhap, it would be best if I took the girl to Castle Questing and had my father decide what is to be done. I gave my word to protect the girl and I will not go back on it. But my father may have other ideas on what is to be done. I find that I cannot think clearly about it tonight.”

Hector put his hand on Patrick’s shoulder. “I think that is a fine choice,” he said. “Take her to your father and let him decide. This should not be your decision, anyway. This is too big for one man to make.”

There was truth to that. Patrick simply nodded. “Then I will leave for Castle Questing tomorrow and take the woman with me,” he said. “Meanwhile, we should be vigilant for any armies moving in from the north, coming to reclaim their hostage. Patrols should be vigilant, as well. I do not want any of our men falling into the hands of Clan Swinton to be used as a hostage against the return of the girl.”

Hector slapped him affectionately on the shoulder before moving to pour himself more wine. “Agreed,” he said. “I will ride to Castle Questing with you, in fact. I will bring my wife, as she has not seen her mother in a month. She will want to go.”

Patrick started to shake his head as Alec spoke. “If you take Evie, then Kate will want to come,” he said. “You cannot take Evie to see her mother and not bring her sister. Furthermore, they will both want to bring the children. You know that.”

Patrick held up a hand, annoyed that his simple trip to Castle Questing was now turning into a family event. “Fine,” he snapped, “but make sure the women and children are ready by dawn. I will want to leave early if we are to make it to Castle Questing while it is still light. And set up a contingent of at least one hundred men as an escort. If we have women with us, I want them well-protected.”

Hector nodded, settling himself at the table by Alec as they turned the subject to other things and began to drink heavily. Across the table, Anson and Colm and Damien were still looking at Patrick, still lingering on the subject of the Dane princess. It was a serious dilemma they found themselves in and no one felt that more keenly than Patrick. It was tearing him in all directions.

“Shall I ride with you to Questing, Patrick?” Damien asked. “Alec will be riding escort for his wife, and Hector for his, but you may need help with the lady.”

Patrick shook his head wearily. “Nay,” he said. “I will leave you in charge with Anson and Colm. Seal up this place and be vigilant until I return.”

Anson nodded. “The Swinton Clan cannot muster great numbers to move against us, at least not by tomorrow or even next week,” he said. “But they are allied with Dunbar and Black Douglas. I would be concerned that they would draw on that alliance if they tried to summon numbers against us.”

Patrick knew that. He gazed into his empty wine cup, studying the dregs at the bottom as if to divine his future. “The truth is that they do not know we have the girl,” he said. “We left no man alive from the raiding party and we brought those left with us back to Berwick. It will, therefore, take some time for the Swinton Clan to realize we were the force that met their raiding party and, in truth, they can only assume we took their prize. They will not know that for certain. That is what I need to speak with my father about. And, God’s Bones, I do not need this complication right now, not when I am due to leave for my new assignment in London soon. This is not something I had anticipated nor do I want, but it seems that I am involved just the same.”

Anson’s gaze was steady from across the table. “I was wondering how long it would be before you brought that up,” he said. “You do not want anything interfering with your new post with Henry.”

“Nay, I do not. Especially not something like this.”

The subject died down after that, mostly because no one knew what more they could say about it. There was much unknown revolving around the woman and the situation in general. There wasn’t one man at the table that wasn’t secretly glad that Patrick was taking the girl to his father at the mighty bastion of Castle Questing to, perhaps, make her William de Wolfe’s problem. Not that Patrick was a coward by any means, because he wasn’t, but the situation that had fallen into his lap was too big for one man to handle.

Even a lap as capable as Patrick’s.

Unbeknownst to his men, Patrick’s thoughts were revolving around the lady as well, but in a different fashion. After his fifth cup of wine, he finally left the small hall, heading to the staircase that led to the upper floors. He was fairly tipsy at that point but something was urging him to see to Lady Brighton’s health after her fainting spell. He was quite certain she was fine, with his sisters to tend her, but there was something pulling at him that demanded he see for himself. He would never admit that to his men, of course, especially after the conversation they’d just had about the woman. So he felt a bit deceptive and sneaky as he lied about seeking his bed but, instead, headed to see to the lady.

A Norse princess. Clan war. Northman war.

All of those things were spinning around in his head, made worse by the drink, but above it all, he could only think of the fact that the lady intrigued him so. It was purely her beauty and he knew that. He was hoping it was something that would pass, but he couldn’t shake the sense of attraction. He was coming to realize that he didn’t want to.

As torn as he was at the moment, he did know one thing – as much as he professed not to let anything interfere with his new post with Henry, something told him that breaking his vow to the old nun would be more difficult than he imagined. And not all of it had to do with his honor.

Much of it had to do with his intrigue in the beautiful young woman who had quite easily captured his attention.

He was a man in trouble.
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CHAPTER THREE


“What did you say to the woman to upset her so?” Katheryn demanded, though not unkindly. Her voice was full of concern. “She was hysterical, Atty. What nonsense did you tell her?”

It was dark and quiet at this hour. Standing on the landing of the third floor living quarters, which was more of a corridor than it was actually a landing, Patrick tried not to look too guilty or too defensive in the face of his sister’s question. The amount of wine he had in his veins, however, was making it difficult. As a man who tended to ride on his emotions, wine only made it worse.

“It is no nonsense, I assure you,” he said quietly. “What did she tell you that I said?”

Katheryn gazed up at her older brother, rather perplexed by the entire situation. “Something about Dane kings and royal blood,” she said softly. “What did you tell her?”

Patrick didn’t want to answer the question although, strangely enough, it wasn’t because he didn’t want to tell her personally. He knew he could trust her; Katheryn wasn’t a gossip. But he found he simply didn’t want to go through the entire explanation again. Perhaps when he was less tipsy, he would.

“I will tell you later,” he said, peering over her head and into the darkened chamber beyond in an attempt to locate the lady. “Alec should be heading up to bed shortly. We must move the lady to another chamber. Has she calmed sufficiently?”

Katheryn nodded. “She has. She is resting now.”

“Where do you intend to put her for the night?”

“I have sent Evelyn to prepare the smaller chamber at the end of the corridor, the one with the beautiful view of the river. That way, I will be close by if she needs anything.”

Patrick turned to look down the corridor, seeing an open door at the end and a faint light moving around. “The chamber next to mine?”

“Aye.”

Somehow, he drew an odd satisfaction out of knowing the lady would be so close to him. He wondered if his sister could see it in his expression so he tried to appear unnaturally detached.

“Thank you for your kindness in tending her,” he said, “but this will not be a permanent arrangement. I am taking her to Questing tomorrow and you and Alec shall be going also because Alec thought you would like to see Mother. Since the lady has nothing but the clothes on her back, I was hoping that you could prepare a few things for her, things that a lady might need on a journey. I am not entirely sure how long she will be at Questing, so anything you can loan her to wear or to use will be appreciated, I am sure.”

Katheryn simply nodded, eyeing her brother in the weak light. Her gaze was somewhat probing. “There is something strange in the air, Atty,” she said after a moment. “What is it about this lady that has you so rattled? What is really going on?”

He looked at his sister, realizing he hadn’t appeared as detached as he’d hoped. “I do not know what you mean,” he said. “I am not rattled. And there is nothing strange about her or the situation.”

That wasn’t the truth but he was trying to deflect Katheryn’s questions. She was very intuitive and he didn’t want her knowing his mind or his thoughts, especially not when he didn’t even know them. As far as the truth behind Lady Brighton, his sister would know soon enough. He just didn’t feel like talking about it.

Katheryn must have sensed his reluctance because she didn’t press him. She simply waved him off and stepped back into her chamber.

“You needn’t worry about the lady tonight,” she told him. “I will take good care of her. She will be ready to leave in the morning. Are you going to sleep now?”

Patrick realized his sister wasn’t going to let him see the lady because she was keeping him out of the room, guarding the door like a dog. So he simply nodded his head.

“Aye,” he muttered. “I should try to catch a few hours of sleep.”

“Still having trouble sleeping these days?”

“Still.”

Katheryn wasn’t unsympathetic. Patrick was known to be a terrible sleeper, made worse when he was worried or troubled. She wondered if he didn’t look terribly worried or troubled right now, although he didn’t seem willing to admit or elaborate on it. He was a man who tended to tell her his thoughts and feelings based upon the close relationship they shared, but tonight, that didn’t seem to be the case. She could sense that there was much more he wasn’t telling her.

“How much have you had to drink tonight?” she asked.

“Enough.”

“Enough to help you sleep?”

“Probably not.”

“I will bring you a tonic. It will help you sleep.”

He made a face. “None of those tonics. They taste terrible and do nothing.”

Katheryn cocked a well-shaped eyebrow. “I have a hammer that will do much better than the tonics will but you never let me try it.”

He fought off a grin as he turned in the direction of his chamber. “Get away from me, you brute.”

He could hear her giggling as he walked away.

Wearily, Patrick made his way down to the end of the corridor where his large chamber faced over the bailey and the donjon. It was a corner room so he had a view of the southeast and east exposures. It was a comfortable chamber for the garrison commander and he had a good many possessions stashed inside – a large table with maps, chairs, cushions, a wardrobe with a good amount of clothing, gifts and trinkets given to him over the years, and an enormous bed that was quite messy. It was comfortable enough but the problem with the chamber was that he could hear everything going on in the bailey below, and he was very attuned to any sounds or movements by his men. It was a terrible chamber for sleeping in.

Still, he tried. It was his chamber, his bed, and he was happy here. Head muddled with drink and his thoughts whirling, he stripped off his clothing and fell into bed, hoping to shut out the world for a few hours. Given what had happened that night and what he was potentially facing, he suspected shutting the world out was an unrealistic expectation. He knew he wouldn’t be able to shut his mind off long enough to sleep.

He was right.
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“I hope you will be comfortable in this chamber, my lady,” Katheryn said. “I have sent for hot water because I am sure you would like to bathe before retiring. It has been a trying day for you.”

Brighton stood just inside the doorway, still wrapped up in her smelly cloak and coarse woolen clothing. She was exhausted and not feeling particularly well after fainting earlier. All she really wanted to do was sleep but it was difficult to refute Lady Katheryn, who had been quite kind to her. The woman was grimly determined to be of service and Brighton didn’t want to insult her. But, given the day she’d had, her manners weren’t at their best. Her patience was brittle.

“I-it has, my lady,” she said. “To be truthful, all I want is a little food and sleep. That is all I require.”

“Nonsense.” Evelyn came in behind her, her arms full of garments. She went over to the bed, throwing everything down. “A bath will do you a world of good. Kate, this is everything I believe will fit her.”

Katheryn went over to the bed to inspect what had been brought. “I recognize these,” she said as she pulled forth a dark green wool. “This was yours, was it not?”

Evelyn nodded. “I could wear these before I gave birth,” she said. “But since my last child, they no longer fit around my breasts or even around my hips. Although Mother has suggested I simply alter them, Hector has had new clothing made for me so I really do not need them. Our guest is welcome to whatever will fit.”

It was extremely generous and Katheryn held up the dark green surcoat, looking at it in the light of the blazing hearth. Her gaze moved between the garment and Brighton, still standing near the door, watching everything around her with suspicion and some fear. The woman appeared grossly uncomfortable.

“As I explained, Lady Brighton, my brother will be taking you to Castle Questing in the morning,” Katheryn said, trying to make their guest feel more relaxed. “You will need clothing to travel with and I believe these garments will fit you. Mayhap after you have bathed, you would like to try these on?”

Brighton looked at the clothing on the bed and in Katheryn’s grip. Her composure, her patience, was slipping further and further.

“P-please,” she sighed. “I… I simply wish to be left alone. A little food and sleep is all I require. I do not wish to try on clothing and I am completely opposed to leaving for anywhere other than Coldingham Priory. Will you please… please go away and leave me alone?”

She wasn’t being snappish, rather begging to be left in peace. She sounded on the verge of tears. Katheryn placed the garment onto the bed again.

“I realize this has been a difficult day, my lady,” she said patiently. “You must understand we are only trying to help you.”

Brighton sighed sharply. “I-I do realize that,” she said, “and I am grateful. But I do not need your assistance. I can do for myself. Please, leave me in peace.”

Katheryn wasn’t going to push the woman, who was clearly still very upset about her situation. It was with great reluctance that she tugged on Evelyn’s sleeve, motioning the woman out of the chamber.

“As you wish,” she said, backing away towards the door. She gestured towards the table near the bed. “There is a comb and soap on the table if you wish to use it. Hot water will still be sent up… are you sure you do not wish for any help bathing?”

Brighton shook her head firmly, her brown hair wagging in her face. “I-I do not require your help,” she said. “Please do not think me rude, but I simply need to be left alone.”

Katheryn was somewhat dejected but tried not to show it. She felt a good deal of pity for their distressed guest. Still, she obeyed her request as a good hostess would.

“As you wish,” she said quietly, hand on the door latch as she began to pull the door shut behind her. “But if you should change your mind, you know where my chamber is. Please do not hesitate to send for me.”

Brighton simply nodded, watching as the woman left the chamber and shut the door. She remained unmoving, standing there, for several moments afterward as if waiting for Lady Katheryn and her sister to come charging back in. They seemed to want to hover around her. But the seconds ticked by and the door remained shut. Brighton finally let out a massive sigh and tossed off the smelly cloak. Immediately, she ran for the window.

Freedom!

Her first thought was that of escape, which was foolish considering she had seen the layout of Berwick Castle when she’d been brought in and escape was more than likely impossible. That was only confirmed when she stuck her head from the lancet window, looking over the monstrous castle as men patrolled their stations with torches and dogs barked from the walls. She’d never seen anything so enormous and the view from her window showed the river with the moonlight reflecting from it. But it also showed the castle walls which were very tall, indeed. There would be no way to escape over those even if she was able to lower herself from the window.

There was no way out, indeed.

Dejected, Brighton came away from the window. Perhaps it would have been better had the Scots taken her. At least she might have had the chance to escape their encampment. She was certain they wouldn’t have taken her anywhere like this massive stone prison. For the first time since being taken from Coldingham earlier that day, she truly began to feel like she was a prisoner, now trapped by people who had supposedly helped her.

Reality began to sink in. Tears came to her eyes as she sank back against the wall, sliding down until she ended up on the floor on her buttocks. This had been the worst day of her life; not only losing her freedom, but losing Sister Acha as well. The old woman who had raised her from infancy, who had been both mother and father to her, was gone, killed by the English. She knew the Scots hadn’t killed the woman because she had been alive until the English attacked; at least, that’s what she presumed. The big knight who had taken her back to Berwick had told her he’d found the woman alive on the road but she soon passed away.

But not before telling the knight a fantastic story.

Sweet Mary, how she hated the English right now! They were lying to her, keeping her captive, trying to cram some foolish story down her throat and force her to accept it and digest it. Well, she wasn’t going to do it. She wasn’t going to accept their lies and the captivity they’d imposed on her. Perhaps she couldn’t jump from the window or even escape the walls of her prison. But if what Lady Katheryn said was true and the English planned to move her tomorrow, then she’d be out of the walls and at least have a fighting chance to escape.

She wanted to go home.

A knock on the chamber door startled her from her mutinous thoughts. She didn’t answer and, a few moments later, the knock came again. Cautiously and angrily, she stood up.

“W-who is it?” she barked.

“Water, m’lady,” a timid servant said as she cracked open the door to peer inside the room. “I’ve brought ye a bath.”

Brighton simply stood there as the door opened wider and the small female servant slipped in, followed by two men bearing a copper tub between them. Behind those men came several more servants bearing large buckets of steaming water, pouring them into the copper tub once it was set on the floor near the hearth. The female servant who had led the water brigade into the chamber had linens in her arms, towels, and she set them down on the bed.

Brighton stood in tense silence as buckets of water splashed into the tub, eyeing the English servants with hatred. She wanted to tell them all how she loathed them, but she bit her tongue. She didn’t even know why she did, but she did. When the tub was finally filled and the male servants vanished, the female servant remained. But a sharp word from Brighton sent the woman scurrying out. Before Brighton shut the door, she saw Lady Katheryn standing down the corridor, perhaps to see if the visitor had changed her mind about needing her. Brighton simply shut the door in her face.

With the room quiet and the tub steaming, Brighton eyed the bathwater. She now reconsidered her stance about food and sleep only. It had been weeks since she’d had a bath, as the postulants at Coldingham were told that bathing was impure for the body and soul, and that it brought about wicked thoughts. Therefore, they would wash their face and hands regularly but bathing their entire body was quite rare.

The more Brighton looked at the hot water, the more alluring it became, something naughty and wonderful at the same time. Wonderful won over. She wanted to feel clean and warm again, even if it was a comfort provided by the hated English.

The clothes began to come off.

Beneath the smelly cloak, she wore a sheath-like garment of heavy, scratchy wool and a woolen shift underneath it that wasn’t much softer. She had simple shoes on her feet, just two pieces of leather sewn together, really, and they didn’t do much for comfort or warmth or anything else. She pulled them off. The outside garment came off first, then the shift beneath. She grabbed the bar of soap on the table before plunging into the hot water, sending it splashing out all over the floor. Steam rose as the water splashed onto the heated stones of the hearth.

A bath!

It had been such a terribly long time since she’d known such luxury that Brighton submerged herself completely in the water, saturating her hair and body. But, God, it felt delightful and she began to lather up the soap furiously, smelling it, only to realize that it smelled of roses. It was sweet and heady, and the lather wasn’t really more than a slick foam, but she slathered her entire body with it, rubbing the soap in her hair and scrubbing until her skin was red and tingling. It was heavenly. And it was enough to make her grateful to the English for providing her with this rare opportunity.

But that’s where her gratitude ended.

Brighton eventually rinsed the soap off, leaving the water white and murky, but it was still warm and lovely and she huddled in the tub, simply enjoying the enveloping heat. She hugged her knees against her bare chest, her thoughts wandering back to the trials of the day, back to the horror that she’d lived through.

Back to thoughts of Sister Acha.

Thoughts of the dead nun swept over her and tears filled her eyes. Brighton wept softly for the woman, truly devastated for the loss. But she comforted herself with the thought that Sister Acha was with the Heavenly Father. The old woman with the heavy Scots accent had been blessed with very strong faith so she had no doubt the old woman was where she belonged. Still, Brighton would miss her. She would miss that stubborn, strict, and honest woman.

… honest?

A woman who, according to the enormous English knight, had been harboring a deep and disturbing secret about her young charge. The knight’s words rolled through her mind – you are the daughter of the King of the Northman and your mother is Scots. I promised the old nun I would protect you. In hindsight, she’d never known Sister Acha to lie and the truth was that the English knight had no reason to lie to her, either. He told her a greatly puzzling and complex story. The man had no earthly reason to make it up simply to confuse her. It would have been an elaborate hoax with no purpose.

Therefore, it stood to reason that Sister Acha may have told him exactly what he said she did – a story of a bastard infant who had been placed in her care those many years ago.

The daughter of a king.

The more Brighton pondered that, the more it began to make sense. She was a bastard, a child committed to a convent, someone with no past. But one thing had been certain – her future had been set. She had always known she would take the veil. She didn’t want to be someone else, someone she didn’t know and someone she was afraid of. A future that was uncertain now. She simply wanted to return to Coldingham and take her vows as she’d always planned. She wanted no part of this disturbing new world.

Lost in despondent and frightening thoughts, the water in the tub finally cooled to the point where she had to climb out and dry off. The female servant had left drying linens on the bed and she used one of them to vigorously dry her skin. Her first instinct was to put on the smelly, scratchy woolen robes she was so accustomed to, but her gaze seemed to drift to the clothing on the bed.

… new, lovely clothing.

Did she even dare? It was clean and it was beautiful. Brighton could see several garments piled up so she went to the bed and began to go through them. A green wool, a red silk, and a blue damask were all very beautiful and elaborate. She’d had never seen such pretty things. But they were very intimidating for a woman who had only worn simple wool her entire life. When she came to the bottom of the pile, however, there was a shift of lamb’s wool, unbleached, and very soft. It was enough to cause her to toss the linen towel aside.

The lamb’s wool shift went over her head, soft and warm. For the first time in her life, she experienced something against her skin that wasn’t poking or scratching it. It was pure heaven, like wearing clouds, but she knew Sister Acha would have frowned upon it because wearing scratchy clothing meant to suffer, or so the woman would preach. Brighton had been content to accept that until she tried on the lamb’s wool.

Now, she wasn’t so sure.

Smooth and flowing, it tied beneath her breasts for some form against her body and the sleeves were very long, flowing past her hands and warming them. Delighted at the feel of the fabric, it was enough to cause her to forget her misery, at least for the moment. For once in her life, she was experiencing comfort as she’d never known. It was a small bit of brightness in an otherwise horrendous day and she collected the comb from the table that Lady Katheryn had left behind, sitting on the warm stones next to the hearth and running the comb through her hair to dry it in the warmth of the room.

For all of the hell she’d been through that day, at least this moment was moderately comforting. She may not have been happy or even content with anything about her circumstances, but at least this small sliver of time was peaceful. She was alone without the hovering English women. She’d bathed alone and she’d dressed alone. It was what she was familiar and comfortable with. She murmured a prayer of thanks, which included a plea for strength for what was to come. For what she must do. She was certain God was listening.

She had to go home.

A soft knock on the door roused her from her prayers. Thinking it was the servants returned for the tub, she bade them to enter.

But what came through the doorway was not what she had expected.

The peaceful moment, achieved with such difficulty, was gone.
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CHAPTER FOUR


Patrick had heard the entire thing.

Unable to sleep, he’d been listening at his door when his sister had escorted Brighton to the chamber next to his and he’d heard the ensuing conversation. His sisters wanted to be helpful but Brighton wanted nothing to do with them. She hadn’t been rude but she hadn’t exactly been kind. He could hear the apprehension in her voice, the confusion and sorrow of a day that had changed her entire life.

Not that he blamed her.

His sister had been surprisingly obedient to Brighton’s wishes and the voices had eventually fallen silent. He’d remained at his door, however, listening, wondering if he shouldn’t try to speak with Brighton and apologize for his role in her traumatic day. Every contact he’d had with the woman had been volatile and upsetting, and being a man of feeling, he didn’t like that. He hadn’t meant to upset her with what the old nun had told him, but he still felt strongly that it had been the right thing to do. The woman had to understand her station in life and the threats against her, now that she was out of the confines of the priory. He wouldn’t always be around to protect her, especially in light of his appointment for Henry. So perhaps if she understood how unique her bloodlines were, she would understand the need for caution.

Servants arrived at her door a few minutes later. He could hear them banging about. Water splashed. But the door shut again and he didn’t hear anything more after that, not for quite some time. In fact, he began to worry about the silence, his mind concocting a few terrible scenarios. What if the woman had taken that bathwater and drowned herself in it? What if she had fashioned a noose with the bed linens and was, even now, hanging from the rafters? Being as distressed as she was, he couldn’t be certain she hadn’t done one or the other.

It wasn’t that Patrick was a worrier; he was simply one of those people who tried to think of all angles of a situation. That damnable emotion he was so capable of saw to the stress part of his personality and, in a situation like this, he couldn’t help but think the worst. He didn’t want the woman killing herself because of what had happened on this day. That would have made him very remorseful, indeed.

Patrick was vastly intelligent and flawless in his decision-making skills, but there were times when his concern for a situation – or people – gave him pains in his belly. The physic told him he needed to relax more, to pursue something that would calm his naturally strong character, but so far he hadn’t found anything to keep his attention long enough to actually relax him. Heading to London as he was to assume his prestigious post, he was fairly certain he never would.

He was going to be on edge the rest of his life.

It was, therefore, his strong personality and sense of curiosity that kept him by the door, listening, letting his imagination run away with him until he finally heard movement. He congratulated himself on the fact that she hadn’t killed herself. But he was still inclined to believe that he needed to have at least one calm, civil conversation with the woman to ensure she understood what her life would be like from now on. More than that, he hadn’t even told her that he would be taking her to Castle Questing on the morrow.

It would probably be the polite thing to do.

Summoning his courage, he opened the door to his chamber and stepped into the dark corridor. Lifting his hand, he rapped softly on her chamber door. When she bade the caller to enter, he opened the door and timidly stuck his head inside the chamber.

“Lady Brighton?”

His gaze fell on the bed but she wasn’t there. Soon enough, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye and saw her sitting in front of the hearth on the warm stone. He almost didn’t see her because of the angle of the entry and when their gazes locked, her head came up and her eyes widened. Patrick could see fear in her eyes and he lifted a hand to ease her.

“I mean you no harm, my lady, I swear it,” he said quickly. “I came to see if you require anything.”

Brighton shook her head, pulling her knees up against her chest in a move that was clearly defensive. “N-nay,” she said with apprehension in her voice. “I do not require anything.”

Patrick almost bowed out, simply because she looked so frightened, but the cold tub caught his eye. “Let me have the bath removed,” he said, turning his attention out into the cold corridor and snapping his fingers at one of the servants lurking down by Katheryn’s chamber. “Send for men to take the bath away.”

The servant fled down the stairs and Patrick stood by the door of Brighton’s chamber, awkwardly, as he waited for the servants to return to fetch the cold bath. The silence between them was tense but Patrick pretended not to notice. He kept his attention out to the corridor, not daring to look at Brighton for fear she would erupt in terror and chase him away. He didn’t want to go away, not yet. He was still determined to speak with her. Therefore, he refused to look at her until a contingent of servants finally clamored up the steps and into the lady’s chamber, removing the cold bathwater with buckets before finally removing the copper tub itself.

Brighton, meanwhile, had moved to the other side of the room, far away from the English who were invading her chamber. Her hair was nearly dry now, with a slight curl to it as it hung to her buttocks, and the lamb’s wool garment was heavy and concealing. Still, she felt threatened by a knight in her chamber, who was by far the largest man she’d ever seen. Standing before him, she’d barely come to his sternum.

His hands were big enough to crush her skull.

As the servants came in and out of the chamber performing their task, Brighton had taken the opportunity to study the big Englishman from a safe distance. He had very dark hair, nearly black, and his eyes were a pale shade of green. With his square jaw and straight nose, she had to admit he was easy on the eyes. In fact, he was quite handsome in her opinion. But since she had no use for men, that opinion was for naught.

Still, he had her interest, purely out of curiosity. He was out of his mail and dressed in a simple tunic and breeches, with boots rising on legs that were as big in circumference as her entire torso. He lingered in the doorway as the servants moved in and out, turning sideways in it because his shoulders were nearly as broad as the doorway itself. Surely it wasn’t easy to move around with size like that, but he seemed fairly agile. Aye, he was a fine example of a man, a rather surprising bit of perfection, if she were to admit it, but those thoughts didn’t matter. He was English and he was hated.

That was all that mattered to her.

The servants eventually cleared out, taking their buckets with them and leaving the chamber quiet with only the fire snapping in the hearth to fill the still air. As Brighton literally stood in the far corner of the room, as far away from the activity as she could go, Patrick finally turned to her.

“I hope you are warm and comfortable now, my lady,” he said in that deep, rich baritone of a voice. “If there is anything else we can do to make your stay more pleasant, I hope you will let us know.”

Brighton regarded him a moment. “T-there is something you can do.”

“You need only name it.”

“Y-you can let me go back to Coldingham.”

He wasn’t surprised to hear that request. “Alas, I cannot,” he said. When he saw her features tighten, even from across the room, he sighed faintly. “My lady, I have come to offer my apologies for the role I have played in your turmoil today. I have contributed to the chaos and distress, but it has been unintentional, I assure you. Much of what has happened, or what has been said, is as much a surprise to me as it is to you. Please believe me when I say that I did not wake up this morning with the sole intention of upsetting you into hysteria. Quite the opposite. I hope you will consider that before judging me too harshly.”

It was a very kind apology, in fact, and Brighton was rather surprised by it. He sounded humble and sincere. It was difficult not to believe him and as she mulled over his words, her stiff stance eased, just a bit.

“I-I am willing to believe that is the truth, my lord,” she said. “I do not even know your name.”

He smiled faintly, perhaps with some chagrin, and the deep dimples that carved into both cheeks set Brighton’s naïve heart to racing. “For that, I am terribly sorry,” he said. “Please do not tell my sisters. I would never hear the end of it.”

“T-then who are you?”

“Sir Patrick de Wolfe at your service, my lady,” he said without hesitation. “I am the garrison commander of Berwick Castle.”

She nodded faintly, absorbing his name. Sir Patrick de Wolfe. “D-De Wolfe?” she repeated. “I have heard that name, I think.”

Patrick nodded. “I have a rather large and extended family all over Northumberland,” he said. “My mother is Scots, in fact, and we are related to Clan Scott. English father, Scots mother. I am born of two countries.”

Brighton was inevitably relaxing with the calm conversation. Considering his easy manner, it wasn’t difficult. “Y-yet you fight for the English.”

He shrugged. “My father is an English baron and a much-decorated knight,” he said. “I was born in England, so that means I am English.”

She nodded in understanding, but it was done in a manner that suggested she might not have agreed with his decision. “T-then you had no choice?”

“Probably not.”

He meant it in a jesting way, which was surprising. Brighton hadn’t considered that the big English knight might actually have a sense of humor. She did, too. But she wasn’t quite ready to jest with him in return.

Not yet, anyway.

“I-I am sorry for you, then.”

He shook his head. “Don’t be,” he said. “I am fulfilling my destiny and I am content. In fact, it is good that we are on the subject. The last time I tried to speak with you about your destiny, or at least tell you what your nurse told me, you had a rather violent reaction. Although I am not unsympathetic to your response, you must look at it from a different point of view – destiny is nothing to fear, my lady. It is what we are born to be. It is to be embraced, as people like us are destined to make a difference in the world.”

“D-do you truly believe that?”

“I do.”

Brighton’s first reaction was to resist what he was telling her as she had resisted before, but his words made a good deal of sense. With the air calm between them and the news of Sister Acha’s story having been something Brighton had already heard, it was easier for her to hear it a second time. But the fear, the disbelief, was still close to the surface. She simply couldn’t help it.

“I-I was not there when you spoke to Sister Acha,” she said. “I do not know what, exactly, was said, but I simply cannot believe she would tell you such a thing. I have spent my entire life with her and she never even hinted about knowing something of my past. Surely, she would have told me.”

Patrick shrugged. “Mayhap she never saw the need,” he said. “She carried the secret alone and when she realized she was dying, she was unwilling to take the secret to her grave.”

Brighton thoughts lingered on Sister Acha and the great secret. The more she thought on it, the more puzzled she became. “B-but I cannot believe Mother Prioress would not know,” she said. “No one does anything without her blessing. Moreover, it was she who would have taken me in to the convent as an infant and she who would have asked Sister Acha to tend me. Therefore, the mother prioress would have known, too. Why did she never tell me?”

Patrick didn’t have an answer to that. But it made him think of what he had discussed with his knights earlier with regard to the lady’s secret; it is clear that someone, somewhere, knew of her identity other than the old nun and the mother of the child. And that information has made its way to Clan Swinton.

Was it possible the mother prioress allowed the information to leak to the Swinton?

Or perhaps she told someone who did?

Patrick couldn’t honestly imagine that was the case. But it did spell out the fact that more than Sister Acha knew of Brighton’s true identity.

If there was one, there had to be more.

“I cannot say, my lady,” he said, trying to be of some comfort. “But I swear to you on my oath as a knight that your Sister Acha told me of your true lineage. I am not entirely sure she wanted me to tell you, but I believe it is your right to know. It is not my privilege to withhold that information from you.”

Brighton pondered his statement for a few moments. She was feeling comfortable enough with Patrick’s presence to come away from the wall, meandering in the direction of the hearth. With that comfort, her stammer, which usually happened only when she was nervous or stressed, faded away.

“It is not something I am prepared to hear or even accept,” she said, coming into the light. “I would very much like to speak to Mother Prioress about this. If only she could tell me what she knows, mayhap she can confirm what Sister Acha told you. At least then I would have no cause for doubt.”

Patrick didn’t really hear much after her first few words. Once she came into the light, he was stricken by the ethereal vision of a stunning beauty draped in white and illuminated by the flames. Her hair, long and silky, tumbled down her back. But that sweet, delicate face was lined with strife. He found himself watching her lips as she spoke, watching the way the corners of her mouth curled upward. He could have watched her speak forever, for certainly, she was an enchanting creature.

And she was more enchanting by the moment.

But he realized she was expecting a response to whatever she said and he had to think hard on the words she’d spoken, struggling to remember just a few. He didn’t want to ask her to repeat herself; that would have been humiliating. But, then again, he could watch her lips as she spoke again.

Those luscious, curvy lips….

“Although I promised your nurse that I would protect you, the truth is that I gave my word before realizing the full impact of the situation,” he said. “I am to leave for London and a royal appointment in a fortnight and it will make it difficult for me to keep my vow. I am, therefore, taking you to my father upon the morrow. He is a great warrior and a very wise man. I believe it would be wise to seek his counsel. You will be safe at Castle Questing until he can decide what is to be done. Until then, I hope you will enjoy the hospitality of the House of de Wolfe.”

She regarded him, half of her face illuminated by the firelight. “Then you will not take me back to Coldingham?”

So they were back to that subject again. He cocked his head. “My lady, do you really wish to return only to be abducted again?”

“There is no certainty that I will.”

“Are you willing to take that chance?”

She sighed, frustrated. The stammer began to return. “B-but you do not know that for certain,” she said. “Mayhap these men who seek me will forget about me entirely. I am willing to take the chance that they will.”

Patrick took a few steps into the room, closing the door enough so that it was cracked and their voices wouldn’t carry so much. There were several people asleep on this level and he didn’t want raised voices waking them. For what he was about to say, it was quite possible that the next raised voice would be Brighton’s.

“Let us assume you are wrong,” he said. “Let us say that I return you to Coldingham and deliver you back to the mother prioress, as you have asked. Now you are home but the priory you have known all your life is no longer safe for anyone, least of all you. Clan Swinton broke the sanctity of a priory to get to you and I would be willing to believe that one or more nuns lost their lives in the process. They do not care who they harm in their quest to abduct you. So by taking you back to Coldingham, not only is your life in danger, but so is everyone else’s. Are you truly so determined to return there now that you know that? I cannot believe that you would be so selfish.”

She was both surprised and hurt by his words. “I-I am not being selfish,” she insisted. “I simply want to go home. You cannot fault me for wanting to go home.”

He lifted a dark eyebrow. “Nay, I cannot fault you for wanting to go home, but I have repeatedly explained to you why it would not be a good idea,” he said. “Let me take it a step further. Let me tell you what will happen once Clan Swinton is able to return you to their stronghold. They will more than likely throw you in the vault or lock you in a chamber. You will be fortunate if you have a food or fire. They will treat you like a commodity, a bargaining piece, because that is all you will mean to them. I can only imagine they will try to ransom you but while they wait, each man in the clan will more than likely violate you in ways I will not describe. I think you understand what I mean. They have no such restraint and no reason to keep you pure and untouched while they await their ransom demand. Then, depending on who pays your ransom, you could be given over to another clan you do not know and those men might very well do the same thing to you. Are you understanding any of what I am telling you, my lady?”

Brighton was looking up at him, her eyes swimming in tears. “T-that is a despicable thing to say.”

“It is the truth.”

“Y-you could be wrong.”

“Then I will ask you this one last time – are you willing to take that chance? If you are, then I will return you to Coldingham tomorrow and you can take your chances. But know this; I will not return to save you again. If I leave you at Coldingham, I wash my hands of you and of my vow, because you clearly have no grasp of what I am trying to do – I am trying to help you. If you are too foolish to take that help, then I have nothing more to say.”

She maintained her focus on him, staring him down just as he was staring her down. It was will against will at this point and, to tell the truth, Patrick had no intention of returning her to Coldingham even if she asked it of him. He was willing to bank on the fact that somehow, someway, he was getting through to her so she understood what, exactly, her desire to return home entailed. It wasn’t a simple thing in the least.

He was hoping to scare her into staying. He could only pray she was smart enough to realize it.

After an eternity of staring at each other, Brighton finally broke away. Patrick watched as she quickly wiped at her eyes, flicking away any tears that might be bold enough to escape.

“T-then what will happen to me if I do not return?” she asked, looking into the fire. “I have no family and nowhere to go. What will become of me?”

He eased up his serious stance, relieved that she was at least considering what he was saying. In fact, he was vastly relieved and trying not to show it.

“I do not know,” he said honestly. “That is why I want to take you to Castle Questing and to my father. He will know what to do. Mayhap you will end up as a lady-in-waiting in a fine house or, mayhap, you will become a nurse to a family of children. There are many things for you, I think. You must not despair. My father will help you.”

He was trying to sound positive, as if there was hope for her future. It seemed to work because her tears eased. Whatever turmoil was roiling in her heart, he seemed to soothe the pain. It was actually quite kind of him to do it; giving comfort to a woman he didn’t even know. A woman who had fought him at every turn.

She dared to look at him again.

“T-then I suppose I should thank you for making me your burden, Sir Patrick,” she said. “It was a great presumption for Sister Acha to extract a promise from you to watch over me and you were kind to agree. I suppose a lesser man would not have.”

Patrick sensed that, finally, the hostile barrier was down between them. He hadn’t honestly been sure that would ever happen. Feeling the least bit more personable towards her, he took a step in her direction.

“I realize you do not know me,” he said quietly. “I do not know you and all we have really known of each other has been violent and sorrowful. But please be assured that I am an honorable man and I will protect you until it is no longer my duty to do so. You will be safe, Lady Brighton, I swear it.”

It was a chivalrous declaration. As Brighton gazed up into his pale green eyes, she began to feel something she’d never felt before. It was like a burning in her belly, a slow burn that spread throughout her limbs and caused her knees to shake. Looking into Patrick’s handsome face also caused her to feel a bit lightheaded and she had no idea why. Perhaps it was because she was upset and exhausted. Or perhaps she was simply being ridiculous. All she knew was that looking at the man made her want to collapse right into him. Quickly averting her gaze, she took a step away from him.

“I-I believe you,” she said, struggling against the giddiness. “I-I suppose I have little choice but to trust you. I do not mean it the way it sounds, but it is the truth.”

Patrick felt the warmth between them as well, something that sparked the moment he came near her and looked deeply into her eyes. In fact, even as she moved away from him, he couldn’t take his eyes from her, his gaze moving down that beautiful hair and noting her luscious womanly figure beneath the wool. He’d never seen finer and, more and more, his appreciation for her beauty was turning in to something else. He wasn’t quite sure yet, but something was changing for him.

And it scared him to death.

“Then please enjoy the rest of your evening,” he said, moving back to the door, realizing that his cheeks were actually flushed. God’s Bones, am I giddy? “We shall leave at dawn on the morrow and my sisters are preparing a traveling bag for you. If you need anything this night, there is a servant in the hall at all times or my… my sister’s doorway is down by the top of the steps.”

He had almost said that his chamber was right next to hers, suggesting that she could come to him if she needed anything. But that wouldn’t be proper nor would it be safe. Whatever you think you’re feeling for the girl, kill it! He told himself as he put his hand on the latch and opened her chamber door wide. He wasn’t even waiting for an answer to his statement but before he could get clear of the chamber, he could hear Brighton’s soft voice behind him.

“Y-you have my thanks, my lord,” she said. “You have been most kind amidst trying circumstances and if I have appeared ungrateful, then I apologize. I know you are only doing what you believe to be right.”

Patrick paused and, against his better judgment, turned to look at her. Softly lit by the glowing fire, he swore he was looking at an angel.

“You have not appeared ungrateful,” he said. “And it is my pleasure to be of service, my lady.”

He turned again, quickly, to leave, but she stopped him. “T-that is something else I must mention,” she said. “You need not address me as ‘my lady’. I am a mere postulate, after all, and not bred from nobility. ‘Mistress’ or even ‘sister’ will do.”

His gaze lingered on her even as he reached out to pull the door shut behind him. “Given that I believe what Sister Acha said, it would appear that you are far more than a mere postulate,” he said quietly. “And I will continue to address you with a term of respect and nobility. Get used to it.”

With that, he pulled the door shut behind him, simply to cut short his view of her. He wasn’t entirely sure he would be strong enough to leave had he gazed upon her much longer.

God’s Bones, what is in your head? He scolded himself silently, making haste for his own chamber and shutting the door softly behind him. He even bolted it for good measure, as if that would stop him from wandering out to the lady’s door again. And what a lady she was.

Giddy? Indeed, he was.

Foolish?

… more than he wanted to admit.

He didn’t sleep the rest of the night.
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CHAPTER FIVE


To flee or not to flee… that is the question….

Aye, Brighton wanted to flee. At least, she thought she did. Now was her opportunity, out in the wide open spaces of the road.

But something was holding her back.

It could have been the fact that there were several big knights riding escort to their traveling party, men on fast horses that could easily catch her if she decided to run. Or it could be because Lady Katheryn and Lady Evelyn had been as kind as possible to her that morning, helping her to dress in traveling clothes, making her feel as if she was honored and special. It could also be because she had been introduced to Lady Katheryn and Lady Evelyn’s children that morning, delightful boys and girls who were quite enchanting and happy. They reminded her that there was joy still left in the world. Or, it could be because Patrick had made an impact with her the night before.

She was scared to return home.

There was also something about Patrick himself.

The day, in early June, was clear and mild, and Brighton found herself in a carriage with Lady Katheryn and Lady Evelyn, and Lady Evelyn’s baby. The child was not quite a year old, a red-cheeked cherub named Adele. The baby looked a good deal like her father, the tall red-haired knight, Hector, and she had been smiling at Brighton since nearly the moment they’d left Berwick. Brighton couldn’t help but smile back.

The other de Norville and Hage children were riding in another carriage, at least the younger ones were. But three of the boys – Lady Katheryn’s two eldest, Edward and Axel, and Lady Evelyn’s eldest boy, Atreus, were riding ponies near the carriage, shepherded by their fathers.

Lady Katheryn and her husband had three boys, the youngest one, Christoph, riding in the wagon, and Lady Evelyn had two boys and two girls, with one son, Hermes, and her other daughter, Lisbet, also riding in the wagon. Four big dogs rounded out the passengers and were companions as well as protectors to the offspring.

It was quite a tribe of children and pets that had come along in the escort heading for Castle Questing. Because there were so many women and children, Patrick and the other knights had doubled the number of men-at-arms and, even now, heavily-armed men on horseback rode in concentration around the wagons and carriage. Lady Katheryn had noticed them from the start of their journey and, even now as they bumped down the road, she kept glancing up from her sewing, peering from the cab window.

“There are so many armed men out there, it looks as if they are escorting the pope,” she muttered. “Does Patrick truly believe we are going to be set upon? We are flying de Wolfe banners, for Heaven’s sake. Anyone would have to be daft to attack us.”

Evelyn shifted the baby, looking out of the window. “We would make a very large target,” she said. Then, she caught sight of something in the distance and smiled. “Look at Atreus. He is so happy to be riding his new pony. I have never seen Hector so proud.”

Katheryn grinned as she stabbed at her sewing. “So is Alec,” she said. “He spent an hour instructing Eddie and Axel this morning before he ever let them on the ponies. I do believe this is the first time we have ever traveled and allowed the boys to ride on their own.”

Evelyn nodded, looking from the window a moment longer before pulling her head inside. “Mother will be so thrilled to see them,” she said. “They have grown in even the past few months when she last saw them.”

Katheryn agreed. “She will,” she said. Then, she cast a sidelong glance at her sister. “Was it difficult to convince Hector not to stop at Northwood Castle to visit his parents? We passed close to them a while back, I think. I heard Alec say something about it.”

Evelyn shook her head. “We see his father all of the time. You know that Paris comes to Berwick whenever he can because he has two sons there. It was not difficult to pass Northwood this time.”

Small talk bounced between the sisters; talk of children and of their mother and father, and of family at Northwood Castle, which evidently wasn’t far away. Tucked in the corner of the carriage, Brighton listened to it all. The sisters weren’t deliberately being rude but Brighton was rather glad they’d left her out of the conversation; she didn’t feel much like talking. She found her thoughts drifting to the countryside, to Coldingham, and to her uncertain future.

Here she was, traveling with unfamiliar people – people she considered the enemy – but they had all been very kind to her. No one had treated her as an enemy and, perhaps, that was part of the reason she was increasingly reluctant to flee. These English were kind and welcoming people. It was all quite confusing, but there were things about this new world that weren’t so bad.

She might even come to like it someday.

“I am very sorry, my lady.” Katheryn’s soft voice cut into her thoughts. “We have not meant to exclude you from the conversation. We would be very pleased to speak on any subject you choose.”

Brighton tore her gaze away from the carriage window, turning to the women who were smiling politely at her. She forced a smile in return.

“Y-you were not excluding me,” she said. “I was content with my own thoughts.”

Katheryn smiled. “That is sweet of you to forgive us our insult,” she said. “We did not have much chance for pleasant conversation last night or this morning, really. I have not even had the chance to ask you if your clothing fits adequately.”

Brighton looked down at herself. She was wearing a dark blue woolen traveling dress, lightweight, with layers of shifts beneath it. The garment was cinched tightly in the waist, giving her a rather exquisite appearance. She was full-breasted, something she’d never really paid any attention to because she’d spent her entire life in ill-fitting woolen robes. This morning when the ladies had put the traveling dress on her was the first time she’d ever noticed she actually had a figure and it was a stunning one. She thought she might have seen the English knights, including Patrick, give her second glances when she’d climbed into the carriage that morning, attention that embarrassed her. She’d never known anything like it before.

“I-it is beautiful,” she said simply, lifting her head to look at her traveling companions once again. “I…I have never worn anything like this before.”

“It suits you,” Evelyn said confidently. “It used to be mine but I can no longer fit into it. I am more than happy to give you my clothing that no longer fits. I am pleased you can use it.”

Brighton nodded, a hesitant gesture. “Y-you have been most kind, my lady,” she said. Then, she looked between the two of them. “You have both been most kind. As I told you last night, I do not mean to appear ungrateful for anything you do for me, but this is all quite… overwhelming.”

Katheryn and Evelyn were understanding. “I cannot imagine what you are feeling,” Katheryn said quietly. “But we will do everything we can to make you feel comfortable.”

Brighton wasn’t sure what to say to that. She’d never known such genuinely nice people. She simply nodded and returned her attention to the open window, which happened to face north, into Scotland. Her home. Katheryn and Evelyn exchanged sympathetic glances.

“Will you tell us about your home, my lady?” Evelyn asked, simply to keep the conversation flowing. “Have you lived in a convent your entire life?”

Brighton sensed they were simply trying to include her in conversation so she wouldn’t feel left out. She wished they didn’t feel that way, for she truly didn’t have any desire to chat the journey away, but she responded to them nonetheless.

“I-I have,” she said. “Coldingham is… well, it is my home. I love it there.”

“Did you receive an education?” Evelyn asked. “Did you have regular duties?”

Brighton nodded. “I-I learned to read and write,” she replied. “Sister Acha was insistent that I learn. I can speak Latin and Italian because one of our sisters, Sister Andria, only spoke Italian and a little Latin. She was in charge of the kitchens so if you wanted to eat, you had to learn to communicate with her.”

Katheryn and Evelyn were fascinated with an Italian nun. “That is wonderful,” Katheryn said sincerely. “I have never actually met someone who lived in a convent. Did you have times of leisure or did you pray all day and all night?”

Brighton grinned at their naïve questions. They acted as if she had lived on the moon for the past nineteen years. “W-we prayed at appointed times, just as you do,” she said. “When we were not praying, we were working. I worked in the kitchens and in the garden. Some nuns worked with the animals, as we had many sheep and goats, and some nuns did the sewing, the scrubbing, and things of that nature. We also had a small infirmary where nuns would tend the sick, but we are not a healing order so the infirmary was very small.”

Katheryn and Evelyn were very interested in life in the convent. “Was it a big garden?” Evelyn asked. “The one you tended, I mean. Our mother has a large garden at Castle Questing, where we grew up, but Patrick would not let us have a flower garden at Berwick. He says that military installations do not have flower gardens, so all he allows us to grow are vegetables for the table.”

Brighton’s thoughts shifted from Coldingham to the enormous knight with the pale green eyes. Even the mere thought of him caused her heart to flutter, just a bit. It was an unfamiliar feeling, indeed. The man must have put a devil’s curse on me to make me jump every time I so much as think of him!

“W-we did grow some flowers, but we mostly grew herbs and vegetables,” Brighton said. “We grow a great deal of lavender and roses, for even roses can be eaten or used in medicines. Roses are my favorite.”

“Mine, too!” Evelyn piped up, shifting the baby on her lap. “When Hector and I were courting, he would bring me roses all of the time. He still brings them to me on occasion. He is thoughtful that way.”

Courting was such an alien concept to Brighton that she hadn’t much to say to that. These women lived in a world of husbands and children, and she did not. Still, she was having her first glimpse into a world other than that of a convent and she wasn’t hard pressed to admit it was intriguing. A world where husbands and wives and children made life happy and content. Inevitably, her attention moved to the baby, who was grinning at her again. When Evelyn saw where Brighton’s attention was, she lifted the baby in her direction.

“Would you like to hold her, my lady?” she asked. “Adele is a very good baby. She would be no trouble.”

Although Brighton hadn’t spent any time around children, she had a strong maternal instinct. She liked to nurture things, both plants and animals, and she was very fond of children as a rule. With a timid smile, she reached out for little Adele.

“S-she is very beautiful,” she said as Adele slid into her hands. “How old is she?”

Evelyn’s affectionate gaze was on her daughter. “She will have seen one year in September,” she said. “She is such a happy girl. She has been a joy, unlike my other three, who were holy terrors at this age. The screaming they went through!”

Katheryn chuckled. “At least you have had two girls to balance out the males in the family,” she said. “I am outnumbered.”

As the two sisters giggled and chatted about their children, Brighton settled the baby on her lap and cuddled her. She was sweet and soft and warm, grinning her big four-toothed grin. Brighton was very content with the baby in her arms. Adele eventually fell asleep against her. As Brighton sat back against the seat, cradling the sleeping child, she was coming to think that there was nothing so sweet in this world as a child in her arms. Having never experienced such a thing, her first experience was one of joy.

Something more in this strange new world that pleased her.

The party bumped along the road for another hour or two, with the men outside the carriage talking, issuing commands, and the children on ponies running about under their father’s supervision. At one point, Brighton caught sight of one of the knights – and it was difficult to tell who it was with all of the armor the man was wearing – with a very small boy on the saddle in front of him. The child was having a marvelous time.

In all, it had been a relaxed journey in spite of all of the heavily-armed men. Somewhere around the nooning hour, the party came to a halt and the knights moved the carriage and wagons off the road, into a field that had a brook running through it. The children were released from their ponies and from the wagon, as were the dogs, and soon there was a gaggle of children running around, screaming and laughing, playing in the warm weather. Dogs barked and chased the children as the adults brought forth food for the nooning meal.

Brighton climbed from the carriage, helped out by one of the knights she remembered from the night before, the one who had been at Patrick’s command when he’d carried her away from the fighting. She didn’t know his name but he looked rather like Katheryn’s husband with big shoulders and green eyes. Since she didn’t know him and he made her rather nervous, she quickly walked away from the carriage, moving clear of the commotion between the ladies and the children and the dogs. She’d handed the baby back over to Evelyn long ago and, now with her arms free, she looked around at their surroundings as she rubbed at her arms, somewhat numb from having held them in the same position for so long.

A light breeze blew through the trees, fluttering the grass, and no one seemed to pay her much attention as she stood there. The men-at-arms on horseback had spread out, undoubtedly to watch for any threats to the party, and the knights seemed to be lingering with the women and children. The knight who had helped her from the carriage was now on the ground with two small boys jumping on him, while off to the left, Katheryn was in the embrace of her tall, red-haired husband. It was a delightful family scene, to tell the truth, and Brighton could tell that these people were all quite close to one another. There seemed to be a good deal of love and camaraderie going on, something she found very sweet.

In truth, it wasn’t something she had seen much of in her life, this kind of love and camaraderie. The nuns of Coldingham could be rather severe and harsh, at times. There wasn’t a good deal of affection at the priory. Even Sister Acha had been a strict woman, not given to fits of emotion, so Brighton was rather awed by the sight of people who were open with their affection.

She was also saddened by it.

Saddened in that she had never known such tenderness. She found herself wondering what it would be like to be embraced the way Katheryn’s husband was embracing her, or hugged the way that Evelyn hugged her children. Such sweetness to it all, something she’d been denied her entire life. She began to feel a longing in the pit of her stomach that she couldn’t begin to describe, a longing to be shown affection and treated tenderly. She hadn’t really known what she was missing until now. And now that she realized how much more there was to life, she felt both confused and deprived.

Soon enough, she couldn’t watch the tender scene any longer. It hurt her heart to witness such care and love, and she had no idea why. Swiftly, she turned for the nearby brook as it disappeared into a copse of trees. Trudging through the long grass with her skirts held up, she disappeared into the trees as well.

Anything to be free of witnessing things she would never know.

It was cool in the trees as the sunlight filtered in overhead, birds singing in the branches. Lost in thought, Brighton wandered deeper into the grove. Alone in the trees, the urge to flee washed over her again but she fought it. She’s already decided against it. She was, therefore, a woman without a home, without a family, and without any place to go.

She was lost.

Feelings of depression swept her. It was difficult not to feel sorry for herself. Her hands brushed the traveling dress she was wearing and she looked down at it, thinking on the English who had given it to her. It was lovely to have people be so kind to her but it couldn’t go on like that forever. At some point, she would have to settle somewhere and find a life of her own, which wouldn’t include Katheryn and Evelyn and their charming children. It wouldn’t even include Patrick, the big knight who made her heart flutter strangely. She didn’t like feeling that her future was nothing but fog, unable to see through it yet knowing something was there just the same.

It was the unknown she feared.

“Lady Brighton?”

A soft, deep voice startled her and she turned to see Patrick coming through the foliage. She took a step back, away from him, intimidated by the sight of him. Even after their calm conversation last night, she still wasn’t completely comfortable in his presence.

“I-I… I just needed a moment of privacy, my lord,” she said, her stammer strong because she had been startled. “I should have told you, I suppose. I am sorry.”

Patrick shook his head. “You need not apologize,” he said. “If anyone should apologize, it should be me for invading your quiet moment. I came to make sure you were well. My sisters were concerned.”

Brighton smiled faintly. “I-I am well,” she said. “They worry over me as if I am one of their children.”

Patrick gave her a lopsided grin, the dimples running deep. “They are very motherly,” he agreed. “You’ll not escape that, no matter if you are a grown woman. They will still be concerned for you.”

He said it somewhat humorously and she dared to smile in return. “I-it is very kind of them,” she said. “I do not mind. They were quite motherly this morning as they helped me to dress.”

She looked down at herself which made Patrick look down at her as well. He’d spent the entire morning thinking of her even though he couldn’t see her, tucked back in the carriage with his sisters as she had been. But the vision of her before she’d entered the carriage back at Berwick stuck with him.

Dressed in a deep blue wool that clung indecently to her figure, he’d been struck by her womanly curves just as the other knights had been. Alec and Hector, the married men, pretended not to notice but the unmarried men, Kevin and Apollo, noticed without trying to seem as if they weren’t. That had infuriated Patrick, who had sent the young knights to ride point at the head of the column, far up ahead of the lady they’d briefly lusted after.

Not that he’d blamed them for their reaction, but he wanted their minds on their duties and not on the lovely young woman in the carriage. At least, that’s what Patrick told himself. The truth was that he wanted to be the only one thinking about her. The curvy figure encased in dark blue and her beautiful brown hair plaited in an elaborate braid was something for his eyes alone.

He was sworn to protect her, after all. In some odd way, that meant she belonged to him.

… didn’t she?

But she had been saying something to him just now, hadn’t she? Something about his sisters smothering her…? He realized that he hadn’t really heard her and, again, not wanting to embarrass himself by asking her to repeat what she’d said, he pulled on the few words he’d managed to hear in order to concoct an answer. But he was coming to think that the woman could suck every thought from his head without even trying, for she’d done it before with him.

He looked at her and his mind seemed to go to mush.

“My sisters try their best to be helpful,” he said belatedly. “They have been my chatelaines at Berwick for a few years and I find them indispensable.”

Brighton couldn’t help but noticed he seemed detached. It had taken him forever to answer her even though he was looking right at her. She was coming to think that he didn’t have much interest in what she had to say, which embarrassed her greatly. Clearing her throat softly, she put her head down and gathered her skirts, preparing to move past him.

“A-again, my apologies for wandering away,” she said. “I will return with you now if that is your wish.”

He reached out, a massive hand grasping her arm before she could walk away. “That is not why I came,” he said. Then, he lifted his other hand, which she hadn’t really noticed because it had been partially concealed behind his back. He had a bundle in it, a kerchief that was wrapped around some items. “My sisters said you’d not eaten so I brought you some food. Would you sit and eat now? We only have a few minutes before we must continue on our way.”

The food bundle in his hand enticed her, for she was hungry. She nodded her head, watching him as he moved to a big rock next to the creek. He set the bundle down and untied it, revealing a good deal of food within. He smiled weakly.

“If you please, my lady?” he said, pointing to the feast.

Hesitantly, Brighton made her way to the rock and sank to her knees beside it. Beneath the cool shade of the trees, she timidly picked up a piece of hard white cheese, biting into it. It was very good. Quite famished, she collected a piece of bread as well. Mouth full, she looked up at Patrick.

“I-I will gladly share if you’ve not eaten, my lord,” she said.

Patrick had been waiting for the invitation because he’d brought enough food for two people. It had been rather clever of him, he thought. Casually, he planted his big body on the edge of the rock, taking a piece of cold beef and popping it into his mouth. All the while, he kept eyeing Brighton as she ate ravenously.

“How has your journey been so far?” he asked, simply to make conversation.

She nodded her head, swallowing the bite in her mouth. “P-pleasant,” she said. “I held the baby for some of the journey. She is very sweet.”

“Adele?” he said. “Aye, she is. She is adorable and looks just like her father, much to my own father’s displeasure. He had hoped she would look like a de Wolfe.”

Brighton put more cheese in her mouth. “I-I am coming to understand that everyone in your command is related,” she said. “It has not been explained to me, but I see there are relations around you, at least with your sisters. Do you have more?”

He nodded. “I have a rather large family,” he said. “In addition to Katheryn and Evelyn, who are with me at Berwick, I have five brothers and another little sister who are not. You see, it all started many years ago when my father married my mother. I have already told you she is from Clan Scott. My mother came with two cousins who married two of my father’s knights. Aunt Jemma married Uncle Kieran and Aunt Caladora married Uncle Paris. When those three couples had children, they all ended up marrying each other, so Katheryn and Evelyn are married to a son of Jemma and Kieran, and Paris and Caladora, respectively. Our three families are deeply intertwined.”

Brighton was listening with interest. “I-I see,” she said. “Do you have a wife I’ve not met, then?”

He shook his head. “Nay,” he replied, giving her a rather embarrassed grin. “Oh, it was not for lack of trying on Uncle Paris and Uncle Kieran’s part. They had a daughter or two they tried to saddle me with… I mean, marry me to… but I felt strongly that there was much I want to accomplish in life and it would be difficult for a wife to have a husband with great ambitions. I could not condemn her to such a life.”

Brighton chewed on a small green apple. “D-do you mean this appointment for Henry, the one you spoke of last night?”

“Aye.”

“W-what will your duties be for the king?”

Patrick swallowed the food in his mouth, reaching for a piece of cheese. “To simplify the explanation, the king is an elderly man and he has not been well,” he said. “The king has several men who are his personal guard, called the Lord Protectors, and I have been given the honor of being the captain of that group. I am to leave for London in a fortnight to assume my post by September.”

Brighton was vastly impressed. But she realized that she was also somewhat disappointed. She wasn’t sure why, but she was. Perhaps it had something to do with him leaving in a couple of weeks and her never seeing him again. Other than the priests, Patrick was the only man she had truly had any contact with outside of the walls of Coldingham. Hated English or not, they had established a strange bond. Right now, they were having a lovely conversation, something she’d never done before, at least not like this.

Never before with a man who made her heart flutter strangely….

“Y-your family must be very proud,” she finally said. “I am sure you will be very successful.”

He shrugged. “A position like this is very powerful and highly coveted,” he said. Then, he lowered his voice. “Can you keep a secret?”

She nodded, curious, indeed. “I-I can.”

“Not even if a thousand reivers sudden charge these trees and try to beat it out of you?”

She grinned at his jest. “N-not even then, I promise.”

He lifted a dark eyebrow to emphasize how serious this was. “Only my father knows this, my lady,” he said. “If my mother found out you knew before she did, she would beat the both of us.”

Brighton held up a hand as if to take her oath. “I-I swear it will never leave my lips, ever.”

He nodded firmly. “I believe you,” he said. “Then I shall tell you. Along with my appointment to the Lord Protectors, I have been bequeathed lands and title to go with it. Once I assume my post, Penton Castle will become mine as well as the title Lord Westdale. Henry offered me larger properties to the south, but my heart and my family are here in the north. Penton Castle guards a major road from Scotland that leads into Carlisle. It is a very big place, built upon the ruins of a Roman fort, and it has seen more than its share of action from the Scots.”

Brighton was duly impressed. “W-who is there now? I mean, whose army?”

“Henry’s.”

It all seemed quite prestigious to her. “T-then I will congratulate you,” she said sincerely. “You are to become quite important.”

He shrugged, a cross between a modest and an arrogant gesture. “Lands and title will thrust me into the heart of London’s politics, but I am confident I shall execute my duties flawlessly,” he said. “Truthfully, I have no idea when I will actually see my property, as I will probably be in London for a very long time. Edward, the king’s son, has given me as much freedom as I need to protect the king and control who has access to him. I think it will be a very interesting position, at any rate. Not many men will go against the word of the Nighthawk.”

Brighton cocked her head curiously. “N-Nighthawk?”

He nodded, swallowing his cheese and then picking up a small apple. “My father is known as the Wolfe of the Border,” he said, taking up most of the apple in one bite. “He is also Warden of the Northern Borders. Have you never heard of him? Well, you will if you spend any time in the north. Because they call him The Wolfe, I have earned the name of Nighthawk for my prowess in battle. I am the only one of my brothers to have earned such a moniker.”

Brighton rather liked that name. “N-Nighthawk,” she repeated. “They are great hunters.”

“As am I.”

She grinned at his boastful statement. “I-I would believe that,” she said. “You had no difficultly hunting down the reivers last night.”

He tossed the apple core aside. “That was nothing,” he said. “They left an easy trail to follow.”

Her smile faded as thoughts of Sister Acha returned and the terrible cost of the skirmish the night before. Averting her gaze from Patrick, she reached for another apple. “I-I suppose that you could easily track me as well even if I tried to flee for home, then.”

He regarded her a moment. “I could. Do you intend to run? I thought we had settled that last night.”

She put the apple in her hand down, brushing her hands off on her skirt. “I-I will be honest with you, my lord,” she said. “I still had thoughts of running for home this morning, even after our conversation last night. Coldingham is all I know, you see, and for me to simply forget about it so easily… I cannot do that. When I wandered into these trees just now, I even thought it would be very easy to slip away but I remembered what you said last night about my being selfish. If I run to Coldingham, and if men are truly after me, then trouble will follow. I do not wish to bring trouble to my home.”

He watched her as she stood up gracefully. “That is wise.”

She sighed, gazing out over the creek, having no idea he was watching her profile as she did. “B-but if you take me to your father, will I not be bringing trouble to him, too?”

Patrick was not only watching her profile, he was watching the curve of her lips again when she spoke. It was mesmerizing. “You will,” he said, “but my father is a great knight. He can handle all of the trouble that the Swinton Clan wants to throw at him. Do not worry about him.”

She turned to him, her sweet face in earnest. “B-but I do,” she said. “If I will bring as much trouble as you say, then there is nowhere I can go that will not bring trouble. I do not wish to cause trouble for those who have been kind to me.”

He was starting not to hear her words again, daydreaming about that angelic face. But he forced himself to listen. He stood up, towering over her.

“I would not worry about that if I were you,” he said. “You are my ward now and as long as you are, no harm will come to you. Do you not believe me?”

She nodded, her heart beginning to pound against her ribs as his powerful form loomed before her. “I-I do,” she said. Then, she paused. “I am calmer now, my lord. Will you please tell me again what Sister Acha told you about my… my lineage? I promise I will not become hysterical. I honestly do not remember everything you told me, only that my real father is a Northman king. I would be grateful if you would tell me, once more, so that I remember all of it.”

Patrick knew they should be heading back to the others now that their meal was over but he couldn’t quite seem to do it. He was rather enjoying talking to her, just the two of them. He didn’t want to disrupt that, at least not until he had to.

“Are you sure?” he asked quietly.

“P-please.”

He sighed faintly. “She told me that your mother is Lady Juliana de la Haye and your father is Magnus Haakonsson, King of the Northmen. Your real name is Kristiana Magnusdotter. But you were given the name of Brighton de Favereux to conceal your identity. Shall I tell you more?”

Brighton nodded shortly, as if she didn’t want to hear it all but knew she had to, and he continued. “Your mother is a daughter of the House of de la Haye and she was given over to the Northmen as a hostage, to cement a peace between the kings of the North and Clan Haye. When she became pregnant, she was sent home in shame. When you were born, your mother was forced to bring you to Coldingham in order to protect you.” He paused, looking her in the eye. “Sister Acha said that no one must know of your existence for it can only bring the Northmen down upon us. Those were her words, exactly.”

Brighton’s features were lined with distress but she was trying very hard to show courage. “Juliana de la Haye,” she murmured. “W-where does the Clan Haye live?”

“Further to the north, I believe,” he said. “Like most Scots along the coast, I am sure they have had their share of encounters with Northmen. Making an alliance with a hostage makes perfect sense.”

Brighton didn’t really know much about alliances. Truthfully, she didn’t know much about anything right now. Her senses, her mind, were very muddled. She was trying to process the information when a shout came from outside of the trees and Patrick shouted in return, a confirmation that they were soon to return to the group. He turned to Brighton.

“We should be departing shortly,” he said, somewhat gently. “Did you have enough to eat? You can take the rest of the food with you in the carriage if you wish.”

She nodded absently, still lost in thought, and he moved to collect the food. She put her hand on his arm before he could move out of her reach. Patrick came to a pause, looking down at that distressed, heavenly face as she turned her attention upward to him.

“D-do you think… do you think your father could write to Mother Prioress and ask her if she knows anything about my true lineage?” she asked hesitantly. “If I could only have her confirmation, mayhap I could find peace with all of this. As I told you last night, I cannot believe that she would not know the truth. If it is too much trouble for your father, I would be happy to write the missive if he would only be kind enough to supply a messenger.”

Patrick could feel her hand on his arm like a searing brand. Such a small hand, a delicate touch, but it was burning a hole through him.

“It will not be too much trouble for him to do that,” he said, wondering if the quivering he felt in his chest at her touch could be heard in his voice. “In fact, I think it is a very good idea. I will suggest it to him.”

Brighton was visibly relieved. “Thank you, my lord. I am very grateful.”

He gave her a brief smile before continuing on his quest to gather their meal. As he wrapped it back up in the kerchief, he spoke.

“You do not need to continue addressing me formally,” he told her. “I do not mind for you to address me as Patrick.”

Brighton looked at him with surprise. “Patrick?”

He nodded, looking up from the bundle of food in his hand. “May I call you Brighton?”

Brighton was rather startled with the request. Pleased, but startled. “O-of course,” she said. “But no one calls me Brighton except Mother Prioress. To everyone else, I am known as Bridey.”

He grinned. “I know,” he said. “Sister Acha addressed you by that name. I had no idea who she was talking about at first. I will also call you Bridey if it does not displease you.”

“I-I would be honored, my – I mean, Patrick.”

He chuckled and reached out to take her elbow, politely escorting her out of the copse of trees and into the green field beyond.
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CHAPTER SIX


That Evening

Castle Questing

Near Mindrumill, the Borders

Arriving at Castle Questing had been somewhat surreal.

Against the backdrop of a pale blue sky, the castle sat on the top of a crag, perched like a crouched lion that was waiting to pounce. Built of Torridonian sandstone, the building blocks were pale, almost a cream color that turned golden when sunrise or sunset hit it just right. Locals called it oir caisteal, or the golden castle, for just that reason. It was a magnificent and imposing sight.

Because the castle sat so high, it could literally be seen for miles. The party from Berwick had spotted it several miles out and, as they approached, the sun was setting so that as they were about a half-mile away, the sun hit the stones just right and that golden castle appeared for them all to see. For those who had been born and raised at Questing, it was a welcome sight, indeed.

As the group from Berwick drew closer, a welcome party soon emerged from Questing, moving swiftly along the road that led down the side of the crag and racing for the Berwick group at breakneck speed. Young men on powerful horses met with the incoming party and as Brighton watched with great curiosity. Patrick cuffed one of the young men on the head affectionately. Two other young men on horseback swarmed the other knights and made their way back to the wagon where the children were riding, now bundled up as the sun began to set. In the carriage, the women could hear the children screaming in delight.

“It must be Thomas and Nathaniel,” Katheryn said, sticking her head from the carriage window to see what was going on behind them. “Oh – I see Adonis, too. Wait, Adonis! Put him down! Put Christoph down, I say!”

Evelyn was trying to see as well. “He never listens,” she said unhappily. “Adonis de Norville! Do you hear us? Put Christoph down. And… nay! Do not pick up Hermes! Put him down!”

Brighton had no idea what was going on; all she knew was that the children were laughing and screaming, and their mothers weren’t happy about it. The situation must have resolved itself because Katheryn and Evelyn came back into the cab, a little ruffled but seemingly satisfied, at least for the moment.

“I am going to box his ears when we reach the castle,” Evelyn muttered. Then, she saw the look of concern on Brighton’s face and she smiled sheepishly. “I am sorry, my lady. We are speaking of young uncles who like to take the boys for a ride on their excitable horses. The last thing we need is for someone to fall off and break an arm.”

Truthfully, Brighton thought it was rather amusing the way the children were so thrilled to see their uncles. “W-whom are you speaking of?”

Katheryn answered her. “Thomas de Wolfe, who is our younger brother,” she said with disapproval in her tone. “He is to be knighted in a few years but right now, he is just a troublemaker and a rascal. There is also Nathaniel Hage, my husband’s youngest brother, and Adonis de Norville, who is Hector’s youngest brother. They all serve at Questing and they are naughty young men full of spit and vinegar. They need daily beatings!”

Brighton fought off a grin. “D-do they not get them?”

Katheryn remained stern a moment longer before bursting into soft laughter. “Not nearly enough, although I am sure my mother tries,” she said. “I am so happy you are going to meet our mother. You will like her a great deal.”

Brighton had to admit that she was rather curious to see Castle Questing and meet the occupants. Having spent her entire life sequestered at Coldingham, with a very rare trip to Eyemouth on occasion, two trips to two castles in as many days was a great anomaly for her. It was rather disorienting, but also exciting. She was, therefore, quite curious about the big castle where the mighty Wolfe of the Border lived, the great knight she’d heard Patrick speak of.

The man who would determine her destiny.

With that in mind, she felt more than a little apprehension as the group made its way through the substantial village that was gathered up around the base of the castle and began to make the trek up the hill. Looking from the window of the carriage, she had to crane her neck back to look up the side of the crag to the massive castle on top of it. She’d never seen anything so big, like an entire city unto itself. The carriage and wagons seemed to have a little trouble going up the hill because the horses were exhausted and the angle was steep, but eventually they made it to the top.

And that was when the entire world opened up.

The great gatehouse of Castle Questing was open wide as more people rode out to escort the party inside. Brighton couldn’t really see the gatehouse, just a corner of the massive thing, but she could see the entire eastern and part of the northern side of the walls, which were enormous. She counted four massive, powerfully-built towers, including part of the gatehouse, that were all constructed in the same fashion – the towers flared at the bottom to prevent men from easily mounting them. It was clear that Questing had all sorts of design details that would prevent an attacking army from gaining easy access.

But that wasn’t the structure’s only defensive feature – a great moat had been dug out upon the rise, looking more like a small lake. Additionally, the enormous walls flared out at the top, extending the battlements outward, which was another design element to prevent an attacking army from easily mounting them. One would have to be a spider to climb up the walls and then scale the underside of the battlements that jutted outward. The entire place was built to withstand a massive siege and then some, a fitting home for the great Wolfe.

It was impressive and awe-inspiring, this mighty castle at the top of the hill, and Brighton drank it all in. Soon enough, the carriage passed through the gatehouse, which was as big as a keep. They passed through two enormous gates and across a ditch dug inside the gatehouse. The ditch was spanned by an internal drawbridge. Over the ditch, she could see murder holes in the roof of the gatehouse. If some fool army was lucky enough to breach the steel gates, then they had a very large ditch and murder holes inside of the gatehouse to deal with. It was ingenious.

Once through the treacherous gatehouse, the party spilled into the vast outer bailey. Men swarmed around both the carriage and the wagon behind it. When the door opened, Evelyn was sucked out by a young man who hugged her so hard that she grunted. When he released the woman so she could catch her breath, he reached for Katheryn but she balked.

“You will not squeeze me so tightly, Thomas de Wolfe,” she scolded. “Try it and I’ll throw a fist into your throat.”

Thomas laughed. Dark-haired like his brother, Brighton could see some of the family resemblance. But in her opinion, Patrick was much more handsome. Thomas didn’t have nearly his brother’s size, either, but he was nonetheless a handsome male specimen. He was also quite young, perhaps no more than fourteen. He took his sister by the arm as she climbed from the carriage.

“My lady,” he said, bowing with great exaggeration. “I will treat you like the fragile princess you are. Am I holding you too tightly? Is my voice too loud? Shall it shatter your precious ears?”

Katheryn sighed heavily, eyeing her brother. “Shut your yap,” she grumbled. But she soon softened, fighting off a grin. “As much as you annoy me, it is still good to see you.”

Thomas grinned brightly. “May I hug you?”

Katheryn cocked an eyebrow. “You may, but if you crack bones, I will beat you within an inch of your life.”

Thomas laughed and took his sister in his arms, giving her a warm hug. He was about to turn away when he caught sight of Brighton, still in the cab. Curiosity – and great interest – suddenly filled his expression. He took on the appearance of a hunter, in this case, for lady flesh. All of those young man urges flowing through his veins lit a fire under him at the sight of a lovely woman.

“You have brought someone with you,” he said, swiftly moving for the cab. “I did not mean to be rude but I did not see you, my lady. Thomas de Wolfe at your service.”

He was addressing Brighton and she hesitantly moved for his outstretched hand. But the moment she moved to take it, a mountain of a man was between her and Thomas. She really didn’t even have to see the man’s face to know it was Patrick and her heart began to flutter again. It was as if her heart knew it was him without benefit of sight.

Patrick growled at his brother. “Back away, whelp,” he said. Quickly, that tone changed when he turned to Brighton and reached out to take her hand. “My lady, permit me to assist you. Welcome to Castle Questing.”

Brighton climbed out of the cab with Patrick steadying her as her feet touched the dirt of the bailey. Now, she could see the place in its entirety – Questing had both inner and outer wards, both of them surrounded by soaring walls. The shape of the castle, in general, looked something like an “H”. The gatehouse to the inner bailey was open, a much smaller structure than the main gatehouse, and through the opening she could see buildings in the inner ward. Oddly enough, she didn’t see a central keep, but many buildings all strung together, built against the inner wall. Her observations were cut short, however, when she heard Patrick address her.

“I am sure you are weary,” he said somewhat quietly, as joyful chaos went on around them with families reuniting. “I will introduce you to my father and mother and then you may rest until the evening meal.”

Brighton was a bit anxious at the thought of being left alone in a strange, new castle. “B-but where will you go?” she said. Quickly realizing that sounded as if she had personal interest in his plans and very much as if she didn’t want him to leave her, she amended her words. “T-that is to say, will you not speak with your father right away? I should like to be part of that conversation if you will permit it. It is about me, after all. I feel I should be present.”

Patrick took her hand and tucked it into the crook of his elbow. He hadn’t missed that wistful tone in her voice, the one she’d tried to quickly cover up. “You will be part of that conversation,” he assured her. “And I intend to tell my father why I have come as soon as possible. Besides… when he sees that I have brought you to Questing, a stranger, he will understand that this is not entirely a social visit.”

“Atty?” Thomas had been standing at his brother’s side nearly the entire time, realizing his brother had no intention of introducing him to the beautiful young woman. “Who is your guest? Will you not introduce us?”

Patrick turned impatiently to his young brother. “If I had any choice in the matter, I would not,” he said flatly. “But, seeing as you and the lady may run into each other during the course of her visit here, permit me to introduce you to Lady Brighton de Favereux. Lady Brighton, my brother, Thomas.”

Brighton nodded to the young man, who dramatically bowed before her. “T-Thomas and I have met,” she said. “He did, in fact, introduce himself.”

Patrick’s eyes narrowed. “He did?” he said, frowning at his brother in a threatening manner. “That was bold of him. And impertinent. Say the word and I shall punish him.”

Thomas grinned impishly and dashed away. “You’ll not lay a hand on me!” he declared. “Mother will have something to say about that!”

“Say about what?”

A woman’s voice with a heavy Scots accent came from behind. Patrick turned quickly to see his mother approaching with their father, but his father headed directly for the grandchildren who were starting to squeal at the sight of him. As Patrick’s father growled like a bear and scooped up wriggling, giggling grandchildren, Patrick greeted his mother with a kiss.

“You are looking well, Mother,” he said. “How have you been?”

“Well enough,” she said, her gaze finding the woman standing next to Patrick. “And I see ye’ve brought me a guest. Why did ye not send word ahead?”

Patrick turned to Brighton. “Mother, this is Lady Brighton de Favereux,” he said. “Lady Brighton, this is my mother, Lady Jordan Scott de Wolfe.”

Brighton had never really been taught how to properly greet nobility, with a curtsy and averted eyes, so she simply stood there and smiled timidly at the beautiful woman with Patrick’s pale green eyes.

Lady Jordan de Wolfe was rather petite. Her honey-blonde hair was wrapped up in a braid that was secured in a coil at the base of her skull. Though she was in her fifth decade, there were very few lines on her face. In fact, she looked quite ageless, serene and lovely, and far too small a woman to have birthed such an enormous man as Patrick. But she clearly had, for Patrick had some look of her about him, and Brighton automatically had a good feeling about the woman. There was something in the glow of Lady Jordan’s eyes that foretold of warmth and kindness.

“’T-tis an honor, my lady,” she said.

Jordan cocked her head curiously. “Do I hear Scots?”

Brighton’s smile grew, although it was modestly. “Aye, my lady,” she replied. “I have spent my life at Coldingham Priory.”

Jordan was quite interested in the beautiful young woman with the Scots accent. “Coldingham,” she repeated thoughtfully. “I’ve heard of it. North, near Edinburgh, I believe.”

“Aye, my lady.”

“But ye dunna have much of the brogue, lass. Where were ye born?”

Patrick intervened at that moment; he had to. His mother was already leading into the very reason for his presence at Questing and he didn’t want to discuss it out here in the open.

“Later, Mother,” he said, putting himself between Brighton and his mother. “The lady is the reason why we have come. Would you be so kind as to take her inside and show her where she may rest? I must speak with Father.”

Jordan had the curse of curiosity in all things. She was obedient to her son in action but her mind was still very curious about the girl, even more curious after Patrick had said what he had. She took Brighton by the hand.

“Come along, my lady,” she said. “Come and rest after yer long journey.”

Brighton was willing to go with the gentle Lady Jordan. But the moment she took a step, she heard a loud and seemingly unhappy Scottish brogue among them.

“Alec?” a woman said. “Did ye think not tae come inside tae greet yer own mother? I had tae come out here tae find ye!”

There were so many people in the bailey greeting the incoming party that it was difficult to see where the voice was coming from. It was a loud voice, indeed. Brighton found herself being pulled away from Patrick, into the group of people, until they came upon Alec and Evelyn, who were hugging a tiny, dark-haired woman, heavy-set but still quite lovely. The little woman put her hand on Alec’s chest; in truth, she thumped him.

“Did ye not think tae send word of yer arrival?” the woman said after she pounded on his chest. “We’ve had no time tae prepare!”

Alec could see his aunt, Lady Jordan, with Patrick’s captive in-hand. He pointed to Jordan and Brighton. “Atty has a bit of an issue and he needs Uncle William’s counsel,” he said. “Mother, the woman with Aunt Jordan is Lady Brighton.”

The tiny woman whirled around, amber eyes fixing on Brighton. In fact, Brighton was probably more intimidated by the little Scotswoman than she was of all of the men around her. Around the same age as Lady Jordan, she nonetheless looked younger than her years, but something in the woman’s expression bespoke of fire and grit. She was tough, this one, and nothing to be trifled with. Brighton resisted the urge to shrink away from her.

“Is that Atty’s lass, then?” the woman asked, incredulous. Then, her cheeks reddened and she began looking about. “Where is that mountain of a man? He brings a lass with him and we know nothin’ about it? Atty!”

She was yelling and Brighton was cringing. Patrick, a head taller than nearly everyone else around him, pushed through the crowd of people, lifting up one of Katheryn’s boys when the child got in his way. He held the boy as he came near the little Scotswoman.

“It is good to see you, too, Aunt Jemma,” he said dryly, although he kept a distance from her. One did not enrage Lady Jemma Hage and live to tell the tale. “Did I hear you bellow?”

Jemma put one hand on her hip while the other pointed to Brighton. “Did ye take a wife and we are only now findin’ out about it?”

Patrick looked at Brighton in shock. “Wife?” he repeated. “God, no. Who told you that?”

Before Jemma could work up a righteous outrage, another man stepped in. He had been over by Katheryn’s other two boys, admiring their ponies, but now he stood beside Jemma, a massive hand on her shoulder. Sir Kieran Hage, Alec’s father, made an appearance at just the right time. Hearing his wife’s angry voice had forced his attention away from his grandchildren for the moment.

“I do not believe Atty has taken a wife,” he said calmly, his voice soothing and deep. He looked at Patrick. “Mayhap you had better introduce the lady and explain why she is here before your aunt blows the top of her head off thinking that you have gone and married without telling anyone.”

Leave it to Uncle Kieran to defuse a situation. Patrick grinned. “Aunt Jemma, I assure you, I have not married without your permission,” he said somewhat mockingly, looking around to the group that had gathered in the bailey, a group that was now looking at Brighton. He cleared his throat softly, looking from his aunt to his uncle to his mother and finally to his father. “This is Lady Brighton de Favereux. Two nights ago, we received word that reivers had raided an English settlement and possibly had English captives with them. As it turned out, they had raided Coldingham Priory and took Lady Brighton as a prize. I rescued the woman, killed the reivers, and now Lady Brighton is my guest for a time. Lady Brighton, I am sure you have figured out that this is some of my family – you have met my mother, but the dark-haired spitfire is my Aunt Jemma and the man next to her is my Uncle Kieran. And this… this is my father, William de Wolfe.”

He said it rather proudly as he turned to the man standing next to him. Brighton, who had been rather overwhelmed with everyone’s attention suddenly on her, focused on the man beside Patrick.

The great William de Wolfe was an older man. Some might have even called him elderly. But he was still a very large man, powerful, and seemingly quite healthy. He stood a little shorter than his enormous son but they both had the same square jaw and big dimples in their cheeks, only in William’s case, age had carved the dimples deeper. He wore an eyepatch over his left eye and he seemed to be scarred, in general, from what she could see. Only so great a knight could wear such battle wounds so well. Instead of giving the appearance of a beaten man, it gave the illusion of an invincible one. Brighton didn’t even know the man but, already, she liked him.

“My lord,” Brighton dipped her head to the man politely. “It is a great honor to meet you.”

William regarded the stunning young woman for a moment; busty, pale-skinned, with luminous blue eyes and an angelic face, he was seriously wondering why Patrick had brought the woman with him. But his expression remained impassive, not revealing his confusion. He nodded his head in greeting.

“Welcome to Castle Questing, Lady Brighton,” he said. Then, he looked at Patrick. “She is from Coldingham?”

Patrick nodded. “Aye,” he said in a manner that suggested he didn’t want to spill his business for all to hear. “May we speak inside, Da?”

William was very curious about this quandary. “Indeed,” he said. “Alone? Or shall we invite Kieran?”

“I would like to have him there. The other men are welcome as well.”

William nodded, sensing something rather serious. Patrick wouldn’t have come all the way from Berwick, with a woman from Coldingham Priory no less, if it hadn’t been a serious issue. William very much wondered what it was.

“Then go into my solar,” he said. “I will meet you there. But first, I want to see my grandchildren for a moment. I promise I will not be long.”

The group began to dissolve a little bit, with Katheryn and Evelyn and their children ganging up on grandfathers while their husbands went about disbanding the escort party. Jemma was already over with Jordan and Brighton and Patrick, too, was focused on the woman. He thought she looked rather natural standing with his mother and aunt, as a fellow Scots. He thought she looked rather natural as part of the family.

… as part of the family?

He couldn’t believe that thought had just crossed his mind. God, what in the hell are you thinking? He scolded himself. If you continue to think such thoughts, you are going to ruin everything you’ve worked for! This woman was making him entertain ideas he’d never entertained before, thinking of things that weren’t part of his plan. More than once, he’d found himself thinking of the woman in ways he shouldn’t have been. He’d known other women before, so what made Brighton so special, other than her obvious beauty? He didn’t even know that much about her, but therein was the problem.

What he knew of her, he liked.

Frustrated with himself, he yanked off his gloves and made his way over to where the women were standing. He thought not to look at Brighton, as maybe that would help his problem, but his eyes were drawn to her like a moth to flame. He couldn’t seem to not look at her. Before he could reach her, however, a little figure with a toy sword intercepted him. Patrick came to a halt, finding himself facing off against his baby sister.

His frustrated mood fled.

Penelope de Wolfe was a little over three years of age, an extremely late baby for her parents, but the cutest little creature on the face of the earth. She had dark hair and hazel-gold eyes, and was so bright that she could carry on a fairly serious conversation with an adult. But she’d been coddled and catered to and indulged to the point where it was well-known that little Penelope ruled Castle Questing, not William as most were led to believe. The child opened her mouth and everyone ran right to her.

But Patrick didn’t blame them, truthfully; he was one of those who ran right to her. He missed not seeing her day to day because of his appointment at Berwick. Other than his father, he’d been the first one to hold her after her birth and he was quite attached to her.

“Greeting, my lady,” he said to her, bending down to pick her up and kiss her. “It is good to see you again.”

But Penelope wanted none of his affection or greeting. She held the dull wooden sword out at him, tip pointing up at him.

“Halt,” she barked. “You shall not pass!”

Patrick’s face fell dramatically. “Why not?” he begged. “Aren’t I your favorite brother?”

Penelope shook her head, her dark hair wagging in her face. “Nay,” she said flatly. “Thomas gives me sweets. I love him best.”

Patrick fought off a grin at his utterly adorable, but naughty, sister. “If I give you sweets, will you love me best?”

She cocked her head, looking very much like their father in that gesture. “What sweets will you give me?”

“What do you want?”

“Candied grapes!”

Patrick had no idea where he was going to get candied grapes but he nodded. He simply couldn’t let Thomas be the favored brother. “I shall, I swear it,” he said. “Am I your favorite brother again?”

“What else will you give me?”

He burst out laughing. “I’ll give you my hand to your backside, you little thief,” he said, watching her squeal with laughter. “Come here and give me a hug!”

He swooped down on her, hugging her, pretending to bite her arm, and she screamed in delight. Penelope beat on his arms, on his armored shoulders, swatting him with her wooden sword as he carried her towards the inner ward. He was bringing up the rear behind his mother, aunt, and Brighton, but his focus shifted from Penelope’s antics to the sway of Brighton’s backside in a hurry.

Soon, he was back to thinking of the lady as he watched that sensual sway. It was rather like he was in a fog where the only thing clear to him was that heart-shape of her bottom. Meanwhile, Penelope started hitting him on the helm with her sword so he flipped her upside-down and carried her so she was facing away from him and unable to hit him with her sword any longer. Penelope screamed in both glee and frustration, enough so that Jordan turned around to see what had her youngest daughter so upset. She came to a halt, and Jemma and Brighton with her.

“Penelope?” she asked, bending her head downward to look at her daughter in the face. “Why are ye screamin’ so, lass?”

Penelope was swinging that sword around as Patrick flipped her upright and set her to her feet. She immediately charged him angrily, smacking her sword against his mailed legs.

“Bad Atty!” she said. “You are bad!”

He pushed her away by the head, gently, but it was enough to nearly send her onto her backside. “And you are a spoiled little goose,” he said.

She charged him again and would have made contact had Jordan not grabbed her child. She yanked the sword away and handed it over to Jemma, who was more than happy to take it. Neither one of them approved of the lass’ toy sword, so any chance to take it away from her was happily taken. Jordan scowled at her rambunctious daughter.

“What have I told ye about hitting with yer sword?” she scolded. “Now, ye’ve lost it. I’ll not give it back tae ye for the rest of the day.”

Penelope immediately broke down in tears. “It’s mine!”

Jordan wouldn’t have any of it. Grasping her daughter by the hand, she dragged the girl into the inner bailey as Penelope’s wailing echoed off the walls. It was loud enough that her brothers, uncle, and father began to gravitate in her direction, all of them wondering why the baby was so unhappy. Jordan had to fight off William because he wanted to comfort his youngest and as Brighton watched, she saw Jordan give William a good scolding about spoiling his child. William simply grinned.

It was all quite humorous to watch but it was also very sweet. Brighton could see that the love and affection between Patrick and his knights and their wives wasn’t simply limited to them. It was clear that, here at Castle Questing, there was much familial love and affection as well.

It was all quite astonishing, truly. More and more, Brighton was coming to see what her affectionless days at Coldingham had cost her. Outside of those austere walls, there was life and love. She’d had no idea how much. People cared for one another and they laughed together, and the de Wolfe group seemed to be the most loving and joyful of all. It was true that she had nothing to compare it to, but she couldn’t imagine anyone, anywhere, had more joy than this family did.

Lord, did you send those reivers to free me from Coldingham to discover what I have been missing? Is this truly what life should be like?

She wondered.

“In case you did not realize it, that is my baby sister, Penelope,” Patrick said, coming up beside her. “My mother will be stern for an hour or two and then my father will take over and ruin everything she has done. Penelope is his angel.”

Brighton grinned. “S-she is terribly cute,” she said. “She seems to want her sword back very badly.”

“She willna get it,” Jemma said sternly. “I should burn the thing.”

Patrick shook his head. “If you do, Father will just have another one made for her,” he told his aunt. “Let her have it. She will soon grow weary of it.”

Jemma wasn’t so sure. “She’s attached tae it as yer father is attached tae his,” she said with disapproval. “The lass has too much William de Wolfe in her.”

“She is his daughter.”

Jemma pursed her lips irritably at her mountainous nephew with the smart-aleck replies. “Go about yer business,” she said, swishing her hands at him. “I will take Lady Brighton inside and find Moira and Rosie.” She turned to Brighton. “Would ye like some other lasses tae talk tae?”

Brighton wasn’t sure what to say to that. More new people? Did the parade of Patrick’s relatives never end? She simply forced a smile and allowed Jemma to pull her through the inner ward, towards the buildings that housed the great hall and the family apartments, following the weeping Penelope and Jordan as they went.

Patrick simply stood there and stared, his gaze on Brighton’s backside again, watching her until he could watch no more. In fact, when she disappeared into the building that housed the great hall, he was forced to look away only to realize that his father was standing next to him, studying him closely. Realizing he’d been caught staring at a woman, Patrick smiled weakly and tried to cover it up.

“Let us go inside and speak, Da,” he said, grasping his father by the arm. “Much has happened since I rescued Lady Brighton from the reivers. You are going to want to hear this because I very much require your counsel on it.”

William wasn’t stupid. He knew that Patrick was trying to distract him from what he’d witnessed, which was his powerful, invincible son seemingly besotted with a woman. He could tell simply by the expression on Patrick’s face. William had always hoped for a great marriage for his greatest son, but he wanted a marriage as befitting Patrick’s destiny in life. The man needed a fine wife from a fine house, a marriage that would make his son wealthy and even more prestigious.

But the way Patrick had been looking at that woman he’d saved from the reivers… aye, William knew that look. He’d seen it before on other men but never on Patrick. It was the look of attraction. The look of surrender. Although William didn’t know anything about Lady Brighton, he was fairly certain she wasn’t the impressive marriage he was looking for when it came to Patrick.

Whatever was going on, he wanted to know about it.

And then he wanted to end it.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Later that evening

“What is so important that you’d trek halfway across Northumberland with women and children, Atty?” William asked his son quietly. “What has happened? And who is this young woman you have brought with you?”

They were standing in his father’s solar. Patrick had always loved the smell of the dark, cluttered chamber. Something between leather and steel. Still, it was difficult to describe but as a child, he’d always derived a great deal of comfort from the scent. To this day, the smell of leather reminded him of his father.

It was the smell of power.

The question William asked hung in the air, expectantly. There were others in the solar as well – Kieran, Alec, Hector, Kevin and Apollo. Thomas and Nathaniel and Adonis had not been invited because they were really little more than children themselves and William didn’t want young men involved who hadn’t yet learned to keep their mouths shut. He wasn’t sure what troubles Patrick had brought with him and Patrick was well aware of his father’s wariness; he could see it in the man’s face.

And he was certain the man was in for a shock.

“Something quite unexpected has happened,” he finally said, reaching for a pewter pitcher of wine he’d seen a servant bring in. He poured himself a cup. “As I told you, we received word two days ago that reivers had raided an English settlement along the border. At least, that was our initial information, but when we caught up to the raiding party, they had two women with them from Coldingham Priory. One was a nun and the other was Lady Brighton.”

“I am listening,” William said steadily.

Patrick took a long drink before turning to his father. “I managed to wrest Lady Brighton from the raiders. While she was in the company of Kevin and Apollo, I went in search of the second woman I was told was somewhere among the raiders. I found the old nun dying on the road but before she passed on, she told me a very interesting story about Lady Brighton.”

“And what was that?”

Patrick fixed his father in his one good eye. “She told me that I must protect the lady with my life and when I asked why, she told me that the lady was the daughter of King Magnus of the Northmen and a Scottish mother of Clan Haye. Evidently, the lady had no idea of her true identity but I was told that the lady’s mother was sent as a hostage to the Northmen and ended up with child by Magnus. She was sent home in shame and when the child was born, it was given over to the nuns at Coldingham under an assumed name.”

By this time, William was sitting back in his chair, his hands folded in front of his mouth as he listened to his son’s story. “The daughter of Magnus the Law-Mender?” he repeated, awe in his tone. “A bastard Norse princess?”

Patrick nodded confidently. “The nun swore to it,” he said. “She also swore than it was a secret known only to her. When I informed the lady of what the old nun had told me, she clearly knew nothing about it. In fact, she was quite hysterical over the information. The old nun also told me that if anyone knew of Lady Brighton’s true identity that it would bring war and strife such as we have never seen. But here is where it becomes interesting, Da; the reivers were from Clan Swinton and they had gone to Coldingham specifically asking for Brighton de Favereux. They knew she was there. That begs the question – how did they know? If it was such a secret, who told them? I ask that you send a missive with a messenger to Coldingham asking the prioress what she knows. And as far as going to Coldingham specifically for the lady, I can only guess at the purpose– mayhap to ransom her back to Clan Haye, or to enemies of Clan Haye, or mayhap even ransom her back to Magnus. Had I known the turn the night was to take, I would have taken captives, but I did not. We left no man living so there is no one to interrogate and discover their purpose.”

A heavy silence hung in the air as he finished his explanation, looking to his father for the man’s reaction. He was positive his father would understand the situation and agree with him. But William remained much as he had since entering the room; seated in his chair, his hands folded in front of his lips, he appeared thoughtful. After several long moments, he drew in a deep and pensive breath.

“A Norse princess,” he muttered. “A woman who knew nothing about her identity and was raised at Coldingham as a pledge, I am assuming.”

Patrick nodded. “She calls herself a postulate.”

“And you are certain that she knew absolutely nothing?”

“Aye.”

William scratched his head. “I suppose I fail to see why you have brought her here,” he said. “She is not our concern, lad. She is a pledge of Coldingham and we have no right to hold her in any capacity.”

That wasn’t the answer Patrick was looking for. Frankly, he was shocked. His brow furrowed.

“I swore to a dying nun that I would protect her,” he said. “Da, if Clan Swinton is looking for her to ransom her and I return her to Coldingham, then they may once again raid the priory and abduct her. If I have sworn to protect her, then I cannot return her there.”

William looked at him. “So this is a matter of honor? Because you swore you would protect her?”

“Of course it is. What else would it be?”

William cocked an eyebrow. “That is what I am attempting to discover,” he said. He looked at his son, knowingly. “I understand you swore an oath to protect the girl, but that does not mean you should be burdened with her. Protecting her can mean many different things. In this case, I believe taking her to one of the big abbeys along the border would suffice in fulfilling your vow. Take her to Kelso or Jedburgh – if you are truly worried about her safety, she will be safe there.”

Patrick was genuinely stumped at his father’s lack of compassion in the case. He couldn’t believe the man didn’t understand his point of view. “How do you know?” he asked. “If the Swinton Clan breached Coldingham, there would be nothing to stop them from breaching Kelso or Jedburgh.”

“And nothing to stop them from attacking Questing if they know she is here,” William pointed out, his manner growing more forceful. “Patrick, you have brought a woman who is not your responsibility to my home. Clan Swinton notwithstanding, my biggest concern is that we will incur the wrath of the church by keeping her here against her will. Does she even want to be here? Did she ask you to bring her here to protect her?”

Patrick felt as if he’d been slapped. He stared at his father, feeling confused and disappointed and foolish. He was going to feel even more foolish when he answered his father’s question truthfully.

“Nay,” he muttered. It was a difficult admission. “She did not ask me to protect her.”

“Then what does she want from you?”

Jaw ticking, Patrick looked away. “She wants me to return her to Coldingham.”

William sighed heavily and stood up. “Then take her back,” he said. “You have no right to hold her here. Your oath to the old woman was to protect her and you have done that. You saved her from the reivers and she is safe. Now, you will return the woman to her home where she belongs.”

Patrick felt like an idiot. “But what about the fact that she is the daughter of Magnus?” he asked. “The Swinton already knows that. What if, by not protecting her, we are inviting the wrath of the Northmen to come down on the borders as they seek their lost princess. By keeping her safe and away from the clans who wish to use her, we keep peace for us all.”

William could see that he was grasping at straws at this point; it was a weak argument he was giving. He put a big hand on Patrick’s shoulder.

“I understand you feel strongly about your vow to protect the woman,” he said. “But you have done your duty. And anything between the clans and the Northmen is not our fight. I will not get involved in it and neither will you. You have a noble and altruistic spirit, Patrick, but you must think logically about this. And I fear you are not.”

Patrick tried not to appear hurt by his father’s words. “I am thinking as I thought you would think,” he said. “I always believed my father to be compassionate in matters such as this. Was I wrong?”

“You were not wrong. But I will not risk my family or my empire for the sake of something we do not need to be involved in. You are not that woman’s last line of hope, Patrick. Let the church protect her. That is where she belongs.”

Patrick couldn’t even respond after that. He sank back against the windowsill, crossing his arms and hanging his head. He didn’t have anything more to say. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see men leaving the solar, whispering among themselves and he knew it was about him. He’d made a fool of himself. And for the first time in his life, he didn’t agree with his father in the least.

But doubt began to creep upon him. Was his father right? Was he not thinking logically about the situation? At least his father hadn’t said what he was probably thinking – that Patrick had been swayed by a pretty face. At least his father had saved him that embarrassment, but the message was clear nonetheless.

The great Patrick de Wolfe had allowed a woman to get the better of him.

As Patrick stood next to the window and stewed in a situation of his own making, he felt a big hand on his shoulder.

“Do not let your father’s words upset you so,” Kieran said. He’d lingered back behind the others, waiting until everyone left the solar before returning. Big, gentle, wise Kieran adored his nephew a great deal. “William is trying to think of everyone, not simply one small lady. He fears what will happen if the Swinton Clan and their allies discover where the lady is. Your father has his family to protect and fighting another man’s war is not something he relishes.”

Patrick snorted softly. “I did not expect his condemnation,” he said. “Had he been in my position, he would have done exactly the same thing. Now I see that coming to him for support was wrong.”

Kieran shifted so that he was standing opposite Patrick and able to look him in the face. “Was it his counsel you sought?” he asked, watching Patrick nod. “He gave it to you. It simply was not what you wished to hear. That does not equate to a lack of support. If you want my opinion, it is reasonable.”

Patrick looked over at the man he’d grown up idolizing. Kieran Hage, almost as much as his father, was a legend upon the borders. Patrick realized the man was right. His father had, indeed, given his counsel and it was sound.

Sighing heavily, Patrick turned his attention to the gentle night outside of the window. The sun had set and the torches were lit on the battlements of Questing, guarding the inhabitants against the night. There was peace in that vision but Patrick couldn’t feel much of it over his own distress.

“I leave for London in a fortnight,” he muttered. “I am to assume a new post and a new title. My life is spread out before me. But now….”

He shook his head, unable to find the words to continue, and Kieran’s brow furrowed. “What, Atty?” he asked quietly. “Tell me truthfully – does this woman mean something to you? How can she possibly mean something to you when you have only known her for a few days at most?”

Patrick shook his head quickly, before Kieran could even get the words out of his mouth. “She means nothing to me,” he said firmly; perhaps too firmly. “But my oath means something. I swore to keep her from harm and that does not mean returning her to Coldingham where she will only be abducted again. If they tried once, they will try again. I could not live with myself if I knew that somehow, someway, I contributed to that poor girl’s misery.”

“Then marry her and take her with you to London.”

Patrick’s eyes widened and he pushed himself away from the window. “I will not marry her,” he said. “I am to assume the most important post in the court of Henry and that appointment does not include a wife. I do not want one; I do not need one.”

Kieran watched his nephew stomp about. Thou doth protest too much, he thought. But he didn’t voice his thoughts, not wanting to agitate Patrick further. But something told him that Patrick was in denial when it came to the lovely lady he’d caught a glimpse of in the bailey.

Denial of his attraction to her.

“I know,” he said after a moment. “It was just a suggestion. Forgive me.”

“It was a foolish suggestion.”

“Agreed. Now, will you come with me to the hall? Sup should be served soon and it has been a while since I’ve sat at a table with you and heard of your adventures at Berwick. I want to hear about this raiding party and how you circumvented them. Will you tell me of your greatness, Nighthawk?”

Patrick glared at Kieran for a moment before breaking down into a reluctant grin. It was Kieran’s way of easing his distress and he knew it. Moving to his uncle, he put a big arm around the man’s neck and began to pull him from the chamber.

“I will tell you how great I am,” he said. “And then I will drink you under the table, old man.”

“Careful who you call an old man.”

Patrick snorted. “Is it not true?”

“That depends on your point of view. I can still take you down if I need to.”

“I would genuinely like to see that.”

“Ply me with enough drink and I just might be stupid enough to attempt it.”

Patrick laughed all the way to the great hall.
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Because Alec had a horse that was turning up lame, he ended up out in the stables after the meeting in William’s solar. With the smell of hay and animals heavy in his nostrils, he wanted to check the horse before heading in to sup. But the truth was that he wanted to think about everything he’d just heard in the solar, Patrick’s explanation of the situation and William’s response.

Truth be told, it had been surprising.

He had been present when Patrick had rescued the lady captive from the reivers. He had seen the ferocity with which the Scots had fought. It had been a rather nasty battle and chaotic, and the explanation that Patrick had uncovered for the raid had ominous tidings for them all. A Norse princess with ties to the Scots…. But Alec wasn’t quite sure how he felt about any of it.

It was all rather exhausting.

“I thought I’d find you here,” Hector said, interrupting his thoughts as he wandered into the stall. “How is the horse?”

Alec was bent over the horse’s right front leg, feeling up the fetlock. “Hot,” he said, “and swollen. With all of the riding and fighting we have done over the past couple of days, I am not surprised. ’Tis quite tender.”

Hector moved around him, squatting down to get a look at the hairy leg. He touched it, gently, feeling the heat in the tendons. “Wrap it with a mustard and mint poultice,” he said. “That should help.”

“I know.”

“You will have to rest him for a week or so. You’ll have to ask Uncle William to loan you a steed to return to Berwick.”

Alec simply nodded, still focused on the leg. “It sounds as if we are to be returning soon.”

Hector stood up, stretching his long legs. “What did you think of the discussion in there?”

Now, the true crux of Hector’s visit was out. Alec suspected that the man hadn’t come to the stables simply to chew the fat, perhaps stewing about the conversation in the solar just as Alec was. It was something that concerned them both, as knights sworn to Patrick. Whatever was coming involving the lady, they would more than likely be involved. But Hector was a little more edgy about things while Alec, with his father’s disposition, didn’t particularly get worked up about things that he couldn’t control.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Of Uncle William’s reaction. What did you think of it?”

Alec didn’t reply for a moment, still patting down the leg. “Do you really want to know?”

“I do.”

“You will not tell Uncle William?”

“Nay.”

Alec sighed heavily. “Then I think he was without compassion in the situation,” he said honestly. “Now we are to return that terrified woman back where she came from? I agree with Patrick – if we return her to the priory, it will only be a matter of time before the Swinton Clan comes for her again. God only knows what they will do to her.”

Hector leaned back against the wall of the stall, crossing his big arms. “Uncle William has a point, Alec,” he said quietly. “She is not our problem.”

“Patrick swore to protect her. Does his oath mean nothing?”

“Of course it means something. But Uncle William was right when he said that Patrick had fulfilled it. He had protected the girl, removed her from the battle, and now he must return her home. I cannot believe the old nun expected Patrick to protect the woman for the rest of his life. That is unreasonable.”

Alec shook his head. “An oath is an oath,” he said. “When we swore ours to the king and to God, did we give it a time limit? Of course not. Oaths do not expire.”

“Then you believe Patrick should protect the girl indefinitely?”

Alec shrugged, confusion in his manner. “I am not certain,” he said. Then, he looked up at Hector. “But I will tell you this – look at him when he watches her. It is my suspicion that he feels something for her and that is why he is so unwilling to forgive his oath. He is using it as an excuse.”

Hector was intrigued. “An excuse for what?”

“To keep her with him.”

Now, Hector was doubly intrigued. “Atty is interested in a woman?” he asked. Then, he shook his head. “It is not possible. He is only interested in his path as a knight. God’s Bones, the man is heading to London to assume the position as Lord Protector to the king. That is all he cares about right now.”

“Then why is he fighting so hard to keep the woman safe?”

Hector didn’t have a swift answer for that. “Frankly, I do not know,” he said, hinting at exasperation. “But I do not see anything bizarre in his behavior.”

Alec returned his attention to the horse. “Then watch him tonight as sup. See how he behaves with her.”

Hector didn’t like the sound of that. “Uncle William will not be pleased,” he muttered. “You know he expects great marriages from his sons, and Patrick most of all. I believe he is hoping the man will find the daughter of a duke or a niece of the king when he goes to London.”

Alec snorted softly. “And the bastard daughter of a Norse king is not good enough? She’s a pretty little thing, I will admit. Lovely, actually. But do not tell Katheryn I said that or she will box my ears.”

Hector grinned. “Katheryn is much like her mother that way. That is why I chose Evelyn – a calmer, more sedate female.”

“I like a woman with fire.”

“You are very much like your father in that respect. He married a woman with enough fire in her to burn down half of Scotland.”

Alec laughed softly, standing up from his horse and moving to gather the ingredients for the pack he would put on the horse’s leg. “Then what do we do, Hector?” he asked. “If Patrick will not take the woman back to Coldingham, what shall we do?”

Hector shook his head. “Nothing,” he replied. “We are sworn to Atty’s command. His wishes are our wishes. If he wishes to keep the woman, then we will have nothing to say about it.”

Alec shook his head slowly. “We are sworn to Uncle William as well,” he reminded Hector. “I agree with Atty in that the woman should not go back to Coldingham, but if he disobeys his father, who is ultimately our liege, we will be complicit.”

“We shall cross that bridge when we come to it, I suppose.”

“I suppose.”

“Are you coming into the hall soon?”

“Aye. Tell my wife so she does not fret.”

Hector left the stall, heading back to the keep where his wife and children were. As his long strides made haste towards the great hall, Alec’s words were beginning to weigh upon him.

Watch Patrick at sup tonight. See how he behaves with her.

It was an interesting prospect and one that surprised Hector, for Patrick had been the target of some very fine marriage offers that he had summarily refused. In fact, he had refused a marriage contract to Moira Hage that had nearly split the family in half. Now, of all the past situations, he found a woman he had interest in who was probably the most undesirable marriage prospect that Hector had ever heard of.

The bastard daughter of a Norse king? A woman that Clan Swinton was evidently after? Hector had to admit that the entire situation had him baffled. He would, indeed, watch Patrick tonight. If he saw even a hint of the man showing interest towards the woman, he was going to pull Patrick aside and slap some sense into him.

Trouble was, Patrick would slap back. Therefore, Hector shouldn’t be the one to do it. But William, if he saw where his son’s attention was focused, wouldn’t hesitate to throw a slap that Patrick would have to accept.

Aye, it was going to be an interesting evening.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


The regalia of the great hall of Castle Questing was something on an entirely new scale of splendor and pageantry. It was pure majesty.

Living in the ascetic world of Coldingham, Brighton had never seen anything like it. The enormous great hall was built against the family apartments, splayed across the inner wall with a pitched roof and long, slender lancet windows. One side of the hall had two levels of balconies, made of polished wood, and across the ceiling hung the banners of the House of de Wolfe, the House of Hage, and the House of de Longley, who was William’s liege.

The floor, usually packed earth in great halls, was lined with stone, which was kept very clean in accordance with Lady Jordan’s wishes. There were rushes about, but only on the edges of the room, and fresh straw was sprinkled liberally under the three enormous feasting tables in the room. The tables were now laden with great baskets of bread, tubs of butter, and bowls of fruits and cheeses.

It was to be a joyous meal with the unexpected arrival of Patrick and his sisters, and the tables were festively arranged accordingly. Brighton had never seen such festivity, as if she had traveled from earth and entered an entirely new world, one of warmth and excitement and prosperity. It was clear from everything she had witnessed that the House of de Wolfe was quite prosperous, down to the pewter salt cellars on the tables that were fashioned in the shape of a little castle with the de Wolfe crest on them, a stylized wolf’s head.

After having spent a few hours in her very own chamber, assigned to her by Lady Jemma, Brighton was quite excited for the coming meal. She was supposed to have rested during her time in the chamber but she found that she could not. The window of the chamber faced towards the gatehouse and the noise from the bailey drew her attention, so she’d perched herself at the window, curiously watching the happenings as soldiers and servants went about their duties. It was a new place, a new experience, and she wanted to see everything.

The sun had set and the battlements of Questing were lit up by what seemed to be a thousand torches, giving off golden light into the dark night. From her window seat, she watched a soldier work with a young dog, training it to be a good guard dog, but the dog wasn’t cooperating. It made her smile because the dog was no more than a puppy, long-limbed and shaggy, and it wanted to lick and play. More often than not, the soldier gave in to the joyful dog and let it kiss him.

In truth, she had been content to watch the activity of the castle forever but that time came to an end when a little servant appeared with warmed water and an offer to help her dress before sup. Brighton had been given a travel bag by Katheryn and Evelyn but she truthfully hadn’t looked inside of it; it had been brought up to her chamber before she’d arrived with Lady Jemma. Between her and the little servant, they pulled out everything in the satchel and laid all the garments out over the bed.

The red silk and blue damask had made it into the satchel, carefully rolled up to minimize the wrinkles. The soft lamb’s wool gown had also made it into the satchel, as had two linen shifts. There was a pair of hose and ribbons to tie them with, as well as a small bronze mirror, a hair comb, and pins for the hair. There was also a small piece of white soap that smelled of lemons. Upon closer inspection, Brighton could see yellow pieces of lemon rind in it.

In all, it was a very substantial collection and Brighton was touched by the generosity of Katheryn and Evelyn. The little servant helped her to change out of the green wool that she had worn on the journey and wash her limbs and face with the soap, before bundling her into the red silk gown. The dress was simple in construction, with long flaring sleeves and a flaring skirt, but the bodice was cinched up with a built-in corset that laced up her torso. The servant had to tie her into the thing, lacing her up so that her waist appeared very small and her full breasts fuller.

When the servant held up a small, polished bronze hand mirror for Brighton to see her reflection, she’d never been so shocked in her life. The only time she’d ever seen her reflection had been in water or another reflective service, so the first time seeing herself as a true reflection was something quite astonishing. While she gawked, the servant went on the hunt for the comb.

Brighton didn’t pay much attention to the servant as the woman combed her hair out and began to braid it; she was still fascinated by her own reflection, seeing the defined lines of her face for the first time. But she soon began to watch the servant as the woman made many small braids on the top of her head before taking the smaller braids and winding them into a bigger one. The result was a gorgeously elaborate hair style that draped over her right shoulder.

As Brighton watched her transformation, it was somewhat overwhelming for her. She never knew she could look so lovely out of the coarse woolen robes prescribed by Coldingham. She’d always been cold, irritated, with dirty feet because of the inadequate shoes. Looking at herself now, she vowed at that very moment that she would never return to such a state. She liked being warm and clean and groomed, with soft clothing so her skin wouldn’t itch.

She liked what the outside world had to offer. Perhaps she didn’t want to return to Coldingham, after all.

Ever.

At the dinner hour, Evelyn and Lady Jemma returned for her, fussing over her in the red garment and telling her how beautiful she looked. Unused to compliments, Brighton had flushed furiously, which delighted the ladies. Evelyn darted out of the room and returned bearing a garnet necklace set in silver, which she placed on Brighton’s neck because it had been the jewelry Hector had given her to match the dress that had formerly belonged to her. When Brighton took a look at herself in the mirror again, now with the lovely necklace gracing her throat, tears popped to her eyes. It was an emotional moment for the woman who had lived such a sequestered life.

Taking her tears as joyful ones, Jemma and Evelyn escorted her down a flight of spiral stairs to the level below which was where the family slept. Katheryn was there, with Lady Jordan, and a herd of small children including little Lady Penelope. Jordan and Katheryn were trying to dress the children for dinner, cleaning off little dirty faces and hands, but the children were running about like wild animals, playing and screaming.

Jemma jumped into the fray and began to swat naughty behinds, which made Evelyn leave Brighton’s side to protect her children from her frustrated aunt. But she managed to summon a servant before she went and asked the woman to take Brighton down to the hall, so Brighton went down to the great hall alone.

And that was where she was as of this moment. The servant who had escorted her down to the hall had asked her to sit at the end of one of the feasting table and Brighton had obeyed. The servant then brought her warmed wine with bits of spice floating in it, which was delicious. She picked up a piece of tart white cheese from a platter on the table, chewing it as she drank her wine and inspected the banners along the ceiling. She was just coming to the end of the cheese when a body plopped onto the bench across the table from her.

“Greetings, my lady,” Thomas de Wolfe said, his young face lighting up at the sight of her. “Are you really here all alone?”

Brighton nodded. “I-I am,” she said. Then, she looked around to see if there weren’t more de Wolfe brothers around – like Patrick – but she could only see two more young men lingering over near the hearth. “Where is the rest of your family?”

Thomas shrugged, calling a servant for wine before answering. “My father is in his solar with Atty and the others,” he said. “My sisters are upstairs, I think. Did you not see them?”

Brighton nodded. “I-I did.”

Thomas greedily snatched the goblet of wine from the servant as it came near. He slurped at it. “I have five brothers, you know, but I am the only one who is left behind at Questing. My brothers all have command of outposts along the border. Someday I’ll have command of an outpost, too.”

Brighton thought that he sounded a little bitter about being the youngest de Wolfe male without any responsibility. “I-I am sure you will,” she said. “Where are your other brothers?”

Thomas took another gulp of his wine. “Scott and Troy are my eldest brothers,” he said. “They are twins. Have you met them?”

“I-I have not.”

“Scott commands Rule Water Castle and Troy commands Kale Castle,” he said, chattering on in a cross between pride and disdain. As if he could do a better job than his silly older brothers. “They are not too far from here, at least not far enough that they cannot summon help when they need it. My brother, James, also commands a small tower called Wark Castle. It is closer to Northwood Castle but it sits right near the river where the Scots like to cross.”

Brighton was listening with some interest now. “A-am I to understand that all of your older brothers have a garrison to command?”

Thomas nodded. “All but Edward,” he said. “He serves Scott at Rule Water. Did you know that the Scots call it Wolfe’s Lair? Well, they do. All of the garrisons have names that the Scots have given them. Scott’s castle is Wolfe’s Lair, Troy’s is Wolfe’s Den, James has The Wolfe’s Eye, and Atty commands Wolfe’s Teeth. I am going to have my own outpost someday and call it Wolfe’s Ass because I shall shite upon the enemy!”

He giggled hysterically at his own joke and Brighton couldn’t help but grin at the naughty youngest brother. She was coming to see, more and more, that he was a young man who very much envied and admired his older brothers. It must have been difficult being the youngest of so many great knights. But something else he’d said caught her attention.

“A-Atty,” she repeated. “I have heard others call Patrick by that name. What does it mean?”

Thomas snorted. “When he was a child, he could not say his name so he called himself Atty,” he said, grinning. “My mother likes to tell that story. So the family calls him Atty. You can call him Atty, too.”

Brighton wouldn’t dream of doing that. Perhaps it was fine for the family, but not for a stranger. Somehow, she sensed that calling him that was something to be earned and she’d not yet done that, not in the least.

“H-he is Sir Patrick to me,” she said, watching the young man shrug and down his wine. “Have… have you lived here all of your life, then?”

Thomas nodded, smacking his lips of the sweet wine. “I was born here,” he said. “But I shall go to Northwood Castle in the autumn to train with my Uncle Paris. My father and Uncle Kieran have taught me a great deal, but Uncle Paris will teach me how to be a great knight. I will squire for him.”

He seemed quite excited. Brighton smiled. “I am happy for you.”

Thomas smiled because she was. In fact, he was gazing at her quite intently. “Why did my brother bring you here?” he asked in a complete change of subject. “I heard him say that he saved you from reivers. What happened? How did they get you?”

Brighton’s smile quickly faded. She didn’t really want to tell him the details of how she came to be in Patrick’s company. It wasn’t something she wanted to talk about at all, truthfully. She averted her gaze, turning to her wine.

“It is a long tale,” she said. “Mayhap your brother will tell you. I do not remember most of what happened, in truth. Everything happened so quickly.”

Thomas didn’t let up. “But he brought you here,” he said. “Why?”

“That is not a question you should be asking.”

Both Brighton and Thomas turned to see William approaching the table. Behind him, men were filtering into the great hall, as were women and children, having descended from the upper floor. The entry to the hall, in fact, was now crowded with people drifting into the hall as servants began to emerge with plates of steaming food. But Thomas and Brighton were solely focused on William.

“Why?” Thomas wanted to know. “Is it a secret?”

William sighed faintly, looking down at his youngest, and most curious, son. The lad wanted to grow up very badly, made worse by a gaggle of big brothers who were doing the very things he wanted to do. He put a hand on Thomas’ shoulder.

“It is none of your affair,” he told his son. “You will not ask our guest such questions. It is impolite.”

Rebuked, Thomas scooted down the table and lost himself in the bread and butter that were sitting further down. William’s gaze lingered on his nosy son for a moment before turning his attention to Brighton only to see that she was gazing up at him. He smiled weakly.

“My lady,” he said. “I hope not everyone at Questing has been so rude.”

Brighton grinned. “H-he was not rude, my lord,” she assured him. “He was pleasant and curious.”

“You are kind.”

“I-I promise I would tell you if he was rude, but I swear that he was not.”

William flashed her a smile that suggested he didn’t believe her but he let it go. Then, he extended his arm towards the other end of the table, nearer to the hearth.

“Will you not come down here and sit near the fire?” he asked. “It is our pleasure to have you as our honored guest tonight.”

Brighton stood up, cup of wine in hand, and moved with the man down to the far end of the table where it was delightfully warm next to the enormous hearth, big enough for five men to stand inside of. It was the biggest hearth she had ever seen.

“T-thank you,” she said, a bit giddy to be in such an important man’s company. It made her run off at the mouth a bit. “I have never supped in such a grand place as this.”

William indicated where she should sit and she did. “I can imagine the halls of Coldingham are not quite as elaborate.”

“N-not at all, my lord.”

He moved to take a seat across the table from her. “My son says you wish to return to Coldingham,” he said. “I have instructed him to return you on the morrow. I apologize he brought you to Questing in the first place. I am sure it was a taxing journey after your harrowing experience with the Scots.”

Brighton felt as if she’d been struck. Gone were the warm feelings and awe of being in such a grand place, and shock filled her expression as she absorbed his words.

“T-take me back to…?”

William reached out to grasp a large cup of wine brought him by a hovering servant. “Patrick meant well, you must understand,” he said. “He felt he was doing what he needed to do for your safety, but he understands now that, as a ward of the church, you must be returned. I am sorry if he was not clear on that before.”

Brighton’s heart began to pound, a feeling of anxiety filling her. “B-but I do not wish to return,” she said. “I-I cannot return. It will not be safe for me to return and it will put everyone else in danger.”

William looked at her, hearing Patrick’s words as she spoke and it did not please him. Was it possible his son had persuaded her with his own thoughts, convincing her that she did not want to return?

“If you do not wish to return to Coldingham, then we can take you to Kelso or Jedburgh,” he said steadily. “You will be safe at either of them. They are big and fortified.”

He sounded as if he’d already made the decision, as if this was something not open to debate. Brighton felt sick in the pit of her stomach.

“P-please, my lord,” she said softly, urgently. “I do not wish to return to Coldingham. What Sir Patrick said was correct – the reivers came there looking for me. They asked for me and they killed the nun who had spent her life tending me. If I go back, they will only breach the abbey again and many will be in danger. Please… please do not make me go back.”

William regarded her over his wine cup. “Patrick said you had asked to return.”

She nodded her head, so hard that some of her careful hair style came loose. “A-at first, I did,” she said. “That was before I understood how dangerous it was. The truth of my lineage is now known to me and… my lord, I asked Patrick if you would send word to the prioress at Coldingham and ask her what she knew of my heritage. Sister Acha said that I was the daughter of Juliana de la Haye and Magnus, king of the Northmen. If I could beseech you for help in discovering if this is true… in asking Mother Prioress if she knows this to be true… please, my lord. I beg for your help.”

William’s face was emotionless, but inside, he was starting to slip. Being begged by a frightened woman was weakening his resolve and, as he spoke to her, he began to see what had Patrick so enamored. She was exquisitely beautiful with her big blue eyes and rich brown hair. In spite of the slight stammer in her speech, she was well-spoken. She was also quite endearing, something soft and sweet that all men wanted to protect. He was starting to wonder if he wasn’t about to fold over just as his son had, for certainly, the woman had that power about her. It was a struggle, but he summoned his strength for one last stand against her.

“You may ask her yourself when you return to Coldingham,” he said quietly. “My lady, please do not think me unkind, but your troubles are your own. I cannot involve myself, especially where the church is concerned. I would assume you are a pledge?”

Tears were filling Brighton’s eyes. “I-I am, my lord.”

“And you are intending to take the veil?”

“A-aye, my lord.”

“Then I truly have no business involving myself. You must return to Coldingham.”

Brighton didn’t argue with him, mostly because she was close to openly weeping. She dropped her head, her chin to her chest, trying desperately not to cry but not being successful at it. The tears trickled down her cheeks and she reached up, flicking them away quickly with shaking hands. William was coming to feel increasingly terrible about denying her when his wife approached the table with their young daughter and most of the grandchildren. Distracted from the weeping lady, he began lifting little bodies onto the bench beside him as Jordan lifted Penelope up to sit beside Brighton.

“I feel as if I’ve been herding ducklings for the past hour,” Jordan grumbled. “Ye get most in line and two wander away. Ye find those two and another two wander away. Keep watch of them, English, while I see tae their meal. I’ve had the cook make a fowl stew for their little bellies.”

William had Evelyn’s youngest daughter on his lap, little flame-haired Lisbet. “Go ahead,” he said. “I will try and keep them entertained.”

Jordan blew out her cheeks, indicative of her level of frustration, but as she turned from the table, she caught sight of Brighton’s lowered head and a glimmer of water on her face. She paused, putting her hand underneath Brighton’s chin and forcing the woman to look at her. Immediately, she saw the tears and her eyes widened.

“What’s this?” she demanded softly. “Why are ye weeping, lass?”

Brighton tried to swallow her tears and answer; she really did. But the moment she saw Jordan’s concerned face, everything crumpled. She burst into quiet tears and Jordan dropped onto the seat beside her, putting her arms around the woman.

“There, there, lass,” she said soothingly. “’Twill be all right, I promise. What has ye so upset?”

Brighton struggled; she didn’t want to incriminate William but that would be difficult if she answered Jordan directly. She tried to stammer through it.

“I-I have been told that I-I will be returned to Coldingham,” she sobbed softly. “I-I do not want to go.”

Jordan hadn’t heard the discussion in the solar with her husband and Patrick. All she knew was that the lady had been abducted from Coldingham Priory by reivers and that her son had saved the woman. But she also knew that there was something more to it, something Patrick would not tell her. There had been a great mystery about it. She was therefore confused in general.

“Then ye dunna have tae go,” she assured Brighton. “We willna send ye back if ye dunna wish tae go. Will we, English?”

Across the table, William cleared his throat softly. “She must return.”

Jordan looked at her husband, frowning. “Why?”

“Because she is a ward of the church and she must be returned.”

“Why?”

He sighed with exasperation. “I will not discuss this with you,” he said. “I am sorry that she does not wish to be returned, but she must go back.”

Brighton wasn’t a manipulative person by nature but she saw a chance to, perhaps, plead her case to a higher power than William de Wolfe himself – the man’s wife.

“I-I am afraid that I will be in danger if I return, my lady,” she wept. “The reivers that abducted me had gone to Coldingham to find me. I-I am afraid that if I am returned, they will simply abduct me again. They might hurt others in the process. I am afraid to go back.”

Jordan was stricken with what she was hearing. She looked at her husband. “Do ye hear this, English?” she asked, incredulous. “The lass is a-feared tae return and ye’ll make her go? I canna believe me ears!”

William rolled his one good eye, shaking his head because he was coming to sense there was a battle on the horizon – one between him and his wife. Rather than escalate it with a response, he knew his wife well enough that he knew he had to placate her, somehow. He held out a quelling hand.

“I do not wish to discuss it with you now,” he said, “but I promise we will discuss it later. If you will just give me an evening of peace, I promise I will tell you everything tomorrow and you will know why I have decided upon this course. I think you will agree with me.”

Jordan wasn’t so easily pacified but she respected her husband enough not to fight with him in front of a stranger. Eyeing him for a moment, as if to silently convey that he had better keep his promise, she returned her focus to Brighton.

“Enough tears, lass,” she said, wiping at the woman’s chin. “I will discuss this with me husband and we will settle it. Ye’ll not have tae do anything ye dunna want tae, I promise. Will ye stop yer tears now and enjoy yer food? I’ve had a few special dishes prepared that I hope ye’ll like.”

Brighton was very grateful for Lady Jordan and her fierce advocacy. She nodded, swallowing away the remainder of her tears and wiping off her face. “Y-you are very kind,” she sniffled. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

Jordan nodded, patted her on the cheek, and left the table. Brighton didn’t dare look at William for fear of seeing disapproval in his eyes for pleading to his wife, so she kept her gaze averted. It wasn’t long before she noticed the child sitting next to her, a doll-like little girl with big hazel eyes and dark hair who was looking up at her quite curiously. Brighton smiled weakly at the child.

“G-Greetings,” she said.

The little girl looked her over. “Who are you?”

“I-I am Bridey. Who are you?”

“Penelope.”

“’Tis a pleasure to meet you, Lady Penelope.”

Penelope continued to look her over. “Why are you crying?”

Brighton cringed inwardly, knowing that William was listening. “I-I suppose I am sad,” she simply said. “How many years have you seen, Penelope?”

Penelope cocked her head. “Three,” she said. “I have a sword.”

Brighton pretended to be impressed. “Y-you do?” she said. “Are you soon to fight alongside your father?”

Penelope nodded. “I will be a knight someday,” she declared.

“Not if Mother has anything to say about it.”

Patrick had come up behind them and Brighton turned at the sound of his voice, her heart swelling with joy as she gazed up at the man. But just as elation filled her, it was doused by the thought that Patrick must have agreed with his father if William was intent on sending her back to Coldingham. His reasoning with her the night they’d left Berwick must not have meant anything to him now – the danger she would face and his vow to protect her from it. Nay, she was certain it meant nothing to him now and she was starting to feel like a fool. A silly, burdensome fool. Just as quickly as she had looked at him, she lowered her head.

It was a gesture not lost on Patrick. Brighton sat there with her head down, refusing to look at him. With his father sitting at the table across from her, he could guess why. He knew his father had told her of her imminent return to Coldingham. As he went to sit beside her, Penelope jumped up and tried to climb on his lap even as he was sitting down.

“Atty!” Penelope said. “I want to fight! Will you fight with me?”

She meant with her wooden sword. Patrick shifted her so she was sitting on his thigh and not trying to climb up all over him.

“Mayhap after sup,” he said. “You must ask Mother.”

Penelope frowned. “She will not give me my sword back.”

“Then how are we supposed to fight each other?”

Penelope grinned, a very big grin with a mouth full of big gleaming baby teeth. “You will give me another sword!”

Across the table, William chuckled; Patrick could hear him. “Alas, I do not have another sword for you,” he told his little sister. “You must ask Mother to return your sword and then we shall fight.”

Penelope didn’t like that idea in the least. As she tried to argue with her brother in favor of him lending her another sword, a real sword, servants began to bring about trenchers of boiled beef and carrots. Next to Patrick, Brighton leaned over and whispered something to the servant that had just placed a trencher in front of her and the servant pointed towards the east side of the hall. Then, she suddenly stood up and quickly shuffled in that direction. Although Penelope was chatting in his ear, Patrick turned to watch her go, seeing her figure in the beautiful red silk. She looked positively stunning. Ignoring his sister, he turned to his father.

“You told her, didn’t you?” he asked quietly. “About Coldingham, I mean. You told her.”

William regarded his son over the top of his wine cup. “She asked,” he said evenly. “I am not going to lie to her, Patrick.”

Patrick sighed heavily and removed Penelope from his lap. “That news should have come from me,” he said flatly. “I am the one who has been directing her life for the past two days. I am the one who told her that it would be dangerous for her to return to Coldingham. News of returning her to Coldingham should have come from me.”

With that, he abruptly stood up. William watched him. “Where are you going now?” he asked.

Patrick was clearly displeased. “To talk to her,” he said. “To apologize for the fact that my father will not help me protect her.”

William could see the anger from his passionate son. “You came for my counsel. If you did not want it, then you should not have come.”

Patrick looked at him with an expression William had never seen before. It was wrought with anger, with disgust, and, perhaps, a great deal of disappointment. “You are correct,” he said, lowering his voice. “I should not have. I will not make the same mistake again.”

With that, he stormed off, heading in the direction that Brighton had gone and nearly running his mother over in the process. She was carrying a bowl of something destined for her grandchildren. Patrick paused and apologized for nearly knocking the woman down but continued on before Jordan could reply. She stood there a moment, watching him walk off, before continuing to the table where her grandchildren and husband were sitting.

Setting the bowl down on the table, which the children swarmed on because it contained fried balls of dough, chicken, and carrots, Jordan looked at her husband most curiously.

“Where is Patrick going?” she asked.

William wasn’t pleased about the entire situation and he was particularly upset about his son’s words. Patrick adored him and he adored his son, so harsh words between them were very unusual. He downed the entire contents of his wine cup and slammed the vessel onto the table.

“He is unhappy with me,” he said. “He has gone to speak with Lady Brighton.”

Jordan turned to look off in the direction Patrick had taken again but he was gone by that time. She paused, perhaps thinking of her enormous son and the lovely lady he had brought with him. She’d seen the interaction between the two, the expression on her son’s face when he looked at the woman. If she didn’t know better….

She returned her focus to her husband.

“Careful, English,” she murmured. “When it comes tae a woman, ye must be very careful.”

William’s jaw ticked. “He should have never brought her here in the first place,” he said. “He was wrong and he does not want to admit it.”

Jordan mulled over those words. “It is possible that is not the only thing he doesna want tae admit.”

“What do you mean?”

Jordan shook her head, finding a seat amongst her grandchildren. “I am not sure,” she said. “It ’tis possible that Atty brought the young woman here for other reasons than what he has told ye.”

William didn’t want to hear that. God, he didn’t want to. He’d been wrestling with that fear for the past hour.

“Nay,” he finally said, shaking his head. “I will not hear of it. Patrick is going to London to assume his post and there is no time for what… whatever it is you are suggesting.”

Jordan could hear the distress in her husband’s tone. “Something like this doesna have a time. It happens when it happens. She is a lovely lass and quite kind from what I’ve seen. And she’s beautiful; surely he’s noticed that.”

William was becoming increasingly frustrated. “If she was English, would you be so supportive?”

“What do ye mean?”

“I mean that she is Scots. Is that who you see for Patrick? A Scots wife?”

Jordan lifted her eyebrows. “It was good enough for ye, English. Why not Atty?”

William sighed sharply, with frustration. “Not him,” he mumbled, holding up his cup for a servant to fill. He remained silent until the cup was overflowing and the servant moved away. “Not for Patrick. He will have a great marriage, Jordan, and a wife that can bring him wealth and prestige. The daughter of a man who has a mighty army and lands to offer him. My son is destined for great things and needs a wife who can help him achieve them.”

Jordan shook her head slowly. “I canna believe what I’m hearing,” she said. “Ye were destined for great things and ye achieved them. Did I hold ye back?”

He rolled his eye, taking a huge drink from his cup. “It is not the same.”

“Aye, it ’tis!”

He was perturbed that she was arguing with him. “You were the daughter of a clan chief. Marrying you secured an alliance. Lady Brighton – for all of her obvious beauty – offers nothing to him.”

Jordan just looked at her husband, shaking her head sadly. “Is it true, then?” she asked softly. “Is it true ye’ve forgotten what is in a young man’s heart? Atty will love who he loves, regardless of her station in life. I canna believe ye’d be so blind tae that. And so cruel.”

“Cruel?”

“That’s what I said – cruel. Are ye deaf?”

William didn’t want to be lectured by his wife, and most assuredly not when she was actually making some sense. Taking his drink, he rose from the table and headed off into the crowd of men who were gathering over near the entrance. He could see Alec and Hector, Kevin and Apollo and Kieran. Men who would confirm that he was doing the right thing by sending Lady Brighton back to Coldingham where she belonged.

And she belonged away from Patrick.

Damn his wife for making sense. Damn her for explaining the situation as a matter of the heart and not of the head. Was she right? Was he so upswept in what he wanted for Patrick that he failed to see what Patrick wanted?

He wondered.
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CHAPTER NINE


He followed the sounds of the sniffling.

The eastern end of the hall had an alcove used by the servants to prepare trenchers and plates meant for the table, and it also had a door that led out to the kitchen yard and gardens. Once outside that door, off to the left, was a garderobe built into the thickness of the wall. A well-like trench below it then went under the outer bailey, under the outer wall, and dumped everything into the moat. It was a clever feat of engineering.

It was dark when Patrick emerged from the great hall and into the kitchen yard, and he immediately heard the sniffling. The part of the yard that he emerged into was actually a small grove of trees that grew inside the walled garden area, trees that bore apples and pears. On a warm day, they made wonderful shade and, therefore, there were several stone benches underneath the trees.

Patrick could see a lone figure on the perimeter of the trees and that was where the sniffling was coming from. Small and shrouded by the shadows, he could see the silhouette trembling as it sniffled. He headed in that direction.

Although Patrick really couldn’t see who was weeping in the darkness, the size and general shape told him that it was Brighton. When he drew closer and could confirm his suspicions, with the distant light from the kitchen’s fires casting just enough light to see by, he cleared his throat softly to announce his presence.

“I cannot believe you have already eaten your fill and have come out here to wallow in gluttonous misery,” he said, trying to lighten the mood. “Or did Penelope chase you away from the table?”

Startled by his presence, Brighton very quickly wiped at her face, erasing the tears that had been so freely flowing. “N-nay,” she said. “I… I simply came to have a breath of fresh air. I-I have never supped in a great hall before. It was quite warm and overwhelming… so many people….”

Patrick knew she was lying but he didn’t contradict her. “I see,” he said, moving closer to the stone bench she was sitting on. There was just enough room for him. “It is peaceful out here. May I sit with you?”

Brighton didn’t say anything for a moment, nor did she look at him. “Y-you should be inside with your family.”

“Yet I am not. May I sit?”

She shrugged and he took it as permission. Planting his large body beside her, he didn’t look her in the face. At least, he tried not to. His attention was everywhere but her face because he knew the minute he looked at her, the situation would grow personal. Even just sitting with her, so close to her, he could feel it growing personal. As much as he had fought such a thing the night before, he didn’t feel much like fighting it now. He’d run from her the night before, hiding in his chamber like a frightened squire. But the truth was that he wasn’t a squire and he was attracted to her. God help him, he was. Perhaps that was why he was so upset with his father.

He was willing to admit he might have a personal stake in all of this.

Might….

“I spoke with my father this afternoon about your situation, just as I said I would,” he said. “My father seems to think you will be better off returning to Coldingham. He is concerned that you are a ward of the church and therefore their property. He feels that mayhap the church is better suited to protect you from whatever trouble follows you.”

That was fairly close to what William had told Brighton. She could hear, indeed, that the man had completely changed his son’s mind from what Patrick had been telling her all along.

It will be dangerous to return to Coldingham.

So now she was to be sent back from where she came. Sent back to those cold halls, with no Sister Acha to guide her, wearing rough woolen underwear and working in the gardens until her hands bled. Well, she didn’t want to do it. She didn’t want to go back. This taste of the outside world had turned her head completely and she didn’t want to return to a place where there was no love and no laughter.

No Patrick.

Her emotions were already running high and something inside of her suddenly snapped.

“T-then take me back,” she hissed, standing up and moving away from him. “T-take me back and let me take my chances. Take these beautiful clothes away and do not let me become upswept in my reflection when I see how beautiful my hair has been braided or how lovely this dress is upon me. You should have never brought me here, Patrick de Wolfe. You should have left me on the road and let me escape back to Coldingham where I would have never known the joy and beauty of the outside world because now that I see it, I do not want to return to cold walls and even colder people!”

She was yanking out her beautiful braid, mussing her hair up, sobbing as she spoke. Quickly, Patrick stood up, genuinely concerned with her tears. “I did not say that I felt that way,” he insisted, hoping she would calm and stop trying to ruin her lovely appearance. “I said that my father felt that way. I still feel the same way I have all along, Bridey. I will not take you back to Coldingham.”

Brighton stopped pulling at her hair, her eyes wide with surprise as she gazed upon him. “Y-you will not?”

He gazed into those red, tear-filled eyes. “Nay,” he said softly, his heart lurching at the intense emotion on her face. He could hardly breathe for the sight of it. “I am not exactly sure what I will do, but I will not return you. I swore to protect you and I intend to do that. My father… he is afraid. He is afraid that we are sticking our noses where they do not belong and we will incur the wrath of the church. I suspect we will return to Berwick on the morrow and then I will try to determine what will be best to do with you.”

That wasn’t what Brighton had expected to hear. She’d expected apologies, excuses. But to hear that Patrick had not changed his mind filled her with both astonishment and gratitude. With a gasp, she pitched forward, catching his big hands and holding them so tightly that she nearly cut off his circulation.

“T-then I shall not return?” she breathed. “Truly?”

His large fingers wrapped around hers, small and warm things. “Truly,” he said quietly. “I am sorry my father upset you so. He should not have said anything to you until I had a chance to speak with you.”

Brighton simply shook her head, at a loss for words for a moment. But she quickly recovered. “I-it is of no matter,” she assured him as he led her by the hands over to the bench and practically forced her to sit. “But what will happen now? Will your father not be angry if you disobey him?”

Patrick was still holding her hands as he sat down beside her. In fact, he found himself caressing her flesh, loving the feel of it. Her small hands were calloused from work at the priory, but the flesh was nonetheless soft. He rather liked the feel of it, sending pinpricks of excitement racing through him.

“My father trusts my instincts,” he said. “They have never failed me. He will trust that I will do what is best for all of us.”

That was an answer without really giving her much information. Brighton’s brow furrowed with some confusion. “W-what does that mean?” she asked. “Can I remain at Berwick?”

He shrugged. “I do not see why not,” he said, realizing that she was starting to caress his fingers as well, mimicking his actions. “Do you want to?”

She nodded quickly, before the words were even out of his mouth. “I-I do,” she said. “I know that your sisters are already chatelaines, but it is a very big place. Mayhap I could help with the children. There are so many of them and I know how to read and write. Mayhap I could teach them.”

He smiled faintly, seeing the outline of her face in the weak light. There was such hope there. “That is a very good idea,” he said. “I will speak to my sisters and see what they think. I am sure they would like to have your companionship.”

Her face lit up. “D-do you really think so?” she asked. “They are so kind. I have never known such kindness. You have all been so very kind. No one has ever shown such regard for me.”

Patrick wasn’t entirely sure what to say to that. It seemed to him that the conversation was on the tipping point of him saying something incriminating, perhaps something to the effect of you are easy to be kind to. She could construe that all different ways and he would find himself with a lot of explaining to do. He didn’t want her to think that there was anything in his manner other than pure duty, pure courtesy. But looking into that lovely, doe-eyed face, it was difficult to remain detached.

“Did the nuns at Coldingham beat you so severely, then?” he asked, trying to jest his way out of what could possibly become a tender moment. Romantic. “You make it sound as if no one has ever shown you an ounce of compassion.”

She smiled and his heart began to beat faster, just as it always did when she smiled. He was becoming a slave to that smile.

“W-when I was young, they were quick with a switch or a slap,” she admitted. “Fortunately, I learned quickly. I have not been switched or slapped in many years.”

He grunted. “The Brides of Christ are brutes,” he muttered. “You can get more out of a man with encouragement than with fear. That is a lesson those nuns need to learn.”

Brighton giggled. “Y-you can tell them so,” she said. “Then make sure you run away very quickly. Those switches are very fast when they swing them.”

He grinned because she was. “They cannot catch me,” he insisted. “I take one stride for every three of theirs. They would have to run like the wind to catch me.”

“A-are you brave enough to test that theory?”

He shook his head without missing a beat. “Not me. I have no desire to be switched.”

Brighton was rather enjoying the jesting mood. For a woman who had never flirted in her life, it seemed that she had somewhat of an innate ability because she squeezed his big hands tightly as she gave him a rather impish grin.

“N-not to worry,” she said. “I will protect you from them. I will have my own switch and fight them off. Any man who would save me from reivers, I dare not permit the nuns at Coldingham to lash.”

All of that resistance he’d fronted against possible romantic feelings was being summarily crushed by her expression and warm hands. Here they were, in the dark, alone, with only a hint of moonlight through the trees, and he was being foolish enough to resist showing the woman any kind of tenderness. She frightened him but she also intrigued him; he was resistant yet she continued to lure him in.

He had no idea what to do.

God’s Bones, what are you thinking, you fool? You have a royal appointment you are leaving for soon! You do not need this complication!

Aye, his common sense screamed to him, that part of him that was professional and driven. He didn’t want to complicate something he’d worked very hard for. But as he looked at Brighton in the dim light, he began to realize that even if he were to leave her tomorrow, he would still think of her. He’d still have visions of a lady with enormous blue eyes and a rosebud mouth, a postulate who was half-Scots and half-Norse. A woman he’d sworn to protect yet a woman who had endeared herself to him very quickly. Too quickly, in fact. He had no idea how or why, but this woman was already under his skin and she didn’t even know it. She hadn’t even tried. Perhaps that’s why she was under his skin. It simply… happened.

… was it fate?

Patrick had always thought his fate was the halls of Westminster Palace, not a postulate from Coldingham. Everything he’d ever known, or ever expected, had been jolted by the lovely Lady Brighton.

Now, as he gazed at the woman, he realized that she had said something to him and expected something of an answer. The smile on her face was fading, turning into a grimace as he stared at her, lost in thought, and refused to answer. He could see that she was afraid she’d been too forward or too silly in her statement. Gently, he lifted her hands, still wrapped around his, and kissed them.

“I should be so fortunate to have such a protector, my lady,” he said softly. “I am grateful, Bridey.”

Patrick watched as Brighton’s eyes widened at his kiss and she looked at her hands, where he’d kissed her, as if she could see his lip prints on her flesh. He rather liked the astonished look on her face. Before he could stop himself, his big head loomed over hers and he deposited the sweetest of kisses on her warm, soft cheek.

“Now,” he said huskily, “shall we return inside to eat? I am famished.”

Brighton was genuinely speechless. She stared at him, wide-eyed, her hand on her cheek where he had kissed her.

“Y-you… y-you…,” she stammered. “Why did you do… that?”

Her mad stuttering amused him. It made him feel powerful and in control. “Because I wanted to.”

Brighton stared at him a moment longer before grabbing his face between her two small hands and planting a kiss on his lips that literally knocked him backwards. She came at him so forcefully, so unexpectedly, that he hadn’t been prepared for it and when she pulled back, looking at his now-astonished expression, she burst into gleeful giggles.

“B-because I wanted to!” she said.

Patrick couldn’t help it; he broke down into soft, deep laughter, rubbing at his lips where she’d nearly bruised him. “I would say so,” he said. “Are you always so impetuous?”

“I-I do not know!”

“Did you hurt your mouth?”

He reached out, touching her chin and lower lip as if to inspect where she’d roughly hit him, but she shook her head, unable to stop giggling. Giddiness swept her, as she’d never been giddy in her life. Yet another new experience in a few days that had been full of such things, only she liked this one better than all the rest.

“O-of course not,” she said. Then, she abruptly sobered, looking at him with a worried expression. “Did I hurt you?”

He shook his head, giving her a half-grin because she was so excited about the kiss. “You could not hurt me if you tried,” he said softly. “But we will have to work on your technique if you plan to do that again.”

As the giddiness faded a bit, uncertainty came to the forefront with the reality of what she’d done. Sweet Mary… she’d kissed a man! “I-I did not plan to do it in the first place,” she said. “D-did I offend you? I did not mean to. I do not know what came over me.”

Patrick just chuckled, taking one of her hands and kissing it again. “You did not offend me.”

“I-I have never done that before. Kissed anyone like that, I mean.”

“I can tell.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Y-you can?” she gasped, now feeling mortified as the reality of what she’d done began to sink in. “I am so very sorry, Patrick. Please forgive me.”

He shook his head, holding both of her hands tightly. “I kissed you first,” he said. “If anyone should ask forgiveness, it should be me.”

Brighton wasn’t sure if that was an apology or an invitation for future kisses, but one thing was certain – she’d liked it. She’d liked it a great deal.

“Atty!”

A shout came from the alcove door, abrupt and loud, and Patrick stood up, taking a few steps to see who it was. He could see Alec in the doorway.

“I am here,” he said. “What is –?”

“’Tis a night raid,” Alec said quickly. “Your father is already moving to gather the men. You must come.”

Patrick’s brow furrowed but he was walking towards Alec with Brighton following close behind.

“A night raid?” he repeated. “Where? What has happened?”

Alec turned away from him and headed into the hall with Patrick on his heels. “It seems that the Scots have launched a night raid on Coldstream,” he said. “Several of the villagers have come here, injured and terrified. They have large grain stores meant for market and it seems as if the Scots have gone after it. A soldier from Pelinom Castle is also at the gatehouse. Your father is going there now to speak with him.”

Patrick was quickly shifting into battle mode. “Pelinom is north of Coldstream by a couple of miles,” he said. “That is a fairly large castle, de Velt men. Why have they come to us for help?”

Alec shook his head. “I do not know,” he said. “But your father wants us all mounted and ready to ride.”

Patrick didn’t hesitate. He charged after Alec on his way to gear up for battle but he hadn’t taken five steps when he suddenly remembered Brighton. Swiftly, he turned to her and she nearly plowed into him from behind. He grasped her by the arms to steady her.

“You will remain here with my mother,” he said steadily. “She will tend you until I return.”

Brighton simply nodded, perhaps a bit stunned by what was happening. Up until three days ago, she’d never been around a battle in her life. Now, Patrick was heading off to another one. There was tension in the air; it was frightening. Perhaps this was something about the outside world that she didn’t like at all. But before she could say anything to him, a word of blessing for his safety, he turned away from her and stormed from the great hall.

Brighton stood there and watched him until he faded from her sight. After he was gone, she turned away from the hall entry with a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. Everything had happened so swiftly over the past few days, including this, that she was still trying to absorb everything.

Muddled, and perhaps a bit frightened on Patrick’s behalf, she wandered back over to the table where Lady Jordan was sitting with her grandchildren, her daughters, and Lady Jemma. As she approached the table, little Penelope crawled off the bench and went to her, slipping her little hand into Brighton’s. Big, innocent eyes gazed up at her.

“Will you sit with me?” Penelope asked. “Mama returned my sword to me. Come and see it.”

The little girl was very excited about her sword, seemingly oblivious to the mood of depression that hung over the women of the table, the fear that seemed to carve into the very air around them. Fear for their men, fear for what was to come. Brighton sat down next to Penelope and was promptly shown a dull wooden sword with the lass’ name carved into it. Penelope, it said. The little girl was very proud of it and proceeded to show Brighton how it was used.

Brighton watched her but without much enthusiasm. This was all very new to her, men leaving for battle and her confusion over her feelings for Patrick. But looking into the faces of Lady Jordan and Lady Jemma, she could see that whether it was the first time or the one hundredth time, the men leaving for battle never got any easier. The men were heading out to risk their lives and there was nothing anyone could do about it.

All they could do now was wait.
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CHAPTER TEN


It was a nasty skirmish from the start.

It wasn’t just a few Scots raiding the border town of Coldstream for grain, it seemed like several clans. Patrick saw Nesbit tartan and he also thought he saw Armstrong, but it was difficult to tell because of the darkness. The entire town was in an uproar as homes burned and people fled for safety.

The army from Castle Questing charged in like avenging angels. William, who had handled raids like this many times in the past, had a system for these attacks – he split his group in half, with some men going to one side of the town while the rest went to the opposite side. One group of men would then plow through town and drive the Scots to the waiting contingent, which usually resulted in the end of the raid fairly quickly. This time, the plan was the same. William led the group that would wait for the Scots to be driven to them while Patrick led the group that would do the driving.

Given the fact that half of the village was in flames, it was easy to see who the enemy was. Patrick, Alec, Hector, and Kevin charged through town striking down anything that resembled a Scots, predictably driving raiders and townsfolk alike towards the other end of town where William, Kieran, and Apollo await. It seemed like a simple enough plan and Patrick drove his sword through more than one raider who tried to fight back.

While reivers seemed to be unorganized groups of men from many clans, these raiders seemed to be organized from one or two specific clans. He saw only two specific tartans but there were a lot of men, much more than the numbers that reivers usually carried. Still, it was of little consequence. Having been raised on the borders, Patrick knew how to handle them.

Or so he thought.

His first hint that something was wrong was when he made it towards the end of the town, with a clear field of vision to where his father and the others were waiting. Only they weren’t alone. They seemed to be in a massive battle themselves and Patrick realized that the raiders must have also been split into two distinct groups, one of them lying in wait for the English who had their backs turned. Clearly, what he was seeing was far more than a skirmish.

It was a battle.

When Patrick and the other knights saw what was happening, they gave up herding the raiders through the town and made a break to go help his father and the others, who were seemingly overrun. Unfortunately, the men they’d been herding turned on them and the entire village deteriorated into two separate brawls. The raiders were going for the knights more than the men-at-arms, and Patrick found his skills being tested again and again. Men with short swords were trying to undercut him as he sat upon his horse, but he kept his shield low. With his sword, he managed to slice more than a few heads. He emerged the victor with confidence, but it was clear that this was no ordinary raid. The English had been drawn into something planned. Now, it occurred to him why the men from Pelinom were asking for help.

It was an English death raid on the borders this night.

With that knowledge, Patrick switched strategies. It was kill or be killed. Turning, he watched his fellow knights to make sure they weren’t in any particular danger. He easily held his own, especially astride his big war horse, who was biting and snapping and kicking. The horse injured or killed as many men as Patrick did. Off to his right, several dozen yards away, Patrick could see his father fighting off hordes of men trying to bring him down. They were swarming, really. He could also see Kieran fighting off men intending to do him harm.

Old knights who had done this too many times to count, still fighting off the Scots even in their advancing years. Patrick respected and admired them greatly, but he was also very concerned for them. His father was aging and he would hate to see the man get hurt, or worse, in what was supposed to be a simple raid.

And then, he couldn’t see his father anymore.

Panic seized him and he spurred his horse through and over men who were trying to block his way. The horse stomped and snapped, and Patrick was able to drive the horse through the roiling horde until he reached the spot he had last seen his father. He could see his father’s horse off to his left, struggling against many hands that were trying to subdue him, but William was nowhere to been seen.

More panic seized him. Patrick spurred his horse towards his father’s steed, getting close enough to the horse to remove his bridle, which gave the raiders the inability to control the animal. Patrick kicked the horse in the side, startling it, sending it bucking and kicking and running away, heading back to Questing. At least the horse would be safe that way and not fall into the hands of the raiders, but that meant William was without a mount. Patrick tried not to become hysterical as he searched the sea of fighting men for his father. Too many men, men on the ground dying, men on their feet fighting. But still, no William.

Then, he saw his father.

William was on his knees, being set upon by several men who were beating him more than they were actually trying to kill him, although one man had a short sword that he was trying to shove through William’s neck. The old knight was too seasoned and too skilled to allow that to happen. The great Wolfe of the Border managed to disarm the man with the sword and turn it against him, killing the man even as others were trying to beat him.

That was all Patrick had to see. He charged through the men attacking his father, kicking them in the head or using his sword on them as he reached down to pick his father up. William grabbed hold of Patrick but was pulled down by more men who were trying to separate the father and son.

That was when Patrick went mad.

His sword was swinging ferociously, cutting off limbs and slicing through bodies. Men began screaming, falling away from him, as he reached down a second time to pick his father up from the ground. William, weakened by his fight, grabbed hold of Patrick a second time. This time, Patrick managed to lift his father up onto his saddle, which was no easy feat considering how much William weighed. He was not a small man and the fact that Patrick was able to lift him up onto his horse was a testament to Patrick’s sheer strength. William ended up behind his son, on the back of the horse, holding on as Patrick drove his war horse through the fight and away from the battle for the most part. When they were outside of the perimeter of the burning town, Patrick pulled his frothing horse to a halt.

“Are you injured?” he asked his father, panic still in his voice. “Did they get to you?”

Behind him, William grunted. It sounded as if he was in pain. “Where is my horse?”

“Safe. He is running for home.”

“Your mother will be worried if the horse returns without me.”

“Do you want to return home as well?”

A bloodied hand suddenly appeared in Patrick’s line of sight.

“I think I’d better.”

That was all Patrick needed to hear. As the battle raged on behind them, he took his father back to Castle Questing as fast as the horse would carry them.
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“I am fine, love. You do not need to weep any longer.”

In the lavish bower suite of Questing, William was upon the massive bed as his wife and Jemma, as well as Katheryn and Evelyn, hovered over him. Everyone was hovering over him, fearful he was about to disappear.

The long gash in his left side had been stitched by his wife, twelve stitches in all, and his torso was bound with boiled linen to stop any leakage or bleeding. It wasn’t a deep gash but mail had been shoved into it, meaning it was a dirty gash. Jordan had spent an hour picking mail out of her husband’s side before stitching it.

Once the job was done, the delayed tears of fright and relief came. Jordan had been through this kind of thing with her husband for over thirty years and it never got any easier. In fact, every time, it grew worse.

“If it wasna for yer son, I would have lost ye.” Jordan wiped her nose with a big linen kerchief, torn between tears and anger. “Have often have I told ye that yer too old tae fight? Ye dunna need tae prove yerself any longer, English.”

William was propped up with some pillows while Penelope snuggled against his right side, sucking her thumb and half-asleep. He listened patiently to his wife’s scolding, but it was something he’d heard before, many times. He pulled the covers up around his baby girl before answering.

“And I have told you that if there is action involving Questing, then I must attend it,” he said quietly so he wouldn’t wake Penelope. “We have had this argument too many times, love. I am a knight and….”

She cut him off, waving her hands angrily. “… and fighting is yer vocation,” she finished his standard line. “I know that. I’ve heard it a thousand times and I hate it when ye say it. But the fact remains that ye’re too old tae fight any longer. The only reason ye go these days is tae satisfy yer pride. I willna stand for it any longer, do ye hear? Do ye want Penelope tae grow up without her father? Is that what ye want?”

William sighed faintly, looking down at his little girl, sleeping contentedly against him. Nay, he didn’t want her to grow up without him. But he also didn’t want to fight with his wife about it. She didn’t want him to risk himself; he was doing the only thing he’d ever known.

It was a painful dilemma for them both.

A knock on the chamber door interrupted the argument and Jordan wandered away from the bed in an attempt to calm her tears. Katheryn, feeling a good deal of pity for her mother’s side of things, pulled the panel open to see Patrick and Kieran standing there.

“Come in, Atty,” Katheryn said. “Has everyone returned?”

“Aye.”

“Where is my husband?”

“In the bailey disbanding the men.”

“Is he injured?”

“Not a scratch,” Patrick replied as his gaze drifted to their father. “How is he?”

“Papa is going to be fine, the old fool.”

Patrick entered the chamber, dirty and splattered with blood, and Kieran followed him in. Kieran looked absolutely exhausted, pale to the point of being pasty, and his wife went to him immediately, putting her arms around him in concern. Patrick could hear them speaking softly, her great worry for her husband and Kieran’s soft assurances that he was fine, but his focus was on his father.

“What is the damage?” Patrick asked William, trying to make light of the situation and the room full of worried women. “You look better than you did the last time I saw you.”

William held up a hand for his son, who took it strongly. He squeezed his boy’s hand. “I will survive, thanks to you,” he said quietly. “You returned to the battle after you brought me home. What is the situation now?”

Patrick scratched his head wearily. “Half of the village has been burned down,” he said. “I caught up with some of the Pelinom men and it seems that this was a fairly large and organized raid by Clan Nesbit. The soldiers at Pelinom were drawn out into a rather large battle which is why they sent for us. Then we were drawn into it as well. The best I can come up with is that it was a murder raid. The Scots never touched the wheat stores.”

William listened to the news grimly. “I would not be surprised,” he said. “They have tried that before. Pelinom sits in Nesbit territory and they want the fortress badly.”

“Have they ever made any attempts on Questing like that?”

“Never. We are too big and hold too many men for them. They’d have to rouse half of the lowlands to overtake Questing and they do not have the support.”

“But they keep trying.”

“Aye, they do.”

Patrick chewed his lip thoughtfully. “What about James?” he asked, speaking of his younger brother who was, in fact, Katheryn’s twin. “Wark Castle sits closer to the border than Questing does and Northwood sits directly upon it. Do they have the same trouble with Nesbit?”

William shook his head. “Only Pelinom because it is actually in Scotland.”

Patrick grunted. “The Scots left it alone for years, especially when Ajax de Velt was in command,” he said. “No one would dare challenge the Dark Lord. Now his descendants have the castle, men who are fine knights. They’ve managed to hold off the Scots this long.”

William leaned his head back against the wall, wearily. “Aye, they have, but it hasn’t been for a lack of trying on the part of the Scots,” he said. He fell quiet a moment, gazing up at his enormous son. “Had it not been for you tonight, I suspect I might not have made it out of there alive. I am very grateful, lad.”

Patrick looked down at his father, seeing how exhausted the man was. He’d always seen his father as strong and young and powerful, not older and more easily tired. He was coming to realize that his father was no longer that young, powerful man, but an older man who more than likely shouldn’t be fighting battles any longer. At least, not skirmishes like this. He squeezed his hand.

“Maybe you should let the younger men flight these little skirmishes, Da,” he said quietly. “You are the greatest knight who has ever lived and it would be a fine prize for some foolish Scotsman to claim your life. I would have to go on a murder rampage myself if that were to happen. So on behalf of the Scots along the border, spare them my rage and do not go out on any more of these little skirmishes. They would be grateful and so would I.”

William smiled weakly. “Your mother was just saying the same thing.”

“Aye, I was,” Jordan said, no longer able to stay out of the conversation. “Now ye’ve heard it from yer son. Ye’re too old tae be fighting other men’s wars like that. Ye’ve earned the right not tae fight every little battle that pops up.”

Patrick eyed his father. “I must agree with what she says,” he said. “Save yourself for the big things. Let others fight the smaller battles.”

William sighed heavily as he turned his head, looking away. “I have never been very good at avoiding battles,” he muttered. Then, he caught sight of Kieran over near the door where Jemma had pushed him down into a chair. “But Kieran… he has not been well lately. The physic says it is his heart. I worry for him.”

Both Patrick and Jordan turned to look at Kieran in a chair as his wife wiped at his brow. The big man looked ready to collapse. Patrick’s gaze lingered on the man for a moment before returning his focus to his father.

“He will never let you go to battle without him,” he said quietly. “If only to spare Uncle Kieran’s life, mayhap you should reconsider going to battle every time there is a little skirmish.”

It was a reasonable way of putting it, as if being thoughtful of Kieran’s health as an excuse to stay out of battle was easier to swallow. Still, William was reluctant.

“Mayhap,” he said softly.

Patrick wouldn’t let it go so easily for he was genuinely concerned. “Please, Da.”

William sighed heavily, unhappy that he was now getting pressure from his son. “I said I will think on it and I shall,” he said. “For now, please know I am very grateful for what you did, Patrick.”

Patrick nodded, his gaze lingering on his father a moment. “There was nothing else I could do,” he said. “When I saw that you were off your horse, there was only one thing on my mind – to find you. I am glad I was in time.”

“So am I.”

A brief pause followed. “Da,” Patrick said slowly. “What I said earlier… about the fact it was a mistake to seek your counsel today. I did not mean it. You are the wisest man I know and I shall always require your counsel. I am sorry for my harsh words.”

William looked at his son and thoughts of the day began running through his head; in particular, thoughts of Lady Brighton. William and Jordan had been speculating all day about Lady Brighton’s relationship to Patrick and what the man could possibly feel for her. It seemed to William that now was the time to ask about it. They could speculate all they wanted but nothing would solve their dilemma more than seeking the truth from Patrick himself. Perhaps it was time for a bit of honesty, on all sides.

“There is no need to apologize,” William said. “I suppose if my father was meddling in my affairs, I would be angry, too. But I would like to ask you a question.”

“Anything.”

“What does this woman mean to you?”

Patrick faltered; both William and Jordan could see it. He seemed to grow nervous very quickly and averted his gaze.

“I told you,” he said. “I swore to protect her. I do not give my oath lightly.”

“Is that all?”

“Aye.”

“Ye dunna feel something for the lass, Atty?” Jordan pressed when her husband wouldn’t. “Are ye… fond of her?”

Patrick refused to look at either parent. “I have only known her for a couple of days,” he pointed out. “How could I be fond of her in so short a time?”

Jordan put a hand on his arms. “Stranger things have happened,” she said softly. “Sometimes there is no timeframe for feeling something for someone. It happens when it happens. She is a lovely lass and I like her.”

Patrick sighed heavily, looking vastly uncomfortable when he was trying hard not to. “I have only known her a short time,” he said again. “But… well, if you must know, I feel a strong sense of protection for her. She is as vulnerable as a babe outside of the walls of Coldingham. She knows nothing of the outside world. Aye, I feel very protective over her for many reasons, not the least of which is the fact that she has a legacy that could very well destroy her.”

“Being the bastard of Magnus?”

“Aye.”

“Magnus?” Jordan repeated, confused. “Who is Magnus?”

William shook his head at his wife. “I will tell you later,” he told her. Then, he returned his focus to Patrick. “Patrick, be honest with me, please. Do you feel something for this girl? Because I cannot understand why you would feel so strong a sense of protection over her if you do not.”

Patrick thought back over the course of the past two days, the contact he had with Brighton, the conversations, the laughter. The kiss. Did he feel something for her? He did. He forced himself to admit it now that he’d been asked. But there was vast confusion beyond that. Confusion and embarrassment.

“I… I am not sure,” he finally muttered. “All I know is that I feel very protective over her.”

That wasn’t much of an answer. They’d heard those things before. Jordan lowered her head, trying to look her embarrassed son in the eye. “Protective like a sister?” she asked.

Patrick didn’t respond for a moment. He didn’t move, then, slowly, he shook his head. “Nay,” he whispered. “Not like a sister.”

He didn’t say any more than that and both William and Jordan could see how torn he was. There was confusion there. Their great son, a man who was born and bred to fight, was feeling something human towards another person. A lady. He was feeling something and he either couldn’t admit it or had no idea what to say.

William remembered those days of his youth, when he was in love with a certain young Scotswoman, so it was easy to relate to Patrick in that sense. He felt pity for him. He still didn’t want a match between his great son and a former postulate, a bastard daughter of a Norse king. But if Patrick felt something for the woman… well, William could understand that. It had happened to him once, too.

“Patrick,” he said quietly. “You asked me to send a missive to the prioress at Coldingham to see if the woman knew anything about Lady Brighton’s heritage, as did Lady Brighton. If you still want me to do that, I would be willing.”

Patrick’s head snapped up, his eyes fixed on his father. “Would you, Da?” he said, relief and gratitude in his tone. “That would be greatly appreciated. It was a request that the lady made to me, for her own clarification about her parentage, and I am grateful to you for your effort.”

William could see the gratitude in his son’s expression and that alone told him that Patrick was feeling more for the lady than he would admit. “And when she learns of it, what then?” he asked. “What will you do with her?”

Patrick was back to feeling confused. “I do not know,” he said truthfully. “But she cannot return to Coldingham in any case. I told her that we could mayhap find her a position in a great house as a lady’s companion or a nurse to children. There are useful things she could do.”

“What about marriage?” Jordan said as her husband cringed. “Ye could marry her and take her tae London with ye. If ye’re so concerned with protecting her, then why not marry the lass?”

Patrick turned a little pale; both parents could see it. But he came back strong. “I cannot,” he said flatly. “The position with Henry will take all of my time. It would be unfair to her to marry her and take her to London where she would spend most of her time alone.”

“But not all of her time,” Jordan said softly. “She would be with ye and ye would see her when ye werena with the king.”

Patrick was shaking his head. “It is impossible.”

Jordan went for the jugular of her stubborn son. “If ye dunna marry her, then someone eventually will,” she said. “Is that what ye want? For someone else tae have her?”

Patrick stopped shaking his head, now looking at his mother. He was clearly stressed. “I cannot think of something as serious as marriage right now, Mother,” he said. “I have been waiting all of my life for this royal appointment and nothing is going to interfere – not you, not Father, not a young woman who fell into my lap two days ago. I cannot change my life so suddenly on nothing more than a whim. I will not marry her before I go.”

Jordan’s eyes flashed; she couldn’t abide by stubborn men and her son had inherited a wealth of stubbornness from her. “Then take her back tae the priory and be done with her,” she said. “Stop wasting her time and yers, for it seems tae me that everything ye’re trying to do for her is a waste of time if ye have no intentions beyond simply protecting the lass. She needs a husband or she needs tae go back tae the priory.”

Patrick could see that this was about to turn into an argument with his mother, something he had no desire to enter into. Few people entered into arguments with his mother and won. She may have been right in all things, but he wasn’t going to let her push him around. He turned his attention to his father.

“If you could write that missive, I’ll arrange for a messenger to take it,” he said. “I will inform Lady Brighton of your change of heart. I am sure she will be very grateful.”

With that, he turned and left the chamber, leaving his parents looking after him, each to their own thoughts. Jordan wondered why he was being so stubborn while William was thinking that his wife had been right all along; Patrick felt something for Lady Brighton. But rather than push his son into admitting it, William’s strategy was a little different.

So it wasn’t the great match that William had hoped for his greatest son; there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. But perhaps if he helped his son and the lady, whatever Patrick was feeling for the woman might burn itself out. William suspected that if he continued to fight Patrick on the lady, it could very well have the opposite effect and drive him into the woman’s arms.

Therefore, he was willing to help, to see if what Patrick was feeling was just an infatuation. Although he hoped it was, something told him that it wasn’t.

It was just a feeling he had.

The next morning at dawn, a messenger was heading for Coldingham Priory with a missive from William de Wolfe, Baron Kilham, to the mother prioress.


[image: ‡]
CHAPTER ELEVEN


One week later

Coldingham Priory

It was a bright day in summer with puffy white clouds overhead being pushed around by the sea breeze. Days like this were rare on the coast and the residents of Coldingham were out in force, repairing the damage from the raid nearly two weeks before. Walls had been toppled, gardens trampled, and two rooms burned out entirely. Still, the determined clean-up effort went on. As both nuns and peasants busied themselves in the cloister, the mother prioress stood near the altar in the chapel.

The chapel was dim, even in the bright day, because the small windows allowed for little light and ventilation. It was a massive stone building, built for strength, and the center of a rather large and complex religious center.

In years past, Coldingham had been run by monks, headed by a prior, and there had been a good deal of commerce that brought wealth into the church. For decades, the priors had been financial geniuses with Coldingham’s production of crops and ale, but back at the turn of the century, King John – Henry’s father – had raided the priory and damaged it heavily. It was the beginning of the priory’s decline.

Now, local clans were heavily invested in a priory that was struggling to stay solvent. Clan chiefs were taking the “buy your way into heaven” approach and tithing heavily to the church in exchange for the absolution of their sins against each other, even though there was never any attempt at actually paying reparation for those sins.

Moreover, Clans Douglas, Home, and Gordon had been vying for control of the priory, which now included women and had for the past forty years. There was a cloister for nuns headed by a mother prioress while the monks, kept separately, continued to manage the dwindling finances and production of the declining priory.

Twenty years ago, Lady Ysabella Gordon’s father had purchased a position for his daughter in the priory. Young as she was, she took the veil quickly and worked her way up to Mother Prioress within a few years. The more her father would donate, the more she was promoted. The lure of money to the failing priory was great and, in truth, it was all her father could do for her, considering she had been sullied by one of the Clan Haye sons, a man who had raped her and beget her with child. The child had died, fortunately, but most knew of Ysabella’s misfortune, so the church was her only option. She became Mother Prioress and the secret of the rape was buried.

But not to her.

Mother Prioress kept her hatred buried in her heart even as she sang God’s praises and administered her sisters and postulates. Nineteen years ago, when Juliana de la Haye came to the abbey with an infant in her arms, an infant that needed protection, the mother prioress was more than happy to take the infant along with a sizable donation for her keep. But even as little Brighton grew up in the church, emotionally abused by most of the sisters except for Sister Acha, who was protective over her charge, Mother Prioress kept watch of the girl.

A Haye bastard.

And she brought her family into this hatred, so the offense against her had been an offense against them all. For many years, the mother prioress plotted with her family about what to do with the girl once she became of age. There was much need for revenge in the hearts of the Gordon, and when Brighton saw her nineteenth birthday come and go, the plan that had been formulating most of her life was put into action.

The raid.

But it was a plan that had ultimately not been successful. The English had involved themselves in it and Lady Brighton was now missing, definitely not where she was supposed to be. Mother Prioress was fairly certain she knew where the girl was, as the massive garrison at Berwick had more than likely been the English who had confronted the reivers because of its close proximity. That suspicion was confirmed when the woman had received a missive from none other than William de Wolfe two days prior.

With that missive came serious problems and Mother Prioress had sent word to her brother, head of Clan Gordon, to come to her. He was to meet her on this day and peasants working the fields for the priory had spread word of his impending arrival. They’d seen him and his men upon the road and word had traveled fast.

The Gordon had finally come.

“What’s this I hear?” Richard Gordon said as he charged into the church where his sister waited. “Those bastards failed, did they?”

Mother Prioress put up her hands. “Silence,” she hissed. “Ye must be quiet!”

Richard was a big man with a head of brown, messy hair and small brown eyes. He had a few of his men with him, men who knew what he knew, including his distant cousin and best friend, a flame-haired man named Tommy Orry. Tommy and Ysabella had been childhood sweethearts, years ago, but that was long ended. Still, Tommy had come with him to ensure that Richard didn’t do anything foolish to a sister he controlled as his father had controlled. Given Richard’s rage at the moment, that wasn’t going to be easy.

“The Swinton bastards failed?” Richard demanded, ignoring the request to keep the volume of his voice down. “Where is the lass?”

Mother Prioress sighed heavily. “Anger will not help the issue, Richard,” she said. “Ye must be calm and I will tell ye what I know. Certainly, there has been an added… complication.”

Richard threw up his hands. “What complication?” he asked, exasperated. He pointed a finger in his sister’s face. “We agreed on this, we did. The girl was tae be taken by the Swinton and brought tae me. I’ve paid them well for this!”

Mother Prioress nodded quickly, waving her hands at him to keep his voice down. “I know,” she whispered loudly. “But the English intercepted the Swinton Clan before they could take her tae ye. They have her now.”

That seemed to make Richard even angrier. “Who has her?”

Mother Prioress didn’t want to tell him. “I…I….”

Richard lifted a hand to slap the answer from her but Tommy stopped him. “Nay, Richie,” he muttered, looking at Ysabella and still seeing that girl he loved from long ago. “Strikin’ yer sister willna help the situation. Ysabella, who has the Haye lass? Do ye know?”

It had been years since Ysabella had been called by her birth name. God bless Tommy for being rational. She still adored him; she always had. “Aye,” she replied. “I received a missive from the Wolfe of the Border himself, William de Wolfe. He has the lass. He has asked me what I know of her parentage and if it ’tis true that she’s the daughter of Magnus, King of the Northmen. Richard, as far as I knew, the lass had never been told this. Sister Acha must have told her the truth.”

At the mention of William de Wolfe, Richard seemed to calm drastically, but it was in sheer disbelief. “She is with William de Wolfe?” he gasped. “Saints preserve us… the man himself has her now?”

Mother Prioress nodded. “Aye,” she said. “I suspect ’tis the English from Berwick who intercepted the Swinton. ’Tis the closest garrison.”

“Then the lass is at Berwick?”

“I think so,” she said. Then, she sighed with great emotion. “I told Sister Acha never tae tell the girl of her parentage, for there was no need for her tae know. She is the daughter of Magnus, King of the Norse, but even knowin’ such a thing wouldna mattered. ’Tis not as if the man knows or cares about her. But somethin’ must have happened that Sister Acha felt the need tae tell her.”

“Did the Swinton take Sister Acha also?”

Mother Prioress nodded. “I… I told them to,” she said, hoping her brother wouldn’t lash out and try to strike her again. “I didna want the Swinton tae compromise the lass before they delivered her to ye. I thought a chaperone would deter their hot blood.”

Richard wasn’t thinking about striking his sister again but he was thinking about the mess that had been made out of their plans. “Compromise her?” he repeated, aghast. “Ye take no issue with what is tae become of the lass, but ye dunna want men tae sully her first?”

Mother Prioress nodded hesitantly, embarrassed at her twisted sense of protection towards her charge. “Aye.”

Richard’s eyes narrowed. “So ye send an old nun with the lass who told her about her true self,” he said with disgust. “And the lass has now told de Wolfe. The man has what is rightfully mine. I paid for her. Ye write tae him and tell him that he must return her tae ye. She is a ward of the church and she must be returned immediately.”

Mother Prioress nodded quickly, eager to do her brother’s bidding and keep a lid on his temper. “I will tell him,” she said. “That was my intention all along. But if he knows about the girl and her parentage now… ye canna send the Swinton after her again. I know ye didna want tae have a direct connection between the abduction and ye, and ye hired the Swinton tae make her abduction look like a raid, but if ye do that again and de Wolfe hears of it… it may not go so well in our favor. He speaks kindly of the lass in his missive which leads me tae believe he may be friendly with her.”

Richard looked at her, stricken. “Friendly with her?” he said in outrage. “That Sassenach bastard has what belongs tae me! I want her back and I dunna care how ye do it, but do it. That lass means our revenge agin’ Clan Haye. Are we tae go back on those plans after all of these years?”

Mother Prioress shook her head, her features pale with strain, glancing at Tommy as she spoke, hating that he was hearing of her complicity in the plan. As if he would think less of her. He already thought her a damaged creature for the Haye rape those years ago, the very thing that prevented their marriage. But now with her complicity in the murder of an innocent girl… she’d fallen very low, indeed.

“Nay,” she finally said. “This is my revenge more than it ’tis yers.”

Richard’s eyes narrowed. “They shamed our clan when a son of Haye touched ye. It isna only yer revenge, Ysabella. It belongs tae us all. Ye canna take it away from us.”

Mother Prioress could see the bloodlust in her brother’s eyes and the sorrow in Tommy’s. The problem was that these days, she wasn’t completely cold-hearted towards Brighton, a lovely young woman she had seen grow up right before her eyes. But old hatreds die hard and there was still a good deal of hatred in her heart for Clan Haye.

Still, the plans her brother had for Brighton were shocking, even to those seeking revenge for a horrible wrong. She cleared her throat softly.

“Do ye still plan tae crucify her, then?” she asked softly.

Richard lifted an eyebrow. “Nothin’ has changed,” he said coldly. “I hired the Swinton tae bring her tae me. I plan tae take the girl to the lands of her mother, to the family who shamed us, and put her up on a cross for all tae see. That lass has been raised by the cross; she shall die by it. And we will have evened the score with Clan Haye.”

This time, Tommy spoke up. He couldn’t help it. Like the others, he’d known of this plan for years but hearing it spoken of with such venom was giving him fits of conscience. Now that the time for their plan was actually upon them, he wasn’t so sure it was a good idea to punish an innocent for crimes of her kin. Unlike the others, Tommy simply wasn’t that cruel. But he was a bit of flotsam in the crashing waves of Richard Gordon’s world. If he went against the man entirely, he would be crushed and he knew it.

So would Ysabella.

“Do ye still believe this is the right thing tae do, Richie?” he asked. “Killin’ an innocent lass?”

Richard turned to look at him, his eyes flickered in the dim light, a deadly glimmer. “She’s a bastard,” he said. “Much like the bastard the Haye beget my sister with, this lass should have never been born. One bastard for another, I’d say. There is no great loss.”

Tommy didn’t have an answer to that and neither did Mother Prioress. She, too, had known the plan all along so this was of no great shock. But these days, there was reluctance in her heart to follow that scheme. She knew Brighton and the thought of seeing the lass crucified… it simply didn’t sit well with her any longer.

Perhaps the years had mellowed her rabid sense of vengeance or perhaps her years as a nun, and in serving God, had taken their toll. All she knew was that once this plan was in action, she wasn’t eager to see it through. But she was terrified to tell her brother that, terrified he would take his vengeance out on her.

“Then I shall tell de Wolfe tae return the lass,” she said, averting her gaze from her furious brother because she was afraid he would see her cowardice. “She belongs back at Coldingham. The man canna go agin’ the church.”

Richard’s gaze lingered on his sister, who seemed weakened now that their plan had gone into action. She tried to hide it from him but he knew. He could see it.

“See that ye tell him,” he said. “When the lass is back wit’ ye, you will send me word. Then I will do what needs tae be done.”

Mother Prioress nodded, although she wasn’t looking at him. She found that she couldn’t. “I will,” she said quietly. “Ye must go now. I will send the missive tae de Wolfe before the day is out.”

Richard didn’t say anything right away but, after a moment, he reached out to grab her around the neck before Tommy could stop him. Mother Prioress gasped as his flushed faced appeared in her line of sight.

“See that ye do,” he snarled. “If ye’ve become a coward after all of these years, I’ll cut yer heart out.”

Tommy yanked him away at that point and she stumbled back, her hand on her neck, as Tommy practically pushed Richard from the church. She could hear them scuffling and hissing as they went.

Even after they were gone, Mother Prioress stood there and rubbed her neck, wondering if there was any way to salvage the situation. Certainly, she couldn’t go against her brother. He meant what he said; he would cut her heart out. Therefore, if she had any hope of helping Brighton, it would have to come from another source. De Wolfe – the man who wrested her from the Swinton – would be able to resist Richard and protect the girl, but de Wolfe had no real stake in the situation. There was no reason why he should risk himself to try.

But there was someone else who had a stake, indeed.

Along with the missive Mother Prioress sent to de Wolfe, another missive meant for Magnus of the Northmen was sent by way of a monk traveling with papal immunity. No one would dare rob or kill a man of God, and he was instructed to take a cog from Berwick, the biggest nearby port, across the sea to the land of the Danes and then find his way to Magnus to deliver his message. He was told to go with all due haste.

Although Mother Prioress wasn’t sure how long it would take to reach Magnus, if it ever would, she prayed daily that it would reach him sooner rather than later, for her missive contained twelve simple words…

Your daughter with Juliana is at Berwick Castle. She is in danger.

Perhaps Magnus’ paternal instinct would cause him to come. But it was equally as likely that he wouldn’t give a thought to a bastard child.

Mother Prioress could only pray it wasn’t the latter.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Castle Questing

Even from the stables, Patrick could hear the screaming and it made him grin, for he knew exactly what was going on. He’d been hearing it, daily, for the past week. Nine days, to be exact. He’d been watching Brighton play with the de Wolfe grandchildren, and in particular, with Penelope.

The youngest and insanely spoiled de Wolfe child had found a best friend in Brighton de Favereux, so much so that she’d taken to crawling out of her own bed at night and seeking out Brighton. She would then climb into Brighton’s bed and sleep soundly until morning. Then she would follow Brighton around most of the day. Brighton had shown an inordinate amount of patience and sweetness with Penelope, playing with the child but also reciting stories to her and generally entertaining her. As the days passed and the routine continued, something wonderful unfolded.

There was an innocence about Brighton that was apparent from her years of living at the priory. She hadn’t been tainted by fostering in other households, learning to gossip, perhaps learning to be petty or vain. She was the most beautiful woman Patrick had ever seen, both inside and out, and she wasn’t even aware of it. Her beauty was in her actions, every day. And every, day Patrick watched her, more and more enamored with her to the point where he actually held her hand in public once, in front of his family, who had been wide-eyed about it but said nothing. None of them could blame him, after all, if he’d fallen in love with the girl.

They’d fallen in love with her a little bit, too.

Therefore, Patrick grinned as he listened to the screaming and finished cleaning the hooves of his war horse, a duty he had to attend to personally because the horse wouldn’t let anyone else around him. Penelope and her nieces and nephews, many of them older than she was, were playing a game of chase in the kitchen yard with Brighton. One of them had a rock which, according to what he’d been hearing, was really a valuable ruby and must be kept safe. Hence, the chasing going on. Everyone wanted the ruby. He could hear giggling along with the screaming.

“There ye are.”

Patrick was distracted him from his thoughts as Jordan entered the stables, her hair wound upon her head and wrapped in that faded yellow shawl she always bound herself up in. It was an old shawl and something William teased her about, telling her they would probably bury her in it because she loved it so well, but Patrick saw the shawl as something innately his mother. It reminded him very much of her. He stood up from his task, smiling at her as she came in.

“Aye, here I am,” he said. “Were you looking for me?”

Jordan nodded, distracted by the screaming going on. She shook her head reproachfully. “God bless Bridey for keeping the children occupied as she has,” she said. “I dunna know what I did before she came. The lass has the patience of Job.”

Patrick’s grin broadened. “They are my kin and I do not even have such patience for them,” he said. “But she seems to love being with them and they love her in return, so I believe everyone is happy with the arrangement.”

Jordan nodded. “I suppose,” she said. “I will miss her when she is… well, I willna speak of it, not now. I came tae ask ye a favor.”

Patrick nodded. “Of course. What is it?”

Jordan pulled out a couple of spools of thread, one a faded white color and the other a deep blue. There wasn’t much left of the thread. She held the spools out to her son.

“I need ye tae go tae Wooler,” she said. “The town is south along the road, about ten miles away, but there is a merchant there who has all manner of fabric and threads. His stall is near the town’s well and there is a sign above it with a spinning wheel etched upon it. I need these spools. Will ye go for me?”

Patrick nodded, eyeing the spools just the same. “Since when do you purchase thread?” he asked. “I have seen you and Aunt Jemma spin for hours and hours.”

Jordan cocked a well-shaped brow. “’Tis true, but I canna seem tae dye me thread that exact shade of blue,” she replied. “And the other thread is a linen thread that is difficult tae come by. I canna make it. I need at least two spools of each. In fact, while ye’re there, ye can pick up other colors as well – brown, red, yellow. Make the trip worth it.”

Patrick shrugged and took the spools from her, tucking them into the pocket of his tunic. “Is there anything else you need?”

Jordan cocked her head thoughtfully but more screaming caught her attention. “Aye,” she said, pointing to the kitchen yard. “Take Bridey with ye. That poor woman deserves some peace away from those screaming children. Take her with ye and buy her something pretty, Atty. Tell her it is a gift from all of us for tending the bairns as she has. I think she would like that.”

The thought of spending time alone with Brighton did not displease him. In fact, he liked the idea very much. The past several days had seen him spend very little time alone with a woman he was growing quite fond of and he tried not to sound too eager.

“I will,” he said. “Make sure you tell Da that I have gone so he knows.”

“I will.”

Jordan stood back as he reached onto the half-wall of the stall and collected his saddle blanket, shaking it out. There was something more on her mind other than spools of thread but she was careful how she approached it.

As he swung the blanket onto his horse’s back, Jordan’s thoughts turned to Brighton and Patrick as a whole. There was much swirling around them, much that the family could see, but nothing that anyone would mention. Patrick was clearly attracted to the woman and she to him, but no one would say anything for fear of breaking the spell.

They were all quite aware that Patrick was due to leave for London at the end of the coming week and there was still much unresolved about Brighton. As much as Jordan was hoping that Patrick would simply forget about London and return to Berwick with Brighton as his wife, she knew that was more than likely not going to happen. William had told her to remain silent about it but, being Patrick’s mother, she simply couldn’t.

She had to know.

“Have ye heard nothing from Coldingham, then?” she asked as her son settled his saddle on the horse’s back. “I’ve not heard if a message was received. Yer father hasna said anything.”

Patrick shook his head. “Nothing has come from them,” he said. “I find that strange, actually. I would have thought they would be very quick to respond considering Bridey was abducted from the priory. I would think, at the very least, they would send word of their joy at her safety.”

Jordan watched him strap on the saddle, a piece of equipment that more than likely weighed as much as she did. “As would I,” she said. She paused a moment before continuing. “Ye’re soon tae leave us for London, are ye not? Yer da said it ’twas at the end of the month.”

Patrick’s movements slowed somewhat, lethargy in his actions. Perhaps even some reluctance. “Aye,” he said. “I am to depart in six days. At least, that was the plan.”

“Has the plan changed?”

Patrick stopped completely, looking at his mother over the top of the saddle. “I do not know,” he said honestly. “I cannot leave with Bridey’s future in limbo. I cannot simply leave her here at Questing and allow you to assume her problems. That would not be fair.”

Jordan pulled the shawl more tightly around her shoulders. “Will Henry wait for ye, then?”

Patrick shrugged and resumed tightening the saddle. “I do not know,” he said. “That has never come up. There was no reason to ask him to wait for me until….”

He trailed off. Jordan helpfully supplied the end of the sentence. “Until Bridey came about?” she said softly.

“Aye.”

“I told ye that ye could marry the lass and take her with ye, but ye’d have tae get permission from Coldingham, I would imagine.”

Patrick put up a hand to stop his mother from saying anything further about marriage when Brighton suddenly dashed into the stable and pressed herself against the wall right next to the door. It was clear that she was hiding from someone.

As Jordan and Patrick looked at her with some surprise and amusement, Penelope came charging through the stable door. Brighton grabbed the girl from behind in a sneak attack. Penelope screamed in both delight and frustration as Brighton squeezed her hard and gave her a big kiss on the cheek.

“No kisses!” Penelope screamed. “No kisses! I don’t want any kisses!”

Jordan, grinning, came up to her trapped daughter and began kissing her little face. “Just for that, I will kiss every bit of ye” she said as Penelope howled. “How can ye not want kisses, lass? Ye’re a cruel and terrible child, ye are.”

Laughing softly, Brighton set Penelope to her feet. The girl ran off, back into the kitchen yard. Brighton moved to follow but Jordan stopped her.

“Wait,” she said. “I’ll tend tae the children. Ye’ve earned a few hours of peace from that mob. I need tae send ye and Patrick on an errand.”

Surprised, Brighton watched Jordan head out into the kitchen yard, herding the children together to take them back inside. Puzzled, she looked at Patrick.

“W-where are we going?” she asked.

With a smile, Patrick dug into his pocket and pulled out the two spools. “Shopping,” he said, holding the thread up for her to see. “There is a town a few miles south and a merchant there has what she needs.”

Brighton fought off a smile. “A-am I to escort you while you shop or is it the other way around?”

“I believe it may be the other way around. My mother wants thread and I know nothing about it.”

“I-I do.”

“I was hoping you did.”

“B-but I have never been to shop. Not once. Anything we needed at Coldingham, we made or purchased from travelers.”

He put the spools back into his pocket, his eyes glimmering at her. “Then let us not delay,” he said. “There is much to do and we are wasting daylight.”

Brighton was more than ready. Her day had taken an unexpected twist but she was thrilled with the turn of events. It was difficult to play with children and try to watch Patrick at the same time. She’d been doing it for nine days now, endearing herself to the youngsters at Questing simply to give herself something to do while all the time trying to keep track of Patrick and his comings and goings. She thought she’d been fairly clever about it but something told her that Patrick was well aware of what she’d been doing.

Staying close to him while pretending not to.

She watched him finish putting tack on his horse, thinking that the past nine days with him and his family had been the best days of her life. The love and affection she’d seen with the families the first time she’d been around them wasn’t a rarity; it was constant and delightful, as if they’d all known and loved one another in countless lives and in countless forms. There was something that went beyond normal camaraderie with this group, something inherent and deep. More than ever, she wanted to be part of it. It was a rarity she admired greatly.

But she admired none more greatly than Patrick himself. He was the biggest man in the room and with that size came innate intimidation. But Patrick had such an easy rapport with his family that the intimidation factor was nonexistent. He adored his parents, and his sisters and brother. One night, he and Alec and Hector had gotten in to a wrestling match that had seen men rolling all over the floor of the great hall, onto the tables, and back down again as their fathers shouted encouragement. The children, unable to contain themselves, eventually ran into the fray and jumped onto the men who were wrestling.

Once the children got involved, the match was over and Patrick had lain on the ground, laughing, as his nephews sat on top of him and were convinced they’d brought him down. At that moment, Brighton knew that she was in love with the man even though she’d never been in love before. Still, for what she was feeling towards him, it could only be love – something bright and clear and true, feelings that set her head to swimming and her heart to lurching. Surely only love came with such delightful giddiness like that. It was the most wonderful feeling in the world.

It was a giddiness she felt as she watched him lead his horse out of the stall, a scarred war horse he had muzzled for safety. The man was as big as a mountain. Instead of his size frightening her as it first had, now she found immense beauty in the enormity of the man that was difficult to describe. All she knew was that she wanted to be close to him, all of the time, in every way.

“I must collect my weapons and armor,” he told her as he led the horse out into the stable yard. There was a gentle breeze, warm with summer air. “I would suggest you bring a cloak in case the weather turns cool upon our return. Did my sisters give you a cloak back at Berwick?”

“N-nay,” she said, shaking her head, “but your mother loaned me one the other evening when I was cold. I have since given it back to her.”

He tipped his head in the direction of the keep as he tied the horse to the post. “Go and ask to borrow it from her,” he said. “I will meet you back here. Be quick, now.”

Brighton nodded, dashing for the keep on the hunt for Jordan, who was last seen herding her gaggle of grandchildren back into the keep. Brighton went to the great hall first, thinking she might find them all there, but the hall was empty with the exception of a few servants.

She did, however, run into Jemma, When she told the woman what she needed, Jemma was more than happy to loan her a very nice blue cloak with rabbit lining. It was the loveliest thing Brighton had ever seen and she tried to give it back, twice, fearful that she would damage it, but Jemma insisted. Wrapped in the rabbit fur on a day too warm for such a thing, Brighton headed back out to the stables.

Patrick was waiting. He was bringing the horse out from the stable yard when Brighton emerged from the keep, bundled up in the heavy cloak. Right after her came Jemma, the little Scotswoman walking briskly. Patrick waited patiently as both Brighton and Jemma reached him. He pointed to Brighton when he noticed the furs.

“That cloak is made for freezing temperatures,” he said. “Are you sure you will not be too warm in it?”

Brighton wasn’t sure what to say to him. “Y-your aunt has been gracious enough to loan this to me,” she said, making it sound as if Patrick should be very grateful, too. “I think it will be just fine for the journey.”

Patrick’s gaze lingered on her as she nodded her head at him, encouragingly. Before he could reply, Jemma spoke.

“The nights are cold when the sun goes down, Atty,” she said. “So ye’re goin’ tae Wooler, are ye? There is a fine huntsman there and his wife makes all manner of cloaks and gloves and shoes. Go and see the man and see about getting’ Bridey her own cloak and gloves and shoes. She’s a-wearin’ Evelyn’s old things and Evelyn had nearly worn them through. The lass needs somethin’ of her own.”

Brighton shook her head. “T-the things that Evelyn gave me are more than serviceable,” she insisted to both Jemma and Patrick. “I do not need anything more, truly.”

“Pah,” Jemma said. She pointed a finger at Patrick. “Get the lass what she needs. The merchants in town know us; tell them we’ll pay for the things when next we come tae town.”

Patrick nodded, taking his orders from Jemma and not from Brighton, who was mortified that the de Wolfe family should spend money on her. As Jemma walked away, she turned to Patrick.

“P-please, nay,” she begged quietly. “There is no need to purchase anything for me. I would be terribly ashamed because I cannot pay you back.”

Patrick smiled at her as he mounted his horse, holding down his hand to help her up. With a heavy sigh, because he seemed to be ignoring her concerns, she put her hand in his and he lifted her up onto the back of his saddle. She shifted around to find a comfortable spot, gripping his trim torso as he spurred his war horse onward.

“D-did you hear me?” she said as they passed through the enormous gatehouse. “You do not need to purchase anything for me. I am perfectly content with what I have.”

Patrick gaze moved over the landscape as he began to make his trek down the hill to the road below. “I heard you,” he said. “But you have been overruled.”

“W-what does that mean?”

“It means that my mother already told me to buy you a few things, as a gift for having spent so much time entertaining the wild animals that pose as children. She is very grateful for all you’ve done.”

Brighton wasn’t convinced. “B-but that was nothing,” she said. “It was great fun to play with them. I love children.”

“And they love you. Penelope insists you are her best friend in the world, which means that you have superseded me in that position. I may have to challenge you at some point for the honor.”

Brighton laughed softly. “S-she is strong willed and brilliant, that one,” she said. “Your parents are in for trouble when she comes of age and they want to seek a husband for her. She has told me she will never have a husband and that she will fight for your father as a knight.”

Patrick grinned. “That is because my father tells her she is the best knight at Questing,” he said. “My mother tries to temper that with proper things for little girls to do, but my father ruins it when he sword fights with her. He purchased a pony for her six months ago and keeps the animal hidden away with the war horses, where my mother has not seen it, because he wants to give it to Penelope and is afraid of what my mother will say.”

Brighton continued to giggle. “H-he is going to have to tell your mother sometime,” she said. “Mayhap she will be understanding.”

“You do not know my mother.”

“B-but I am sure many young girls have ponies… don’t they?”

“Not a pony that has been fitted for miniature armor.”

“O-oh, goodness….”

“Exactly.”

Brighton simply grinned and the conversation trailed off after that, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable silence. They spoke now and again, about the weather, the road, or anything else that popped to mind. Moreover, Brighton had her arms around Patrick, something that was quite thrilling. As they made their way to the road south, she carefully laid her cheek against his armored back, closing her eyes and wallowing in the closeness between them. The last time she had ridden with him like this had been after the raid, when everything had been frightening and disorienting and cold. But today, the mood was different – everything was different.

It was heavenly.

It was mid-morning on this mild summer day as they headed south along a well-traveled road. The road was also relatively flat, strung along in flatlands between mountains to the west and rolling hills to the east. Everything was green and the lack of rain over the past few weeks had left the land dry and lovely. The road was a little dusty, in fact, kicking dirt up on the ends of the rabbit fur cloak. But Brighton didn’t notice; she still had her cheek against Patrick’s back as the horse plodded along, her arms around his torso and feeling him breathe.

She could have stayed like that forever.

Ten miles went very fast when one was hoping it would last a lifetime. That’s what Brighton thought when the outskirts of Wooler began to come in to view. There were farms dotted across the landscape and people out working the land. She saw small homes all bunched up around the edges of the town as they drew closer.

As they passed into the town, Brighton lifted her head, watching her surroundings most curiously. She’d never seen anything like this, not ever, so this was a new experience and a very interesting one. Her life since leaving Coldingham had revealed to her so much about how others lived, those who weren’t pledged to the cloister. Now, they were entering a small town that seemed quite busy and prosperous for the most part. Life seemed to be rich here.

Brighton found it fascinating how the beautifully-colored fields of greens and yellows and golds transformed into the rather colorless huts that were clustered around the edge of Wooler. The homes seemed to look the same, slapped together with waddle and daub, with pitched roofs, sitting on avenues that were uneven and full of ruts. Women in dirty caps stood in the doorways, yelling at children who ran about the streets with dogs barking after them. She saw a little girl with a stick poppet and a little boy with a boat he’d made from a leaf. It was a wondrous world before her and she drank in every single drop of it.

“My mother said that the thread merchant is near the town’s well,” Patrick said, breaking into her thoughts. “When we are finished with him, I will have to find the huntsman that Aunt Jemma spoke of.”

Brighton leaned sideways so she could see around him, seeing that the road headed up a hill to the town square up ahead. “T-truly,” she said. “You do not have to purchase a cloak for me, or shoes or gloves. I am very uncomfortable accepting such things when your sisters have given me perfectly serviceable clothing.”

“Quiet, woman,” Patrick said softly, but with jest. “Do you not know when people are trying to do something nice for you? If you are not careful, you will offend my entire family and then we’ll be in the soup. Just you see.”

Brighton grinned, looking up at him. But she could only see the side of his helmed head. “I-in the soup?” she repeated. “What does that mean?”

He turned his head, which was difficult with the helm he wore. “Have you never heard that term?”

“N-never.”

“It means we shall be in a bind. In trouble. In a stew, as it were. Now do you understand?”

She laughed softly. “T-thank you for being so kind and explaining it to me.”

“My pleasure, my lady.”

His free hand ended up resting on her right arm, his fingers seeking hers. Thrilled, Brighton held his hand tightly as they headed into the heart of the town.

Up ahead, they could see that the village’s center was rather crowded. The buildings here were of better construction in this main part of town, with a few stone shops that had both a first and second floor.

As the horse plodded into the crowded part of town, Brighton found fascination in the people they passed – merchants, visitors, travelers, and some armed men as well. There were several hanging out front of a stone building called the Angel Inn, drinking and generally being loud even at midday. They stopped their drinking and chatting to eyeball Patrick as he rode by, but no one moved against him. It was a professional assessment and nothing more. Once Patrick moved past, they resumed their conversation.

But their attention to Patrick had concerned Brighton. She was nervous that armed men should pay such attention to him and also to her. She was glad when they rode past the group in relative peace. But her attention was soon diverted as they passed by one of those stone buildings and Brighton could see that it was a food vendor. She could smell fresh bread and there were people inside the business, emerging with food in their hands. Being that she hadn’t eaten since the morning meal, her stomach was rumbling.

“A-are you hungry?” she asked, hoping for an affirmative answer.

It wasn’t long in coming. Patrick turned to look at the food vendor as well. He deeply inhaled the culinary scents.

“Aye,” he said. “There is a livery around the corner. Let us leave the horse off and then we can go about our business.”

Brighton was quite agreeable with that. Patrick spurred the big war horse down the road and turned down an offshoot, a small alley, where there was a big stone livery there complete with two separate yards. Patrick took the horse straight to the livery owner, muzzled the beast, and paid well for the man to tend the animal. Then, he removed Brighton from the horse, tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow, and headed back out to the street with its gastronomic delights.

Brighton held tight to Patrick as they made their way to the main avenue and headed back towards the food vendor. All the while, she was looking around at the new sights, her head was on a swivel, with enough enthusiasm so that Patrick noticed. He watched her as she investigated every sight and every sound.

“You are swinging your head around so much that it is going to fly off at any moment,” he told her with a smile. “Surely not everything is so interesting.”

Brighton grinned sheepishly. “I-if you have never been outside of the walls of your home, then everything is interesting,” she said. “There are so many people here. Where are they all going?

Patrick looked around. “I do not know,” he said. “Farmers, merchants, women going about their shopping. This is a busy market town. I can remember as a child that there was a merchant who imported sweets from all over the world. He had marzipan, candied fruits, honeycomb, and cakes made with sweet salt. Have you ever had such a thing?”

Brighton shook her head with wonder. “S-sweet salt? What is it?”

Patrick could see their destination up ahead. “Men brought it back with them upon returning from pilgrimage to the Holy Land,” he said. “It is from the Far East. Sweet granules that are white and look like salt.”

Brighton was intrigued. “I-I have never had it but it sounds delicious.”

“It is. I will see if we cannot find you some to sample while we are here.”

Brighton thought that was an astonishingly good idea. The food vendor was looming close now and there were people coming in and out of it. Brighton got a good look at the steaming food in their hands – roasted meat with carrots and peas all packaged up in neat little trenchers. People were eating it with gusto, which only made her more hungry. Just as Patrick ducked his head down to enter the door of the shop, a shout stopped him.

“De Wolfe! I thought that was you!”

Patrick calmly turned towards the shouting and Brighton watched as the man’s face suddenly split into a smile. When she looked to see what had him smiling, all she could see was a very big knight in well-used armor and a dirty tunic crossing the road towards them.

“Bloody Christ,” the knight said as he approached. “The Nighthawk himself. There is no man in all of England as enormous as you are. Has anyone tried to put a saddle on you and ride you yet, you big stallion?”

Patrick laughed softly as he reached out to take the man’s offered hand. “Le Sander,” he muttered with satisfaction. “Has anyone tried to cut that glib tongue from your mouth yet?”

The knight laughed. “I am too fast and too powerful,” he said. “Mayhap they have a dirk with my name on it, but it would do no good. They cannot catch me or kill me.”

Patrick slapped him affectionately on the cheek. “That is true,” he said. “You have survived battle when it should not have been survivable, my friend. And it has been a long time since I have seen you.”

“It has,” the knight agreed, his expression suggesting he was quite fond of Patrick. But his gaze inevitably trailed to Brighton, standing next to Patrick with her hand still on his arm. “But it looks as if life has been very good to you. Lady de Wolfe, I presume?”

Brighton’s cheeks flushed a bright red and as she shook her head, Patrick answered. “Nay,” he said. “She is not my wife. My lady, this is an old friend, Sir Kerk le Sander. The last I heard, he served Sir Henry Grey of Chillingham Castle. Is that still true, Kerk?”

Kerk nodded. “It ’tis. I am his captain, in fact. I am in town on an errand for my lord.”

Patrick nodded before finishing the introduction. “I see,” he said. “Kerk, this lovely creature is Lady Brighton de Favereux.”

Kerk, a devilishly handsome man with eyes the color of the sea and hair so blonde that it was nearly white, displayed his best alluring smile. He took Brighton’s free hand, bringing to his lips for a chaste kiss.

“My lady,” he greeted in a deep, sweet voice. “It is an honor to meet you. May I ask if there is a chance that I may steal you away from my enormous friend?”

Brighton was so red in the face that she thought she might ignite into flames at any moment. “I-I do not know,” she said, gazing up at Patrick as he smiled down at her. “D-do you mean to have me for a servant?”

Patrick laughed loudly as Kerk shook his head. “Nay, lady,” he said patiently. “Not as a servant. I should like a beautiful woman on my arm today.”

“Why today?” Patrick asked, not entirely sure he liked Kerk’s attention towards Brighton. “What are you doing in town, anyway?”

Kerk threw a thumb back over his shoulder, in a westerly direction. “Did you not see the banners for the games?” he said. “Lord Horsden of Highburn House is sponsoring contests today. Tugging rope, archery, that kind of thing. I have no lovely lady to cheer me on so I thought you might sell me yours.”

Patrick was interested in the games. “I will not,” he said flatly. “She stays with me. But these games – are you competing?”

“I am.”

“Have you already entered?”

“I have.”

Patrick looked at Brighton a moment, perhaps to see her reaction to the mention of entertainment, before replying. It occurred to him that having her watch him compete in a game of skill might make her proud of him, if only just a little. He’d never had a woman’s attention like that, at least not attention that he really wanted.

And he very much wanted hers.

“It has been a long time since I have competed in any games,” he said to Kerk. “Where are the marshals so that I might see the areas of contest?”

Kerk’s gaze lingered on Brighton, too, realizing that Patrick had no intention of parting with the woman. His betrothed, he thought to himself. Certainly, from the way Patrick looked at the woman, it was an easy deduction.

Lucky bastard!

“They are up by the competition field,” he said. “Come along; I will show you.”

Patrick was eager to see where the games would be held. But the moment he took a step to follow Kerk, he remembered the food he’d promised Brighton. He quickly turned for the shop again.

“A moment, please,” he said to Kerk. “I promised my lady some food. I will be just a moment.”

Kerk dipped his head politely in Brighton’s direction. “By all means, feed the lady,” he said. “In fact, I will join you.”

Patrick was more than happy to have his old friend attend them but he found himself having to fend Kerk off of Brighton. He wanted to talk to her but Patrick would not permit it. He actually put himself between Kerk and Brighton at one point, a very large guard dog protecting a flower of a lady. Kerk had no choice but to take the hint.

Oddly enough, Patrick knew he had nothing to worry over, because Kerk was a noble knight and a man of good character, so his reaction to his friend underscored just how protective he felt over Brighton. It also showed how attached he was becoming to her. The past nine days at Questing had only sealed those feelings.

Your wife? Kerk had asked. Patrick realized he had wanted to tell him that she was. God, he’d been afraid of such thoughts before. Terrified of her and thoughts of her. That first night at Berwick, he’d literally run from her when he realized he was attracted to her. He’d put off his mother’s questions, or any questions about his feelings for Brighton, because he was afraid. But looking at her now, he wasn’t afraid of those feelings anymore. Intentions of assuming his post with Henry as a married man were fading further and further away.

God help him, they were.

It was a stunning realization and one he was finally ready to accept. It had taken Kerk’s unwanted attention towards Brighton to force him to make a decision. He couldn’t, and wouldn’t, stand for Brighton being with another man. He couldn’t stand the thought of leaving her behind when he went to London. But with that decision came peace he’d never experienced in his life. Something settling and warm. Something that seemed to soothe his soul.

He’d never felt such confidence in something that was right.

She belonged to him.

He was distracted from his thoughts once they entered the food shop, a rather large space within the stone building that smelled heavily of fresh bread and roasted meat. Straw was scattered over the hard-packed earthen floor, something to keep the dust from getting into the food. There was an open door at the rear of the building and beyond, a yard that had two great fires going. Over those fires were a pig and half a cow on a spit. Glendale beef, the vendor was telling everyone. People, lured by the smell of the roasting meat, were standing around waiting to pay for their food just as Brighton and Patrick were.

But Patrick had the advantage – being very big and armed, he was able to procure food for himself and Brighton because people naturally moved to get out of his way. Kerk came in behind him and demanded food as well, so the three of them were sent away with stale bread bowls of beef, carrots and peas in gravy. It was delicious and filling, and the gravy soaked the bread so that they ate that up at the very end. By the time they were finished, Brighton was miserably full but she didn’t complain in the least. Many times at Coldingham, she had gone to bed hungry. So to have a full belly was the best feeling she could imagine.

Another thing about the outside world that was far better than what she’d known.

It was a day of days after that. Drunk on beef and bread, Brighton and Patrick and Kerk headed up to the contest field where, already, some of the contests were underway. The contest field was literally that – a meadow that had some hastily-constructed lists on the south side for spectators – and there were several contests going on at once.

On one side of the field, they had started the hammer throw. On the other side, they were playing a game that had men with sticks batting a ball all over the grass. Patrick explained to Brighton that there were two teams and the object was for one team to hit the ball through the other team to the opposite side of the field. The problem was that some of the men had grown frustrated and ended up hitting each other over the head with the sticks, resulting in some bloodied scalps. Brighton thought it very strange that the men were laughing with blood running down their faces, thinking it was all great fun.

As the games went on, she followed Patrick and Kerk as they wandered along the edge of the field, watching the activity, until Kerk pointed out the marshals and Patrick went to speak to them about competing. He was too late for the hammer throw but just in time for the quarter-staff, archery, and wrestling games. He entered them with relish and Brighton, who’d never seen such games before, soon found out why.

He dominated them.

Between Kerk and Patrick, they easily wiped through a field of men in the quarter-staff competition, including some of the drunken soldiers they’d first seen when they’d come into town. Patrick plowed through them as easily as if he were fighting with children. After the first couple of bouts, Brighton began to feel a very odd pride in the man. Watching him knock over his enemies was very exciting and, soon enough, she was cheering loudly for him as he shamed man after man. But then she began to hear whispers in the crowd, people murmuring of the enormous knight and pointing.

De Wolfe, they said.

Nighthawk.

The realization that the son of the great border Wolfe was in their midst seemed to have two influences on people – either it greatly excited the men and they demanded to compete in all of the games that Patrick was entered in, or some men actually withdrew when they found out who Patrick really was. Brighton simply sat in the corner of the lists, cheering Patrick and, on occasion, cheering Kerk. But she paid no attention to those who were whispering about Patrick. She couldn’t have been prouder of the man.

When the quarter-staff competition finally came down to Patrick and Kerk, it turned into a great battle of both skill and strength. Kerk, as it turned out, was an excellent knight and quite talented with the staff, but Patrick had him on two accounts – size and strength. The battle went on for quite some time, each man refusing to give in to the other, until Kerk took a bad step and went down on his back. Once a man was down he wasn’t allowed to rise again and Patrick was declared the winner.

Brighton cheered for him, delighted, but what she wasn’t prepared for was the awarding of the prize for the winner of the contest. Lord Horsden’s daughter, a young woman resplendent with her red hair and yellow silks, presented Patrick with a small golden staff as a prize. She fawned all over Patrick, hanging on his arm and laughing.

Brighton watched the spectacle, increasingly dismayed by the woman’s behavior. Lord Horsden came out to meet Patrick because it seemed as if the daughter had no intention of leaving him. More laughing and more conversation went on, and Brighton was feeling increasingly insecure.

Of course, Patrick was an eligible and handsome man. Brighton didn’t blame the girl in the least for being enchanted by him. But Patrick didn’t seem to be doing anything to discourage her… and why should he? He wasn’t married. He didn’t have a special woman, a betrothed, who held his loyalties. He was free to accept any woman’s attention, including a lord’s daughter who was clearly quite wealthy. Surely that was the kind of lady Patrick would consider marrying. A lady with everything to offer.

Not a former postulate with only borrowed clothing to her name.

Depression swept Brighton. She hadn’t truly realized how inadequate she was to Patrick’s greatness until now. There had never been any competition for her to be marked against. Now that she realized just how lacking she was, she felt sick to her stomach. Sweet Mary, how horrible it was to be in love with a man who was as attainable to her as the moon.

He was utterly out of her reach.

As she watched the lord’s daughter loop her hands through Patrick’s big left arm, her thoughts went back to the night she had kissed Patrick in the kitchen yard. It had been such a gleeful, wonderful night and she had been fairly certain at that time that he was as interested in her as she was in him. The nine days following that encounter only cemented her belief. She’d been even more sure that the man was interested her as more than just a ward, a damsel in distress. Brighton had foolishly allowed herself to believe there could be more between them, a hope that was fragile but difficult to kill. It lingered, this hope, but as she watched Patrick standing in the middle of the field, tall and strong, the more she realized it had been a stupid hope. She’d been stupid to believe it.

The man was destined for greater things than her.

Deeply grieved, Brighton simply couldn’t watch anymore. She would go back to the livery and wait for him to finish his games and then he would take her back to Questing. But, oh, the pain of going back to that place. She loved it so. But she could not stay there, nor could she go back to Berwick and become a tutor for Katheryn and Evelyn’s children as she’d once suggested. It would keep her too close to Patrick, too close to something that was a part of him. She didn’t know what she wanted to do or where she wanted to go – all she knew was that she had been a fool to believe there was hope between her and Patrick.

Her grief was of her own doing.

Tears threatened and she made her way from the lists, almost in a panic, not wanting to see Patrick interact with the wealthy lord’s daughter anymore. She simply couldn’t watch. She climbed down from the lists and lost herself in the crowd of spectators, groups of women and children and men who had come to be entertained. There was a small, dusty road that led back down to the town center, the same road that she and Patrick and Kerk had used to come up to the contest field, and she quickly made her way down it. She was nearly to the main street that went through the town center when someone grabbed her arm.

“Bridey,” Patrick said, breathing heavily from having run after her. “Where are you going? Why did you leave?”

Brighton looked up into that handsome, worried face and it was all she could do to keep from bursting into tears and running away. Completely unused to speaking on her feelings or experiencing feelings towards the opposite sex, she tried to pull away from him.

“B-back to the livery,” she said, averting her gaze even as she tried to yank her arm from his grip. “I will go back to the livery and wait.”

Patrick frowned. “Why would you do that?” he asked, genuinely confused. “What is the matter?”

Brighton shook her head. “I-I do not wish to watch the contests any longer,” she lied. “I will go wait for you at the livery.”

Patrick was coming to sense that something was very wrong but he couldn’t figure out what it could be. She had been happy and cheering minutes before and now… now, she was running from him and she wouldn’t tell him why. Had he not been keeping an eye on her in the lists from the field, even in the midst of speaking to Lord Horsden, she would have run off and he wouldn’t have even been aware. He had no idea what had happened.

“Nay, you will not,” he said, his voice low and calm. “You will tell me why you are upset, Bridey. What has happened? Has someone frightened you?”

Brighton shook her head but she was still trying to pull her arm from his grip. “N-nay,” she said. “I… I simply do not want to watch any longer. Please let me go.”

He didn’t like that she was being evasive with him. It made him feel rather desperate because if something was wrong, he wanted to make it right.

“Stop pulling,” he commanded softly. “Bridey, if something has happened, please tell me. I only wish to help.”

She stopped trying to dislodge his grip but she wouldn’t look at him. “Y-you cannot help,” she said, her voice trembling. “You have already been too kind to me. Please… please let me go back to the livery.”

There were people walking around them up and down the road, either heading to the field or away from it. There were too many ears hearing what was going on between them. Grasping Brighton by both arms, Patrick pulled her over to the side of the road, into an alley that led down between small homes clinging to the side of the hill. There wasn’t anyone around that he could see so he gently pushed her up against the wall, keeping his grip on her for fear she would try to run off. He was both greatly puzzled by her behavior and greatly concerned.

“Now,” he said quietly. “I am not going to release you until you tell me what is wrong. Not a few moments ago, you were cheering happily from the lists. I could hear you. Why do you think I won? Your support fortified me. And now you are near tears, wanting to go back to the livery. Tell me what has happened.”

Brighton was miserable. She hung her head, looking at her feet. How can I tell him what I am thinking? How can I confide in him? I will only sound foolish!

“P-please,” she whispered. “There… there is nothing wrong. I….”

He shook her, gently. “No lies,” he snapped softly. “Tell me now or we shall spend the rest of our lives here because I will not let you leave until you tell me. We will become quite hungry and our feet might actually grow into the ground like tree roots, but it does not matter. I am not leaving until you tell me why you are distressed. Do you not trust me enough to tell me?”

Her head came up, then, drawn to him by his attempted humor. “O-of course I trust you,” she insisted softly. “It has nothing to do with trust.”

“Aye, it does, because you will not tell me what has distressed you. I can only assume you do not trust me.”

Brighton shook her head. “I-I do, I swear it,” she said, but it occurred to her that he meant what he said; they weren’t leaving until she told him… something. But what to say? Her stomach was in knots and her breathing was coming in labored gasps. She was going to sound foolish but she had little choice. “I-I… I was thinking that you and Lord Horsden’s daughter made a handsome couple. When you do marry, your wife should be a woman of culture and wealth, for that is what you deserve. I…I suppose I was upset because of my circumstances. I never had the opportunity for culture and wealth but it wasn’t anything I thought of until I came to know something of the world outside of Coldingham. Does that make any sense? It probably sounds foolish. Sister Acha said that my real father is a king, but I do not feel that is true. I will live like a pauper my entire life and seeing you with that wealthy lord’s daughter, it made me realize how different you and I are. And I was simply being foolish in thinking such things; forgive me for running off.”

Patrick let her go. “Is that the truth?”

She nodded, embarrassed, and hung her head again. “Aye.”

Patrick sighed heavily and leaned back against the wall, his gaze fixed on Brighton’s lowered head even though she couldn’t see it. Had she looked up, she would have seen a glimmer of warmth in his eyes that was a glimpse of what he was feeling in his heart. Aye, she made sense to him. More than she realized. Since she was being brave and speaking what was in her heart, he thought that, perhaps, he should, too.

It was time.

“It is strange you should say that, for I was thinking nearly the same thing,” he said softly. “You see, I happen to believe you are the daughter of a king, for only a princess would be so beautiful and so bright as you are. Here I am, the son of a mere war lord, and I was thinking that I was quite beneath you. It is a fear I have had.”

Brighton’s head snapped up, her eyes wide on him. “Y-you? Beneath me?”

He nodded. Then, he folded his enormous arms across his chest, cocking his head as he spoke. “Imagine how men would look up to me with a wife who was a Norse princess,” he said. “Lord Horsden’s daughter doesn’t have a splinter of your beauty or sweetness. I would sooner throw myself on my sword than marry someone like her. But you… I cannot imagine anything finer in this life than being able to tell men that you are my wife. It would make me greatly envied.”

Brighton couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She was looking at him with such shock that she almost had a horrified expression. “D-do you mean that?”

“Of course.”

“Are you mad?”

He laughed softly, nodding his head. “I am,” he said, sobering. His features suddenly took on an intensity that was difficult to describe. “Exceedingly mad for you. Marry me, Bridey. Marry me and make me the envy of every man.”

Her jaw fell open. “B-but… but you cannot mean that!”

“Of course I do.”

“B-but… your parents…what would your father and mother say?”

A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “My mother adores you,” he said. “My father… well, he will approve. I believe he likes you a great deal.”

Brighton just stood there, staring at him with her mouth open. “H-he does?”

“He does.”

“Truly?”

“Truly.”

Brighton exhaled sharply, coming out like something of a choke. But the expression on her face now was nothing short of wondrous. A hand flew to her mouth as if to hold back the burst of emotion that was sure to come.

“O-oh… Patrick….”

The tone of her voice speared him, ripping into him and embedding itself deep into his heart. One moment he was standing across the alley from her and in the next, he was sweeping her into his arms, lifting her off of the ground as his mouth slanted over hers. Brighton wrapped her arms around his neck, blocking out the world around them as he suckled on her lips. But it wasn’t enough and Patrick licked her lips, her teeth, snaking his tongue into her mouth and tasting her deliciousness as she gasped and whimpered in his arms. The kiss in the garden had been nothing like this.

This was heaven. The realization of dreams neither one of them ever realized they’d had.

“Patrick… my sweet Patrick,” Brighton breathed as he tore his mouth away from hers and devoured her cheeks, her jaw, her neck. “Never did I believe… Sweet Mary, how I hoped for this moment!”

That sweet, breathy gasp filled his veins with fire and he set her on her feet, backing her up against the wall and cupping her face between his two enormous hands. He kissed her soft mouth again, lingering over her tender lips, feeling such elation in his soul that he was giddy with it. He’d never felt like this in his entire life.

“I do not know if I hoped for it,” he whispered against her. “To be truthful, you terrified me. But your allure… it was impossible to resist. I cannot tell you when I realized I loved you, only that I did. I do. I am leaving for London next week and you are coming with me. It would destroy me to leave you behind.”

Brighton was weeping quiet and happy tears. “Atty,” she murmured as he kissed her wet cheeks. “My sweet, Atty. I love you, too. I have never known love before but I cannot imagine this joy is anything else. It embraces me and fills me until I cannot feel or think of anything but you. And I will love you until I die, I swear it.”

Atty. The nickname given to him as a child never sounded so wonderful, so endearing coming from her lips. He continued to hold her face in his hands, his lips on her forehead reverently.

“And I, you,” he whispered. “You and no other.”

Brighton sighed faintly, with great satisfaction. Her eyes closed as his lips moved over her face and down her temple. His hands left her face at that moment and he wrapped her up in his big arms, holding her tightly. He squeezed her until she grunted, but he didn’t stop squeezing and she didn’t seem to care. She was finally his and he would never, ever let her go.

Ever!

“I shall marry you before I depart for London,” he said quietly. “In fact, I shall marry you this very day so there will be no delays or complications. I will not wait to call you my wife.”

Brighton thought it all sounded too good to be true. But somewhere in her haze of delirium, images of Jordan and William came to mind. She pulled her face out of his chest to look up at him.

“But what of your mother and father?” she asked. “Will they not be angry if we marry without them?”

He shrugged. “It is not as if I need their permission,” he said. “And you… you became mine when I promised Sister Acha that I would protect you, always. No priory is going to dictate to me whether or not I can or cannot marry you. Once we are married, they cannot do anything about it.”

Brighton was showing signs of hesitation. “Are you certain?”

He nodded. “Are you of age?”

“I am.”

“Do you wish to marry me?”

She softened. “More than anything.”

“Then you have given your consent. That is all I need.”

He sounded so confident, a man with the world at his feet who would give control of his life to no man save his father or the king. Because he was confident, Brighton was confident. She would have let him take her to hell and back if he wished it. She was more than willing to abide by his wishes.

“Then where shall we be married?” she asked. “Is there a church in town?”

Patrick kissed her one last time, sweetly, before taking her by the hand and leading her from the alley and onto the busy road again. There were more games going on now and, from what he could see, the wrestling had started. He knew Kerk was somewhere in the middle of it but he couldn’t take the time to seek the man out. He had a mission to accomplish this day and would waste no more time in accomplishing it. Marriage, that very thing he had shied from all of these years, had come astonishingly easy when it pertained to Brighton.

Perhaps he was being impetuous or perhaps he was simply a man who knew what he wanted, finally, and would wait no more. He really didn’t know which best described him. But in any case, he and Brighton headed back toward the town center to purchase the thread his mother wanted before collecting his steed and heading to the edge of town where St. Mary’s Church was situated.

The old church was grand with a tall spire and moss-covered stone walls, the interior smelling of dirt and fatted tapers. With a few coins to the priests, generous enough so that there weren’t any questions, Patrick and Brighton were married at the entrance to the church with two priests, four acolytes, and a few of the townsfolk as witnesses. It was a bit surreal for him and for Brighton, too. She had a rather dazed look about her, but nothing in the world had ever felt so right.

When the priest said the wedding mass and wrapped their joined hands with holy silk borrowed from the second priest, Patrick knew that marrying Brighton was the most certain thing he’d ever done in his life. That beautiful postulate, that divine and sweet guest of the de Wolfe family, was now his wife and when the priest gave the final blessing, it wasn’t Brighton who shed a tear. It was Patrick.

It was done.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Angel Inn

Wooler

“Are we not returning to Castle Questing tonight?”

Patrick shook his head as he escorted Brighton into the biggest and best room that the Angel Inn had to offer. He had his saddlebags in one hand, bags that contained various possessions including his coin purse, and he tossed them onto the end of the bed.

“Nay,” he said. “We are going to stay here tonight.”

Brighton wasn’t particularly seeing his logic. “But why?” she asked. “Castle Questing is not so far away. The sun has not even set.”

Patrick shut the door to the chamber, throwing the bolt. The walls were thin and noise from the common room below could be heard, loud laughter and an occasional woman’s scream. It was all quite chaotic and the door didn’t do much to shut out the commotion as Patrick crossed the floor towards Brighton, who was confused by the fact that they weren’t returning home for the night.

“I realize it is still light outside and we could easily travel back to Questing, but I will be honest when I say that I do not want to,” he said. He smiled thinly. “We must make sure this marriage cannot be dissolved.”

She still had no idea what he was talking about. “It cannot be dissolved at all,” she said. “We were just married.”

He could see she was clueless. Sitting on the bed, he pulled her onto his lap, relishing the feel of her in his arms. God, she felt good. He propped his chin on her shoulder.

“Has no one ever told you of the ways between men and women?” he asked. “The ways between a husband and a wife?”

She eyed him as if only just coming to realize what he meant. Her cheeks turned pink. “Not much, I am afraid,” she said, trying not to look too embarrassed. “We have goats and pigs at Coldingham and I have seen them couple. Sister Acha told me once about the way that a man plants his seed in a woman, but she said it was wicked and painful.”

He lifted his dark eyebrows. “As a nun, I suppose she would see it that way. But I assure you it is not wicked, at least between a husband and wife.”

“But is it painful?”

Now he was becoming a bit pink in the cheeks. “Not for me,” he said, watching her eyes widen. He laughed softly and kissed her cheek. “Not to worry, Bridey. I will be very gentle with you. But we must consummate this marriage so it cannot be annulled or dissolved, by anyone.”

A flicker of fear crossed her features. “Do you believe someone will try? Your father, mayhap?”

He shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “I do not honestly believe he would. But it is better to be safe.”

Brighton trusted him. He knew so much more than she did about the world in general so she didn’t question him further. She simply wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him.

“As you say,” she murmured. “What would you have me do?”

That was a question with many answers as far as he was concerned. Aye, lass, let me count the ways! He almost laughed but managed to hold off any semblance of a smile because he knew she’d have no idea about the double entendre. So, he gave her a light squeeze and set her on her feet.

“I want you to remain here,” he said. “I have something I must do, so you will remain here and rest. Take a bath if you wish. I will return shortly.”

She looked surprised. “A bath in the middle of the day?”

He winked at her. “It is not the middle of the day,” he said. “Dusk will soon be upon us. But if you do not wish to bathe, send for wine, sit in the window, and watch the street below. You have been fascinated with watching the people since our arrival.”

She nodded, turning to look at the big window, shuttered. There was a bench seat directly below it.

“I have simply never seen so many people in one place,” she said. “But I will wait for you, of course. Where are you going?”

He bent over, kissing her on the nose. “Do not ask any questions,” he said. “If I wanted you to know, I would have already told you. But know I shall return as soon as I can.”

He had effectively shut her down so she smiled timidly. “Please do.”

“I promise.”

With that, Patrick quit the chamber, hearing her bolt the door as soon as he shut it. A smile played on his lips as he headed down into the common room of the inn, a big room that was sunk down into the earth. Old straw covered the floor and the tables and benches appeared as if they had been repaired and repaired again. A few of them were even whitewashed. As far as inns went, it was one of the better-tended ones he’d seen, and he hailed the nearest serving wench and instructed her to take wine and cheese up to his wife.

His wife.

Even saying that made his heart leap, for when he stopped to think about it, he’d never been so happy about anything in his life. But that happiness was tempered by the reality of what he’d done. To be truthful, he didn’t want to think about what his parents would say to the spur-of-the-moment marriage and he didn’t want to think of the consequences. He knew his father would be worried about Coldingham, since the lady had been their charge. But the fact remained that he had married Brighton and no one could separate them, not even the church. He didn’t give a hang about Coldingham. The only thing he cared about was marrying the only woman who had ever meant anything to him.

The Nighthawk had finally found his mate.

As he headed out onto the busy street, he had something in mind – gifts for his wife on the event of their wedding. So he was looking for any merchant who sold goods for women. He thought about looking for the huntsman Aunt Jemma had told him of, but he was more concerned with purchasing something other than leather.

Perhaps something pretty or even something that smelled good. He’d rushed Brighton into marriage and now he was about to dump a load of gifts upon her. He found that he wanted to, very much. She had spent her entire life with absolutely nothing by way of possessions and that was going to change. He was going to make sure of it. As the wife of Patrick de Wolfe, she would be well-dressed, well-respected, and adored.

Definitely adored.

“De Wolfe!”

Patrick heard the shout behind him, turning to see Kerk as the man rushed up. Kerk was filthy from having been rolling about in the field all afternoon, smudges of dirt on his face. But Patrick didn’t stop to talk to the man; he just kept walking as Kerk pulled up beside him.

“Where did you go today?” Kerk asked. “I could have used your help in the wrestling matches.”

Patrick smiled thinly. “Why?” he asked. “I would have only humiliated you. Has history taught you nothing, my friend?”

Kerk laughed softly. “Mayhap you are right,” he said. Then, he seemed to look around, as if he had lost something. “Where is your lady?”

Patrick has his eyes focused ahead because he thought he saw a merchant with women’s items posted outside of it. “Back at the inn,” he told him. “And she is my wife.”

Kerk looked at him curiously. “But you told me she wasn’t.”

“As of a half-hour ago, she is.”

Kerk’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “I see,” he said, peering strangely at Patrick. “That seemed rather… sudden. Was the marriage planned, then?”

“Nay.”

Kerk sensed that either Patrick was being defensive or he really had nothing more to say on the matter. It was odd. But Kerk, a man of great communication and curiosity, wasn’t satisfied with the answers he was receiving. He wanted clarification.

“Patrick, wait,” he said, pulling the man to a stop in the middle of the street. “I suppose congratulations are in order but you do not seem happy about this. Why not?”

Patrick paused, looking at his friend and thinking that, perhaps, he was coming across as a bit hard and cold. He and Kerk had a long history of trust, having fought together over the past decade in what history would call the Second Barons Wars. They both fought at Evesham when Simon de Montfort was killed as well as the later and more decisive battle at Chesterfield. Therefore, he knew the man. He trusted him. He struggled to ease his harsh stance.

“I am extremely happy,” he said after a moment. “But… if you must know, the lady is a ward of Coldingham Priory. I do not have their permission to marry her and I have a feeling my father is going to explode when I tell him. Strange what love does to a man, Kerk. All I know is that I had to marry her. Something in my soul required it.”

Kerk sobered dramatically when he realized the seriousness of Patrick’s situation. “I see,” he said. “That is a bit of a quandary, my friend. Mayhap you should stay away from Questing for the time being and simply send your father a missive announcing the marriage.”

Patrick resumed his walk at a much slower pace. “It is not a bad idea but that would be the cowardly way to do it,” he said. “Nay, I must face my father with what I have done. I will worry about everything else when it is necessary.”

Kerk didn’t press him after that. He sensed that enough had been said, at least enough so that Kerk understood the situation. But one thing he said was correct; love had a strange effect on a man. Kerk had lived long enough to see too many instances of that and, therefore, had pledged never to fall in love if he could help it. But often there were circumstances beyond one’s control and he understood that. Still, to see the great Nighthawk having put himself in a precarious position over love underscored to Kerk that all love was risky.

And foolish.

“Well,” he said quietly as they approached a merchant who had all manner of pre-sewn garments hanging outside of his stall, “since you are happy with this marriage, I will congratulate you. But if you need to take the lady someplace safe, away from your father’s wrath and away from Coldingham, bring her to Chillingham. No one would think to look for her there and I will tell Lord Grey that she is my cousin. We can hide her there if you need to.”

They paused outside of the stall as Patrick turned to him, his expression softened. “Thank you,” he said sincerely. “If the worst happens and I must send her away, then I will consider your offer. I am grateful.”

Kerk forced a smile, hoping it didn’t come to that. In spite of Patrick’s demeanor, he could see fear in the man’s eyes, something he’d never seen before. Patrick de Wolfe was invincible, a powerful knight the likes of which few men had seen, so to see genuine fear in the man’s eyes was astonishing as well as depressing.

But he didn’t want to point out that fear or expand on it. Instead, he caught sight of the hanging dresses and he grasped the one next to him. It was best to simply change the subject.

“So,” he said, “you are here to buy your new wife a few things, are you? Ask me what I think of them. I am very good at giving advice on women’s clothing. I know what I like.”

Patrick was grateful for the shift of focus. He lifted a dark eyebrow at his friend. “So do I,” he said, yanking the garment out of Kerk’s hand to inspect it. He shook his head. “Too rough. The woman has spent her life as a postulate at Coldingham and has worn enough rough woolen clothing for a lifetime. Everything I get her must be terribly soft against her skin.”

Kerk eagerly plunged into the merchant’s stall, seeing a pile of fabric on a table and lifting it up, sifting through it to see that they were loosely basted surcoats that had not been hung on pegs for all to see. He began holding some of them up for Patrick’s approval.

“Look at this,” he said. “Linen. It is quite soft. What do you think?”

Patrick really didn’t want the man’s help while shopping for Brighton but he couldn’t be cruel and send him away, either. He very much wanted to do this alone, as it was a personal mission for him, but Kerk was trying to be helpful and polite, so he let him. Kerk found many garments, most of which Patrick rejected, but a few of which he liked. A white silk with yellow panels, a dark blue brocade, and an orange brocade that was truly beautiful.

The merchant eventually emerged from his hut in the back of the shop and, seeing two big knights leafing through his goods, came forth to assist. When Patrick told him that he was essentially purchasing a trousseau for his wife, the merchant raced back into the shop and emerged a short time later with his wife and another older woman, all of them bearing things for Brighton. They were prepared for a very big sale.

Between Kerk, the merchant, his wife, and the old woman who was evidently a grandmother, Patrick found himself bombarded by many items that were brought forth for his approval. Very quickly, he became overwhelmed and sought to break up the onslaught. He told the merchant’s women that his wife required things like soaps and combs, and as they flew into a frenzy gathering such things, Patrick sighed with relief that he had at least eliminated half of the offensive. They were off on a mission and he was left with just Kerk and the merchant to deal with.

It was less chaotic now. The merchant presented Patrick with more surcoats, shifts, and other undergarments than he had ever seen so he simply began pointing to things, which were then set aside. A large pile of clothing was soon reduced by half when he went through it again. All items that he wanted to purchase, but he had no satchel or capcase to carry any of it so the merchant brought forth two big trunks, dusty from having been in storage, with pretty painted panels.

Being that the merchant had nothing else to put the merchandise in, Patrick agreed to purchase the two trunks and they were very quickly stuffed with a myriad of items – surcoats, shifts, scarves, soaps and oils, combs, and even a tiny bejeweled dagger, everything a proper young woman would need. The only thing they didn’t have were sturdy shoes although the merchant’s wife had embroidered slippers imported from Italy and Patrick purchased a pair, just because they were so pretty. After paying the merchant handsomely for the haul, he and Kerk lifted the trunks and carried them back to the inn.

The sun was setting now, ribbons of pink and purple clouds strewn across the sky. Patrick tried not to think of how worried his mother would be when they didn’t return from town. He was certain his father wouldn’t be worried, trusting that Patrick would have a good reason for not returning home that night, but he knew his mother would fret. He was very sorry that he would have to upset the woman but he knew she would understand when she discovered why they had stayed the night in Wooler. At least, he hoped she would.

The inn was crowded now that the sun was setting and people were seeking shelter for the night. Patrick and Kerk came through the door, pushing men aside in order to enter the smoky, smelly room. It reeked of a poorly-functioning hearth and meat that was being boiled in the kitchens. Men and women were eating and drinking, some of them singing, others simply huddled at their tables, ignoring what was going on around them. Patrick pushed into the room, heading for the stairs that led to the upper floor, but he came to a halt just shy of the staircase and turned to Kerk.

“This is where you leave me,” he said, a twinkle in his eye. “I do not need or want your presence for what I am to do tonight.”

Kerk grinned and slung the trunk off his big shoulder, setting it down next to Patrick so the man could get a grip on it. “Understood,” he said. “I can find my entertainment elsewhere.”

“I am sure you can.”

Kerk laughed softly before sobering, his gaze on Patrick. The mood between them was warm now that farewells were to be said. “It was good to see you today, old friend,” he said. “If you ever need me, you know where I am.”

“Chillingham.”

“Aye.”

“And if you ever need me, send word to Berwick. I can bring two thousand men to your doorstep in less than two days.”

“I appreciate it very much.” Kerk reached out a hand, which Patrick took. Bonds and friendships were reaffirmed. “God speed you, Patrick.”

“And you, Kerk.”

Kerk gave his hand a squeeze and dropped it, turning to find an empty chair in the crowded inn. Patrick, meanwhile, took hold of the second trunk and hauled both of them up the stairs and down the small walkway to his rented chamber at the far end. He used his booted foot to knock on the door, which was swiftly opened.

Brighton stood in the doorway, her face alight when she saw who it was. Patrick frowned. “You should never open a door until you know who is doing the knocking,” he said as he came into the room. “What if I had been a murderer or a thief?”

Brighton stood back as he made his way in with the trunks. “Then I would either be dead or robbed by now.”

He set the trunks down against the wall and looked at her, displeased with her answer. “I am serious.”

She grinned. “So am I,” she said. Then, she pointed to the window. “I saw you and Kerk coming across the road so I knew it was you.”

He stared at her a moment before breaking down into a grin. “Saucy wench,” he muttered. Then, he noticed the table behind her, full of food and drink, with a fat, drippy taper to light the meal. “What do you have for my supper, wife?”

Wife. It was the first time he had called her by her new station in life. Brighton was eyeing the prettily painted trunks but turned to see what had his attention. She smiled, bashfully.

“I asked a serving wench to bring food to us,” she said, moving to the table to point things out. “There is a capon pie, boiled carrots and beans, cabbage potage, and bread. I will admit that I did not wait for you and have tasted everything. It is delicious.”

He laughed softly, moving to the table and putting his arm around her shoulders as he looked over the feast. “I do not blame you,” he said. “I am rather hungry. Shall we eat before it grows too cold?”

Brighton was more than eager to sit down and eat, considering the food had been brought up nearly an hour ago. She sat down on a three-legged stool, leaving the only chair in the room for Patrick and his big bulk. He removed his tunic and mail coat, tossing both onto the bed, before planting himself in the chair.

Patrick began pulling the bread apart, giving Brighton the soft cream-colored innards as he took the crust. It was a polite thing to do, the gentlemanly thing to do, and Brighton was very appreciative. Taking the big knife on the table, she buttered her bread with the soft white spread.

“Did you find what you were looking for when you went out?” she asked innocently, thinking of the trunks he’d brought in.

Patrick wasn’t unaware that she was fishing for information. He fought off a grin. “Mayhap I did,” he said evasively. “Mayhap I did not.”

Brighton looked at him, her lips twisted wryly. “You brought something back so you clearly must have found what you were looking for.”

Patrick took the nearest spoon and shoveled some of the capon pie into his mouth. “It is possible,” he said, his eyes glimmering at her. “I have noticed something about you.”

He was trying to change the subject and Brighton wasn’t entirely unaware but she was growing frustrated. “What have you noticed?” she asked.

He shoveled more food into his mouth. “That you no longer have a stammer in your speech,” he said. “Do you realize you have been speaking to me ever since we were married with perfect speech?”

She hadn’t. Her eyes widened and she instinctively put her fingers to her lips. “I have?” she said, astonished. “But I have always had a catch in my speech. Sometimes worse than others.”

Patrick watched her as she struggled with her confusion and surprise. “I have not heard it since the church.”

Brighton was truly at a loss. “But… how can that be?” Then, she looked more astonished than before. “Is it a miracle?”

He smiled faintly, taking her free hand with his big fingers. “Possibly,” he said softly. “But it could also be because the Bridey before today was an uncertain, nervous creature. Nervous of her future, fearful of everything. But the moment I asked you to marry me… that Bridey ceased to exist. With me by your side, what do you have to fear? There is no need for you to be nervous or uncertain. Mayhap your heart understood that even if your mind did not.”

Brighton continued to run her fingers over her lips, still puzzled by the entire situation. “I have not even realized,” she said, awed. “But… but mayhap it is true. What has happened today… what has been said… I still feel as if I am living a dream, Atty. Do you?”

He nodded, noting that he had again called him Atty. “I do,” he said, his smile returning. “And I see that you are officially one of the family in that you now call me Atty. The name never sounded so sweet.”

She laughed softly. “Your brother, Thomas, told me that I should call you that on the day I arrived from Berwick,” she said. “I refused to do it because it did not seem appropriate. But now… now, it does.”

“Now you are one of the family. The most important one to me.”

She beamed, returning to her food and eating with gusto. Patrick watched her, pouring her wine and still more wine when she drank the entire first cup. In truth, he was feeding her wine with a purpose – so she would not be so nervous with what was to come. The more she would drink, the more he would pour.

All the while she ate heartily, including almost all of the cabbage potage and a good deal of the bread and butter. But after her second bowl of potage, and on her third cup of wine, she finally came to a halt. Patrick watched her over the rim of his cup as she wiped her forehead, seemingly exhausted and sick from too much food.

“Have you eaten your fill, my lady?” he asked.

She nodded. “Indeed,” she said. “Truthfully, I do not think I have eaten so much in one day, ever. First it was the beef in the bread bowls and now it is potage and capon pie. I feel as if I am about to burst.”

He smiled as he set his cup down. “I know how you feel.”

She looked at his trencher, which was picked clean. So was everything else on the table. She looked up at him with surprise. “All of the food is gone.”

“It is. You ate it all. Or do you not remember?”

Her expression suggested horror until she realized he was teasing her. The wine in her veins caused her to burst out in silly giggles.

“I did not,” she insisted. “You did.”

“You cannot prove that.”

She pointed at the table. “I sat here and watched you,” she said. “Would you truly dare to tell everyone that I am a glutton? Do I look like I could eat all of that food?”

Truth was, Patrick had a good deal of wine in his veins, too, and there was another one of those suggestive questions. His gaze drifted down her body, wearing one of the dresses his sister, Evelyn, had given her. Evelyn had never looked so good in that dress, clinging to every curve. Or perhaps he’d never noticed. In any case, the dress looked incredibly seductive on Brighton.

“I am not entirely sure,” he said. “Stand up. I want to see where it is you pack away all of this food.”

He only wanted to see her body, but Brighton was oblivious to his desire. Naïve in such suggestive games, she stood up and opened her arms, spinning a circle before him and throwing herself off balance because of the wine. “Look,” she said. “I have no place to put it.”

“Are you sure?”

“I am.”

“Come here.”

She did, standing in front of him but weaving rather drunkenly. Patrick reached up and put his hands on her waist, completely encircling it. When she saw his hands go around her torso, his fingers touching each other, she giggled uncontrollably and he grinned. He was rather swept up in her silly giggles. The woman had an overabundance of charm that she was only just discovering and, fortunately for him, he was the recipient. He could have listened to her giggle all night, but that wasn’t what they were going to be doing all night.

He had something else in mind.

Pulling her to him, his lips captured hers, hungrily and forcefully. He put his arms around her, pulling her in between his legs. Brighton gasped at first, startled by what was probably a rather demanding action, but she quickly succumbed to his kiss. He could tell because her entire body went limp and her arms, soft and warm, looped around his neck. Feeling the rush of lust flow through his veins at her reaction, he stood up from his chair and picked her up all in the same motion.

Brighton wasn’t a tiny woman but in his arms, she was as light as a feather. He carried her over to the bed, which was far from the table and in the shadows because of the only lit taper in the room was over where their meal had been. There was a fire in the hearth, but not a big one because of the warmth of the day, so as he laid her on the mattress, they were essentially in darkness. Still, he could see enough of her.

But he wanted to see all of her.

His mail and tunic were lying on the end of the bed and he swept them off as he placed her upon the bed. He was still wearing a padded tunic and then yet another lightweight linen tunic under that. He quickly ripped them off and cast them aside. Clad only in his breeches, which were essentially drop-front and cinched up with leather ties, he came down on top of her, his mouth claiming hers once more and hearing her grunt as his weight pressed upon her. But she didn’t complain so he didn’t move.

His onslaught grew. The wine he had imbibed was heating his loins, something that always happened when he had too much to drink, and he quickly unfastened the side of Brighton’s surcoat. He was rather good at undressing women and proud of the fact that he was. So his fingers deftly navigated the ties and he pulled at the dress to get it off of her even as she awkwardly tried to help him.

But he didn’t want her help. He wanted to show her what it was for a man to make love to a woman, for a husband to bed a wife, and he wanted to do all of the work so she could understand what it meant to physically please another person. He knew she had no concept of such things.

Also, he was being the slightest bit impatient because he didn’t want to stop and explain things to her. There; he’d admitted it. He didn’t want to talk his way through this. He simply wanted her to be silent while he had his way with her.

His plans were working quite well until he came to her shift and Patrick considered it a barrier to his wants. He was frustrated because it was rather snug and he wasn’t able to yank it over her head in one movement. He actually struggled with the thing, trying to pull it off and being denied more than once. He was coming to think that it was like the damnable walls around a fortress – the shift was the walls and the keep was Brighton’s naked body. He had to breach those walls and make way to the keep. Another couple of tugs and the shift finally came up over her head. He heard her shriek softly, perhaps embarrassed by her nakedness, but he didn’t pay much attention. He was more concerned with unfastening his breeches.

Once they were open, Patrick fell upon her, once more, coming into contact with her soft, warm skin. His mouth found her neck while a hand went straight to her breast. Victory! He’d breached the walls and now he was beginning his assault of the keep! As he suckled the tender skin of her neck, he could feel her nipple hardening beneath his palm and he squeezed gently, feeling her jump with surprise. And probably some fear. But that was to be expected considering she’d never had anyone breach her keep before.

Oh, God, was that what it had come down to? The wine was making him think most foolishly, equating bedding his virgin wife to laying siege. But that’s essentially what he was doing – assaulting the woman he had married. In order to consummate the marriage, that was exactly what he had to do – breach her. She wasn’t fighting him but she was probably somewhat terrified.

Therefore, he slowed his onslaught. He truly didn’t want to frighten her. Taking a deep breath, Patrick lifted his head from her neck and saw that she was laying there with her eyes tightly closed. He tapped her gently on the cheek.

“Are you well?” he asked huskily.

Brighton’s eyes popped open. When she looked at him, he could see the fear. “Aye,” she breathed.

“Are you sure?”

She simply nodded her head and he kissed her mouth, gently. “I am sorry if I frightened you,” he murmured. “Lie still and you will enjoy this. If you do not, tell me. I will do all I can to make you comfortable.”

Hesitantly, she nodded and he kissed her mouth again and stroked her cheek before continuing onward in his tender offensive. His kisses slowed and he shifted his body weight off of her, the hand on her breast moving gently now, tenderly, acquainting her with his touch. But she was full-breasted, with both nipples hard, and his vow to slow his pace was in danger of breaking. He very much wanted to sate his lust but, for once, he pushed that primal need aside.

This time, it was different.

“Relax,” he murmured against the swell of her breast. “It will make everything easier.”

He could feel her take a deep breath as she struggled to calm her racing heart; he could hear it when he lay his head upon her chest. His tongue snaking out to toy with a nipple and she shuddered. He shuddered. The wine was giving him very little control in spite of the fact that he had vowed to go slowly with her. His lust for her was so great that he evidently wasn’t capable of moving slowly. Shifting his big body, he wedged himself between her supple legs.

Unused to the vulnerable position, Brighton kept trying to close her legs as Patrick kept trying to keep them open. He got into a wrestling match with her knees until he was finally able to overtake them and keep them pinned, one on either side of his body. Then, and only then, did he resume his gentle kisses on her belly while a big hand moved down to the junction between her legs.

There was a soft matting of dark curls there and he touched her very carefully at first, allowing her to become acquainted with his touch, before moving forward with his fingers gently probing her. The pink flower was quivering and wet. He put his fingers into her body, listening to her gasp. Something between ecstasy and alarm. Patrick could hardly hold himself back as he lowered his breeches around his thighs and slowly, firmly, entered her body.

Even if Brighton was utterly naïve to the ways of men and women, her body was innately sensitive to the primal mating ritual, something that men and women had been doing for thousands of years. It was in her blood even if it wasn’t in her mind. She was hot and wet, but Patrick could feel her tensing up beneath him even as he slipped into her body. When he could slip no more, he drew back, coiled his buttocks, and drove into her.

Beneath him, Brighton gasped at the sting of possession but she didn’t cry out and she didn’t try to pull away. Patrick’s gentle kisses eased her as he worked his way in, making way for a manhood that was proportionate to his large body. In truth, Patrick was glad she hadn’t seen his engorged manroot before he made an attempt to bed her. He’d had women cry at the sight, fearful of the size, but with Brighton, he seemed to fit her easily.

As if she was made for him.

Surely, she was.

She was slick and Patrick used that to his advantage, thrusting into her repeatedly until he was fully seated. Her virginal walls gave way to accommodate him. The knees that had given him such trouble were now rubbing up against his legs, growing more curious about his position within her as her hands began to move over his back. Her soft hands, warm and calloused, threw him over the edge and he began to move in and out of her, his hips doing the work, as his mouth lingered on her forehead, her ear, her neck. There was nothing about her that wasn’t sweet and delectable, and he told her so. Soft whispers filled her ear, telling her how beautiful she was and how sweet she tasted. He’d never meant anything so much in his entire life.

His pace quickened but his release wasn’t close. Wine gave him the ability to last a very long time before releasing himself and he had no real concept of just how long he thrust into her. All he knew was that it was an emotional experience as well as a physical one. He’d never made love to anyone he truly cared about, at least not like this, and at one point he stopped his movements, withdrew, and flipped her over onto her belly. Lifting her hips slightly, he entered her from behind.

Beneath him, Brighton groaned and he propped himself up on his hands so he could look down at her body. The weak firelight illuminated her and his hungry eyes devoured her slender shoulders, the curve of her perfect back, and, finally, her heart-shaped buttocks. The sight of her perfectly rounded arse fueled his desire to epic proportions and he could finally feel his release approach. His entire body was tense with it, like pins and needles in his belly, spreading outwards. A few more thrusts and he released his seed deep into her body, feeling satisfaction as he’d never felt before. Even after he climaxed, he continued to move for the pure joy of it and, soon enough, he could feel Brighton’s body tighten around him with her first release.

The still air of the chamber was filled with her gasps as Brighton was swept up in something she’d never experienced before. Patrick lay down next to her pulling her into his arms as she convulsed with pleasure. It was incredibly arousing but, more than that, he felt whole and content as he’d never felt in his life. He never known such utter fulfillment and, even after her tremors had calmed, he continued to hold her against him, his body still embedded in hers, listening to the faint roar of the common room and thinking that the decision to marry Brighton had been the best decision he’d ever made.

Perhaps not the most popular decision, or even the most reasonable given the circumstances, but he didn’t regret anything. He belonged to her, body and soul, and nothing on earth could change that. He’d go to his grave before he let her go.

He honestly hoped it didn’t come to that.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Castle Questing

The Next Day

“I have never known you to behave foolishly or irrationally, but in this case, you have. You have gotten yourself into a load of trouble, Patrick. Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

Patrick stood calmly in his father’s solar as the man, having been informed that his third son had married Lady Brighton the day before, let loose on him. Between his parents, William tended to be the calm one of the pair, but at this moment, he was positively livid. Patrick had never seen him so angry. But before Patrick could reply to William’s statement, his father reached over onto the big, scarred table where he kept his maps and writing implements and grabbed an unrolled piece of vellum. Patrick could see that it had writing on it as William thrust it at him.

“Read this,” William demanded.

Patrick eyed his father before taking the vellum. He made sure to keep a distance from the man in case William decided to physically demonstrate his anger, but so far, William had kept his head. Not his tongue, but his head. Patrick moved away from his father and over to the hearth for more light as he held the vellum up and read the carefully scribed words.

He read it twice. When he was finished, he simply lowered the vellum.

“So the missive from Coldingham came yesterday after I had left,” he said softly.

William nodded. “Aye,” he said. “Did you read all of it?”

“I did.”

“And?”

Patrick cocked a dark eyebrow. “None of this matters now,” he said frankly. “I have married her and the marriage has been consummated. Not even the church can dissolve the marriage so I will simply write to the mother prioress and inform her that Bridey is now my wife. There is nothing she can do about it.”

The veins on William’s temples were flaring unnaturally. “Aye, there is,” he said. “If the mother prioress calls on the Bishopric of Durham, which controls most of the borders, the church can take sanctions against us. Did you ever think about that? We support the church with manpower as well as coinage and your mother is a patron of Kelso. They can ban all of us from participating in communion and they can lean on Henry to punish us. You essentially stole from them, Patrick. Do you not understand that?”

Patrick knew that butting heads with his father would get him nowhere. He’d tried before and it had never worked. William was more stubborn than his mother at times. But Patrick had returned to Questing staunchly determined to show absolutely no remorse in what he’d done yet he could see that being unmovable wasn’t going to force his father to see his side of things. In fact, it was doing the opposite. The more he resisted, the more furious William became. Therefore, he switched tactics.

Averting his gaze from his father, he moved away from the hearth, vellum still in-hand. As he moved to one of the lancet windows overlooking the stables and kitchen yard in the distance, Kieran opened the door to the solar. Concern was written all over the man’s face, but William held up a hand to the big knight, silently telling him to keep quiet. Obeying, Kieran slipped into the solar unnoticed by Patrick, who had made it to the window and was gazing away from him. He leaned against the sill as a warm summer breeze lifted his hair.

“I think I knew I loved her from the start,” he mumbled. “It is not a matter of defying the church or disobeying you. I had to answer my heart, Da. You of all people should understand that. You fell in love with Mother when she was pledged to your liege and you carried out a clandestine relationship with her until it was discovered. Is there anything about that you would change? Knowing what you know now, would you not have engaged in that relationship with her?”

William took a deep breath and cleared his throat softly. He turned away from Patrick. “We are not speaking of me,” he said. “We are speaking of you.”

Patrick looked at him. “You defied the king to be with mother,” he pointed out. “I am only defying the church. Why can you not understand that this has to do with love and nothing else? I love the woman and she is now my wife. I refuse to believe that what I did was wrong.”

William was losing ground. He had been young and in love once, as Patrick pointed out, and there was nothing he would have done differently. In that respect, he couldn’t take the moral high ground with Patrick. Sitting heavily, he leaned on his table.

“I am not saying it was wrong, lad, but you should have sought permission from Coldingham,” he said. “Did you read that missive? They want her back. She is meant for the veil.”

Patrick moved away from the window. “Then I will ride to Coldingham and offer them everything I have,” he said. “If paying them will ease whatever anger they may have that I married her, then that is what I will do.”

William shook his head as Kieran, who had been standing back in the shadows, came forward. “Coldingham used to be a rich priory,” he said to William. “They have fallen on hard times over the past few decades so I am sure a generous donation would go a long way, William.”

William looked at his longtime friend. “Now you side with Patrick?”

Kieran shook his head. “I am not siding with anyone,” he said. “But given the situation, it’s not as if he can take the lady back. She is his wife now. Did you consummate the marriage, Patrick?”

“I did,” Patrick replied.

Kieran turned back to William. “Then Coldingham is going to want compensation at the very least.”

William knew that. God help him, he did. He knew that Patrick couldn’t take the woman back now, which meant her problems had just become his problems. Everything that was happening with the woman – her Norse father, her Scots mother – had now become a de Wolfe problem. He was so furious and distressed he could hardly see straight.

“Damnation,” he hissed. “Patrick, do you realize what you’ve done to all of us? Now we are all targets because you married her. Now she is a de Wolfe and, as our kin, we are honor-bound to protect her. Is that why you really did this? To circumvent me when it came to taking the woman back to Coldingham?”

Patrick shook his head. “I told you I married her because I love her,” he said steadily. “I will not apologize for that. I will not apologize for any of this. In fact, I will take her back to Berwick and deal with this myself. I do not ask for your help, your pity, or your money. I will deal with this myself so that if the church is going to sanction the family, then let it only be me. You needn’t worry that I would jeopardize everyone else since that is what you seem to think I set out to do. You are not thinking of me at all, only of yourself. That is clear.”

He started to head for the door but Kieran stopped him, putting his hands on the man’s arms. “Atty, that is not it at all,” he said softly. “You know we would never allow you to go this alone. You married the woman and she is part of us now, just as you are. ’Tis simply that this complicates things a bit.”

Patrick’s jaw ticked angrily. He wasn’t going to be lectured by men who, in their youths, had done the same thing he’d done – defied authority to marry a woman. Their pious attitude infuriated him.

“You were there when my father fell in love with my mother,” he said. “You saw everything. You saw how he lied to his liege, how he defied the king. And I am the one who has done something wrong by loving a woman who is in a complex situation? If I did, it is because of the example he set. He led me to believe that love was the most important thing in the world. Did he lie to me about that, too?”

Kieran did something at that moment that he would have never done under normal circumstances. He reached up and slapped Patrick across the face, open-palmed. “You will never speak of your father that way again,” he said, his dark eyes flashing. “I will never hear those words from your lips again. Do you understand me?”

Patrick wouldn’t answer him. In fact, he had to back away from Kieran, moving around the old knight for fear of what he might do. Any man who would strike him as Kieran did would, under normal circumstances, end up with a sword in his belly. Therefore, Patrick would not be humiliated by the man, even if he did love and respect him. He didn’t think he’d said anything wrong in the least.

With a lingering glance at Kieran, Patrick walked around the man and quit the solar in tense silence. When the door shut behind him, Kieran turned to William.

“He speaks his mind much as you do,” Kieran said. “But I will not let him show disrespect to you. I am sorry that I hit your son, William, but that is the way I feel.”

William was weary of the contention with his favored son; he and Patrick had such a beautiful bond that he was deeply grieved at the anger between them. He sighed heavily. “Am I wrong, Kieran?” he asked. “Am I wrong to scold him for this?”

Kieran moved towards the desk where William was sitting. “What does your heart tell you?”

“That I should not have lost my temper with him.”

Kieran snorted softly. “I should not have, either.”

William leaned forward on the table, pondering his next move in the battle with Patrick. Perhaps there was no next move. “I wanted such a great marriage for him,” he muttered after a moment. “I had great dreams of a duke’s daughter or even a royal niece. I wanted to see him marry well. It never occurred to me that he would have different ideas on the matter.”

Kieran lifted his eyebrows in agreement. “Much like you, he fell in love with a woman he wasn’t supposed to have,” he said. “But he is right… love is the most important thing in the world, William. I would much rather see my sons married to women they love even if it meant living a simple life than see them married well with unlimited wealth to a woman they were miserable with. And Patrick loves Bridey, William. You should be happy for him because you, of all people, understand what it means to love a woman. He needs you now, more than he ever has. He is in trouble. Do not fail him.”

William knew that. Now he was starting to feel uncertain and sad; sad that he’d argued with his son and uncertain for the future. But one thing was for certain; he had to stand behind Patrick and not against him, just as Kieran had said. He would not fail him. Wearily, he stood up from his chair.

“I will go and find him,” he said as he moved to the door. “Hopefully he will not be too angry that you hit him and try to take it out on me.”

Kieran watched him walk to the door. “Do you want me to come with you?”

William shook his head. “Nay,” he replied. “He left this chamber so he would not strike you in return. If I were you, I would stay out of his way for the rest of the day.”

“I can still hold my own against him.”

William cracked a smile. “You are dreaming if you think so.”

He left the chamber, leaving Kieran standing by the cluttered table, smiling. Kieran knew he was dreaming, too, but he had to show a good front. But staying out of Patrick’s way for the rest of the day wasn’t a bad idea.

The missive from the mother prioress was still over by the windowsill where Patrick had left it so Kieran went to retrieve it and bring it back over to put it on William’s table so the man wouldn’t lose it. There was so much clutter on the table that Kieran wasn’t entirely convinced it was a good place for the vellum but he dropped it there nonetheless. He was just heading for the door when the panel shifted open and in came his wife along with his son, Kevin, and Apollo de Norville. The young knights had a rather curious but restrained look about them but Jemma didn’t hold back. She went right to her husband.

“Well?” she demanded. “Did William banish Atty? I saw Atty leave the solar and head tae the upper floors, but when William came out, he headed tae the hall. What has happened?”

Kieran frowned. “Were you watching the solar door?”

As Jemma prepared a staunch retort, Kevin spoke. “Mother was coming down the stairs and Apollo and I were just entering from the bailey. I didn’t see Patrick go upstairs, but I saw Uncle William head to the great hall. What happened, Papa? What did Uncle William say about Patrick’s marriage?”

Kieran sighed. “I am sure you can imagine that he is not happy,” he said. “Especially after we received the missive from the mother prioress yesterday. Patrick may have gotten himself into trouble by marrying a woman he did not have permission to marry.”

“Pah,” Jemma said. “A big enough donation tae Coldingham and he can buy permission. The lass told Jordy that she wanted tae marry Atty, and she’s of age. It wasna as if he forced her.”

Kieran shook his head. “It does not matter. Patrick should have asked for permission before marrying her.”

Jemma still didn’t see the issue. “And so he didna,” she said, hands on her hips. “Bridey is a lovely lass and Atty did well enough tae marry her. Ye can see that they love each other and the church canna separate them now. It is finished.”

Kieran wasn’t so sure. “If they are angry enough, they can demand his arrest,” he said. “They can have Patrick locked up for what he has done. That would separate them.”

Jemma faltered at the realization. “Oh… Kieran,” she breathed. “Ye dunna think they would do that, do ye?”

Kieran lifted his big shoulders as his son and Apollo stepped forward. “We will not let them get their hands on Patrick,” Kevin said firmly. “I suggest we return to Berwick immediately so the church does not move against Questing. We will seal Berwick up and wait out Coldingham’s anger. They’ll not get Patrick while there is breath left in my body.”

Kieran put his hand on his son’s cheek affectionately. “You are a true and loyal friend,” he said. “But Patrick will not go this alone. His father will not let the church arrest him, even if he has to defy Henry himself. And since Patrick is going to London to assume his post as Lord Protector, it is my thought that mayhap he should go now and take his wife with him. The further away from Coldingham for them both, the better.”

“We have more men on the border than the church could summon in all of Northumberland,” Apollo said, arrogant in his youth. “My father carries thousands as the captain of Northwood Castle and between all of Uncle William’s garrisons, there has to be ten thousand men. The church would be foolish to take on the whole of de Wolfe and his allies for one small postulate.”

Apollo was an astute young man and enthusiastic, much as Kevin was. Those two were usually the ones to charge headlong into any conflict before anyone else had the chance. Looking at the pair, Kieran could see that they were more than willing to draw a sword on Patrick’s behalf. But he didn’t need them cutting nuns in half in order to prove a point. He sought to soothe the savage young blood.

“William will do what needs to be done, I am sure,” he assured the eager pair. “Meanwhile, the best thing you two can do is ride to Paris at Northwood Castle and inform him of the situation. He is very close to Berwick and if there is some kind of military undertaking, he must be informed.”

Kevin and Apollo were more than ready to ride with that message. “Aye,” Apollo replied. “Shall I tell him anything else?”

Kieran shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “If anything else occurs, I will send him a missive right away.”

With their orders, Kevin and Apollo left the solar, preparing for the short ride to Northwood Castle, a massive bastion where Apollo’s father served the Earl of Teviot. With the two hotheads out of the room, Kieran turned to his wife, who was now seemingly quite worried about the situation. When she saw her husband’s attention on her, she shook her head sadly.

“Poor Atty,” she mumbled. “When the man finds happiness, it isna without a great price. And she is such a dear lass, Kieran. Even now, she is upstairs with the children, playing with them as if she doesna have a care in the world.”

Kieran went to her, pulling her into his big arms, holding her snuggly. It was something that he drew strength from and had for almost thirty years. For all of Jemma’s spit and fire, she was a woman with a heart of gold and Kieran adored her. He was whole when she was with him.

“I do not want you worrying her,” he said. “When you see her next, do not mention this conversation. Everything she hears, she should hear from Patrick.”

Jemma’s head was against Kieran’s chest, hearing his heart beating in her ear. “I know,” she said. “I willna be the one tae tell the lass anything.”

“Thank you.” He kissed the top of her head and let her go. “I think I will go upstairs and play with the children, too. I must stay away from Patrick for the rest of the day.”

Jemma looked at him, confused. “But why?”

“Because he accused William of lying to him so I slapped him.”

Jemma’s eyes widened. “Ye slapped that mountain of a man?” she gasped. “Saints help us; what were ye thinkin’?”

Kieran took her by the elbow and headed for the solar door. “I was thinking that he insulted his father.”

“So ye hit him?”

“Slapped him.”

“’Tis the same thing!”

Kieran shook his head. “Had I hit him, I would have knocked him cold.”

Jemma scowled. “Atty? I doubt it. Did he hit ye back?”

Kieran opened the solar door. “Do I look like he hit me back?”

Jemma peered at his face. “Open yer mouth,” she said. “Are ye missin’ teeth?”

He frowned at her and urged her through the door. “I am not missing teeth.”

Jemma only shook her head, a worried expression on her face. “For now,” she muttered. “I think I will stay with ye the rest of the day. Atty wouldna dare strike ye in front of me.”

Kieran had to roll his eyes; it wasn’t as if he was a weakling. He was an enormous man of great power, but from the way people were reacting when it came to him and Patrick in a showdown, he was either dreaming he could win or, like now, his wife wanted to protect him. If people weren’t careful, he was going to start feeling emasculated.

True to her word, Jemma stuck by his side for the rest of the day.
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William saw the back of Patrick’s head as he entered the stable.

It was cool and somewhat dark in the stable, with beams of light steaming in from the ventilation windows. Patrick was saddling a small palfrey, evidently trying to repair a buckle on a lady’s saddle, and he didn’t see William when the man entered the stable. Not wanting to startle his son, who was probably in no mood to be surprised, he knocked quietly on the stable entrance as he entered, simply to alert Patrick that someone was coming up behind him.

Patrick turned to see his father and promptly turned back to what he was doing. William’s gaze lingered on the man, thinking on how to start the conversation when Patrick was clearly still upset with him. He cleared his throat quietly.

“Patrick, you do not need to leave,” he said. “I have had my tantrum. I’ve said what I needed to say. Now we must figure out how to solve this problem together, just as we have always done. When did you become so thin-skinned to my rantings?”

Patrick paused. “I have just been told that I am an utter idiot by the man I love most in this world,” he said. “How thick-skinned would you be?”

William leaned against the stable wall as Patrick went back to fixing the buckle. “I did not say you were an idiot,” he clarified. “I said that you were irrational. But you would not run from me if I was in trouble and I will not run from you. Now that I am calm, I gather that returning Bridey to Coldingham is out of the question?”

“It is.”

“Then you and I will have to go to the priory and explain the situation.”

Patrick paused again, looking up at his father. “You need not go,” he said. “I got myself into this. It is my peril to face.”

William shook his head. “Nay, lad,” he said quietly. “It is our peril. You are my son and I will not let you face this without me. In fact, I will insist on going. I’ve yet to speak with your mother about this but there is the possibility that she may want to go as well. Remember she deals with Kelso Abbey on a regular basis and she is very involved in feeding the poor and tending the sick. Therefore, she understands the way these institutions work. And she may be able to express to the mother prioress what men cannot.”

Patrick sighed, long and slow. “Now Mother is coming with us?” he said. “I am not entirely sure it is a good idea.”

William lifted his eyebrows. “You cannot stop her if she wants to,” he said. “If she wants to go and we deny her, then she will follow. Trust me, lad – your mother will not be denied.”

Patrick finished fiddling with the strap on the saddle and cinched it up. “I know,” he muttered unhappily, but his manner was softening. “Neither will you. I am sorry if I was rude to you, Da. I was… hurt. Hurt that you did not trust me.”

This was the Patrick that William knew – soft-hearted when it came to his parents, loving and kind. He felt some relief at the man’s apology. “And I am sorry that I became so angry with you,” he said. “You were right – I do understand what it is to love a woman that I cannot have. Obviously, I did not let it stop me. My love for your mother has pulled me through time and space, and continues to do so. Not even death will end it. Therefore, I do understand what you are feeling. I understand it all too well.”

“Then tell me what to do,” Patrick said, his stony expression breaking. There was worry there now. “I fear that I may have lost my perspective. I speak of taking money to Coldingham to buy my bride, but is that the best thing to do? I am due to leave for London in a few days. Mayhap I should seek Henry’s counsel on the matter. He has the power to make it so that the church has to listen.”

William shrugged. “In any case, you must confess to him what has happened so he is not surprised by a missive from Coldingham or, worse, the Bishop of Durham demanding your head,” he said. “I have a feeling that Henry will support you, whatever the case, but it would be much better if we could solve this ourselves. If you are agreeable, then we will ride to Coldingham tomorrow and offer the mother prioress a goodly sum of money in exchange for Bridey. The price of a bride, as it were.”

“Then you believe that is the best course of action?”

“I do.”

Patrick felt better about the situation now. This is the advice and support he had been seeking from the first but his father, who had many people to worry over, had reacted as had been his right – with concern and anger over something that could jeopardize them all.

Now, the situation was far calmer and he was able to think more clearly. Leaving the palfrey standing there half-saddled, Patrick leaned back against the wall next to his father. As the tension of their argument faded, the reality of what was to come settled in. Patrick was going to have to pay for Brighton, and pay handsomely. Not that he minded in the least but he began to tally up what money he had available.

“As for the money,” he said, “I am mostly paid by you, as your garrison commander, and also by Lord de Longley, as your liege, for my servitium debitum. You pay me too much, you know.”

William smiled weakly. “I pay you five pounds a year.”

“De Longley pays me five pounds a year. That is ten pounds every year, an incredible sum.”

“Are you complaining?”

Patrick shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “Because I have saved my money over the past several years. Henry paid me well in the battles against de Montfort, as did his son, Edward. In coinage alone I have over two hundred pounds stashed away, and that is not including what I have been paid in plate or other valuables. Do you think Coldingham would take twenty pounds for the lady? That is more than they could make in ten years.”

William nodded. “It is a very generous offer,” he said. “If the mother prioress refuses, I will double it. Surely she would be foolish to refuse that.”

Patrick felt much better than he had in some time. He and his father were speaking reasonably and rationally, and a plan was now set. He could only pray that the mother prioress would accept the money for Brighton, because truly, only a fool would refuse such a sum. Aye, he was feeling much better – he knew what he had to do and his father was with him.

All was right in the world again.

“Then I suppose we shall leave for Coldingham on the morrow,” he said. “I do not have much time before I must leave for London so there is no time to waste. How long will it take us to reach it? I know approximately where it is but I have never been there.”

William shook his head. “Nor have I,” he said. “But I know it is north of Eyemouth. That is not far from Berwick.”

Patrick agreed. “We must pass through Berwick to travel the road along the ocean north,” he said. “And, Da… I think I should take Bridey back to Berwick. The place is impenetrable and she would be away from Questing. I know you are concerned for Mother and the others with her here, as a target. So if I return her to Berwick, that would alleviate your fear somewhat.”

William heard his own words reflected in his son’s statement, now feeling guilty that he’d said such a thing. It wasn’t as if Coldingham would attack them, although they could raise an army at some point if they wanted to. As part of the Bishopric of Durham, they could call on the bishop’s army. William had only said such things to his son because he hadn’t wanted his family to be put in harm’s way, but it had been selfish of him. He could see that now.

“Leave her here if it makes you feel better,” he said. “She would have your mother, if she chooses not to come with us, and Jemma and your sisters for company. She might feel more comfortable if she remained here.”

“But Berwick is to be her new home. She will have to go back some time.”

“Then I shall leave the decision to you.”

A warm silence settled between the two of them now that the storm had passed and they were on pleasant terms again. Patrick was vastly relieved to have his father’s support once again because the more he thought on it, the more daunting the task seemed. In fact, now that the rush of the impromptu wedding was over, he was coming to grips with what he’d done on a larger scale. In truth, he didn’t much blame his father for becoming so furious with him. He had rather gotten himself into a bit of a situation.

But it was of no matter. He wouldn’t have changed a thing.

“When I first realized I was feeling something for Bridey, I was truly furious at myself,” he muttered. “The appointment with Henry is what I have strived for all of my life and I did not need or want any complications. I kept telling myself that. But now that I am facing what could quite possibly be a terrible complication with the event of my marriage… it is all I can think of. Bridey is all I can think of. Going to London to assume my new post seems secondary in comparison.”

William watched his son as he spoke, the sincerity in the man’s features. A smile crossed his lips. “When I met your mother, I was facing the same thing,” he said quietly. “Henry wanted me in London and I did not want to leave your mother. How odd we find ourselves in such similar circumstances at nearly the same time in our lives. But, unlike you, I had no father to guide me and no massive military empire at my disposal. Certainly, I had the late John de Longley as my mentor and liege, but there were times I felt quite alone in it all.”

Patrick cocked his head curiously. “Even with Uncle Kieran and Uncle Paris to help you?”

William shrugged. “They were mere knights,” he said. “They did not have men sworn to them at the time, so it wasn’t as if I had their armies at my disposal. Not like I do now. In that respect, you are in a much better position than I ever was. Have faith, Patrick. We shall overcome.”

It was the first time Patrick had heard his father speak in support of his situation. It made him feel vastly better. “Thank you, Da,” he said sincerely. “That means everything to me.”

“Family above all.”

“Indeed.”

William patted his son on the cheek before pushing himself off of the wall, stretching his body out, as it tended to become stiff these days. His joints weren’t like they used to be. But he paused before leaving.

“Before I forget,” he said. “I know that Kieran struck you earlier. I would consider it a personal favor if you did not go after him to retaliate. You can survive a blow from him but I doubt he could easily survive one from you. Am I making myself clear?”

Patrick laughed softly. “I will not retaliate,” he said, a mischievous twinkle to his eye. “When you see him, tell him I said that my mother slaps harder than he does.”

William snorted. “Poor Kieran,” he said. “We keep telling him that he is a weak old man. Someday, he is going to believe it. There was a time when Kieran was the strongest man I’d ever seen.”

Patrick’s laughing eased. “He still is,” he said. “At least, in my eyes he still is. I always admired him greatly and I still do.”

“Can I tell him that?”

“Nay. Let him think that my mother slaps harder than he does.”

Chuckling, and shaking his head at his cruel son, William left the stable. He was heading for the keep and his wife, who would soon learn that her husband and son were about to leave Questing to head into Scotland.

Patrick, meanwhile, went to unsaddle the palfrey and put the saddle away, at least for the day. He still thought it was a good idea to drop Brighton off at Berwick on their way to Coldingham for the very reasons he gave his father. It was to be her home, after all, and the fortress was impenetrable. He felt very confident having her there, settling into her new life while he went on to Coldingham to buy his bride. Twenty pounds was a lot of money but it didn’t matter; there was no price too high that he wouldn’t pay for his wife.

His wife.

The thought of that lovely woman he married had him grinning like a fool all over again.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Fortunately for Patrick and William, Jordan did not want to go with them to the priory, feeling that she could not genuinely contribute to the solution for Patrick’s situation. She chose, instead, to stay behind and pray for a positive outcome, much to the relief of her husband and son. Penelope, however, was another story. She didn’t want to stay behind. She didn’t want to part with anyone. The three-year-old girl who ruled Castle Questing was in a snit from the very start.

Leaving Castle Questing before sunrise had been difficult because of wailing, sleepy children. Penelope was devastated that Brighton, as well as her father and her playmates, were departing for home. Katheryn and Evelyn had their hands full with fussy children that they bundled up into the carriage. The carriage itself wasn’t all that large – meant to hold four adults – but with the unhappy children, it had three women, an infant, three little boys and one little girl, all of them squirming and crying. The carriage was nearly overflowing.

The only children who weren’t crying were Katheryn’s older boys, who rode their ponies proudly from Questing, being escorted by their grandfather and father. Brighton, Katheryn, and Evelyn each sat with a child in their laps while the other two crowded in on the benches around them.

Jordan and Jemma, very sorry to see their grandchildren and children depart, followed the carriage across the bailey and to the great gatehouse where they were finally forced to stop, waving to the carriage and the knights as they passed through the big gates. Penelope was so distraught she wouldn’t even wave farewell. Brighton could hear Penelope wailing all the way down the hill to the road below.

It was another glorious summer morning as the sun rose over the dew-kissed fields, advancing majestically over the land. The war horses were excited, feeding off of each other as the knights and the one hundred men Patrick had brought with him headed out on the road, eastward bound for Berwick. William was astride his big silver beast, hanging back by the carriage and his mounted grandsons, as Alec took point and Hector brought up the rear.

The de Wolfe pack was on the move.

With Kevin and Apollo having ridden on to Northwood Castle the day before, the group was down one knight and Patrick remained fluid, moving up and down the column, stopping on more than one occasion to check in on his wife as she sat with little Lisbet on her lap. Not normally distracted by a carriage carrying women, that had markedly changed. He was very distracted by the carriage and everyone knew it. He would wink at his wife in the carriage and she would wink back.

But it was a good distraction. There was such joy in Brighton’s heart at the sight of him, winking at him and waving to him as he would stop by. To her, he seemed much happier today than he had yesterday, which had been a day of turmoil mostly. Their return from Wooler to Castle Questing had been wrought with tension. No matter how much Patrick tried to reassure Brighton that all would be well, she was still fretful, terrified of how William and Jordan would react. Her fear was well-founded, for Patrick and his father had argued most of the morning only to come to a fragile peace by the afternoon. Brighton had remained in the family’s chambers upstairs, playing with Penelope and praying for a good outcome.

Fortunately, someone had listened to her prayers.

When the yelling and arguing was over, William and Patrick had come up with a plan to deal with Coldingham and now they were heading back to Berwick to drop off the women before Patrick and his father continued north to compensate the priory for a loss of a postulate. Brighton had been surprised to hear of the missive where Mother Prioress demanded her return but she was confident, much as Patrick and William were, that the woman would accept monetary compensation for the cost of a bride.

At least, that was her hope.

She truly didn’t know why Mother Prioress would have demanded her return unless the woman felt fear for her young charge. She had asked to go with Patrick back to Coldingham because she wasn’t entirely certain that Patrick alone could convince Mother Prioress that he’d not forced the lady into marriage, but Patrick had denied her, assuring her that between he and his father, the mother prioress would understand that this had not been a forced marriage. Still, the doubt lingered in Brighton’s mind. She sincerely hoped she was wrong.

As she tried not to fret about it, the trip back to Berwick was uneventful and they reached Berwick in very good time. It was still daylight, with the sun laying low on the western horizon. The children inside the carriage were restless, having spent all day traveling. The women in the carriage were more than eager to release the throng so they could run off their pent-up energy.

Through the gatehouse, across the bridge that spanned the chasm, and into the vast bailey the carriage lurched, and Katheryn wasted no time in throwing open the door and exiting the cab. Her youngest, Christoph, was grumpy and whining as she pulled him out, followed by Evelyn carrying her infant, helping Atreus and Hermes from the carriage as Brighton climbed out last, carrying little Lisbet.

The men were being disbanded as the children began to run about, looking for their fathers, chasing each other and generally blowing off several hours of being cramped inside a carriage. Only the young girls seemed not to want to join their brothers as Evelyn and Brighton carried them towards the keep.

Even though Brighton had little Lisbet in her arms, she kept searching for Patrick, spying him in the midst of the men who were disbanding, dismounting his charger and handing him off to a soldier. William was with him, the two of them standing in the middle of the enormous bailey in conversation. But something must have told Patrick that Brighton was looking at him, some innate sense, because he turned to her, now on the steps of the keep, and waved at her. Satisfied that he had acknowledged her, Brighton followed Evelyn and Katheryn into the keep.

“This is now your castle, Bridey,” Katheryn said as they entered the tall foyer and she began removing the leather gloves she had been wearing. “Evie and I will take our orders from you now. Preparations for the evening meal should already be underway but you may want to see to them; would you like Evie and I to do that for you?”

Brighton grinned; Katheryn was being most diplomatic about the fact that she was now replaced as chatelaine. She was being just as kind as she could possibly be about it.

“I-I would appreciate that,” she said. “Mayhap you would even let me come along as you go about your tasks?”

Katheryn returned her smile. “Come and supervise us,” she said. “See how we do things to ensure it is the way you want them done.”

Brighton nodded eagerly. “I-in truth, I never learned how to run a house and hold,” she confessed. “That was not something we were taught at Coldingham. This will all be very new to me.”

Katheryn patted her on the shoulder. “It will be nothing at all,” she said. “You will learn all of this very quickly and Evie and I will help you. In fact, it is good to have three of us to manage this monstrous place. It is too much for one or two people.”

Brighton was relieved to hear that. She hadn’t really considered the fact that she would now be expected to administer the household, as Patrick’s wife. With everything else they’d had to deal with, it was down on her list of priorities but it was probably more intimidating to her than anything else about this new life she’d embarked upon. To be in charge of this vast fortress was daunting. She was grateful for the kindness of Patrick’s sisters.

“M-mayhap we can divide the duties,” she suggested. “That is what we did at Coldingham. As I told you, I tended the garden and worked in the kitchen. I know a great deal about kitchens and stores.”

“Perfect!” Katheryn threw up her hands in glee. “If you will see to the kitchens, I will tend to the management of the great hall and Evie can manage the servants and the rooms in the keep to ensure everything is properly kept. It will be so much easier this way.”

Brighton agreed wholeheartedly. “T-that is a wonderful idea,” she said. “S-shall we settle the children and unpack our belongings first? Then, I would love to see to the kitchens.”

The ladies were in complete agreement and as Brighton followed the women up the stairs to the family chambers, helping Evelyn to put her daughters to bed, she was coming to think that, already, she was happy here. She loved Patrick’s sisters and she loved their children. She was as content and happy as she could possibly be at the moment. The question of Coldingham was still heavy in the air, but that would be dealt with. There was no use worrying over it until Patrick and his father met with success… or not.

She hoped it wasn’t the latter.

Still, her new life seemed surreal in spite of everything. Leaving Katheryn and Evelyn with the children, she headed back down to the entry level with the intention of seeking out her trunks. They had come back with them on a provisions wagon, the same wagon some of the children had ridden in on their journey to Castle Questing, but on the trip back to Berwick it was full of trucks and other things. Stepping outside onto the top of the steps that led down into the bailey, she shielded her eyes from the sun as she surveyed the area. She could see that most of the men had been disbanded and trunks and satchels were being brought into the keep by servants.

Brighton could see her painted trunks plainly and she directed the servants, when they came up the steps, to take the trunks to the chamber next to Patrick’s. That was where she had originally slept her first night at Berwick and, to be truthful, she wasn’t exactly sure how happy Patrick would be if she simply moved into his chamber without him having time to move his own things around to give her space. She was the man’s wife now but she didn’t want to presume anything. Better let him tell her what he wanted before she acted.

Retreating into her chamber once her possessions were dropped off, Brighton busied herself by opening up her trunks and removing the clothing. All of it had been carefully rolled up, so as not to wrinkle, but it was better to get them aired out and hung up on a peg. So she carefully shook out everything, laying it upon the bed and smoothing it out. It was more beautiful clothing than she had ever seen and, coupled with what Evelyn had given her, she had a wardrobe fit for a queen. Or, the wife of a prestigious knight, as it were. These were more beautiful things than she ever knew to exist.

Meant for a life she never thought to have.

Somehow, Brighton ended up on the floor going through the combs and soaps and oils that Patrick had purchased for her. So many wonderful, glorious things. A servant entered her chamber at one point with some wood for her hearth, lighting the fire as the sun began to set and bringing her two fat tapers to give light to the chamber.

She truly had no idea how long she had been on the floor, inspecting combs and scarves and other things. The sun continued to set and the land outside grew dark. Soon enough, she heard Patrick’s voice as he came up the stairs. He was speaking to someone and, as Brighton rose to her feet and went to her open chamber door, she could see that Evelyn had met Patrick and their father at the top of the stairs. Evelyn was now showing William where he was to sleep for the night.

William was soon surrounded by several of his grandsons who wanted to help him with his saddlebags. One wanted to carry his sword. Brighton smiled, watching as William was very patient with his demanding little grandsons. William and the gaggle of boys followed Evelyn down the corridor to his borrowed chamber as Patrick headed in Brighton’s direction. Her smile broadened when their eyes met.

“Your father has many helpers,” she commented.

Patrick gave her half-grin. “Ah, yes,” he said. “They all want very much to squire for him, although they are so young I do not know if they really know what that means.”

Brighton laughed softly. “I will squire for you if you will let me,” she said. “I have already unpacked my bags. I would be more than happy to help you unpack yours.”

Patrick’s grin broadened as he went to her, taking her in his arms and kissing her gently on the lips. “That is most kind, wife,” he murmured. “I have missed you today. I hardly had any time to see you or speak with you.”

Brighton wrapped her arms around his neck. “I could see you most of the day through the window of the carriage,” she said. “But, alas, even in the carriage with your lovely sisters, I was still lonely for you.”

It was a sweet thing to say, warming his heart, and Patrick kissed her again, feeling a spark ignite in his belly, a spark he was coming to equate with his feelings for Brighton. He’d felt that spark most strongly the night he bedded her and also last night when he had bedded her again. It was a very lustful spark and one he was more than happy to answer the call for, but the moment he bent over to kiss her more lustily, he caught sight of her open trunks in the chamber next to his and everything came to a halt.

“What are your trunks doing in there?” he nearly demanded. “You do not think to sleep in there, do you?”

Brighton shook her head. “Nay,” she said. “But I did not want to move my things into your chamber until you told me to. That would have been quite bold of me.”

He scowled at her. “Bold?” he repeated, aghast. “You are my wife. You will sleep where I sleep. Start taking your things into my chamber immediately, you silly wench.”

It sounded very much like a command and Brighton quickly turned for the chamber, yelping when Patrick swatted her on the behind with a trencher-sized hand as if to punish her for being so foolish. She giggled, and he grinned, as she went to collect her things.

Seeing that she was doing as he had commanded, Patrick went into his big, cluttered chamber and began removing his mail. As he hung his mail coat on a frame near the door, he began to look around the chamber and think that, perhaps, this didn’t look much like an inviting chamber for a woman. It was dusty and had clutter in the corners. When Brighton scurried in with an armful of her new garments, he held out a hand.

“Wait,” he said. “You may want to clean this room to your liking before you move your possessions in here. I do not spend much time here and the servants are not allowed to come in when I am not here, so it is a rather dirty room. You may wish to clean it up first.”

Brighton looked around the chamber. It was very big, with an enormous bed and a huge wardrobe among other pieces of furniture, but it was also very dusty. There were no oil cloths covering the windows and no curtains around the bed. In all, it was a spartan chamber meant for a man. She turned to him.

“I will not clean it up if you do not want me to,” she said. “If you are comfortable here, I see no reason to disturb it on my account.”

He smiled faintly, putting an arm around her shoulders and kissing her on the forehead. “There is every reason to disturb it on your account,” he said. “A man-pig lives here. Feel free to do anything you wish to the chamber to make it more comfortable for us both. I give you permission.”

Brighton turned to the room again, thinking that it did, indeed, need some sweeping and cleaning. Oddly enough, she was very excited at the prospect. Make it comfortable for us both.

She would.

“Tonight?” she asked.

He gave her a squeeze and let her go as he prepared to remove his padded tunic. “Tonight,” he said. “Right now if you wish. I have some business with my father now, so do your worst.”

Brighton beamed at him. “I will,” she said. “I have much to do.”

He watched her scurry back into the other chamber where her items were laid out. “I will see you at supper.”

She had her back to him as she dumped her garments back onto the bed. “Indeed, you will.”

“Bridey?”

She paused and stood up, turning to look at him. “Aye, Atty?”

His gaze lingered on her a moment. “I am glad you are here. With me.”

Her joyful expression softened, adoration filling her features. “As am I.”

“I do love you. You know that.”

She nodded. “And I love you, my husband. More than you can ever know.”

They were words to fortify him, filling him with steel for a soul and granite for determination. Nothing on earth could crush him as long as he had her love. Hearing those words from her… he never knew anything could mean so much to him.

Leaving his happy wife cleaning up their chamber, Patrick headed back down the corridor in search of his father. All he had to do was follow the clamor of children and he soon came upon his father being set upon by five grandsons. The older boys were trying to convince him that they needed his daggers while the younger ones were simply rifling through his saddlebags, throwing things aside on the hunt for something useful or valuable. Patrick stood in the doorway and shook his head.

“You are being robbed and you do not even know it,” he said, pointing to the lads pawing through the saddlebags. “Eddie and Axel have you occupied while the younger ones steal your things.”

William grinned, turning to see Christoph, Atreus, and Hermes pulling everything they could out of his saddlebags. He, too, shook his head.

“They remind me very much of you and your brothers when you were their age,” he said. “As I recall, you stole many an item from me, not the least of which was my coin purse. Do you remember that? You were about three or four years of age. We searched for it for an entire week and only found it when your mother forced you to give it up. You had buried it in the stable beneath the feet of one of the chargers. It was very clever of you, actually.”

Patrick laughed softly. “That is still where I keep my money,” he said. “Only a madman would go into the stall of a man’s war horse. In fact, that is why I came. I am preparing to pull forth my coin. Do you want to come with me?”

William shook his head. “I had better not lest this group rob me blind while I am gone,” he said. “I will see you in the hall for sup.”

“Very well.”

Leaving his father to occupy the young boys, Patrick headed down to the stable where he had, indeed, buried his money in the ground of his war horse’s stall. The horse was the best possible sentinel. Once he reached the barn, he removed the horse from the stall with no issue before sweeping aside the hay and dung to reveal a stone laid flush against the floor of the stall.

Beneath the panel lay a locked chest containing Patrick’s coinage. He pulled the chest forth, unlocked it, and opened it. Inside, there was an entire horde of silver dinars and two leather purses full of gold crowns. He pulled forth twenty pounds in silver and one of the gold coin-filled purses just in case he needed to sweeten the deal. Although his father was already doubling his twenty pounds, still, Patrick didn’t want to leave anything to chance.

Soon, the depression of what was to come hung over him. He’d avoided it most of the day, keeping himself occupied with other things. He thought of Brighton, now up in his chamber making it a place she would be comfortable to live in, and his heart swelled with happiness. Never had anything felt so right to him. He wanted this day to be normal, a glimpse of their life to come, with feelings of security and happiness in the life they’d chosen for one another. Thieving kids and all, this was the life he wanted, the life he adored, but none of it would be worth it without Brighton by his side.

Was he frightened of what would happen at Coldingham? Of course he was. For a man who knew no fear in battle, he most definitely feared one small prioress because she had the power to rob him of everything he held dear. But quickly, his fear turned to anger; he simply wasn’t going to allow that to happen. If she wouldn’t accept his money, he had no problem slitting her throat and burning down the priory to cover his tracks.

That was how strongly he felt for Brighton. No man, or woman, was going to deny him his wants and get away with it. He armed himself with that knowledge, that understanding, and it fortified his courage, for no matter what happened with the offer of compensation, he and Brighton would remain together as husband and wife until death did they part. The Nighthawk had found his mate for life and he wasn’t going to lose her, not for anything.

Rather than going to Coldingham seeking permission, he was now going to Coldingham seeking prey.

The mother prioress’ answer would determine just how much longer she would live.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The night had seen a summer storm roll through and by morning, the sky was clear but there was a blanket of wet across the land as Patrick and William gathered in the bailey of Berwick to bid their family a farewell.

While William spoke quietly to his daughters and sons-in-law, Patrick and Brighton were off to the side on their own. Patrick held Brighton snugly, his forehead against hers, feeling angst like he’d never felt in his life. It was purely due to the separation with Brighton and had nothing to do with the objective of the coming trip. After yesterday’s decision on what he would do if the prioress did not take his money, he was at peace with that. He knew what he had to do. Now, his anxiety had to do with leaving Brighton, if even only for a few days. He couldn’t imagine that what he had to do would take any longer.

But even a few days was too long for him. He was wrought with the pain of leaving her, struggling to control it because Brighton had been verging on tears since they had awoken that morning. Lying in each other’s arms, they’d spoken of little things, trivial things, but the sorrow of the mood filled the room. If she wept, Patrick wasn’t at all sure he could even leave, so it was imperative to keep calm so Brighton would be calm.

But it was a struggle.

“Do you have everything you need?” Brighton asked, huddled against him, her hands on his woolen de Wolfe tunic. “You did not leave anything behind, did you?”

Patrick grunted unhappily. “Aye, I did,” he said. “You.”

She smiled wanly. “But I cannot go,” she said. “I have thought about this, Atty. As much as I would like to go with you to tell Mother Prioress that I am agreeable to this marriage so she will not think I have been forced into it, I am afraid that if I set foot in the walls of Coldingham, they might not let me out.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “If you think those puny nuns can hold you, then you are greatly mistaken,” he said. “I can take on a nun or two if it comes to that.”

He meant it in jest, mostly, but she turned very serious. “You must promise me that you will not move against the priory,” she said. “You cannot harm them if they do not give you the answer you seek right away.”

Because she was serious, he grew serious. “I will tell you now that I will do everything in my power to ensure I have their agreement,” he said. “Do you think for one moment I am going to leave there without a settlement in the matter? The mother prioress will give her permission or she will be very sorry.”

Brighton knew he was determined but his words still frightened her. “What does that mean?”

“What do you think it means?”

She wasn’t in a mood to be teased or toyed with. She pushed out of his embrace, facing him with great concern on her features.

“Patrick, what are you going to do if Mother Prioress does not accept your money?” she asked. “I want to know.”

His gaze lingered on her, debating just how much to tell her. He’d come to his decision last night, but it was his decision alone. He didn’t want her to know anything about it or have any complicity in it. This was something he had to do, for his own sake. For their sake.

There was no remorse in his heart whatsoever.

“I will do whatever is necessary to convince her that you will never return to Coldingham, with or without her agreement on the subject,” he said after a moment. “What did you think I was going to do if she refused the money, Bridey? Take you back to her? Of course not. She will never see you again. I will therefore do what is necessary in order to gain her cooperation.”

He was being vague, essentially letting her know it was none of her affair how he conducted himself. Brighton sighed heavily, thinking that it was, perhaps, for the best. Perhaps, she really didn’t want to know. Contrite that she had shown her temper to him, she fell back against him, wrapping her arms around his torso.

“I am sorry,” she said. “I did not mean to sound impudent. ’Tis simply that I am afraid of what will happen once you speak with her. She is a stubborn woman.”

Patrick wrapped his arms around her again, giving her a squeeze. “I understand,” he said. “But you must trust me in this matter. Your trust and your love mean everything to me, Bridey. You must never lose either in me.”

She shook her head, her eyes closed as she held him tightly. “I will not, I swear it.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Good lass,” he said. “Now, do you want to wish my father a farewell? He is going on your behalf, after all. It would be polite of you to thank him.”

Brighton nodded eagerly as Patrick took her by the arm and escorted her over to where William was standing with his children. As soon as William saw them approaching, his attention was diverted and he smiled faintly.

“All is well, I hope,” he said, looking between Patrick and Brighton. “Are we ready to depart?”

Patrick nodded. “We are,” he replied, “but Bridey has something she would like to say to you.”

All eyes turned to Brighton as she gazed up at William. Realizing that everyone was suddenly watching her, she was a bit hesitant but forced herself to speak.

“I-I wanted to thank you for all you have done for me, my lord,” she said. “I have not had much opportunity to speak with you but I would like to say that you have my undying gratitude. Patrick holds you in great esteem and I do, as well.”

William smiled at the woman with the nervous catch in her speech. “Thank you, Bridey,” he said, “and if you do not call me William or Papa soon, I shall be very disappointed.”

Brighton smiled, relief in her expression. “I-I would be pleased to call you either,” she said. “Since I have never had a father, mayhap you will not mind if I call you Papa?”

William shook his head, putting a hand on her cheek and kissing her on the forehead. “I would be honored.”

Brighton’s smile broadened and she looked at Patrick to see the approval in his eyes. He was quite happy to see that Brighton and his father were coming to like one another, thrilled, in fact. But Patrick couldn’t help but notice that she seemed to speak perfectly to him, yet that slight stammer returned when she spoke to anyone other than him. Not that he cared, for he loved her with a catch in her speech or not, but he felt rather special that he seemed to be the only one who heard her perfect speech.

Or did he…?

Was it imagined or not? Was it because he simply found her perfect in all ways that he didn’t hear the stammer in her speech any longer? He didn’t know and, frankly, he didn’t care. He loved her and was proud of her, regardless.

“Papa and I must be going now,” he said, tugging on his father’s arm, calling him “Papa” in a teasing tone because that was what his sisters called him. “I would like to make it to the priory before the nooning meal and we have a ways to go this morning, so we must depart.”

William began moving towards his silver steed as Patrick grasped Brighton’s hand and pulled her along with him as he headed towards his great muzzled beast. The saddlebags were full of provisions and loaded onto the animals, as were an impressive array of weapons including broadswords. William and Patrick were prepared for any hazards or circumstances that might come their way, including marauding Scots. They were heading into Scotland, after all. It was best to be prepared.

Brighton paused next to the horse while Patrick made a final check on the saddle cinch. When he was satisfied, he looked up to see Brighton smiling at him. But it wasn’t a natural smile; it was forced, as if she was only smiling because he expected it.

“God speed you on your journey, husband,” she said softly. “I will pray for you every day.”

Patrick cupped her face with his gloved hands and kissed her gently on the lips. It was a lingering kiss, of painful sweetness, enough to bring tears to his eyes.

“And I will see you in my dreams,” he whispered. “I will return as soon as I can.”

With that, he mounted his horse and prepared to move out. Everyone stood back as the war horses danced. Katheryn reached out to take Brighton’s hand, pulling her away from the animals. Everything seemed set until shouts from the inner gatehouse caught their attention. The group looked over to see Anson and Colm coming towards them.

Patrick’s knights had been in command of Berwick ever since his journey to Castle Questing and it seemed as if they would continue to be in command for the time being, considering he was about to head into Scotland. But he was concerned with their shouts and the fact that the men at the main gatehouse seemed to be excited about something. He could see them shuffling around from where he sat.

Something was in the air.

“What is it?” he called to Anson.

“A rider,” Anson replied. “Wearing braies and a leine and riding one of those stout Scottish ponies. Clan Gordon, he says.”

Patrick didn’t seem particularly interested. “I see,” he said. “Well, I do not have time for him. My father and I shall return in a few days. You can tell me then whatever the man wanted.”

Anson and Colm crowded around the side of the horse that was opposite Brighton, who was over on the left side. “Nay, Patrick,” Anson said, his dark eyes intense as he lowered his voice. “He told me that he wants to speak of the Coldingham lass. I think you should make time.”

That information drew Patrick’s attention immediately. His brow furrowed and he slid off the horse, rounding the beast to speak to his men. “He what?” he hissed. “What in the h-? When did this man arrive? I heard nothing about a rider entering the gatehouse!”

“It was only a few minutes ago,” Colm said. “I was at the mouth of the gatehouse and saw him coming through the town. He came right up to the gate and said he wanted to know if this was a House of de Wolfe. When I told him it was and told him to be on his way, he said that he needed to speak with de Wolfe about the Coldingham lass.”

Patrick was growing more and more curious and, if truth be told, more and more concerned. But Brighton came around the front of the war horse, at a goodly distance away from the ferocious animal. The moment he saw her face, he went to her and took her by the arm.

“Go back into the keep with my sisters,” he said, trying to pretend as if nothing was amiss. “I have some business to attend to before I go. It will only take a few moments.”

Brighton sensed he was rushing her away but said nothing about it. “Of course,” she said. “Will you come to me before you leave?”

He shook his head. “Nay,” he replied. “I am leaving now, in fact. I do not want my last vision of you to be out here in the cold dawn. I want you inside where it is safe and warm.”

Brighton simply nodded her head and he kissed her swiftly, motioning to his sisters, who had just turned to head into the keep. At Patrick’s beckon, they came to Brighton and huddled around her as they headed for the warm innards of Berwick’s keep.

Patrick watched his sisters usher his wife back into the keep before turning to see Alec and Hector upon him. Even William had dismounted his horse by this time and was now speaking with Anson, hearing the same information that Patrick had just heard. He could tell by the odd expression on William’s faced that he, too, was both confused and concerned.

“A rider is here. He wants to speak to de Wolfe about the Coldingham lass,” Patrick said for the benefit of Alec and Hector. “Clan Gordon, so Colm says.”

Alec and Hector looked at each other in confusion. “Why in the world would a Gordon be here to discuss Coldingham?” Alec asked, baffled. “This makes no sense.”

Patrick didn’t respond. But he could feel a spark of fear come to life. It burned low in his chest, twisting his stomach. None of this made any sense and he didn’t like it at all. Without saying a word to his father, he walked past the man and headed towards the Douglas Tower entrance of Berwick. Everyone knew where he was going. William, Alec, Hector, Anson, and Colm followed.

Something was amiss and they could all feel it.

… but what?

The sun was starting to rise over the east, turning the sky shades of gold and pink. The River Tweed, off to his right, was reflecting those morning colors as it flowed gently to the sea. But for all of the tranquility of the morning, Patrick could only feel intense curiosity and intense concern. Marching across the bridge that spanned the chasm, he could see several men gathered at the gatehouse, including Damien. He could see his knight’s blonde head over the mass of either dark-haired or helmed heads. When Damien saw him coming, he went out to meet him.

“I put the man in the guard’s room,” he told Patrick in his intrinsically calm manner. It did wonders to soothe Patrick. “He will say he is from Clan Gordon but that he will only talk to William de Wolfe. I told him that this was not William’s home, but belonging to a son. Now, he seems to want to leave to find your father. He didn’t know he was here, Patrick.”

Patrick was even more confused than before. “Did he say anything about the Coldingham lass?” he asked. “Did he give a name?”

Damien shook his head. “Nay,” he replied. “But be cautious; he has an odd look about him.”

“Madness?”

“Mayhap.”

That gave Patrick no comfort at all. He was starting to build up the man’s purpose in his mind until it was starting to scare him, so he struggled to put aside fear of his own making. Still, it was difficult – he could only assume the Coldingham lass meant Brighton. No one knew she was here. He was just about to enter the guard’s room when William caught up to him and grasped him by the arm.

“Nay, lad,” he said quietly, pulling Patrick away from the door. “Breathe and calm yourself. I can see every vein in your head throbbing. Let me talk to this man since he has asked for me.”

Patrick took a deep breath. “Is it that obvious?” he asked, watching his father nod. “I will admit that I am rattled. Mayhap it is best if you question the man. I am not sure I would be very good at it right now.”

William patted his son on the shoulder before turning and heading into the guard’s room of the Douglas Tower.

It was a nice room, spacious as far as guard rooms were concerned, with a table, two big benches, and a large hearth spewing out heat and smoke into the low-ceilinged chamber. Damien and Colm had already entered the room but the others hung back, waiting for William and Patrick. William entered, followed by his enormous son, who wandered over to the edges of the room, lingering in the shadows as William went straight to the table where a rather thin, pale man with curly dark hair sat, swathed in dirty woolens.

Alec, Hector, and Anson came in last, going to stand with Patrick in the darkness as William took the lead. If something happened and Patrick snapped, they needed to be near the man to stop him.

William came to a halt a few feet away from the Scotsman, studying him intently. He seemed like any normal Scots, clad in dirty clothing and pale-skinned. But the Scots were cunning as a whole. William knew that because he’d spent a good deal of his life battling against them. They were very smart and very deadly. With that in mind, he spoke.

“I hear that you seek a word with me,” William said quietly, seriously.

The seated man eyed him without fear. Considering he was surrounded by English, it was an impressive show of bravery.

“Are ye William de Wolfe?” he finally asked.

William nodded. “I am. Tell me your name.”

The Scotsman scratched his dirty head before replying. “I am Gordon.”

“That is not your name.”

The man nodded, giving William a rather quirky smirk. “’Tis true,” he said. “I am called Tommy Orry.”

“Why do you seek me, Tommy?”

Tommy puffed out his cheeks as if wondering where to start. Or, perhaps, he was wondering if coming here had been a wise decision in the first place. In any case, he shifted around nervously before replying.

“I’ve heard ye have the lass from Coldingham,” he said. “The lass that the Swinton took. Do ye have her?”

William didn’t reply right away. He could literally feel Patrick’s apprehension as the man lingered over in the shadows, just out of his line of sight. But William kept his manner calm.

“If I do?”

Tommy leaned forward on his chair. “Then I have some information ye might want.”

“Why would you think so?”

“Because Ysabella said ye sent a missive tae Coldingham about the lass. She said ye were friendly towards the lass.”

William was trying to piece together what the man was saying without showing how confused he was. “Who is Ysabella?”

“Mother Prioress.”

Now, William was growing about as apprehensive as Patrick undoubtedly was. “I am not sure what you are trying to tell me, but you had better come out with it,” William said. “Make sense, man. Why have you come and what does this have to do with the lass from Coldingham?”

As if on cue, Damien slammed a cup down next to Tommy, half-full of old ale. It splashed onto the table. But it was wet, and Tommy was thirsty, so he took the cup and drank the entire thing. Damien had given it to the man to perhaps loosen his tongue and it worked. Tommy smacked his lips and began talking.

“Richard Gordon of Clan Gordon is Ysabella’s brother,” he said. “He took over as Clan chief when their father passed. But he also took over their need for vengeance agin’ Clan Haye because, years ago, when Ysabella was a young lass, a son of Haye forced himself upon her and beget her with child. The child wasna born alive and Ysabella’s father bought her way intae Coldingham since she wasna a marriage prospect any longer. There has been a sense of vengeance agin’ the Haye ever since that time. When Juliana Haye brought her infant tae Coldingham, a bastard child of a Norse king, Ysabella took the baby in. But… she had a plan for the lass.”

William could hardly believe what he was hearing; it was a great shock. But as great a surprise as it was to him, it was even greater for Patrick. He came out of the shadows at that point, his face pale with astonishment.

“A Norse king?” Patrick repeated. “The Mother Prioress told you that?”

Tommy nodded. “I heard her say so. The lass is his bastard.”

Patrick looked at his father. All of the astonishment he was feeling was reflected in his eyes. So it was true! Now, the pieces of the puzzle were falling together a bit more; pieces that all seemed to fit together in odd and mysterious ways. But he didn’t say anything more and Tommy, nervous of his presence, began to speak faster.

“I’ve come tae tell ye not tae send the lass home,” he said, eyeing Patrick but mostly focused on William. “I know Ysabella told ye tae send the lass back tae Coldingham, but if ye do, they’ll kill her. Richard Gordon intends tae kill her in revenge for the wrongs committed agin’ his sister by Clan Haye. He paid the Swinton tae take her from Coldingham tae make it look like reivers had taken the lass, but the truth is that he wanted her.”

His rapid-fire delivery and sudden end left the room lingering in shocked silence. William looked at his son, who was looking at Tommy in mute revulsion. William finally reached out to touch the man on the arm.

“Atty…,” he murmured. “Are you well?”

Patrick nodded, stiffly, his focus still on Tommy. “Why did you come here to tell us that?” he asked the man. William could hear a quiver in his voice. “Brighton means nothing to you and you certainly have no allegiance to the English, so why tell us? I do not understand why you are here?”

Tommy gazed steadily at the hulking Sassenach. “Because what Richie wants tae do tae the lass isna right,” he said quietly. “Do ye know what he intended tae do? He wanted tae nail her tae a cross and post her on Haye lands. He wants tae crucify her. If ye return her tae Coldingham, that’s exactly what he’ll do. And it isna right tae kill an innocent lass like that. I came here tae tell de Wolfe tae keep her or send her somewhere else. Just dunna send her back tae Coldingham.”

Crucify. Patrick looked at his father with such horror in his eyes that William was visibly moved by it. He reached out to touch his son, reassuringly, trying to give the man some comfort. But Patrick simply walked away from him, pacing the room as if in danger of losing his mind or his temper. No one was sure which. Patrick ended up pacing around with a hand over his mouth, struggling to come to terms with what he’d just heard. It was revulsion like nothing else they’d ever witnessed.

Crucify Brighton.

“You were brave to come here,” William finally said to Tommy, although he was glancing at his son with worry. “I will make sure you are rewarded. That is why you really came, wasn’t it?”

Tommy shrugged, wondering why the Sassenach around him seemed so disturbed by the news. As if there was something personal about it. “If ye have a mind tae,” he said. “I just didna want the lass’ death tae be on me conscience. I canna face God with that shadow on me heart.”

“Are you telling me that Mother Prioress is in on this… this travesty?” Patrick finally spoke from across the room as he continued to process the information. “She is the one who arranged for Bridey to be abducted by the Swinton and make it look as if reivers had taken her?”

Tommy wasn’t certain who Bridey was but he assumed the big knight meant Brighton. “Her brother did it,” he said. “But she helped him arrange it. They’d been plannin’ it for years, in truth, but they waited until the lass came of age. Killin’ a small lass means little, but killin’ a grown woman… it would mean somethin’ to the Haye.”

Patrick looked to William as if the man could help him process this terrible information. William felt a great deal of pity for his mighty son, a man who was usually so very in control of his emotions. But not when it came to his new wife, a woman he clearly adored. And the news coming from the Scotsman was enough to rattle all of them, men that weren’t even in love with Brighton. They didn’t have to be in love with her to see what a horrible plan had been centered around her. It was appalling in so many ways. William finally looked at Damien.

“See that Tommy is fed and given a bed,” he said. “I’ll reward the man before sending him home.”

Damien nodded, pouring Tommy more ale now that the first round of questioning was over. William went straight to Patrick, taking the man by the arm and pulling him from the guard’s room, out into the fresh morning air.

“Breathe, Atty,” William said softly. “Just… breathe and be thankful this man came to us before we headed to Coldingham. God has been merciful.”

Patrick simply nodded, laboring with every fiber of his being to do as his father instructed… breathe. Just breathe. He was trying, so very hard, to remain calm in the face of what he’d heard.

“My God,” he finally muttered. “The brutality of it… the sheer brutality of it. How could they even think to crucify an innocent woman?”

William remained strong, if only for his son’s sake. He could sense that Patrick was a hair’s breadth away from snapping. “I do not know,” he said. “I have never heard of such things and I have been fighting the Scots on the borders for nearly forty years. I have never in my life heard of anything like this.”

“But… crucifying her? Nailing her to wood and posting her for all to see?”

William was trying not to imagine the mental image Patrick was painting. “As I said, I have never heard such things. The clan chiefs I know would never stoop to such brutality, not even in vengeance.”

Patrick came to an abrupt halt, bent in half, and vomited the breakfast he had eaten with Brighton onto the dirt of the bailey. His emotions were twisting his guts to pieces. When he finally stood up, wiping the back of his pale lips with his hand, the pale green eyes flashed with fire.

“I am going to the Gordon stronghold and raze it,” he hissed. “I will find Richard Gordon and I will draw and quarter him. Then I shall post his body for all to see.”

William knew he meant every word, as passionately as he’d ever meant anything in his life. The man had every right to be furious, but William couldn’t let him follow through on his threat, for many reasons. Calmer heads had to prevail.

“Unless you want to start a border war the likes of which we have never seen, I would suggest you think again about how to punish Richard Gordon,” he said evenly, reaching out to grasp his son’s arm with an impassioned plea. “Atty, I understand what is in your heart. There were times in the past when your mother had been in great danger, so I understand your pain very well. In fact, she had been kidnapped by rival clans when she was pregnant with you. It is a miracle you survived, but you did, and I refuse to believe it was because you would ultimately start a border war that would kill us all. Nay, lad – taking your army into Scotland to destroy Richard Gordon is not the answer.”

Patrick’s revulsion was being replaced by anger the likes of which he’d never known. Like a shooting star, the anger rose and flared within him faster than he could control it. He yanked his arm from his father’s grasp.

“As long as Richard Gordon lives, Bridey will be in danger,” he snarled. “If there was such a threat against Mother, would you so easily sit back and advise temperance? I do not think so. You would want to eliminate the threat just as I do. I will not stand for anyone who threatens the life of my wife.”

William was coming to think that he may have a serious problem on his hands; he’d never seen Patrick so livid, which was not a good thing in a man as big, powerful, and capable as his son. Therefore, he labored to keep on an even keel if he had any hopes of defusing the situation.

“If someone was threatening the life of your mother, I would not stand for it,” William said firmly. “But I also would not run off and possibly get myself killed in my quest to protect her. You are far more valuable to your wife alive than dead, Atty. You must keep a level head and we will calmly, and smartly, deal with this matter.”

Patrick’s chest was heaving with emotion as he faced off against his father. “If a man like Richard Gordon wants to crucify an innocent woman, I doubt the man thinks calmly or smartly,” he snapped. “A man like that knows only brutality. If that is what he knows, then that is what he shall receive.”

From the corner of his eye, William could see some of Patrick’s men filtering in from the guard room and he was glad; it would take all of them to control Patrick should the man decide to physically demonstrate his fury. All he had to do was keep Patrick calm until his men drew closer and then they would be better able to stop Patrick from doing something foolish.

“Not now,” William begged softly. “Listen to me, lad. We must think this through before you do anything. For the sake of the entire family, you must think this through.”

“This has nothing to do with the family and everything to do with protecting my wife!”

By this time, Patrick’s men had reached them and they heard the last few words spoken by Patrick. Because he was enraged, they were becoming rather enraged themselves. The entire situation had them on edge. Alec was the first one to speak.

“I am with you, Atty,” he said. “What would you have me do?”

William threw up his hands. “You are not going to do anything,” he said, loudly, emphasizing the fact that his word was law above all. “I am your liege and you will obey my command. We are not charging blindly into Gordon lands like animals. We will return to the hall, sit down, and discuss what needs to be done rationally as men do. Is that clear?”

The knights were looking at Patrick but nodded to William’s question; a command from William de Wolfe was not meant to be disobeyed and they knew it.

“That is an excellent idea, my lord,” Anson said, one of the calmer knights of the group. He began to push Colm towards the hall and reached out to tug on Hector. “Come along. We will solve nothing standing out here.”

Hector wasn’t so apt to be pushed around but he moved nonetheless, leaving Alec standing next to Patrick, staring at the man as if waiting for the command to go charging off into Scotland.

“Atty?” Alec asked. “I will do what you want me to do. What is your wish?”

William reached out and shoved Alec in the direction of the hall. “You will do what I want you to do,” he said in a tone that left no room for doubt. “Get into the hall. I will not tell you again.”

With a lingering glance at William, enough to show that he didn’t like being pushed around but not enough to show disobedience, Alec began to follow the others. Patrick, however, was still looking at the ground, grinding his teeth.

“Where is Damien?” he asked hoarsely.

William looked around but didn’t see the knight, the man who had been Patrick’s best friend for many years. “He is probably still with the Scotsman,” he said. “That is where I would be. I would guess he is trying to see if he can discover any more information before sending the man away.”

“Do you intend to reward the Scot for the information?”

“I do.”

Patrick merely nodded. William took him by the arm again, gently pulling him towards the hall as he began to walk. But Patrick wouldn’t move.

“Da?”

“Aye?”

Patrick lifted his head and looked at his father. “I cannot go to London,” he said quietly. “Not… not with everything that has happened. I cannot leave.”

William was rather surprised with not only the change of subject, but the statement itself. “Why not?” he asked. “You can go to London and take Bridey with you. You can take her far away from the Gordons and the threat against her. In fact, I should think that would be the best place for her.”

Patrick shook his head, now looking skyward as if to beseech God for wisdom and clarity in the matter. “I have looked forward to the royal appointment with Henry more than I have ever looked forward to anything in my entire life,” he said, his tone strained with emotion. “But you know what it will be like if I take Bridey with me. I will never see the woman because my entire attention shall be with Henry. My time will belong to him. When he travels, I travel. If he decides he needs me by his side, then that is where I must be for as long as he wants me. Worse still, I am to be in command of his personal guard. That means his life is my life. I will never see my wife, ever. How could I take her to London and ask her to live alone for the rest of her life? Because that is what will happen. You know this to be true.”

William did. He could see where Patrick was leading and he sighed heavily, feeling the weight of the man’s decision and the intensity of his disappointment. Truth be told, he felt some disappointment of his own. Patrick was meant for such great things; he had always believed that. But, perhaps, they weren’t the great things William has hoped for. Perhaps Patrick had to make his own great things happen, away from the crown. Perhaps the royal appointment was something that simply wasn’t meant to be.

He struggled not to let Patrick see his disenchantment.

“Is that what you will decide, then?” he asked his son. “That you will decline Henry’s appointment?”

Patrick looked at his father. “I must.”

“Do you base this on your own wants or because you think it is best for your wife?”

Patrick faltered. “It is best for us both,” he said. “Da, I know you do not agree with the fact that I married Bridey after knowing her so short a time. Now this marriage has put a stop to your great dream for me, the dream of a royal appointment. It was my dream, too, until I met my wife. Now, I find that my dreams have changed. She has become my dream. When I look at her, I see the joy of a life I never knew I would have. I see our future, our unborn sons, and a legacy as you have had. I see the continuation of de Wolfe greatness. I see all of these things but, more than that, I see my life and it belonging to me, not to Henry. If I go to London, my life will end and the king’s life will take over. Does that make sense? Now that I have had a taste of my own life, I want it. I will not give it up. I have already made a name for myself. But in becoming Henry’s Lord Protector… Nighthawk will cease to exist.”

William listened to the impassioned speech with a good deal of pride and understanding. The disenchantment he’d been feeling was gone and a faint smile crossed his lips.

“So it has happened,” he murmured.

Patrick had no idea what he meant. “What has happened?”

“My son has finally become a man.”

Patrick looked at him for a moment before breaking out into an awkward grin. “And I was not before?”

William chuckled. “You were a warrior,” he said. “You lived and breathed your profession, and I was proud. Very proud. But I have never been so proud of you as I am at this moment when you admit to me that living your life with the woman you love is better than living life in Henry’s shadow. Aye, you’ve become a man. And there is nothing more powerful on the face of this earth.”

“Then you understand what I am saying.”

“I understand all too well. Long ago, I turned down a similar appointment to be with your mother.”

Patrick sighed, perhaps with some relief. “Then I will write to Henry and explain the situation,” he said. “He will not be happy about it, but….”

William cut him off. “Nay, you will not write him.”

Patrick cocked his head. “What do you mean?”

William was shaking his head. “I mean that this is something you must tell Henry face to face,” he said. “Do not hide behind a message. That is cowardly. You will personally decline his appointment and thank him profusely for his generosity. As my son, Henry will expect no less. Show the man the same respect he has shown you by offering such an appointment – be gracious in declining it.”

Patrick understood what his father was saying but the thought of going to London, at least at this time, did not please him. “It will take me at least two weeks to reach London,” he said, trying not to sound despondent. “I will be gone a long time. I do not wish to leave Bridey for that long and I also do not want to take her. It would be a difficult journey and I want to travel fast and light.”

William agreed. “That is no journey for a woman,” he said. “This must be your journey alone. Go quickly and return quickly. Bridey will be safe here, at Berwick. She will be well protected. Or, better still, send her to Questing to be with your mother.”

Patrick thought on that. “Katheryn and Evie are here. They have become fast friends with Bridey. And this is her home now… she may not wish to leave it.”

William put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Then leave it to her where she would like to stay for the duration of your absence,” he said. “Meanwhile, there are men waiting in the hall for us. They are very worried about you, you know. Alec was ready to ride into Scotland this instant to avenge both you and Bridey. I fear we may have to calm the man.”

“Alec is a good friend.”

“He is a hotheaded banshee just like his mother.”

Patrick smiled weakly; he couldn’t disagree. He began to walk with his father towards the great hall, beneath a morning sun that was already increasing the temperature. He could also feel the humidity from the river rise. In all, however, it promised to be a beautiful day. Patrick glanced up at the sky, thinking that it had never looked so blue to him.

A new sky, a new wife, a new future.

And a man to kill.

But he didn’t tell his father that, for no matter what William said, Patrick was going to make sure Richard Gordon did not live to a ripe old age. Perhaps not next week, next month, or even next year, but Patrick had no intention of overlooking the man’s crime against Brighton.

The Nighthawk was coming for him.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Patrick heard the soft knock on the chamber door. Lying down next to his wife, whom he believed was sleeping, he very carefully rose from the big bed, trying to navigate the new curtains that Bridey had hung, and made his way to the door. Carefully, he opened it to find his sisters standing outside, their features wrought with concern.

“Papa told us what happened,” Katheryn whispered loudly. “How is Bridey?”

Patrick turned to look at his wife’s sleeping form on the bed. “As well as can be expected, I suppose,” he said quietly. “She is sleeping now.”

Katheryn and Evelyn were very sad, indeed. “How did she react to it all, Atty?” Evelyn asked. “She must be positively terrified.”

Patrick stepped out into the corridor, pulling the door shut behind him. “She was naturally very upset to learn that a woman she trusted had betrayed her,” he said. “She was even more upset to learn of the plans Clan Gordon had for her. She cried herself to sleep, in fact.”

Evelyn clucked her tongue sadly. “Poor Bridey,” she said. “Who has ever heard of anyone wanting to crucify someone? The very idea is appalling!”

Patrick nodded, feeling limited patience. He knew his sisters were concerned for Brighton, and he was very appreciative, but he didn’t want to answer a bunch of their questions. He wanted to return to the room with his wife in case she needed him.

“It is,” he agreed. “She is quite upset about it. So when you see her next, please do not bring it up. I am not sure if it is something she wishes to discuss, but you will let her determine if it is or not. Agreed?”

Both Evelyn and Katheryn nodded solemnly. “I had Papa take the children over to the kitchen yard so there would not be so much noise,” Katheryn said. “Is there anything we can bring Bridey? Wine? Mayhap a hot bath would make her feel better.”

Patrick shook his head. “Not now,” he said quietly. “Return in an hour or so and mayhap I will change my mind. For now, just let her sleep.”

Evelyn and Katheryn nodded, turning for the stairs that led to the floors below. But Katheryn came to a halt and turned to her brother, once more.

“Papa told us that you are going to London to decline your royal appointment,” she said, studying him seriously. “This is something you wanted so very much, Atty. I feel badly that you feel the need to decline it.”

Patrick smiled weakly. “Do not feel badly for me,” he said. “There will be other royal favors given. I want to remain here, with my wife, and I am very happy about that. This is a good thing, Katie, I promise.”

Katheryn returned his smile. “Truthfully, I am happy about it, too,” she said. “I was wondering if you were going to drag Bridey to London. I am thankful that you are not.”

“So am I.”

“But what about the titles Henry was going to bestow upon you? And the castle? Will you still receive them?”

Patrick shook his head. “More than likely not. But I have something better, instead.”

He meant Brighton. He winked at his sister, turning for the chamber door and quietly opening it. With great stealth, he entered the room, making his way over to the bed as the faint noise from the bailey filtered into the chamber. It was very quiet outside so he was coming to think that maybe everyone had gone to the kitchen yard so that Lady de Wolfe could rest. He was just lowering himself onto the bed, very carefully, when Brighton suddenly rolled over and looked up at him.

“You do not have to be so quiet,” she said softly. “I am not asleep.”

He smiled at her and lowered himself down completely, propping his head upon his hand, elbow bent, as he gazed down into her lovely face.

“You can sleep all you want, you know,” he said. “I will stay right by your side. I will never leave you, Bridey. Not ever.”

She reached up, a gentle hand touching his cheek. “You will leave me when you depart for London,” she said. “Patrick, I have been thinking. You do not have to refuse your royal appointment. It was nearly the first thing you ever told me about and I know how badly you want it. I will come to London with you. If we must spend time apart while you tend the king, then so be it. I am not troubled by it.”

His expression turned serious. “But I am troubled by it,” he said. “You do not seem to understand how much time I would have to spend away from you. Eventually, it would take its toll on you and on me. Nay, it is much better for us to remain here at Berwick where we will see each other with great frequency. I could not stand to be parted from you, Bridey. Not for an hour, a day, or a week. All the time I was with Henry, I would be thinking of you and would, therefore, be ineffective as his Lord Protector. It simply would not work.”

Brighton considered his words. “But I do not want you to resent me someday. You wanted this appointment so badly… I could not stand it if you grew to hate me because you felt I had kept you from your destiny.”

He sighed faintly, reaching up a hand to stroke her soft hair. “You are my destiny,” he said. “When God led me to your captors those weeks ago, He put my destiny right in front of me. I can see that now.”

Brighton was still unsure. She knew how much the royal appointment meant to him and that, coupled with the news from the Scots messenger, had her reeling. A crying jag followed by an hour or two of exhausted sleep had brought her to this point in her life. She still felt vastly uneasy and fearful, even more fearful now that Patrick was going to leave her to journey to London to inform the king that he would not accept his royal appointment. She didn’t want him to leave her side but she understood his reasons.

She had to be brave.

“So you will leave me to go to London,” she said, her hand still on his cheek. “How long will you be gone? London is very far away.”

He kissed her hand when it came near his mouth. “Not so very far,” he said. “It is summer and the weather is good. I can make thirty-five miles a day, which means that it will take me ten days, twelve at the most. I will seek Henry immediately. He will see me considering he believes I am there to assume my post. But I will tell him that I cannot accept and head for home as soon as I can.”

Her expression was anxious. “But what if he makes you stay?”

“He will not make me stay if I do not want to. Lord Protector is an honored position, not a prison sentence. He will understand why I cannot accept it. The man is married to a woman he adores, by all reports, so he must understand my position.”

Brighton accepted that. She very much wanted to have faith that everything would turn out just as he said it would. “And when you return, then what?” she asked. “You have spoken of your anger at Richard Gordon. Will you punish him?”

Patrick’s hand moved from her hair to her nose, pinching it gently. “That is for me to decide,” he said, not wanting to frighten her with just how badly he wanted to punish the man. “And that is not something I wish to discuss right now. You know what has happened and you know why your mother prioress betrayed you. I will thank God every night until the day I die that I did not return you to Coldingham when I had the chance. Fortunately, I listened to my instincts. I knew that you were not to return to the priory but I did not know that it was for a far worse reason than I could have ever suspected. Suffice it to say, that you are to remain here as my wife. I will go to London and return as quickly as I can. Then Richard Gordon will know his fate. His scheme against you will not go unpunished.”

Brighton knew this was his general plan because, prior to her being informed about anything, she had heard her husband and his men in the great hall in an intense and loud conversation. It was such a lively discussion that it drew the woman simply from the volume of it. She had heard something said about a bastard paying for his sins, but she’d had no idea why until Patrick had taken her up to their chamber to inform her of a Scots visitor who had spoken of the corruption of Coldingham.

Then, and only then, did Brighton come to realize just how horrible the situation had been and how much her life had been in jeopardy. Just the thought of it made her grow frightened again and she threw her arms around his neck, holding him fast.

“Then it was truly God who sent you to save me that night,” she said, her face pressed into his neck. “Had you not come when you had, I would be a victim to a terrible plot. People I do not even know want to seek vengeance upon me for something I had nothing to do with. Even as you thank God for your reluctance to return me to Coldingham, I will thank Him for sending you as my savior.”

Patrick hugged her tightly, feeling her warmth and life against him, so incredibly grateful. She was healthy and safe, and that was all he cared about. Still, he hated to leave her. It was not something he was looking forward to.

“Then all is well, is it not?” he murmured, kissing the side of her head. “Everything is well, Bridey. You need not worry any longer. Now, we must speak of my journey to London. I have been speaking with my father and he wants to know if you would like to spend your time at Castle Questing while I am away.”

Brighton pulled her face from his neck, looking at him thoughtfully. “Why?”

“He thought you might feel better with my mother and Penelope for companionship.”

She smiled. “That is a kind offer, but I will stay here,” she said. “This is my home, after all. Our home. I have Katheryn and Evie for companionship and I will tend your fortress while you are away. Truly, there is no place I would rather be.”

He smiled, pleased at her words. They touched him deeply. “It is our home, isn’t it?” he said. “But we could live in a cave on the coast and I would still call it home if you were there. Wherever you are, that is my home.”

Brighton kissed him sweetly and hugged him tightly, feeling the pangs of separation already. Sweet Mary, she was going to miss him. Her heart hurt in ways she’d never known it could.

“When will you leave?” she asked.

“The sooner I leave, the sooner I return.”

“Tomorrow?”

“I was thinking on it. I was due to leave in a few days, anyway.”

She groaned softly. “As much as I hate to hear it, I know it is for the best.”

“I believe it is.”

Releasing him from her arms, Brighton crawled from the bed and stood up, going to a dressing table that she’d had the servants drag down from the storage room on the top floor. It was very old, having been some fine lady’s table years ago, perhaps another wife of a commander of Berwick. It was heavy, made of oak, and had faded painted flowers on it. Katheryn had covered it with a white damask cloth, one with lace on the edges, and now the cloth was covered with all of the dressing items that Patrick had purchased for Brighton on their trip to Wooler.

There were combs, ribbons, oils, pins, and even a tiny dagger with a yellow jewel in the hilt. It was a lady’s dagger, very pretty, and Brighton picked it up. Patrick caught the glint of the steel in her hand but before he could say a word, she took the dagger and sliced it through several strands of her hair, cutting it off. Patrick then sat up to watch what she was doing, curiously, and he could see her fussing with it on the dressing table.

“What are you doing?” he finally asked.

Brighton didn’t reply right away. When she eventually turned around, she was holding up the locks of hair all tied up with a small piece of blue ribbon. She went over to the bed, extending it to him.

“Even if I cannot go with you, you can take something of me,” she said, almost shyly. “I have heard that women sometimes do this so their lovers may have a keepsake of their hair. Will you take it with you?”

Patrick looked at the six-inch section of hair, reaching out to take it from her as if she were delivering pure gold into his hands. He held it up to his nostrils, smelling her in the silken strands. It was enough to melt his heart; a gesture that touched him more than words could express.

“I am deeply honored, my lady,” he murmured, kissing the hair. “I could ask for no finer keepsake.”

Brighton smiled, happy that he should be so touched. “Mayhap you will think of me when you touch it, just a little.”

He reached out, pulling her against him, and planted a fairly delicious kiss on her lips. “I do not need a lock of your hair to think of you,” he told her. “I will think of you endlessly while I am away, dreaming of the day I shall return to your arms.”

Brighton quickly succumbed to his kiss, ending up on the bed beside him. He kissed her forehead, each eye, her nose, and finally her lips again. He was about to deliver a far more lusty kiss when there was a knock on the chamber door.

Making a face at Brighton to suggest he was quite perturbed with the interruption, he pushed himself off the bed, listening to her giggles, as he made his way to the door. He yanked it open.

“This had better be good!”

He ended up yelling those words into his father’s face. William’s head actually snapped back a bit at the force of the shout. Sitting on the bed, Brighton burst into laughter, covering her mouth with her hands as Patrick appeared sheepish.

“Sorry, Da,” he said. “I thought it might be… oh, hell, it does not matter. How may I be of service?”

William cocked an eyebrow. “I am not quite over you yelling at me.”

Patrick fought off a grin. “Do try,” he said. “How can I help you?”

William could hear Brighton giggling and he peered into the room, smirking when he made eye contact with her. He refocused on his son, crooking a finger and pulling the man out into the hall. Patrick dutifully followed, shutting the door behind him.

“Are you going to beat me now?” he asked warily.

William turned to him. “I am not, although I should.”

Patrick grinned, his mood good. It was always good when he spent time with Brighton. “Then I thank you for your mercy,” he said, no longer wary of why his father called him into the corridor. “How can I help you?”

William looked at his son, seeing such joy in the man’s face. The Patrick he’d known since birth had been a serious and somewhat intense individual, a man who was solely dedicated to the knighthood. But this Patrick was different… joyful, humorous, as if he found utter delight in life itself. William couldn’t have been more thrilled to see the change; it did his heart good to finally see his shining star happy.

“Tommy Orry wants to leave,” he said. “He seems to think that the longer he remains here, the more chance there is of it being discovered that he came. I have already given the man a few silver coins but I did not know if you intended to reward him as well.”

Patrick shook his head. “If you have already paid him, then I do not see the need for me to pay him as well,” he said, “but I will see him before he leaves. Where is he?”

“At the gatehouse.”

“Then I will go and see him. I owe the man a debt of gratitude.”

William waited while Patrick stuck his head back into his chamber to tell Brighton that he would return soon. He then followed his father down to the entry level and out into the bailey beyond, which was not particularly busy at this time of day. It was a very warm day and the flies were out in force, buzzing over people and animals, as William and Patrick made their way to the Douglas Tower.

On the way there, they caught sight of Alec upon the battlements, and Hector and Colm near the armory. Patrick didn’t see Anson or Damien but he knew the men were busy, somewhere, seeing to their tasks. He took a moment to drink it all in, this empire he commanded, appreciating it as he’d never appreciated it before. There was such a wonderful, vast world here that he couldn’t imagine being Henry’s Lord Protector would be any greater or make him any happier. Nay, he quite enjoyed his life here at Berwick and his reputation as Nighthawk. The addition of Brighton only made him realize how very special it all was to him and how grateful he was.

Aye, it was a fine and good day.

The cool innards of the guard’s room beckoned and he entered after his father. His eyes adjusted to the dim light. He saw Damien in the chamber near Tommy Orry, who was standing near the hearth with a bundle in his hand. When Damien saw William and Patrick enter, he went to the pair.

“The Scot is ready to depart,” he said. “I have provided him with enough provisions to get him back to his home and his horse has been readied.”

Patrick’s gaze lingered on Tommy. The man was still a dozen feet or so away from him. “Did he tell you anything more?” he asked Damien, his voice low.

Damien shook his head, turning away from Tommy as he spoke. “He told you everything,” he said. “I am fairly certain of that. But he did stress how volatile Richard Gordon is. He fears that man a great deal even though he seems to call him a friend.”

“Oh?”

“And there is something else – he told me that he and the mother prioress were fond of each other as children. They were not betrothed, but they were evidently lovers when they were young. That was before she was raped by someone from Clan Haye. That ended everything.”

That information confirmed to Patrick why the mother prioress would be so willing to see harm come to a bastard of the Haye Clan. But it didn’t explain why Tommy, who was supposedly in love with the mother prioress as a child, had betrayed her. But he supposed it didn’t really matter in the end. Putting a hand on Damien to silently thank him for the information, he took a few steps in Tommy Orry’s direction.

Tommy, who had been watching the English knights warily as they whispered to each other, straightened when the big knight came close.

“I’ve given ye all of the information I can,” he said to Patrick. “I must be a-leavin’ lest it be discovered that I came here. That wouldna bode well for me.”

Patrick could see that the man seemed nervous about it. “How would they even know?”

Tommy shrugged his thin shoulders. “Ye dunna know Richie,” he said. “He has gangs of men who do nothin’ but track others and spy upon them. I canna say for sure that I was followed, but ’tis possible. So I must leave.”

Patrick didn’t want to cause the man trouble since he had provided a very valuable piece of information for them, so he simply nodded his head.

“Then go,” he said. “Your horse is prepared. Know that we are grateful for your information.”

Tommy simply nodded, heading quickly from the guard’s chamber and out to his pony. The horse was waiting for him outside.

Without a hind glance at the Sassenachs, Tommy fled the gatehouse. He lost himself in the streets of Berwick, heading for the town gate that would purge him from the city and into the great north beyond.

Home.

[image: †]

It was a very fine day for travel as far as Tommy was concerned. He was barely an hour out of Berwick but he’d made excellent time on his sturdy pony under clear skies and light winds. The land was warm and green, with brooks bubbling deep in their carved-out trenches. His pony had chased a few rabbits out of their dens and birds soared overhead, happy in the sunshine.

In all, it was a lovely day and he was feeling content with himself. Days of battling with his conscience before he decided to ride to Berwick because it was a known de Wolfe property had ended well enough. He’d cleared his conscience and gained a few coins in the process. Although his loyalty should have been to Richard, he simply couldn’t support the man’s idea of crucifying an innocent woman.

Somehow, that kind of brutality pulled them all down into the mud of inhumaneness, and Tommy wasn’t that kind of a man. He had a soul and a heart, and he had compassion. Probably too much at times.

But he feared Richard; most of the men in the clan did. Richard’s father had been only slightly more benevolent but from somewhere in the family lines, Richard inherited an evil streak. Ysabella was simply a pawn in his game.

In a sense, Tommy felt as if he’d scored a victory against Richard by telling the Sassenach of Richard’s plan for the Coldingham lass. Although he never asked where the lass was, something told him she had been at Berwick from the way the knights were reacting to his information. Something told him that there was more to the lass’ presence there than met the eye.

Something personal.

His thoughts were lingering on the mysterious lass that seemed to be so important to not only Richard and Ysabella, but also to the English, too. A postulate that would now need to find a new priory where she could serve. But those were Tommy’s last peaceful thoughts as the foliage in front of him suddenly came alive with red grouse, all of them bursting out of the bushes and flying up to the sky. His pony startled a bit, as did Tommy, so he pulled the horse to a stop and watched the grouse fly off, wishing he had something to kill them with. They would have made a fine supper. But what came shooting out of the foliage next was not so fine.

Men were running out at him and someone knocked him on the back of the head. When Tommy came to, he was lying on his back staring up at Gordon men, men he recognized. But the face he recognized the most was that of Richard Gordon.

Dear God, it canna be!

His heart sank.

“Richie?” he said in disbelief. A hand went to the knot on the top of his head. “What’s happened?”

Richard, swathed in filthy woolens that were dark in color, the type of woolens they wore when he was hunting or had a need for stealth, glared down at Tommy.

“I woulda never believed it had I not seen it with me own eyes,” Richard said with disgust. “Not me Tommy, I would say. He wouldna betray me.”

Tommy’s heart began to pound against his ribs. He didn’t try to sit up, fearful that Richard might take that as a challenge.

“And I wouldna,” Tommy said, trying to sound firm and not frightened. “Why would ye say such things?”

Richard crouched down beside him. He wasn’t wearing braies, simply his woolens, and his dirty, hairy balls were visible as he crouched. Tommy didn’t like having the man so close to him, hairy balls and all.

“I will ask ye this and ye willna lie tae me,” Richard said. “Why did ye go tae Berwick?”

Terror was swelling in Tommy’s chest. “Who told ye I did?”

Richard’s eyes narrowed. “I saw ye!” he snapped. “I was told ye left our village yesterday and ye said nothin’ to me about leavin’, so we followed ye. I couldna imagine where ye might go but we saw ye go intae Berwick. What business did ye have there?”

Tommy wasn’t sure if they actually saw him go into Berwick Castle or simply into the city. The situation might yet be salvageable and he grasped at the hope that all was not lost. But there was a small problem; he never actually thought what to tell Richard or his men if they asked for an explanation. He struggled not to panic as he thought up a reasonable excuse, saying the first thing that came to mind.

“Can a man not go tae town for women he canna find in his own village?” he demanded, trying to make it sound as if he were doing something completely normal. “I went tae seek the comfort of a woman, if ye must know. Dunna tell me mother for she’ll accuse me of lyin’ in filth.”

Richard was unmoved by his speech. In fact, he seemed to grow even more intense. “Men saw ye goin’ tae the castle, Tommy,” he said. “Were there whores in the castle a-waitin’ for ye?”

So now Tommy knew what, exactly, they’d seen and he’d just perjured himself by stating he’d only gone whoring. Before he could open his mouth, a pair of Richard’s men flipped him onto his belly, right on the rocky road, and bent his arms up behind his back. Tommy began to scream.

“Oooch!” he cried as someone pushed his face into the dirt. “Richie! Why, Richie, why?”

Richard stood over Tommy as his men bent his arms back, causing the man to scream in pain. But there was no remorse in Richard’s heart, not in the least.

“Why did ye go tae the castle, Tommy?” he asked calmly.

Tommy didn’t answer. He didn’t answer while Richard’s men bent his left arm back so far that they dislocated the elbow. As Tommy’s screams of agony could be heard, the men then flipped him onto his back and extended the dislocated arm as far as it would go. Someone put a foot on Tommy’s wrist, stomping down on it and breaking it when Tommy wouldn’t clearly answer any of Richard’s questions.

As Tommy writhed in agony, still more men frisked him, finding the silver coins that William had paid him. They turned the coins over to Richard, who looked at them in the palm of his hand as if they were the most telltale things he’d seen yet. Now, he was starting to grow angry.

“What did ye do for the Sassenachs that they would pay ye silver?” Richard asked, his temper starting to flare. “Paid ye silver like the Judas ye are, did they? What did ye tell them?”

Tommy lay on the road in utter anguish, knowing that if he didn’t tell them the truth, worse things were yet to come. His left arm was broken and useless, but his right arm was still functional; he knew that wouldn’t last if he didn’t tell them what they wanted to know. But he also knew that telling Richard why he had gone to Berwick would sign his death warrant.

“Please, Richie,” he breathed, spittle dripping from his lips. “I… I was lookin’ for the Coldingham lass for ye. I thought I could find her for ye bein’ that she is with de Wolfe.”

That statement brought some interest to Richard. “Is she at Berwick?”

Tommy clutched his left arm against his chest. “I dinna see her,” he said. “But I asked for the lass and they all acted… strangely. As if they had some bond with her. Berwick is close tae Swinton lands so I thought it would be the men from Berwick who would have taken the lass. ’Tis the Nighthawk’s lair, ye know. He lives at Berwick.”

“Did ye see him, then?”

“I… I think so.”

“But he dinna tell ye if she was at Berwick?”

“There is no other place she could be. If the Nighthawk took the lass from the Swinton, then he would take her back tae Berwick. More than that, William de Wolfe, himself, was there – isna he the man who wrote tae Ysabella and asked about the lass?”

A light went on in Richard’s eyes. “He was,” he agreed. “Then the lass must be at Berwick since William de Wolfe is there! What did ye say tae them, Tommy? What did they tell ye?”

Tommy was in so much pain that he could hardly speak. “I told them that I… I had come on behalf of Coldingham and that they wanted the lass returned. I… I even offered tae escort the lass back tae the priory meself. They wanted tae know why. They… they wouldna tell me more than that. If ye’ve been followin’ me, then ye know I wasna there for very long. I left quickly.”

“And the money on ye?”

“I told them me mother was sick.”

It was the only lie Tommy could come up with quickly enough and Richard knew it wasn’t the truth. He wasn’t clear why Tommy had gone to Berwick Castle but he didn’t much care at that point; he’d gotten what he wanted out of the man, which was the very real possibility that Ysabella’s postulate was there, guarded by the mighty Nighthawk and The Wolfe himself. But it didn’t seem to matter to him; simply knowing the lass was at Berwick fed his bloodlust because he wanted nothing more in the world that to get his hands on that woman regardless of who was guarding her. She belonged to him, didn’t she? He paid enough for her.

He wasn’t going to fail in his second attempt to take her.

“We tell the allies that the Sassenach at Berwick have somethin’ that belongs tae me,” he said to the man standing nearest to him. In fact, he was speaking to the half-dozen men who were standing around Tommy. “We’ll tell them that it was the Sassenach who raided Coldingham where my sister is the mother prioress. We’ll tell them that they took a lass, a Scots lass, tae whore with them at Berwick. We will rally the allies with the promise of Berwick’s riches if they help us save me sister’s postulate. I want that lass! She is mine!”

The man standing next to him, with curly auburn hair and dirty as if he’d never taken a bath in his life, didn’t seem convinced.

“Berwick is a big place, Richie,” he said. “Big walls, two gatehouses, and the river on one side o’ her. And she carries a big army.”

Richard wouldn’t be deterred. His face began to turn red. “Cowardly, ye are!” he snarled. “Berwick can be breached like any other castle if we get enough men. We build ladders and come in from the north, where there is only a wall between us and the keep. We can breach her, I say! Purge de Wolfe from the castle once and for all! Do ye know how many Scotsmen would rise tae the call if they thought they could defeat William de Wolfe? De Wolfe shall be our battle cry!”

With that, he turned away from Tommy, shouting for his horse and shouting his intention to destroy Berwick. He wanted the girl within the walls and he was going to rally as many allies as he could to get to her. Once he had the lass, he would invite the allies to be part of his vengeance against Clan Haye. His allies weren’t fond of Haye, in any case, so Richard knew he could reward them with riches from Berwick and the opportunity to see justice served.

Was it a mad dream? Probably. Even Richard was willing to admit that his battle plans smacked of madness. But he wanted the Haye lass badly enough that he didn’t care. He had been planning for that girl for too many years to let her go so easily. Now, it was his pride that had him in its grip, a pride instilled in him from his father and something he couldn’t let go. The more he shouted condemnation to those at Berwick, the more that pride got in his way.

He had set his own path, whether or not he truly believed it was the right one.

As Richard rode off towards the Gordon stronghold several miles away, the men that remained behind didn’t forget about Tommy. They tied his ankles up with hemp rope, secured the rope to his pony’s saddle, and smacked the pony on the behind so the animal spooked and took off down the road. Tommy took off right along with it.

And that was the end of Tommy Orry Gordon.
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An hour after the departure of the Scots visitor, Anson and Colm entered the guard room to find Patrick, Damien, and William still inside, engaged in quiet conversation. Anson, who had been on the wall, went to a small table in the guard room to unload some of his heavy weaponry. On this warm day, wearing mail and leather was sticky on top of hot.

“So,” he said as he pulled off his mail hood, “I saw our Scotsman depart and disappear to the north. He seemed to be in a hurry.”

The group turned to look at him. “Why would you say that?” Patrick asked.

Anson went to the bucket of cool water near the door and poured a ladleful over his head, cooling himself. “Because he was moving at a clipped pace,” he said, wiping the water from his eyes. “He seemed to be eager to leave.”

Patrick shrugged. “We have been discussing the same thing,” he said. “Tommy expressed fear that he’d been followed here. It would make sense he would want to return to his lands as soon as possible.”

Anson shook the water from his hair and went on the hunt for the pitcher of watered wine that was always around for the men to drink. He found it over by the hearth and collected a cup. “I simply cannot believe he traveled all the way from Gordon lands to tell us about Richard Gordon’s plans for Lady de Wolfe,” he said. “It seems as if he went to great lengths for the enemy.”

Patrick followed him, taking another cup as Anson poured him something to drink. “Whatever his motives, I am grateful,” he said. “He must have had a serious attack of conscience to come. Or, mayhap, he simply needed the money.”

“Mayhap it was all a lie,” Colm said as he, too, unstrapped his sword and set it on the table next to Anson’s. The others looked at him curiously because Colm only spoke when he truly had something to say. He wasn’t one for idle chatter. “Mayhap, he came here to scout us out. Did you ever think of that? Mayhap, he told us that story as purely fiction simply to gain access to the castle.”

Patrick took a chair at the end of the table, considering his words. “But for what purpose?” he asked. “To see our weaknesses? We have none. And if he did come here to see the interior of Berwick, then he can return to Richard Gordon and tell him that Berwick is impenetrable.”

Colm sat at the table as well. “Mayhap,” he said. “But I just found his appearance very odd.”

“Odd, indeed,” William said. He, too, went to take a seat. “Let us presume that most of what he said was true – that the mother prioress is the sister of the chief of Clan Gordon and that Clan Gordon has a score to settle with Clan Haye. There is no purpose to even tell us that because we have no bearing on Clan Gordon. At Questing, we rarely deal with them because they are far to the north.”

Colm looked at William. “He came looking for you, my lord,” he said. “He asked for you by name. He was not sure you were here, but your appearance confirmed to him that you were. Mayhap… mayhap he was seeking intelligence on your location but told us that story on Lady de Wolfe to throw us off the truth of his appearance.”

Patrick looked at his father, seeing some evidence of believability in Colm’s statement. “So he finds you here,” Patrick said, “meaning you are away from Castle Questing.”

William lifted his eyebrows. “That simply means that I am here and nothing more,” he said, not wanting the men to start worrying when there was no reason to. “It is not as if Castle Questing is hugely vulnerable without me. Her army is still the largest one on the border.”

Patrick shook his head. “Nay, that is not what I meant. I meant they were looking for you. At some point, you will have to travel back to Castle Questing. It would be a fine prize for the Gordon to be lying in wait as you traveled home.”

It was an ominous thought. Now, no one was really certain about Tommy Orry’s appearance or why he had really come. Being that they had to deal with life and death situations on a daily basis, no one was taking anything for granted. Patrick turned to Colm.

“Have some men follow Tommy’s tracks to see if our suspicions hold any weight,” he commanded quietly. “Send your best men to track him. Surely, he will return home. But I want to know if his presence here was for another reason than what he told us. Mayhap, the man will return to build an army against my father, or worse.”

Colm nodded, rising from his seat and heading out of the guard room. While Patrick was nervous for his father’s safety now, William wasn’t concerned in the least.

“I do not think there is a horde of Scots waiting to ambush me as I return home,” he insisted quietly. “In fact, I was thinking on leaving today since we are not traveling to Coldingham.”

Patrick wasn’t keen on that idea. “Can you at least wait until Colm’s men return from following him? It would make me feel much better.”

“I do not believe it is necessary.”

“Please?”

William sighed sharply. “I think you are overreacting, Patrick. While I appreciate your caution, I do not believe there is any threat to me beyond the usual. Send me back to Questing with a few men-at-arms if it pleases you. But I would like to return today.”

Patrick knew how to play the stubborn game with his father. He was ready and willing to counter the man. “If you insist on leaving, I will tell Katheryn and Evie what we suspect with Tommy Orry. They will not let you go. I will pull forth the women into this if I must, Da. You will not be able to leave.”

William’s eye narrowed. “You would not dare do that.”

“Try me.”

The game was up and Patrick had won. Frustrated, William took the pitcher on the table and poured himself more wine. “Then have it your way,” he said. “It will give me more time to play with my grandchildren, I suppose. But Colm’s spies had better return within a few days or I will simply leave and not tell anyone.”

Patrick knew that wouldn’t happen with his knights on the prowl, knowing and seeing everything that went on at Berwick, but he didn’t comment. He simply nodded his head.

“Just a few days,” he said. “Besides… I plan to leave tomorrow for London and I would like for you to remain with Bridey for a little while. I would feel better if you did.”

Now, he was playing on his father’s sympathies for Brighton and William knew it. He also knew he was sunk because he understood the situation with Patrick leaving his wife behind. It was a painful thing for them both. Resigned to the fact that he would stay at Berwick for a few days, he downed half of his cup.

“As you wish,” he said. “How is she doing, by the way? Is she calmer now?”

Patrick nodded. “She is. But I can see the fear in her eyes and that disturbs me terribly. It makes me feel guilty, as if I am helpless to protect her.”

Damien, seated at Patrick’s right hand, spoke softly. “You are not helpless,” he said. “Even though you go to London, you have all of us to protect your wife. I’ve not had much time to speak to the woman but I look forward to coming to know her. Any woman who could capture your heart is one worth knowing.”

He was grinning, which caused Patrick to grin. He slapped an affectionate hand against the man’s shoulder. “She is sweet and gentle, but there is strength in her,” he said. “She is now in charge of the keep and you will obey her orders as if they are my own. Make sure the men understand that.”

“I will. But I do not want you to worry while you are in London. We shall protect her with our lives.”

Patrick sobered. “I know you will,” he said. He looked between Anson and Damien, two men he trusted implicitly. “I will confess that I am not eager to leave but it is necessary. I told you earlier today in the great hall when we were discussing Richard Gordon and the threats against my wife that I will not be accepting Henry’s royal appointment, so I must face the king when I explain my reasons. Although my body may be in London, my mind and spirit will be here, at Berwick. It gives me considerable peace knowing Bridey has you men to protect her. It means everything to me.”

It was a surprisingly emotional statement from their usually emotionless commander. Damien lifted his cup to him in salute.

“We will take good care of her while you are away,” he said. “And if I have not yet congratulated you on your sudden and surprising marriage, then allow me to do so. I wish you and your wife the best, Patrick, I truly do. You are most deserving of happiness.”

Patrick smiled modestly, tapping his cup against Damien’s and then Anson’s when the man held his cup aloft as well. “Thank you, my friends,” he said. “And I am truly happy, mayhap for the first time in my life. Your congratulations and support mean a great deal.”

“You will always have it, Atty,” Damien said quietly.

Patrick knew that. As the day progressed towards evening, Patrick sat with his men in the guard’s room, drinking and reliving old memories and glories. It was a wonderful day, in truth, and something he very much needed, bonding with his men on a deeper and more meaningful level. Men that would be there for Brighton when he could not be.

As the sun began to wane, he left the guard’s room and headed back to the keep where he had to hunt his wife down, eventually finding her in the kitchen with Evelyn. The kitchen of Berwick was part of the building complex, built in stone and sunk into the earth like a sublevel.

Patrick found his wife in the hot kitchen helping the cook sprinkle herbs on bread that was meant for the oven. He would never forget the look of joy on her face. Her red, hot little face was so very happy to be useful and to have found her place in the world, as the wife of a great knight. Patrick couldn’t ever remember seeing the woman quite so thrilled and it did his heart tremendous good to see it. Like him, she was both content and delighted with what life had brought her.

But he didn’t want to share her with the kitchen tonight. Patrick eventually convinced her to leave the cook to her tasks, alone, and they retreated to their chamber, at first to wash and change for the coming meal. But soon enough, it was simply to spend their last night together without having to share one another with anyone. Patrick made love to his wife slowly, gently, tasting her flesh, memorizing the curves of her body, so he could remember those things on the nights to come that would be particularly lonely.

On the nights when his longing for her was tearing him apart.

On into the darkness their lovemaking went until Brighton fell into an exhausted sleep a few hours before morning. Patrick lay there with her in his arms, watching her sleep, not wanting to relinquish one moment of it but he, too, eventually fell asleep, woken only when the guards changing shifts on the wall before dawn captured his attention. He arose then and dressed in silence as his wife slept peacefully a few feet away.

He didn’t have the heart to wake her. He loved seeing her slumbering so sweetly and their farewells had already been said during the night, with every kiss and every touch. He gently kissed her cheek and slipped from the room, departing the gates of Berwick as the sun finally peeked over the eastern horizon.

His memories of Brighton were tucked deep into his heart and her lock of hair was tucked deep into his tunic, in a pocket right over the left side of his breast.

Close to his beating heart.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Westminster Palace, London

Thirteen days later

“And that is my story, my lord,” Patrick said to the king. “I realize it all sounds quite spectacular, unbelievable even, but I assure you it is the truth. It is why I cannot accept your appointment as Lord Protector. I must return to my wife and now you know my reasons.”

Henry was looking at Patrick with a mixture of concern and surprise. So were de Lohr and the other advisors standing around the king. In fact, they all looked rather astonished by the wild tale coming forth from the de Wolfe son on his rescue of a woman that, as it turned out, was much more than met the eye.

An astonishing tale, indeed.

“So the mother prioress had planned from the start to turn Brighton over to her brother to crucify?” Henry asked with astonishment. He turned to the men around him, all trusted servants. “Has anyone ever heard of something like that? I find it incredibly appalling that he intended do to that to the lady. Barbaric. Only the Scots would do something so horrific.”

Patrick nodded, feeling a huge amount of relief now that his story was told and the king understood about Brighton. To be truthful, he’d had his doubts.

“Indeed, my lord,” he agreed. “Barbaric to say the least.”

“And this Scotsman? Tommy Orry?” Henry asked. “Did your men follow him and determine if his visit to Berwick had been a ruse of some kind?”

Patrick shrugged. “I left before the men returned, but I am sure if it was some kind of ruse, my father has acted accordingly,” he said. “You can understand that I am eager to return and find out for myself.”

Henry did, in fact, understand. He understood everything Patrick had told him. Whether or not he was happy with it was another matter altogether. “So you want to go home,” he said quietly, scratching his cheek in a thoughtful gesture. “I suppose I see your point. But you will not reconsider? If your wife truly is in danger from Clan Gordon, then bring her to London where she will be safe.”

Patrick shook his head faintly. “As grateful as I am for your faith in me, I feel there are a variety of reason why that would not be suitable,” he said. Then, he hesitated a moment before continuing. “My purpose in telling you this story was to not only explain why I must decline your generous appointment, but to also tell you that by marrying Bridey without permission, I may be in trouble with the church. I do not want to be a target for their anger but you can see why I had to marry Bridey and why I could not return her to Coldingham.”

Henry didn’t seem to think that was an issue. “The church is the least of your worries,” he said. “I will have Boniface of Savoy, the Archbishop of Canterbury, give you written permission on the marriage. Given the circumstances, I am sure the man will agree, although he rarely agrees with anything I do these days. Better still, I will send you with a document demanding the arrest of the mother prioress who has sinned against God and Mankind with her collusion. Such a woman is the antithesis of a good and pious woman, and I am sure the archbishop will agree. When you return home, go into Coldingham and arrest her, Patrick. Take her to York. I will send word to the Archbishop of York to try the woman for her crimes. Her actions cannot go unpunished.”

Patrick was deeply pleased to hear the declaration. Finally, some justice would be served and it was better than he could have hoped for. Already, the court scribes were writing furiously on their vellums at the edge of the room, preparing missives and documents at the king’s command. He could see the men over near the western wall of the hall, monks from Westminster Abbey, scratching away with their swan quills.

“As you wish, my lord,” Patrick said. “And… thank you. From the bottom of my heart, I thank you for punishing the mother prioress. But…”

He hesitated and Henry lifted his eyebrows. “But what?” he asked knowingly. “But what about Richard Gordon? I have not overlooked that detail but I rather thought you would like to take care of the man yourself. It is your wife’s life he has threatened, after all. I would assume you want to punish the man personally.”

A twinkle came to Patrick’s eye. “It would not anger you if I did, my lord?”

Henry shook his head. “You have my blessing,” he said. “And I will even provide you with men to assist. De Lohr, how many men can you provide your old friend and ally, de Wolfe?”

Daniel, who had been listening to Patrick’s story with amazement and outrage, grinned. “I can have five hundred men here from Canterbury by early tomorrow morning,” he said, his gaze lingering on Patrick. “Can you wait that long, Atty? Methinks you want to return home to your wife at this very moment.”

Patrick smiled weakly. “I can wait until tomorrow morning,” he said, “and I am very grateful, my lord. My father will be most grateful, too.”

Henry sat back in his chair, waving a hand at Patrick. “For what your father has done for me all of these years, it is the very least I can do,” he said. “I will match de Lohr’s donation of five hundred men and send you back to Berwick with one thousand. That should be enough to march into Gordon lands and punish Richard Gordon however you see fit.”

Patrick was extremely thankful. “It will be more than enough, my lord,” he said. “Thank you again for your generosity and understanding in the matter.”

Henry’s gaze lingered on Patrick for a moment. “You know, a lesser man would have simply sent me a missive about the situation,” he said. “You showed great honor by coming to London when I know you did not want to leave your wife. That also shows courage. Are you sure you will not reconsider my appointment?”

Patrick gave him a half-grin. “As honored as I am by it, I must again decline for now. But who is to say what the future will hold? Mayhap Bridey would like living in London.”

Henry lifted his hands. “Why shouldn’t she?” he said. “Fine shops, fine homes, the Street of the Jewelers… any woman would love to live here.”

“Then give me a year or two and if you still wish to appoint me to your service, I would be willing to listen.”

Henry seemed satisfied with that arrangement. He must have been in a generous mood because he was not demanding that Patrick reconsider his stance. In truth, he understood what it was like to love a woman, so he had empathy for Patrick’s plight even if he was losing an excellent knight. Losing another de Wolfe, he thought with irony. When de Wolfe men fell for women, they fell hard. There was no turning back for any of them.

But Henry understood.

Rising from his heavily-cushioned chair, Henry made his way down the dais to Patrick as the man stood at the bottom of the steps. A tiny man when compared to Patrick’s bulk, he put his hand on the Patrick’s arm and began to walk.

“I want to know what this woman looks like who has taken you from me,” Henry said. “And we must discuss her father as well. Does Magnus know of his daughter?”

Patrick walked beside the king at a leisurely pace. “I do not know, my lord,” he said honestly. “The only person who would know that, I would assume, is the mother, Lady Juliana de la Haye.”

Henry pondered that as they headed for the large, heavy doors of the audience hall. “Is the mother still alive?”

“I would not know, my lord. The old nun, when she confessed Bridey’s true heritage, did not mention it.”

Henry was thoughtful. “Surely you realize that by marrying Magnus’ daughter, you have created an alliance with the Northmen. It might do well to inform Magnus that he has a bastard daughter married to an English knight. It might even bring about the grounds for a treaty with the Norse.”

Patrick could see that Henry was looking at the political side of things, as he very well should. It was his business to see potential alliances. But Patrick, truthfully, wasn’t so keen on it.

“He could also show up at Berwick and demand the return of his daughter, my lord,” Patrick pointed out as they passed through the doors, heading into the corridor outside. “If I would not return her to the church, I surely would not return her to a Northman.”

Henry rubbed his chin. “That could be quite a battle.”

“One I would wish to avoid, my lord.”

Henry pondered the idea a moment longer before lifting his shoulders. “It was a thought,” he said. “But you are correct – telling Magnus he has a daughter married to an Englishman could do more harm than good. And I do not believe you need any more trouble than you already have so far north in the wilds. The Scots are trouble enough.”

Patrick nodded fervently. “Indeed they are, my lord.”

They came to another corridor at that point and Henry came to a stop, as did the dozen advisors who had been following him and Patrick from the audience hall. Henry happened to glance at the nearest window to see the angle of the sun to guess the time of day.

“I will return to my chamber now and rest,” he said. “You will do the same and I will see you tonight at sup. I will have the missives from Canterbury at that time regarding your marriage.”

Patrick bowed his head in gratitude. “To thank you does not seem quite enough, my lord,” he said. “Thank you for your understanding and your mercy. I am ever your loyal servant.”

Henry began to walk away from him, his advisors closing in around him. “Remember that when I honor you with another royal appointment.”

“I will, my lord.”

“If you turn that one down, there may not be another.”

“I understand, my lord.”

“Do you still want to keep the lands and titles? I will give them to you as an incentive.”

Patrick grinned. “And if I keep them and still decline the appointment, my lord?”

Henry’s old eyes were shrewd. “Hopefully, you will not.”

With that, Henry continued down the corridor surrounded by his advisors, following the man like loyal dogs. It took Patrick a moment to realize de Lohr was not among them; he was standing next to Patrick, watching the monarch walk away.

“That was quite a fantastic tale, Atty,” Daniel said. “You were fortunate that you caught him in a good humor. I’ve seen men come to Henry with lesser tales only to be called a liar. He likes you.”

Patrick emitted a heavy sigh, his relief evident now that Henry had gone. “That is well and good,” he said. “I am very grateful. And thanks to you for providing me with men. Any chance your foolish son will be among them?”

Daniel laughed softly. “Chad?” he asked. “Nay, he will not. He is off with the de Shera brothers trying to help them rebuild their legacy after the defeat of de Montfort. He is a bit of a wanderer, like his father, but he married a lovely woman recently, a de Shera relation, in fact, and he is very happy. It does my heart good to see that.”

Patrick thought of his own father and how the man had been proud to see that, in his words, his son had finally become a man after declaring his love for Brighton. It would seem that all fathers were happy to see their sons grow up, emotionally as well as physically.

“I am pleased to hear that he married,” Patrick said. “Give him my congratulations when you see him, will you?”

Daniel nodded. “And I am sure he would congratulate you as well on your recent marriage.” The conversation paused and he turned to look at the windows and the position of the sun, just as Henry had. “It seems as if there are a few hours before sup at the very least. Where will you go now?”

Patrick shrugged. “I was thinking on going to the Street of the Jewelers, as Henry mentioned, to purchase a wedding ring for my wife. She does not have one.”

“I should like to purchase something fine for my wife as well. It is her day of birth soon. May I join you?”

“I would welcome it.”

Together, the two of them headed out of Westminster, out into the wild world of London to purchase finery for the women they loved.
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It was dusk by the time Patrick and Daniel returned from the Street of the Jewelers, which turned into a bigger trip because the Street of the Merchants was nearby and, somehow, they ended up there as well, hunting for delightful things to buy their wives.

Patrick had never had the opportunity to buy for a woman before so he was a bit of a slave to the merchants who were trying to coerce his money from him. The merchants figured out early on that Patrick was willing to drop money on pretty things, so they bombarded him with many. When all was said and done, Patrick had purchased three necklaces, several bejeweled hair combs, scarves, two cloaks, and a lovely silver and garnet ring because that was what all of the fashionable young wives were wearing. He hoped that it would fit her but the jeweler told him that any reputable jeweler would be able to make it the proper size for her.

It was a large and expensive haul that Patrick took back with him to Westminster that night, all of it tucked into a lovely embroidered satchel that he’d purchased for his wife. Most large families had townhomes in the city, like the House of de Lohr. But the House of de Wolfe kept no such residence, so Patrick had been assigned a room at Westminster since he had nowhere else to stay other than a tavern and Henry wanted him close by. Therefore, he dumped out the satchel when he returned, inspecting the treasures and hoping that Brighton would like them. The more he looked at the gifts meant for her, the more he missed her.

As he’d told Brighton, he thought of her every hour of every day. There wasn’t a time when he wasn’t thinking of her, wishing he had brought her with him but, in the same breath, knowing it was better that she had remained at Berwick. He’d left her thirteen days ago and he’d felt that pain of longing every one of those days. Sometimes he’d lay awake, thinking of her, missing her so badly that his stomach ached. What was it that he missed so badly? Everything. Her beauty, her silly giggle, her quiet wisdom. She had a strength about her that awed him. He missed it all. He still could hardly believe his good fortune in marrying a woman he was mad about. And that madness grew by the day.

So he packed her jewelry back into the pretty satchel and tucked it away into his saddlebags, making sure everything he owned was in those saddlebags so he could leave London as soon as the de Lohr troops and crown troops were assembled for him. He hoped those men were prepared for a hard march because he planned to make it back to Berwick in twelve days or less, a swift march, indeed. Those who couldn’t keep up would be left behind.

He wasn’t going to delay returning home again.

It was well after sunset and Westminster was alight with torch and candle light, giving the structure a rather ethereal glow. Sentries walked their rounds or manned their posts around the palace.

Patrick found himself standing at the window, watching the men at their posts, marveling at the size of the palace and the city beyond. London was growing steadily and it had since the last time he’d seen it, spreading out further and further into the surrounding countryside. Someday, it might take up the very length of the Thames, he thought. He found himself wondering what his children or his grandchildren would see.

Turning away from the window, he happened to catch a glimpse of himself in a polished bronze mirror that was near the bed. He peered at himself, thinking he looked rather slovenly with his overgrown hair and a beard that was growing in. He’d not taken much time to shave during the course of his trip south and his heavy beard was growing in quite nicely. He looked like a wild man. Grinning, he thought he might keep it and see if Brighton recognized him when he returned home.

A knock on the chamber door roused him from his thoughts of his dark beard. Thinking it was de Lohr, he casually made his way to the door and opened it only to find a familiar face gazing back at him. Patrick’s eyes widened.

“Kevin!”

Kevin Hage looked as if he’d hadn’t slept in days. He was haggard and pale, and Patrick was instantly seized with panic. Before he could say a word, however, Kevin pushed his way into the chamber.

“Thank God,” Kevin breathed. “The sergeant at the gate said I could find you here. Gather your things, Patrick. We must return to Berwick immediately.”

Stunned, Patrick realized he was shaking at Kevin’s unexpected appearance. “Why?” he gasped. “What has happened?”

Kevin sighed heavily, clearly struggling to stay on his feet. The man was exhausted to the bone. “Scots,” he said. “Hordes of them. Berwick is under siege. You must come home.”

Patrick’s heart was in his throat. For a split second, he simply stood there, staring at Kevin as he tried to process the information. Then, he was moving for the bedchamber in a rush, going to collect his saddlebags because he had been told to. But he pulled Kevin along with him as he moved.

“What in the hell is going on?” he demanded. “Tell me everything.”

Kevin couldn’t make it much further. He saw the bed and ended up collapsing on it, staring at the ceiling as Patrick began to don his mail. Kevin couldn’t even spare the strength to help the man.

“It started a few days after you left to come to London,” he said, his voice without energy. “I am not for certain exactly when, but I was still at Northwood Castle when Uncle Paris received word that Berwick was being attacked. From what we could understand, Uncle William was still at Berwick when the siege started, so Uncle Paris sent word to your brothers and also to Castle Questing, requesting men. We marched on Berwick with nearly five thousand men but when we got there, the place was being overrun. That was when Uncle Paris sent me to London to find you.”

Patrick had been listening to the tale with a myriad of emotions – initial disbelief, fear, then relief his father had been at Berwick when the battle started. But when Kevin mentioned that the castle had been overrun, he stopped in mid-motion.

“Dear God,” he breathed. “Tell me that my castle was not breached.”

Kevin rubbed his eyes wearily, too tired to be gentle in his delivery of the news. “When we arrived, the Scots had ladders on the walls but the ladders were not quite tall enough so they pulled them down and built extensions on them to try and reach the top,” he said. Then, he angled his head back so he could see Patrick. “This was a well-planned operation with thousands of Scots, Atty. I have never seen so many Scots in my entire life, as if half of the lowlands had suddenly converged on Berwick. We believe there was a small breach on the northeast wall because we could see a good deal of fighting on the battlements, but when our armies arrived, we created a second front so we diverted the Scots and they turned on us. I cannot tell you what has happened inside of Berwick because we have not been able to get close enough to tell. All I know is that Berwick is surrounded by Scots, and we are surrounding the Scots, and it has been some of the most intense fighting I have ever seen. Uncle Paris sent me to bring you home.”

Patrick was feeling oddly numb as he finished dressing, pulling on his mail cowl and adjusting his de Wolfe tunic. He was absolutely shocked to hear what was going on at Berwick because, in the years he had been in command, they’d never had a credible siege. The Scots had stayed away and, with the exception of a few minor skirmishes, they’d never seen a serious attack. But the moment he left, the Scots bastards converged on his garrison in a battle that had already been going on for almost two weeks. It was a struggle not to become completely overwhelmed with the news.

But then, it started to occur to Patrick… Colm had suggested that Tommy Orry had come to Berwick to scout it from the inside. He’d been looking for William and had spoken of the Coldingham lass. Perhaps Colm had been right all along and Tommy’s presence had been the harbinger of things to come. The Scots, all along, had been focused on Berwick. Was it really true? Now, all of it was starting to make some sense and his stomach began to twist into knots of horror.

“Did you identify the Scots?” he asked Kevin. “What clans?”

Kevin was struggling to sit up because he was close to falling asleep. “Our scouts have told us they recognized MacKay and Gordon.”

Patrick looked at him in utter horror. “Gordon?”

“Aye. Why?”

So much for trying to remain calm. Patrick stared at Kevin, hardly able to speak for the terror racing through his mind.

“You were not at Berwick when a man from Clan Gordon came to tell us….” He couldn’t even finish. “They want Bridey. My God… they want my wife.”

Kevin peered at him in confusion. “Why would they want her?”

Patrick struggled to bring forth the explanation. “Because the mother prioress of Coldingham was raped by a member of Clan Haye years ago,” he said haltingly. “When Bridey was brought to Coldingham by her mother, who was a member of Clan Haye, the mother prioress and her brother came up with a plot to use my wife in vengeance against Clan Haye. Before I left for London, we had a visitor from Clan Gordon who came to Berwick to tell us of this plot. Colm thought the man was there to scout Berwick, to see our strengths and weaknesses, but I discounted that. And now… oh, Sweet God, now I see that I must have been wrong. They waited until I left to attack the fortress, hoping it would be easier to get to Brighton.”

Kevin could see how distraught Patrick was, now coming to understand why the man was more distressed than he should have been. Something evil was centering around the woman he married, something unspeakable and dark.

“We haven’t been able to speak with anyone inside of the fortress,” he said. “We have been separated from the castle by a line of Scots. Are you telling me that they are there to target your wife?”

Patrick could only nod. Not having contact with anyone inside the fortress, Paris and Patrick’s brothers, and anyone else, wouldn’t know that the ultimate goal of the siege was to get to Brighton. They would think it was simply a nasty siege, like any number of sieges the Scots were so capable of. They wouldn’t know that it was Patrick’s wife who was in danger, the very woman who breathed life into his veins.

He had to get home.

“Listen to me,” Patrick said, reaching out to pull Kevin off the bed. “I want you to find Daniel de Lohr. He is here, somewhere. I want you to tell him what has happened and tell him I am leaving for Berwick tonight. The man was supposed to supply me with troops to take with me to the north, but I cannot wait for them. You will stay here and bring the troops north, do you hear? I cannot wait, Kevin. I must go home.”

Kevin lurched to his feet, weaving wearily. “I will find him and tell him,” he said. “But I am going with you. You cannot go alone.”

Patrick was in no mood to argue. “Do as I say,” he snapped. “After you find de Lohr, find Henry and tell him also, for he will want to know. Tell Henry… tell him that the Gordon has attacked Berwick in an attempt to get my wife. Tell him I have already left for Berwick. He will understand.”

Kevin wasn’t happy with the command but he nodded his head. “As you wish,” he said reluctantly. “Is there anything else?”

Patrick shook his head, grabbing his saddlebags and slinging them over one broad shoulder. “Nay,” he replied. “Just do as I ask and come as quickly as you can.”

With that, they fled the room. Kevin followed Patrick all the way down to the stable block, remaining with Patrick in case there were any last-minute orders. But none were forthcoming and Patrick eventually chased Kevin away to carry out his existing orders.

As Kevin headed off into the torch-lit grounds of Westminster, Patrick finished saddling his excitable beast. He was fairly excitable himself, hating that it would take so long to reach Berwick and wondering what he would find when he arrived. But above all of his fears, he was grateful for one thing – that his father and his knights were there to protect Brighton from men who wanted to kill her. They knew the grisly story of Gordon vengeance and they knew why the Scots had come. Patrick knew they would do everything in their power to keep his wife safe. It was, perhaps, the only thing keeping him sane at the moment.

He’d been gone from Berwick thirteen days. Kevin had said that the siege had been going on since a few days after he’d left, which meant it was almost a two-week siege at best. But he took comfort in his father being at Berwick and the great de Wolfe and de Longley armies there to engage the Scots and, hopefully, chase them away.

In fact, that could have already happened and he would return to a fortress that was picking up the pieces but mostly sound and whole. That was the best-case scenario. The worst-case scenario, he couldn’t bring himself to entertain.

By the light of a three-quarter moon, Patrick set off for Berwick.

Have faith, Bridey, he prayed over and over. I am coming!
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


Nine days later

Berwick Castle

Berwick Castle, if nothing else, was built to withstand anything.

A bombardment from archangels notwithstanding, the walls had held off the Scots for nearly three weeks. The first few days of the siege had been somewhat sporadic and unorganized, but then a second wave of Scots appeared and the battle began to take some form. There were ladders, many of them, and the Scots were attempting to mount the walls with them but they weren’t quite tall enough, so the ladders disappeared for a day or two only to reappear with extensions on the ends, making them very tall and very unstable.

Truthfully, William wasn’t all that concerned. He’d fought Scots for more years than he cared to recall and he’d seen their tactics, including the unstable ladders. The walls of Berwick were enormous, more than twenty feet in height in some places, with some of the towers nearly sixty feet in height, so William knew that the Scots wouldn’t be able to easily mount the walls much less breach them. They either had to go over them or under them, and either one of those choices was nearly impossible. Frankly, he was surprised they were making the attempt. Still, every time they drew close, William and the knights were ready for them.

Flaming arrows were launched by the archers in the center of the bailey at the Scots on the exterior of the castle, and more than one met its target. Being that the castle was now locked away from the world, William was careful with the ammunition, for arrows were valuable, so he conserved as much as he could. The men of Berwick spent most of their time on the walls, shoving away those unstable ladders and generally doing a good deal of damage that way. In fact, other than the arrows lost, the men of Berwick hadn’t had all that difficult time of it with the Scots.

Then, the English armies arrived.

William had seen the massive army approaching from the west, lines of men in battle formation as they approached the castle, and he saw the standards of de Wolfe and de Longley and Teviot. Confidence filled him in knowing that his oldest and dearest friend, Paris de Norville, had made an appearance with the army from Northwood and also that Kieran had brought his own troops from Castle Questing. It was a prideful sight, indeed, to see the two armies merged and heading towards Berwick like a great steel tide.

The Scots, however, weren’t so impressed. It was a sight that should have made them withdraw but, instead, they rushed out to attack the English army and as William and the knights of Berwick watched with some fascination, the Scots engaged the incoming English armies in hand-to-hand combat that grew nasty very quickly.

It went off and on for days, men fighting one another, killing each other, and soon the dead began to pile up. The armies had met to the north of Berwick on a great hilly, grassy plain, and the attack on the castle eased up because the Scots were diverted to the incoming English armies.

And William hardly slept because of it. He spent his time on the battlements watching the ebb and flow of the fighting, knowing that his dear friends, Paris and Kieran, were in the middle of it, older men who should be enjoying their advancing years but, instead, were in the midst of a battle because William was in need of them.

William also suspected that his sons, Scott and Troy and possibly even James, had come because the army of de Wolfe was quite vast and the banner they flew from garrison to garrison was always the same, so it was quite possible all of William’s border garrisons had spared men to defend Berwick. It concerned William a great deal that his sons were in the midst of the battle, too, so he stayed awake, watching, trying to determine if the English were making headway against a particularly vitriolic band of Scots.

And then, it happened.

Because the garrison had been lured to watching the fighting on the northeastern side of the castle, clever Scots has used that distraction to bring their ladders up to the southeast corner of the fortress where the wall was the shortest. But the English were vigilant and only one ladder managed to get up, with a few Scots leaping over the parapet, only to be met by dozens of furious Englishmen swinging swords.

The clash on the battlements was great as more than one Scot was thrown back over the wall, and a few of the English soldiers injured, before Hector and Alec managed to dislodge the ladder and send it crashing. After that, there was even coverage over the entire wall walk to ensure they weren’t caught off guard again. It was clear the Scots were looking for any advantage to mount the walls, so William vowed they would not be caught off guard again.

And so, the battle between the Scots and the incoming English armies went on for almost three weeks, although there was a definite ebb and flow to the battle. Sometimes it was greater, sometimes there was nothing at all. But through it all, the Scots refused to leave.

Exhausted from days upon days of fighting, the clans had dug in around the exterior walls of Berwick, no longer trying to breach the castle but remaining around the castle for the most part so the English army couldn’t make their way inside and the inhabitants couldn’t get out. The English army had backed off, too, watching the castle and the Scots from a rise to the north while the occupants of the castle remained relatively unscathed. At least, it had been that way for nineteen days.

On the morning of the twentieth day, William was on the walls, watching the encampments both below him and to the north, smelling the smoke from the cooking fires as it mingled with a seasonally-unusual fog bank that had rolled in during the night. It was cold and damp, strange weather for July, and it was also strangely silent. In fact, he didn’t like it at all. There was a tangible stillness in the air, tense, as if there was a predator waiting to pounce somewhere in the mist that he couldn’t see.

Something told him to be vigilant.

“Any movement this morning, Uncle William?” Alec came up beside him, his breath hanging in the cold early morning. “I will admit that I am curious to know what my father is waiting for. The English outnumber the Scots; they should simply drive them away.”

William glanced at his son-in-law. “Paris and Kieran have attempted a few tactics to remove them,” he said. “But these are Gordon men, Alec. They want something very badly inside this castle and they will not leave without it. They are stubborn that way.”

Alec knew that the Scots beyond the wall were Gordon and MacKay; that had been established early on. He also knew that they had come for Patrick’s wife, or at least that was what William believed based upon the whole confusing mess with the mother prioress and her need for vengeance against Clan Haye.

Colm and Anson were convinced that the visit by the Scotsman those weeks ago was merely a precursor to the siege. Intelligence gathering, they had presumed. But it seemed to Alec that the Scots had picked a very big hurdle to tackle in their quest for revenge against Clan Haye. Surely there was an easier way than attacking the biggest castle on the border.

“Those fools,” Alec muttered. “They want Bridey so badly that they are going to tear themselves up against the walls of Berwick simply to get at her. What a stubborn bunch this is. Can they not see that taking the woman from these walls will be impossible? Yet they continue to try.”

William nodded vaguely, his one good eye trying to penetrate the mist. “And they will continue to try until they simply give up and return home,” he said. “It is my belief that they truly believe we hold something that belongs to them, as if we have somehow stolen Bridey from them. For there is truly no other reason for the Gordon to attack Berwick. I see no other logical explanation other than they all have a death wish.”

As Alec leaned against the parapet, looking out into the mist just as William was, the other knights joined them. Hector followed by Damien, Colm, and, finally, Anson joined William and Alec as they gazed out over the wall into the fog. It was lifting slightly, but not enough. It made everything hazy and mysterious. Hector peered over the wall to see what was down below.

“They are dug in like moles,” he said after a moment. “They have set up shelters even, crude as they are. Do they truly think to remain dug in like that?”

William shook his head. “I have never seen anything like this in all of my years fighting the Scots,” he said. “I was telling Alec that I believe that the Gordon must sincerely believe we have something that belongs to them. There is no other reason why they would dig in like this.”

Colm and Anson quickly glanced over the parapet as well, seeing the Scots huddled down below. “Do they truly think to wait us out?” Anson wondered. “And why haven’t the English gone in after them. What are they waiting for?”

William shook his head. “They must have a reason,” he said. “I can only imagine is it some kind of strategy. Either that, or Paris de Norville has gone mad.”

Hector grinned at the mention of his father. “Many people have assumed that throughout his life,” he said. His smile faded as he looked off towards the north as if to see his father through the fog. “I am sure Papa is working on something. He simply would not sit there and let us rot. But I am at a loss to imagine what it could be.”

No one seemed to know. William leaned back against the stone, feeling the dampness to his bones. “If I could get a message to them, we could plan a joint offensive,” he said. “Mayhap I can write a note and we can use an archer to shoot it over the heads of the Scots towards Paris’ encampment. Mayhap a patrol would pick it up and take it to Paris.”

The knights were interested. “What kind of joint offensive?” Hector asked.

William pondered that for a moment. “We have over a thousand men inside,” he said. “We could separate five hundred and take them out of the bailey and then seal up the donjon. That leaves the men, and some knights, on the bridge that spans the chasm, trapped between the locked Douglas Tower and the donjon. With the donjon sealed, we open the gates of the Douglas Tower and charge out and into battle with the Scots. Have Paris and Kieran bring their men in at the same time and we can drive the Scots away from Berwick.”

It seemed like a logical plan. “Who will go and chase the Scots away?” Hector asked hopefully. “And who will remain here at Berwick to man the walls?”

William turned to glance at the host of eager faces, all of whom wanted to charge out to fight the Scots. No knight worth his weight wanted to stand around and hope for an end to a conflict. They wanted to do something about it. William well remembered what it was like to be young and enthusiastic about battle.

“We have two choices,” he said. “I can choose the men who will go and explain my reasons, or we can simply draw straws. What is your preference?”

The knights looked at each other for a moment, torn by his statement because no one wanted to be left behind. It was Alec who finally spoke. “You choose, Uncle William,” he said quietly. “We trust your judgement in all things.”

No one wanted to insult the integrity of the great William de Wolfe, so they all nodded as William considered his options.

“Hector, you will take Damien and Colm with you and lead the charge on the field,” he said. “You are the senior knight and you can command the charge. You will need Damien and Colm’s swords with you, as they are imposing men in hand-to-hand combat. I will remain here with Alec and Anson, because if the Scots somehow manage to enter the castle, as they did once before, then we must be here to fight them off. Alec has a powerful sword arm, like his father, and Anson can command the men easily because command is his strength. As for me – I will go to my son’s wife and protect her personally. Those Scots will get her over my dead body.”

He meant every word of it. It wouldn’t have been a fitting ending for The Wolfe to die defending a woman in a corner of a castle, but it would have been an incredibly noble death. Still, no one wanted to see that happen. Alec and Anson knew they would be the last line of defense between William and the lady, and a gang of murderous Scots should the Scots breach Berwick. Suddenly, the misty day grew a bit more solemn. Plans had been made and roles defined.

It was time to act.

“Shall you write the missive to my father or would you like me to?” Hector asked quietly. “I will summon our best archer to land the note as close as he can to my father’s encampment. We can only pray one of his patrols picks it up.”

William waved him on. “You may write it,” he said. “Tell him that at dawn tomorrow, as soon as the sun breaks the horizon, we charge from the castle to purge the Scots from our perimeter once and for all. Tell your father to make sure his men are ready to help us.”

Hector nodded. With a lingering glance at the other knights with an expression suggesting that the worst was possibly yet to come, he headed down the wall walk on his way to a tower with stairs that would take him down to the bailey. The Baker’s Tower was the nearest because it was near the kitchens. Just as he entered it, he could see a figure coming up the narrow spiral stairs towards him. Hector stepped back only to realize that it was Brighton.

Like the maid of the mist, she emerged from the tower, her skin as pale as the fog surrounding her. There was a little color in her lips and her eyes, big and bottomless. She almost looked surreal against the mists surrounding them. She was wearing a linen cloak with the hood partially covering her head and, in her hands, she carried a pewter pitcher and a few cups. She smiled timidly when she saw Hector.

“Good morn to you,” she said politely. “I have brought warmed, watered wine if you would like some.”

Hector returned her smile; he genuinely liked Brighton and his wife was extremely fond of her. A woman of good humor and a hard work ethic, there was nothing not to like about her and he could see why Patrick was so enamored with her. But here she was, on the battlements where she wasn’t supposed to be, yet he hesitated to tell her so. It was difficult to be stern to that lovely face.

“No, thank you,” he said. “I was just heading down. But I am sure there are others who will take you up on your thoughtful offer.”

He slipped past her, down the stairs, and Brighton’s gaze sought out the knights, standing down the wall. She could barely see them through the mist. Men who were sworn to protect her from the Scots trying to take her and she was terribly ashamed of the fact. Sometimes, she didn’t even think she could look them in the eye.

All of this was her fault; she knew that. As soon as it had been determined that Gordon and MacKay were the Scots on the offensive against Berwick, she knew it was all because of her. The woman she had trusted all of her life had betrayed her and, after the failed abduction from Coldingham, Mother Prioress’ brother had discovered where she had been taken and had come for her.

Brighton had been given twenty-three days since the day of Patrick’s departure to come to grips with the fundamental flaw in everything she’d ever believed – a caring church, a mother prioress who had nurtured her, had all been lies. She could see that now. To say it was disorienting was putting it mildly because she felt as if her entire life had been turned upside-down. Perhaps her entire life had been one big lie, all of it aimed towards this moment in her adult life when Mother Prioress’ brother would steal her away and nail her to a cross for all to see.

More and more, Brighton was coming to realize that the English had been her saviors, angels sent by God to protect her from the mother prioress’ evil. But she had also thought about Sister Acha, wondering if the old woman had been given any hint of the evil she was involved in. Perhaps Sister Acha was even part of the evil, but it was a blessing that Brighton would never know. She honestly didn’t think she could accept the truth to learn that Sister Acha was part of this plot. It was her saving grace that the woman had died before she’d been questioned about it. For Brighton, it was better for her sanity not to believe ill of the dead.

But now, she was facing an even bigger dilemma. The Gordon wanted her badly enough to lay siege to Berwick and now men were fighting and dying, just because of her. It was enough to leave her sleepless at night, weeping over a situation beyond her control and feeling inherently guilty for it. But no one at Berwick had even hinted she was to blame. In fact, they seemed quite staunch about supporting her. Such good, good people believed in her. She wondered what she ever did to deserve it.

Now, she was on the wall where she wasn’t supposed to be, bringing the exhausted knights a warm drink on this cold morning. She couldn’t do much by way of helping them during the battle, but she could keep them fed and well-tended as much as possible. But all the while, she was praying that Patrick would hurry and return, for perhaps he could figure out a way to remove the Gordon from Berwick. He was the Nighthawk, after all.

God, she missed him so badly that it hurt.

But thoughts of her husband faded as she drew close to the knights and they turned to look at her, especially William with his patched left eye. She smiled hesitantly when their gazes locked.

“I-it is a cold morning and I have brought you something warm,” she said, extending the stacked wooden cups to Alec, who took them and began distributing them. “Warmed, watered wine with spices. It should help fend off the cool of the mist.”

The knights held out their cups gratefully as she began to pour the heated liquid. She came to William last and poured him the most, with bits of clove floating around in his cup. He sipped gingerly at it, for it was very hot and quite delicious.

“Thank you, Bridey,” he said. “Now, you can remove your lovely and helpful self from this wall. This is no place for a woman and least of all you.”

Brighton knew that. She was surprised it took him so long to say it, polite man that he was. But she didn’t leave, at least not immediately. At the risk of angering William, she remained.

“I-I know,” she said quietly, looking to the men standing around, sipping their hot wine. They were dressed for battle, with stubble on their faces, weary from weeks of a siege. “I simply wanted to say… I wanted to thank you all for what you are doing. A month ago you barely knew me, but now you are risking your lives for me. I have never seen a battle before, you must understand, and now to be in the middle of one is a sobering prospect at best.”

William listened to her speak, this surreally lovely woman his son had married. Having come to know her over the past few weeks, he saw in her what the others saw – a woman of gentle humor and a kind manner, someone who wasn’t afraid of hard work or afraid of learning what she needed to know outside of the walls of Coldingham. Brighton was, if nothing else, adaptable. In that respect, she reminded William very much of his own wife. The women were very similar and, perhaps, that made him just a wee bit more protective over the lass than normal.

“What you see is not unusual on the borders,” he told her. “It is true that the Gordon and MacKay have been making trouble for us, but who is to say it is all for you? There are plenty of us they do not like, either, and I am probably at the top of that list.”

Brighton couldn’t help but smile at his attempt to make it seem as if this entire struggle wasn’t about her when they all knew, clearly, that it was.

“Y-you are kind to say so but I think you are only being polite,” she said, a hint of a scolding in her tone. “You do not need to coddle me, for I know why the clans are here. I know it is because they want me. I simply wanted to thank you all for everything you have done. Your sacrifice and your strength is something I shall never forget. You are all great and noble men in my mind.”

William waved a hand at her, as if attempting to sweep her away. “You will make them all arrogant and difficult to live with if you continue to praise them like that,” he said. “Go now and return to the keep. No more coming up here to feed men’s pride.”

He meant it half-serious and half in jest, but Brighton had said what she’d wanted to say so she took her pitcher and headed back to the tower. The mist was starting to lift somewhat near the river, or at least she could see the water to a certain extent, but it was still cold and wet and gray.

As she descended the stone steps of the tower, trying not to slip on them because they were wet from the weather, she thought on these people who had become her family. The de Wolfe family and their relatives had embraced her from nearly the beginning. She remembered how she had been so very awed at the love she saw amongst them, the devotion between husbands and wives, and how very much she wanted to know that same kind of love.

Now she had it with Patrick, something so beautiful and tender that she could hardly believe it belonged to her. She was part of this loving, wonderful group of people and all she had done was bring war and strife into their lives. She had repaid their kindness with heartache. When Patrick returned, he would find his castle besieged and his family trapped within it.

Although she didn’t truly believe he would blame her for it, there was a part of her that wondered if she was brave enough to turn herself over to the Gordon simply to pull them away from Berwick and leave the de Wolfe family in peace. Perhaps if they had what they wanted, they would leave Berwick alone.

Leave Patrick alone.

She had suffered through twenty days of guilt, and of missing her husband. It was starting to take its toll. Would the Gordon go away if she turned herself over to them?

She wondered.

But to save these wonderful people that she’d come to love so well – her family – she was forced to consider it.
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If Patrick hadn’t known the land so well, he might have actually gotten lost in this thick white soup that had rolled in from the sea. Berwick was foggy a good deal of the time so he was used to weather like this and he had learned to navigate it.

It was the ninth day since departing London and, truth be told, he was ready to collapse and so was his horse. He’d made at least forty miles every day, starting on his journey well before sunrise and then continuing well after sunset, making sure he went as far as he could before seeking shelter for the night.

His horse, a sturdy and durable animal, was showing signs of exhaustion so Patrick made sure his attention was on the horse every night. Plenty of food and water, and then he’d push the horse over in its stall to make sure it took some time off its feet. Not once during his trip had he sought an inn to bed down in. He’d slept with his horse, whose name was simply “Steed”, in order to make sure the animal had a good rest and wanted for nothing. His entire journey north depended on the soundness of his animal.

On this ninth day, he was in range of Berwick; he could smell the sea and that distinctive rank odor of the River Tweed as it dumped into the ocean. The road was boxed in on both sides with wildly growing foliage like hemlock and ash trees, but there were gaps in the cover where he could see more fog off to the east but he knew the sea was there as well.

The smell of smoke from cooking fires made him aware that he was extremely close to Berwick even though he couldn’t see it. His eagerness to rush to the castle, and to Brighton, was almost overwhelming and it was a struggle to remain calm. He was so desperate to get to her that it was nearly overriding his common sense.

But he fought the urge, knowing he had to get the lay of the land first and see where the Scots were, if they were even still here. Not wanting to draw close to the city for fear the Scots had overrun it, he decided to stay out of the town but ride parallel to it, heading towards the north side where there was a rise overlooking the town. Once the fog lifted, he could see for himself what was going on.

Coming to a fork in the road, he knew that the fork to the right would take him straight into Berwick while the other fork would run parallel to the town, cross the river, and then continue north. He took the left fork, spurring his horse into an easy canter as he traveled up the road, seeing patches of sun through the fog. He’d seen fog like this before and suspected, especially in the summer season, that it would lift by midday. When that happened, he wanted to be in a prime position to see Berwick. He pushed the horse a little faster.

He was fairly close to Berwick Castle as he crossed the wooden bridge across the River Tweed. On a clear day, he’d be able to see the castle plainly. But the heavy smell of smoke in the air told him that there were many cooking fires going, which bespoke of an army still present. That told him the Scots hadn’t left and it made him extremely cautious as he finished crossing the bridge and spurred his horse onward in his quest to reach the rise to the north.

The mist was starting to lift a bit as he moved to a higher elevation and he could see the top of Berwick’s keep poking through the clouds. Home! He found himself hoping he wouldn’t run into any Scots because he really couldn’t see where their lines were. For all he knew, he was heading into a nest of them. About a mile up the road, which swung east so it was above the town of Berwick now, he came to the rise that, on a clear day, would enable him to see the castle and surrounding land very clearly.

Pulling the horse to a stop, he debated on what to do next – wait out the fog or try to come in from the north for a look-see. Whatever decision he was about to come to was made for him when a pair of soldiers bearing bows and arrows, aimed right at him, burst forth from the heavily foliage.

“Halt!” one man shouted. “Who are you?”

It was an English soldier and Patrick felt a good deal of relief at the fact that the Northwood or Questing army must have still been in the vicinity. He held up his hands to show that he had nothing threatening in his grasp.

“What army are you with?” he asked the soldiers. “Is Northwood or Questing around here?”

The soldier, threatened by an English knight who had knowledge of the nearby armies, held the bow and arrow up in a very threatening manner.

“Who are you?” he barked again.

Patrick could see he was about to be shot. “I am Patrick de Wolfe, commander of Berwick Castle and newly returned from London,” he said calmly. “Where is Paris de Norville?”

The second soldier rushed up to the first soldier. “Nighthawk!” he gasped. Noting that his comrade still had the arrow pointed at the knight, he slapped the man’s hands down and the bow and arrow fell. “Do you not recognize a de Wolfe when you see one?”

Patrick lowered his hands. “You have every right to be vigilant,” he said. “Am I to understand the Scots are still around here, somewhere?”

Both of the soldiers nodded eagerly. “Aye, my lord,” the second soldier said. “They are dug in around Berwick. Our encampment is on the other side of that hill.”

He was pointing to the north, to the very rise that Patrick was ultimately heading towards. Thanking the two soldiers for the information and congratulating them on their vigilance, he spurred his steed up the hill through the heavy, wet grass.

Just as he’d been told, a vast English encampment was on the other side of the rise. The fog was much lighter here and Patrick could see a camp spread out before him. There were temporary shelters and a few tents, trees stripped of wood and branches, and the ground was muddy from the grass having been trampled down by thousands of booted feet. Smoke filled the air from the dotting of fires all over the place. Patrick focused in on the large cluster of tents over near the northeast side of the encampment.

But he had to pass by two more rounds of sentries before they let him completely enter the encampment. Once he was in, he found the area where the horses were corralled and sought out a groom. His horse was hungry and tired, and he turned the beast over to the man, thinking the horse looked too tired at this point to really bite anyone. Leaving his possessions with the horse, he watched the groom lead his animal over to an area near the corral so they could feed him without the other horses trying to steal the food. Satisfied his steed was being properly tended, Patrick headed towards the big cluster of tents.

“Atty!”

Patrick knew that shout. He’d been hearing it since childhood. Turning in the direction of the call, he saw his older brother, Troy, heading in his direction. Tall and dark like their father, Troy had inherited Saracen blood from their grandmother and had an olive-skinned look about him. Had he not had their father’s hazel eyes, one would have mistaken him for a savage from The Levant. A grin spread across Patrick’s face as he opened his arms for his brother.

“Atty, you beast!” Troy said happily as he hugged the man. “God’s Bones, let me look at you. Aye, you’re as ugly as I remember.”

Patrick laughed softly. “Flattery will get you nowhere,” he said, drinking in the sight of a brother he hadn’t seen in months. “It has been a long time, Brother. How is the wife?”

“Well enough. We are expecting another child in the winter.”

“Congratulations. How is everything else at Kale Castle?”

Troy shrugged. “Quiet,” he said. “I have the Scots so terrified that they dare not breathe for fear of upsetting me. But I notice that you have not been able to do the same with this gang. They have your castle surrounded, Atty.”

Patrick sobered. “I know,” he said. “Kevin found me in London and told me what had happened. Where is Uncle Paris? I have much to tell him.”

Troy began walking towards the bigger tents, pulling Patrick along. “In truth, we have been waiting for you,” he said. “Uncle Paris did not want to completely destroy your castle without your input. He’s moving in siege engines from Northwood. We sent for them several days ago and they should be arriving shortly.”

Siege engines. Patrick wasn’t particularly thrilled to hear that but he understood the logic. Big trebuchets could hurl stones and other projectiles at the Scots, causing them to disburse. But they could also badly damage his walls. He found that he was desperate to know the situation over the past three weeks and whether Berwick had been breached by those seeking to harm his wife. Nearing a larger tent, he was suddenly confronted by another brother who had just emerged from one of the smaller ones.

“Atty!” Scott de Wolfe exclaimed with a mixture of surprise and joy. “God’s Blood, ’tis good to see you. Give me a kiss, you fool.”

Scott, the gregarious blonde brother who was Troy’s twin and the eldest of the pair, grabbed Patrick’s face and kissed him loudly on the cheek. Patrick made a face, pulling back to wipe the saliva off his face.

“Ah, my beloved eldest brother,” he said, somewhat sarcastically. “Now I remember why I stay away from Wolfe’s Lair.”

Scott slapped him on the shoulder. “Why?”

“Because you kiss too much.”

Scott and Troy chuckled, deeply pleased to see their brother. Patrick was fourteen months younger than they were and, throughout their lives, they had enjoyed a close relationship. He adored them and they adored him, and the teasing that went on between them had always been the way they had communicated their affections. Even as adults, their mode of communication was no different. They were brothers until the end.

“And you always hated it,” Scott said, his hazel eyes twinkling. Then, he suddenly sobered. “I think Atty took all of the handsome traits away from you, Troy. The man must be making women swoon all over Berwick.”

Troy cocked an eyebrow. “And he took all of the brains away from you,” he said to his twin. He turned to Patrick. “Come along, you gorgeous stud. Uncle Paris will want a word with you.”

Patrick had to grin as he followed his brothers towards the larger tent. Scott walked beside him, his hand on Patrick’s shoulder, and Patrick felt as if he’d never been away from the pair. Times like this made him realize how much he missed them.

“There is much to tell,” he said to his brothers. “Much has happened over the past several weeks. If you behave yourselves, I just might tell you of my new wife.”

Both Scott and Troy came to a halt, looking at Patrick as if the man had just announced he was in league with the devil. Before they could bombard him with a flurry of question, Patrick flashed them a saucy grin and pushed into the tent.

It was dark inside the tent even with a big bank of lit tapers and a glowing brazier, but Patrick’s gaze fell on the two figures in the tent almost immediately. Kieran and another man were bent over a well-used map that was spread out on a collapsible table, but when Patrick, Scott, and Troy entered the tent, the heads came up and surprise registered. As Kieran grinned like a fool, his relief evident, the other man charged towards Patrick.

“My God,” the man breathed, throwing his arms around Patrick and nearly knocking him over. “Is it true? Has the Nighthawk finally arrived?”

Patrick laughed softly as Paris de Norville greeted him as one would a long-lost son. In truth, Paris had helped deliver Patrick as an infant, so there was a special bond between Patrick and the man who was his father’s best friend. Arrogant, brilliant, and compassionate, Paris was a man with more life in him that most men could exhibit in three lifetimes. Everything about him was bright and exuberant, humorous and kind. Paris finally pulled back to look Patrick in the eye, his big hands on Patrick’s bearded face as he inspected him.

“Tell me how you are,” he said, “and leave nothing out.”

Patrick sighed heavily, wondering where to start. “I am well,” he said. “I am exhausted. I have ridden from London in nine days to make it back to Berwick. Kevin found me. He told me there has been a siege, which I see is still going on.”

Paris dropped his hands from Patrick’s face. “Indeed, it is,” he said. “Is that all Kevin told you?”

Patrick nodded. “It is. Is there more?”

Paris suddenly looked quite weary as he turned back to the table with the map, as it turned out, of the city of Berwick. “I am not entirely sure how much more,” he said. “All I know is that the Scots are dug in around your garrison and they will not move. I am bringing siege engines from Northwood to dislodge them but I may damage your walls in the process. Thank God you have come when you have because I did not want to do this without your permission. Patrick, why are the Gordon and their allies so determined to dig themselves in around Berwick? Do you know?”

Patrick began to feel his fatigue. Scott shoved a cup of wine at him and he drank the entire thing before speaking. “I do,” he said as he smacked his lips. “It all has to do with my wife. It is quite a story, actually.”

Kieran was the only one who had known Patrick had taken a wife and he hadn’t told the others because he didn’t think it was his right to do so. Therefore, everyone but Kieran reacted sharply to the announcement. Paris’ eyes bulged.

“Wife?” he repeated. “You have married and I did not know?”

Patrick could hear the hurt and outrage in the man’s voice. He held up a quelling hand. “It happened rather suddenly,” he said. “Do not be offended that you were not invited to the wedding. No one was. I married her without my father’s permission.”

Scott and Troy still had rather surprised looks on their faces but Paris seemed to be rather keen on the idea. “Is this true?” he asked, astonished. “You married and William did not approve? I would say that I am shocked but I am not. You always did as you pleased, regardless of what anyone else thought. In fact, I am proud of you for following your head and not listening to your father on the matter.”

Patrick had to grin; Paris and William adored one another, without question, but Paris loved it when William was frustrated by his children. It gave him something to laugh about.

“I listened to my heart, Uncle Paris,” Patrick clarified. “You see, several weeks ago, we received word that a band of reivers had raided an English settlement. We rode out to route the reivers and it turned out that they had a female captive. They had taken her from Coldingham. I fell in love with the woman I saved and I married her.”

It was a simple, concise story, but there were many things he had left out. Paris wasn’t satisfied. “Why did your father not give permission for the marriage?” he wanted to know.

Patrick held out his cup for more wine and Scott poured it for him. Then, he looked around, seeing a chair over near the bed, and went to sit down upon it. He was utterly exhausted.

“I must tell you the entire tale because that is why the Scots are here,” he said. “My wife is the bastard of Juliana de la Haye of Clan Haye and Magnus, King of the Norse. When Juliana gave birth to the child, she took her to Coldingham Priory to be raised by the nuns. As it turned out, the mother prioress, before she became a nun, was raped by a man from Clan Haye. She is also a sister to the chief of Clan Gordon. When my wife was brought to the priory as an infant, the mother prioress and her brother came up with a scheme to use my wife in vengeance against Clan Haye for the rape. In fact, the reivers that abducted my wife from Coldingham were paid by Clan Gordon. They were to bring her to the clan chief but we intercepted them and destroyed their plans. Now, they believe my wife is here at Berwick and they are here to take her.”

By the time he was finished, jaws were dropping. Scott and Troy were genuinely shocked and even Kieran had a bit of an astonished look about him. He’d known most of the story but not all of it; he knew nothing about the scheme by Clan Gordon against Lady Brighton because all of that had come to light after they’d left Questing. Paris simply stood there with his eyebrows lifted, shocked by the news.

“Is that why they have dug in?” he asked, aghast. “Because they believe your wife is in Berwick and they will not leave without her?”

“Aye.”

“Is she there?”

“She is.”

Paris started at him a moment longer before turning away, blowing out his cheeks in disbelief. “I must say that is not a story I expected to hear,” he said. “I thought this was a simple siege but it seems that there is far more to it.”

Patrick nodded. “Right before I left, a Scotsman came to Berwick and asked for my father,” he said. “He said he had information on the Coldingham lass, my wife, and he proceeded to tell us about the Clan Gordon plan. Evidently, their plan was to crucify my wife on Haye lands in vengeance for the rape. To tell you the truth, I was so swept up in the horror of what I prevented when I took her from the reivers that I did not stop to think about the Scotsman’s visit beyond the information he provided. Colm de Lara seemed to think that the Scotsman had come to assess Berwick and determine whether or not Bridey was actually there. An advance scout, as it were. He must have thought she was at Berwick because the Scots came shortly after I departed for London.”

Paris was listening intently to him. “Bridey?”

“My wife. Her name is Brighton but she is called Bridey.”

Paris understood. He also understood everything of what he’d been told, a harrowing tale, indeed. Scratching his head, he glanced at Kieran.

“That sheds more light on this, wouldn’t you say?” he said. “This is not a random siege. They want something.”

Kieran nodded, his manner grim. “Which means they will be more difficult to remove. That is why they have fought so ferociously.”

“Kevin said the combat had been brutal,” Patrick said, looking between the two old knights. “How many Scots are there?”

Kieran shrugged. “I would say a thousand, at the very least. They are dug in around most of the castle at this point.”

“How many English?”

“About fifteen hundred.”

Patrick sat forward in his chair. “Kevin is bringing another thousand from London,” he said. “He should have left with the men shortly after I departed. I did not want to wait for them; I wanted to return to Berwick and see for myself what had happened. But I would think that Kevin and the army are close behind me.”

Paris thought on that bit of information. “We could certainly remove the Scots with that number,” he said. “I was going to send to Questing and Northwood for more men but if Kevin is bringing a thousand men from London, then there is no need to risk more of our men than we already have. Besides… if Kevin is right behind you then I am not for certain we could get Northwood and Questing men here any faster.”

“Most impressive, Atty,” Scott said, standing over near the tent flap. “As Henry’s Lord Protector, you have command of more men than we can imagine. It was generous of Henry to permit you to bring some of them north.”

Patrick shook his head, preparing to deal the group another shock. “I am not Henry’s Lord Protector,” he said quietly. “I declined the position. It was more important to me to remain here at Berwick with Bridey than spend my time in London shadowing a dying king. I would have had no life of my own; you know that. My days and nights would have been spent at Henry’s side. While I was unmarried, I saw no issue with that. In fact, you all know how eager I was to assume my post. But once I took a wife… I would rather spend my life with her here in Berwick than enjoy the prestige in London of being Henry’s Lord Protector. I made a choice of the heart and I do not regret it.”

No one said anything for a moment; it was more surprising information in a day that had been full of such revelations. They had all known of his royal appointment and they had also known how proud he had been to receive it. As Henry’s Lord Protector, Patrick would have enjoyed immense distinction. To hear that he declined it because of a wife told them all just how deeply in love he was with the woman. It spoke volumes.

“So you have become one of us,” Paris finally said, his voice soft with humor. “One of the men who would do anything for the happiness of their women.”

Patrick gave him a half-grin; there was some embarrassment there. “Did you ever think you would hear such things from me?”

“Never.”

“I assure you, it is true.”

“It is,” Kieran confirmed. “I have met Bridey. She is a stunningly beautiful woman who has a sweet way about her. You will see what I mean when you meet her. It would not be difficult to fall for her charms.”

Paris looked at Patrick as if still in disbelief that the man had not only married, but had declined his royal appointment. But, truth be told, he understood… and he was very glad to see it.

“Then I congratulate you, Patrick,” Paris finally said. “I congratulate you on your marriage and on your happiness, and I look forward to meeting the woman who finally stole your heart. I never thought it would happen. If you recall, I tried to marry you off to a daughter but you refused. You also refused Kieran’s attempts. We thought that you would go through life without a wife so I am very glad to see that we were wrong.”

Patrick grinned. “I hope you have forgiven me for refusing Helene and Rose.”

Paris pointed at Troy. “Helene got a better husband than you in Troy,” he said firmly, but he didn’t mean a word of it. “And Rose married your brother, James. So in spite of you, the women married well. We did not need you, after all.”

Patrick was still grinning as he drained his cup. “It all worked out for the best,” he said. “Now, can we discuss the siege? I would like to see my wife at some point soon but I cannot do that if the Gordons are surrounding Berwick, so what is the plan to remove them?”

With the subject veered away from Patrick’s personal life and his declination of the royal appointment, they returned to the situation at hand. Paris turned for the map on the table.

“We were just discussing that, in fact, when you came in,” he said. “I had my scouts draw a map of the castle and try to map out where the Scots are dug in. This shows where they all are, at least to the best of our knowledge. We could try to purge them now with the men we have, but our men have been fighting for nearly three weeks. They are exhausted, which is why I was sending for fresh men. But if Kevin is bringing fresh troops from London, then I suggest we wait for them. The more men we have, the easier this will be.”

It wasn’t what Patrick wanted to hear but he understood. He stood up from the chair, wearily, making his way to the map to see what Paris and Kieran were looking at. Scott and Troy joined them and, together, the five of them looked over the map that had the Scots positions on it. Patrick could see that they were literally all around the castle with the exception of the chasm between the Douglas Tower and the donjon. But the city in front of the Douglas Tower was marked with Scots. He sighed.

“So they made it into the city,” he muttered.

Paris nodded. “They did, but only so far as the main gatehouse. They are dug in there, waiting for that gatehouse to open.”

“Have they tried to ram the portcullis?”

Paris nodded. “They have, but it held as far as we know. They’ve not managed to get inside the castle at all.”

As they continued to discuss the situation at the Douglas Tower, from outside of the tent, they could hear a commotion rising. Men were shouting and it seemed as if something was happening. Curious, the knights left the map and proceeded to venture outside of the tent to see what the uproar was about. They were no sooner out of the tent than several soldiers came running up to them.

“What is happening?” Paris demanded.

The soldiers began pointing towards the west. “The Scots are fleeing!” the man said excitedly. “They have pulled from their position and are fleeing Berwick!”

Startled, the knights tried to see what the men were talking about but so many of their own men were running to the west side of the encampment that it was difficult to see anything at all. But there was a huge sense of excitement in camp, something quite electric, and Patrick grabbed Troy.

“Come on,” he said. “Get to the horses. We must see what is happening.”

The knights broke for the corral where the horses were kept. None of the war horses were saddled, except for Patrick’s because they had not removed all of the tack yet, so the knights and grooms began putting bridles on the horses very quickly. Scott and Troy mounted their beasts without a saddle at all and Patrick leapt onto the back of his horse, gathering the reins and spurring the animal southward. Paris and Kieran followed and, soon, all five of them were charging southward, watching the Scots flee as they came up from the river and continued onward towards the west.

It was like watching a flock of migratory birds; wave after wave of Scots were rushing off and it seemed as if the Scots had no interest in the English who were now thundering in their direction. Astonished, the knights pulled their horses to a halt on a rise that gave them a vast vista of the land beyond only to see that the fog, so heavy that morning, had finally lifted. That was the first thing they saw. The second thing they saw was a shocking vision none of them ever thought they would see. Certainly, Patrick had never seen it in his lifetime.

Longships were approaching.

In all of his years by the sea, manning the garrison of Berwick, Patrick had never seen longships heading up the river towards the castle. The vessels had been concealed by the fog. But as soon as the mist lifted sufficiently, massive boats bearing the carved dragon prow of the Northmen were revealed to be moving slowly up the river, bearing down on the city of Berwick.

And that had been enough to scare the Scots away from the castle, for no one wanted to be caught outside of the walls when the Northmen attacked. Now, the fleeing Scots began to make sense. What over a thousand Englishmen couldn’t do in three weeks, longships in the river had managed to accomplish in three minutes once the fog lifted.

The Scots were on the run.

“My God,” Paris hissed. “Do you see them?”

Beside him, Kieran nodded. “I see four of them,” he said, although there was no fear in his voice, only awe. “I have never seen such a sight, not ever. How many men does one of those ships hold?”

Patrick, much like Kieran, was genuinely in awe of what he was seeing. “I have heard they can hold upwards of one hundred men,” he said. “But I do not know for certain.”

Scott, who had been slightly in front of the group watching the longships row their way up the river, happened to look over at the castle. He pointed.

“Look,” he said. “There is no longer a line of Scots around the castle. They are completely gone.”

The rest of the knights looked to see what he was gesturing towards and they, too, could see that Scots had mostly fled. There were a few lingering, but they, too, were running off, terrified by the sight of the Northmen. It made the way clear for the English to head to Berwick without a line of Scots to stop them and Paris turned his horse around.

“We must make it to the castle,” he said, a sense of urgency in his tone. “The Scots had a good reason for fleeing and I will not be caught on open ground with Norsemen invaders on our doorstep. Scott, Troy; get the men moving now.”

It was a command and Scott and Troy whirled their war horses around, charging back towards an encampment that was generally in turmoil. Evidently, a few of the men had also seen the longships and now the whispers of Northmen warriors were spreading through the encampment like wildfire. They could hear the frightened shouts of the men.

Run for Berwick!

With Scott, Troy, and Paris racing back to camp to begin moving the men out, Patrick lingered on the rise, watching the longships as they made slow progress against the river current. Kieran, who also hadn’t returned to the encampment yet, couldn’t help but notice that Patrick seemed unusually preoccupied by the sight. There was something in his expression that suggested… confusion?

“Atty?” Kieran asked. “What is it?

Patrick had an odd look on his face. “I am not sure,” he said hesitantly, “but it occurred to me that my wife’s father is a Northman, and now there are suddenly Northmen in the river where there have never been any before. Could this be some kind of bizarre coincidence, Uncle Kieran?”

Kieran’s gaze lingered on the ships in the distance. “Has Bridey ever had any contact with her father?”

Patrick shook his head. “Never,” he said. “She never even knew of her true heritage until the reivers abducted her from Coldingham. So how… how would Magnus even know of her? And even if he did, why would he come to Berwick?”

Kieran shook his head. “Who is to say those ships belong to Magnus? There are any number of lesser princes or Norse lords who could have come. It may have nothing to do with your wife at all.”

Patrick’s eyes never left the longships in the distance. “Possibly,” he said. Then, he turned to Kieran with something of an ominous expression. “I suppose we will find out soon enough.”

Kieran didn’t think that sounded like a very desirable option, but it was one that would very well come forth once the Northmen docked their longships. Now, it was a race against time to move the Northwood and Questing armies inside the walls of Berwick before the Northmen launched their attack, if that was, indeed, their plan.

As Kieran ran for the encampment, Patrick spurred his war horse straight to Berwick. Nothing in the world, short of the hand of God, could have stopped him at that moment. His only thought was of Brighton and it was a struggle to fight down the panic he felt. Panic for her safety, panic for protecting her from what was to come.

He had to get to his wife.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


“Patrick!”

Brighton was lifted up in his arms before she realized it. She’d heard the shouts of the sentries from her chamber window and she’d seen the gates on both the donjon and the Douglas Tower opening, allowing in men who seemed to be entering the castle grounds quite quickly. Soldiers were rushing in on horseback or in wagons, rushing in droves. As she watched curiously from the window, a man who looked very much like her husband came charging into the bailey on a horse that, coincidentally, looked very much like his. Curiosity turned to shock and shock to realization. Racing from the chamber, she met Patrick as he was just entering the keep.

And now she was aloft in his arms.

“God’s Bones,” Patrick hissed, his face pressed into the side of her head. “Are you well, sweetheart? Are you well and whole?”

Brighton nodded her head even though he couldn’t see it. Surely he could feel it, the way she had him wrapped up in a death grip. “I am well,” she assured him. “I am even better now that you are here.”

Patrick couldn’t even put her down to reply. All he wanted to do was hold her, to reaffirm that she was truly safe. His sisters and their children were coming down the stairs, clamoring around him, as their fathers came in from the bailey. Everyone was gathering in the entry of the keep as the commander of Berwick returned, triumphant. After twenty days of a siege, there was much joy to be had.

“Patrick,” Alec said, trying to look the man in the face with his wife all wrapped up around him. “How is my father? Is he here with you?”

Patrick turned slightly so he could look at the man. “He is well and whole,” he assured Alec. “He and Uncle Paris should be a few minutes behind me. They went to rally their armies to run for the castle.”

“Run?” Brighton pulled her face from the crook of his neck. “We heard that the Scots have left. Why should they run now?”

Patrick lowered her gently to the ground. It occurred to him from her question that she had no idea what was in the river. Perhaps she had been kept away from the windows of the keep, bottled up where no enemy could get to her. If that was the case, then she was totally oblivious to the fact that death had just arrived in longships.

His focus shifted to Alec and Hector, having just come in from outside.

“Did you see the longships?” he asked them.

The knights nodded grimly. “We could see them from the wall,” Alec said, nodding his head in the direction of the women. “We noticed them just after we saw the Scots begin to flee. But we have not told the women yet. We had only just come down from the wall when the army started entering.”

Patrick understood, but now he found himself facing his wife and sisters, who heard the mention of a longship but truly had no idea what anyone was speaking of. Still, he could see the fear beginning to creep onto their features and he sought to clarify before it took over completely.

“The Scots fled not because of the brilliance of the English armies, but because of something else,” he said calmly to the women. “When the fog lifted, it revealed four longships rowing upriver. They were just south of the city when I saw them so they should be fairly close to the castle by now.”

Because he was calm, the women remained moderately calm. Still, they were clearly worried and that was natural. But the fact that the men didn’t seem overly agitated about the situation kept them from growing hysterical.

“I have not sent men to the jetty,” Hector said, referring to the walled and protected jetty on the river that was meant for boats on the river to dock at the castle in safety. “I assume it would be better to keep everyone inside. Until we know their motives, we should keep the castle locked up tightly.”

Patrick nodded. “Agreed,” he said. “Where is my –?”

He was cut off as William entered the keep and the grandchildren began to squeal, running towards him. William bent over to embrace his excited grandchildren and then stood straight, with children still clinging to his legs, to embrace Patrick.

Patrick threw his arms around his father. It was, perhaps, one of the most satisfying embraces of his life, feeling his father alive and warm and well in his arms. It was a huge relief.

“Da,” he breathed. “I am very glad to see that you are well. After I heard that the castle might have been breached, I had my doubts.”

William squeezed his son, finally letting the man go. “It was a very small breach and hardly worthy of note,” he assured him. “In fact, there were so few Scots we had to take turns throwing them off the wall. Very unsatisfying.”

Patrick grinned. “I am glad to hear that,” he said, reaching out to pull Brighton against him. He didn’t want the woman away from him, not even an arm’s length. “It took me nine days to return from London and every second of those days was filled with fear for my family, wondering what I would find when I arrived. I cannot tell you how relieved I am.”

William lifted a dark eyebrow. “Save that relief, lad,” he said. “The Northmen are at our door. We may yet have a bit of trouble today.”

Brighton, who hadn’t quite overcome her great surprise and joy at her husband’s return, was now distracted with talk of longships and Northmen. Patrick had been unruffled about it but William’s comment set doubt in her heart. “Have they truly come?” she asked, looking between Patrick and William. “But I do not understand – why are they here? What do they want?”

Patrick looked down at her, cradled against his torso. He shook his head. “I have not seen Northmen here, ever,” he said. “In fact, I cannot remember hearing of them along these shores during my lifetime. Do you, Da?”

William also shook his head. “Not in my entire life here on the border,” he said. “I have heard of them much further north and I know that some of the outlying islands of Scotland are ruled by Norse princes, but they have not been this far south since I have been alive.”

Patrick thought on the longships that, as he had mentioned, were undoubtedly close to the castle now. “Then mayhap we should go and see what they want,” he said. “It would be the prudent thing to do.”

William agreed. “Indeed,” he said. “But I would have the women and children locked in the keep as a safety measure, not to open the door to anyone but the men they know.”

Patrick looked around at his sisters, his wife. Katheryn was in Alec’s arms and Evelyn was in Hector’s. He could see the fear in the women, the comfort in the men. Then he looked down at Brighton, thinking of the longships and reverting back to the thought he’d had earlier – Magnus.

What if Magnus had come for his daughter? With all of the years that the Norse had stayed away from Berwick, he couldn’t help but feel that all of this was connected. He didn’t know how, or why, but he wasn’t willing to believe this was a coincidence. If it was, indeed, Magnus, and the man had come to collect his daughter, then there was about to be one hell of a fight, worse than anything the Scots could ever throw at them.

Patrick wasn’t about to relinquish his wife, not for anything in the world.

“You will be safe here,” he said, kissing Brighton on the top of the head before letting her go. “We must go and see why our new visitors have come. Listen to what my father said; bolt this door and shutter all of the windows. Do not open anything for anyone you do not know.”

Brighton nodded solemnly, but she was still clinging to his hands. “What will you do?”

He couldn’t help but notice that she still had him in a death grip and he lifted her hands to kiss them. “Whatever I have to do in order to keep you safe.”

Brighton was growing increasingly worried, no matter what he said. “Atty,” she said softly, “do… do you think that this might be Magnus? Would he not come in longships?”

“Possibly.”

“Do you think he was told about me?”

Patrick kissed her hands again and then peeled her fingers off of him. “Even if he was, how would he know where you were?” he said. “I have thought the same thing but there are too many questions and not enough answers. I will go and find out who our visitors are and what they want. Meanwhile, you will stay here. You will not come out of the keep no matter what. Promise?”

Brighton nodded reluctantly. “I promise.”

He winked at her, kissed her, and headed for the door, grabbing at his father as he went. “Come along,” he said to Hector and Alec, still with their wives. “We have an army to greet.”

The men filtered out of the keep, with Hector pausing to ensure the keep entry was shut and properly bolted by the women. When he was satisfied, he ran after the others, who had joined up with the incoming knights at this point. Kieran, Paris, Scott, Troy, and Apollo had entered the vast bailey of Berwick and they met William and Patrick and the others in the middle of the bailey, with hugs and handshakes going all around.

It was a moment of bonding, of reaffirming ties and friendships as one battle passed but another one possibly loomed. These were the actions of men who had faced death and lived to tell the tale, and seeing an unharmed colleague was a welcome sight, indeed. As initial small talk bounced around, Patrick sent a soldier running for his knights. He wanted his men in on any discussions that would take place. Shortly thereafter, he could see his knights heading towards them from different directions – Anson from the Douglas Tower, Colm and Damien from the wall. Now, all of the men were gathered and Patrick held up his hands, emitting a sharp whistle between his teeth to quiet down the throng.

“Gentle knights,” he said, loud enough for all to hear. “There is a great deal to do and little time to accomplish it. It seems that unexpected visitors have arrived and we must ensure that the castle is fortified against them. Anson, you will man the Douglas Tower with as many men as it will hold. I think we have had upwards of three hundred men in it before, so you may take as many men as you need from the incoming army to hold it. Uncle Paris, is that acceptable?”

Paris, standing next to William and listening to Patrick rather proudly, nodded. “It is. Take what you need.”

Patrick continued. “Damien, do the same with the donjon. Fill it with men so that anyone attempting to breach it will not have a chance to enter.” He looked at Colm, Hector, and Apollo, pointing at them. “You three man the walls. Hector, you have command. Fill the battlements with archers and men with long spears. I want projectiles on the walls.”

“Can we use Northwood archers, Papa?” Hector asked his father.

Paris waved him on. “Take them.”

With that matter settled, Patrick turned to the remaining men – Alec, Kieran, Paris, Scott, Troy, and his father. “Alec, I want you and my brothers in command of the bailey. See that the men are organized and prepared for anything that might come.” Then, he turned to the three older knights. “You three will come with me. I intend to head down to the jetty where the Northmen are docking. I will greet them personally and I would like you with me.”

Alec spoke out. “Why would you go down to the jetty?” he wanted to know. “We do not know why they are here, Atty. Any minute, screaming barbarians could be streaming from their ships and onto our shores. You would chance being caught in that rush?”

Patrick held up a hand to beg the man’s patience. “I have been thinking about this,” he said. “Truthfully, if they were going to attack us right away, they could have already done it. They could have used the fog to their advantage, docked downriver, and rushed Berwick. But… they did not. No hint of attack at all, which leads me to believe they may not be here simply to fight. It seems to me that their actions have been peaceful until now.”

There was truth to his statement but it was clear some of the other knights didn’t agree. “They could be attempting to lure us out,” Troy suggested, unhappy with his brother risking himself. “I would not go down to the river if I were you.”

Patrick lifted his big shoulders at the man. “So we simply sit here and make no attempt at contact?” he asked. “That makes no sense, Troy. We must discover why they are here. The wall to the jetty is fortified, as are the towers. Unless they want to scale a twenty-foot wall, they cannot climb up to where I am going to be. I will speak to them from the safety of the Water Tower.”

“Patrick is right,” William said, eyeing the dubious collection of knights. “Contact must be made. Moreover, they could have attacked the moment they entered the mouth of the river but they did not. It, therefore, stands to reason that their purpose might not be violence. The only way to find out is to engage in dialogue.”

The great Wolfe had spoken, so the younger knights seemed to lose some of their doubt. Still, there was some lingering concern. “Do they even speak our language, Uncle William?” Apollo asked. “How will they know what is said?”

William shrugged. “A good deal can be said with smiles and gestures.”

“Or swords and fists,” Alec muttered, disgruntled at the whole situation.

Some of the knights chuckled at Alec’s response, including Patrick. “Not to worry, Alec,” Patrick said. “If it seems as if they are aggressive, then I will retreat to the castle and we will lock it up tight. Have faith that I will not do anything foolish.”

There wasn’t much more to say to that. Alec still wasn’t in full agreement with Patrick’s actions but he had the respect not to say so. Damien and Anson began to turn away, to head to the towers they were tasked with protecting, but Patrick stopped them.

“Wait,” he said. He hesitated a moment. “There is something else. As many of you may or may not know, my wife is the bastard of Magnus, King of the Norse. It has occurred to me that somehow, someway, these longships could be related to that. I have no idea how they would even know to come to Berwick or how Magnus even knows he has a bastard daughter, but I must consider the possibility that these Northmen are related to that. I would be remiss if I did not tell you my thoughts on the matter.”

That seemed to put an entirely new light on the situation. It was clear that no one, save Patrick, had really considered that. Standing next to his son, William scratched his chin.

“Not knowing the circumstances of her conception, I cannot comment,” he said. “But as a father myself, I cannot imagine not knowing that I had a child somewhere in this world.”

“Then you believe he knows?” Patrick asked.

William shrugged. “As I said, I do not know the circumstances surrounding her conception,” he said, “but I suppose we shall soon find out what this is all about.”

There was no more reason to speculate now. The time for answers had come. As the knights disbursed to go about their duties, Patrick headed for the Western Tower and its fortified gate that led down a long and protected staircase on top of the wall, which ended up in the Water Tower down next to the river. It was a steep staircase, slippery at times, and Patrick had more than a few men injured on it. Just as they reached the fortified gate, Patrick came to a halt.

“You can see what is happening from here,” he said to his father, Paris, and Kieran. “I will go down alone to see if I can determine why they are here. You three will wait here.”

The three older knights didn’t even respond. Suddenly, they were shoving past Patrick, nearly bowling him out of the way as they began taking the stairs down to the jetty. Patrick was left bringing up the rear, frustrated that the old men would not do as he asked. Truth be told, he had a bit of Alec’s concern in him. What if this was all a trap? If it was, he wanted to be the only one affected by it. He didn’t want his father and uncles involved.

But the old knights had other ideas. They were not about to let him go at it alone.

As the group descended the stairs to the Water Tower, the top of which sat nearly twenty feet above the riverbank, they could see all four longships now neatly arranged along the shore. Men were out of the ships, making sure they were grounded enough so they would not float away on the rise of the tide. It was a very curious sight to see the Northmen walking the shore of the river, shouting to one another in their strange language.

It was also a bit concerning.

When they were about halfway down the stairs, the Northmen began noticing the knights and the shouts grew in earnest. They began pointing at the men upon the wall, and more men came up on the decks of the ships, looking to see what was going on. By the time the knights reached the bottom of the stairs, they paused to simply watch the activity. It seemed as if there was a good deal going on but they couldn’t figure out if it was delight or anger.

“What do you suppose has them so excited?” Paris muttered, leaning in to William. “They are either thrilled to see us or eager to cut our heads off.”

William was baffled by the behavior as well. “They have not produced any weapons,” he said. “As long as they do not, I will assume they are happy to make new friends.”

Paris rolled his eyes, completely in doubt of what William was saying, but he kept his mouth shut. Meanwhile, Patrick pushed through to the front of the group and made his way to the edge of the Water Tower where he could clearly see the shore below. Protected by the parapet, he peered between the crenellations.

“It does not look as if they have brought hundreds of men with them,” he said, scrutinizing the men, the ships, and searching for any concealed weapons. “In fact, it does not look as if there are more than one hundred.”

William, Paris, and Kieran were watching as well. “They could have more men below decks,” Kieran said. “Or there could be more longships coming.”

That was a distinct possibility. They continued watching as several Northmen came towards the Water Tower, a group of them in fact, and William suddenly pointed.

“Look, there,” he said, trying to point but not wanting the Northmen to see it. “See the man in the ecclesiastical robes? They have a monk with them.”

Patrick, Paris, and Kieran all jockeyed for better positions to see what William was talking about and they quite clearly saw a very small man with his hair cut in the tonsure style, wearing rough woolen robes. He was surrounded by Northmen but one man in particular had him by the arm, pulling him towards the tower. As Patrick and the older knights watched curiously, the man thrust the monk to the forefront.

The monk was a tiny and slender man, not particularly old, but frail looking from poor nutrition and, perhaps, a sickening trip across the sea. He seemed to be asking questions of the men around him, evidently quite nervous, until one man thumped him on the shoulder and pointed to the Water Tower where the English were huddled. It was a hint and the monk took it.

“I am Able,” he said, his thin voice quivering as he yelled. “I have been brought to translate for these men who do not speak your language.”

Patrick looked at his father with great surprise and curiosity before calling back. “Who are they?” he boomed. “Why have they come?”

Overhead, gulls screamed, flying over the riverbanks in search of a meal now that the fog had lifted. But their cries startled the monk. He cringed as the birds flew over before answering.

“I was sent from Coldingham to find the king of the Northmen,” the monk said, wringing his hands and clearly in distress. “I had a missive for Magnus. It took me weeks to travel to the land of the Danes, and many water crossings, but I came to him and gave him the missive from Mother Prioress of Coldingham Priory. But Magnus would not permit me to leave. He said that I must come with him to Berwick to seek his child, a daughter. He has come in search of her. Do you know where I may find her?”

Patrick felt as if he’d been hit by a load of stones, thousands of pounds bearing down on him, crushing his chest, rendering him unable to breathe. He actually stumbled back, against the wall, turning to his father with a look of utter astonishment. He was as pale as the mist that had so recently lifted.

“It is him!” he gasped. “God’s Bones… my suspicions were correct!”

William was only mildly less astonished, his years and experience giving him the ability to be more logical about the situation. Still, he was having difficulty grasping it as well.

Magnus had come!

“Jesus,” he hissed. “’Tis true. My God, how astonishing. The mother prioress sent him word? Why, in God’s name, would she do that if she was in collusion with her brother to murder your wife?”

Patrick didn’t have an answer. Taking a deep breath, he struggled for calm, feeling Paris’ hand on his back in a comforting gesture as he turned to the monk once again.

“Let me understand this plainly,” he called back. “The mother prioress of Coldingham Priory sent you with a missive for Magnus?”

The monk nodded. “It was a missive that told Magnus his daughter was at Berwick and in danger,” he said. “He seeks his daughter and is prepared to pay for her freedom. If you will not accept his money, then he will burn your city and destroy your castle. He has told me to tell you this.”

Patrick wasn’t any less confused than he had initially been but his shock had cooled into great bewilderment. He shook his head, baffled, as he turned to his father.

“The mother prioress sent word to Magnus that his daughter was in danger?” he repeated, hoping his father could help him make some sense of it. “Why would she do that?”

William couldn’t even begin to guess. “I do not know,” he said. “But, clearly, she knew that Bridey had been taken to Berwick. That must be how Richard Gordon came into the information.”

It made some sense but Patrick was still greatly confused. “So she sends Magnus word of the situation? Possibly to have her returned?”

“You will have to ask him.”

Patrick knew that. He turned his attention back to the monk. “Why did Mother Prioress send Magnus the missive?” he asked. “And what made her think Magnus’ daughter was here?”

The monk shook his head. “I do not know, my lord,” he said. “Is the daughter here at Berwick?”

Patrick stared at the monk for a moment. Then, he turned away and headed towards the stairs that led down to the entry level of the Water Tower. William, Paris, and Kieran followed.

“Where are you going?” William demanded.

Patrick paused at the top of the stairs, reaching for the set of keys that was always kept in a small niche at the top. “I am going to speak to Magnus face to face,” he said. “This is not something I wish to shout for all men to hear. Magnus will hear the situation from my own lips, face to face.”

William grabbed him when he was halfway down the stairs. “Nay, Patrick,” he said sternly. “It is not safe for you to do this. They may take you hostage.”

Patrick pulled away from his father, gently but firmly. “If they take me hostage, then I have you to negotiate my release.”

He was already to the first gate, unlocking the enormous bolt. From behind, Paris grabbed his arm again. “Patrick, listen to your father,” he said. “This is not a good idea. You do not know what these men will do.”

Patrick pulled his arm from Paris’ grip, pushed open the gate, and then suddenly shoved all three men back onto the stairs. Paris actually fell backwards and into Kieran, and the action was enough to send all of them off balance. Quickly, while they were stumbling around, Patrick locked the gate so that the men couldn’t follow him further.

“I am sorry,” he said sincerely, looking at the panicked faces of his father and uncles, “but this is something I must do myself. They have come for my wife and they will not have her. I must explain that to them as a man would. Isn’t that what you told me when you instructed me to speak to Henry face to face on an important matter, Da? You were correct. It was the right thing to do. I showed Henry my respect and now I intend to do the same to Magnus. He will understand I am honorable and that I do not fear him. He will also understand that I have married his daughter and she will not be returned to him.”

William heard his words echoed in Patrick’s statement, a statement of honor that had now come back to haunt him. But he couldn’t stand the fact that his brave, beautiful son was now heading out to meet with Northmen alone, a herd of them who could quite easily take him hostage. Imploringly, he reached through the iron bars, trying to grasp at Patrick.

“Atty, nay,” he breathed. “Come back in here and we shall handle this together, rationally. I cannot return to your mother and tell her that I let you go to your death!”

Patrick smiled faintly. “You will not have to,” he assured him softly. But his smile quickly faded. “Listen to me and listen well; no matter what happens to me, you will not give them Bridey. Not under any circumstances.”

There was panic in William’s eyes. “Patrick, I cannot –!”

“Promise me!”

William was beside himself. “I swear it,” he swallowed hard. “They shall never have her. But, please… please let me come with you.”

Patrick’s smile was back. His pale green eyes glimmered at his father, at his Uncle Paris and Uncle Kieran. Men he loved too deeply for words.

“You have taught me well, all of you,” he said softly. “Do not worry for me. Everything you have taught me in my life has brought me to this moment and I love you all dearly. I take the best of you with me. I will not fail, I swear it.”

With that, he turned to the second gate and unlocked it as William watched with his heart in his throat.

“Atty….”

William didn’t finish his sentence as Patrick threw open the second gate and marched forth into the bright sunlight beyond.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


The Northmen were surprised to see him.

Patrick could tell by the looks on their faces, staring at him in shock as he came through the Water Tower gate, moving towards the collection of Northmen fearlessly. He intended to show them what English courage was made of. A few of them backed away but several stood their ground, watching him suspiciously as he walked steadily towards them.

Patrick knew he gave off an incredibly imposing vision, as tall as he was, and he used that to his advantage. He liked to see the wariness in their eyes as they gazed upon a massive English knight. His focus moved to the monk.

“Where is Magnus?” he asked. “I would speak with him.”

The monk was visibly cowering from him. After a moment, he turned back to a man behind him and spoke to the man in Latin; Patrick recognized it. He’d spent enough time in church and in mass that he could understand the language. Magnus enim qui petit…

He asks for Magnus.

The man the monk had spoken to turned to still other men behind him and began speaking in their language. Men were shaking their head, pointing, clearly in some kind of disagreement. While that was going on, Patrick spoke to the monk once more.

“You,” he said. “Are you from Coldingham?”

The monk nodded. “I am, my lord.”

Patrick’s eyes flicked to the whispering, hissing Northmen standing behind him. “You delivered the missive to Magnus personally?”

“I did, my lord.”

“Did you see the missive Mother Prioress gave you?”

“I saw the missive because I had to translate it for them, my lord.”

Patrick’s gaze was still on the Northmen, making sure someone didn’t do something stupid like try to rush him. They seemed to be very agitated and he was cautious.

“I do not understand why Mother Prioress sent the missive in the first place,” he said. “Did she tell you?”

“She did not, my lord.”

Patrick pondered that for a moment. It seemed that the monk didn’t know much more than what he’d already told him. He took a step closer to the tiny man.

“Is Magnus standing behind you in that group of men?” he asked quietly.

The monk closed his eyes, tightly, as if Patrick had just asked him something horrible. But he nodded sharply, once, and that was it. Patrick didn’t press him further because he could see how terrified the man was, but he needed to get a message across to Magnus. If the man wasn’t going to be brave enough to show himself, then Patrick would just have to tell everyone what he needed to say and hope that Magnus had the courage to step forward. Reaching out, he grasped the monk by the shoulder.

“I have something to say to Magnus and you will translate for me,” he said. “Does Magnus understand Latin?”

The monk was clearly frightened. “Nay, he does not,” he said. Then, he pointed to the group of men who had now noticed that Patrick had pulled the monk away from them. “That man, in the red robes, is a holy man from the land of the Danes. He understands Latin, so I translate into Latin and then he translates it into their language.”

Patrick could see the system they had going, clever if not entirely efficient. “Then you tell that holy man that he is to translate what I say. Do it now.”

The monk spoke in his trembling voice. “Quod est loqui Anglorum Magnus.”

The Englishman must speak to Magnus.

The red-robed holy man looked confused but, prompted by the monk, he relayed the words in their language. That seemed to have everyone’s attention and Patrick didn’t delay. He had a great deal he needed to say and he wasn’t going to waste any time.

“You will tell Magnus this,” he said. “Tell him that the danger his daughter was in was from the mother prioress herself. She plotted to have his daughter murdered and I saved her from that plot. His daughter is in excellent health and she is now my wife. I married her. Tell him that this is my castle and I am an honorable warrior. He needn’t fear for his daughter or her safety.”

The monk’s eyes widened at the shocking information and hesitated to translate, but Patrick squeezed his shoulder with a trencher-sized hand. “Also know that I understand Latin,” he rumbled. “If you do not tell him exactly what I told you, they will have to drag the river for your body. No Northman is going to save you from my wrath.”

The monk went ashen. Turning to the group, he relayed what Patrick had told him, verbatim, and then Patrick could see the reaction on their faces when the holy man in the red robes related it in their language. More hissing and whispering went on when the man in the red robes said something to the monk, who turned to Patrick.

“Magnus says that a woman of God would never do such a thing,” he said. “My lord, I cannot believe it myself. Mother Prioress is beyond reproach.”

Patrick lifted a dark eyebrow. “Did you see the Scots surrounding my castle when you came upriver?”

The monk’s brow furrowed with both thought and confusion. “I heard the men say that there was a battle at the castle,” he said. “They saw something but, alas, I did not.”

Patrick pointed a finger to the Northmen. “Tell them that the men they saw around the castle were Scots from Clan Gordon, led by a man named Richard Gordon. He is the brother of the mother prioress. They had come to take Magnus’ daughter because they wanted to kill her. I believe that is proof enough. Tell them this.”

He snapped the last three words and the monk jumped, relaying that to the red-robed holy man who then, in turn, relayed it to the Northmen. More disbelief, more hissing, but there wasn’t the suspicion in their expressions that there had been before. Suspicion was transforming into something else; Patrick hoped it was understanding. The monk, huddled and trembling and still in Patrick’s grip, shook his head.

“It does not seem possible,” he said. “But… but I did see Richard Gordon at Coldingham before I was sent to deliver the missive to Magnus.”

Now it was Patrick’s turn to be surprised. “You did?” he asked, trying not to show so much astonishment in front of the Northmen. “Was it after Magnus’ daughter had been abducted?”

“Aye, my lord.”

“Do you know why Richard was there?”

“I do not know, my lord, but they came to see the mother prioress.”

“Was that an unusual event? What I mean to ask is if Richard Gordon was a frequent visitor.”

“Not too frequent, my lord. We did not see him often.”

Then it was a visit, in Patrick’s mind, that was not a coincidence and he felt more relief at that moment than he ever thought possible. Richard Gordon’s presence at Coldingham, witnessed by the monk no less, was confirmation of everything he’d been speculating all along, everything that Tommy Orry had told them – Richard Gordon and Mother Prioress were in collusion. In fact, Patrick felt a good deal of validation in that moment.

“Then you have your proof,” he said. “Richard Gordon came to Coldingham to plot with Mother Prioress to kill Magnus’ daughter. Go on and tell them.”

The monk did. From what Patrick could understand, he told the Northmen, in Latin, of his own experience seeing Richard Gordon at Coldingham right before he’d left to deliver the missive to Magnus and that, combined with what Patrick was telling them, seemed to convince them that Patrick wasn’t lying. At least, they weren’t looking at him so guardedly any longer.

Now, there was a basis for an understanding.

But Patrick wasn’t satisfied with this level of communication. Understanding or no, he had come to speak with Magnus and that was what he intended to do. It was time to bring the man out.

His fingers dug into the monk’s shoulder again.

“Tell Magnus that he shows a lack of respect to hide from me behind his men,” he said, knowing full well that he could possibly be stirring a hornet’s nest. “I came to speak to him and that is what I will do. Tell him that I consider his actions cowardly.”

The monk’s eyes widened but he dutifully relayed the message to the holy man, who relayed it to the Northmen. Just as Patrick had hoped, the group became indignant and the hissing was now directed at him. But Patrick stood his ground, bracing his legs apart and folding his enormous arms across his chest. At the moment, he did not regret saying such a thing but that might change if the group charged him. He hoped he was prepared but he wanted to give the illusion that he didn’t much care what they tried to do. He was ready for them.

At least, he hoped so.

Patrick wasn’t really sure how long he stood there. Men were whispering loudly, pointing to him, and arguing with each other. Just when he was certain he’d have to make an even more offensive statement about Magnus’ bravery, a man pushed through the crowd and walked towards him.

Patrick studied the man closely. He was moderately tall, older, with a crown of graying hair and a handsome, if not weathered, face. But the eyes… the moment Patrick looked the man in the face, he recognized those eyes.

Brighton’s eyes.

The man smiled broadly.

“You speak bravely, Engelsk,” he said. “You understand that I had to judge you first. I had to hear what you were to say to me.”

Patrick’s eyes narrowed in surprise. “You speak my language.”

The man nodded. “I do,” he said, although it was with a heavy Nordic accent. “I learned, years ago, when a young woman came to my village as a hostage for peace. A young woman I loved very much. She taught me her language so that I could communicate with her.”

The flame of recognition burned brightly in Patrick’s mind. “Juliana.”

The man nodded, as if the mere mention of the name was pure music to his ears. “Juliana de la Haye,” he said reverently. “What did you mean when you said the mother prioress meant to murder my daughter?”

Magnus. Even though the man hadn’t formally introduced himself, there was no doubt who Patrick was speaking with and he unfolded his arms to make his body language less hostile.

“Exactly that, my lord,” he said. “Years ago, the mother prioress was raped by a man from Clan Haye. When Juliana brought your daughter to the priory as an infant, the mother prioress plotted with her brother, Richard Gordon, to murder her in vengeance against the Haye when she came of age. They were just carrying out that plan when I rescued your daughter and brought her here to Berwick. I do not know why the mother prioress sent you a missive telling you that your daughter was in danger, but I can assure you that she is not. She is my wife and she is well-loved.”

Magnus’ gaze lingered on Patrick. His eyes were even the same color as Brighton’s. He was actually rather young, younger than Patrick imagined him to be, but he also remembered that Magnus had been a young prince when Brighton had been conceived. Patrick gazed steadily at the man, wondering what was going through his mind about the entire situation.

He was soon to find out.

“I was well aware that Juliana was pregnant with my child those years ago,” he said. “Juliana was sent back to Scotland because of it. It was unfortunate, truly, because I adored her. I was devastated when she was sent home, but before she left we agreed that if our child was a boy, she would name him Eric. If it was a female, she would be named Kristiana.”

Patrick had heard the name Kristiana from Sister Acha. “She has gone by the name Brighton de Favereux all of these years,” he said. “I do not know how she came about with that name, considering she is from Clan Haye, but that is what she has been called. Everyone calls her Bridey.”

Magnus was back to smiling as he listened to the naming of his child. “De Favereux was Juliana’s grandmother’s family name,” he said. “She told me that once. A great Norman family. But Brighton? That I do not know. I am sure whatever the reason, it was to protect my daughter from those who might seek to harm her. I see that in the case of the mother prioress, it did not do enough.”

Patrick shook his head. “It did not,” he agreed. “In fact, I have been ordered by King Henry to arrest the woman for her crimes and bring her to justice in York. I also plan to take an army into Scotland and punish Richard Gordon for his part in the murder scheme. I will not rest until all threats against my wife have been eliminated. If you came here because you were concerned for your daughter’s safety, then I assure you I will do everything possible to ensure she is always safe.”

Magnus simply nodded, his gaze still moving over Patrick as if dissecting the man. It was more than curiosity; it was scrutiny with no end. In fact, Patrick couldn’t feel completely comfortable with the conversation because of the way Magnus was looking at him. He was about to invite Magnus into Berwick to feast simply because it seemed like the thing to do, considering the man was Brighton’s father, when Magnus finally spoke.

“It took the monk from Coldingham weeks to find me but only a few days to sail here,” he said. “I came to take my daughter back to my home. She is a princess, you know.”

“I know.”

“I have even selected a husband for her.”

“But she is already married.”

Magnus shrugged. “I know that now,” he said. “But I did not choose you.”

Patrick was starting to think the conversation was not turning in his favor. It was simply the way Magnus said it – I did not choose you. Something told Patrick that the situation was about to turn sour and he braced himself.

“I realize that, my lord, but considering the circumstances, I did what I had to do,” he said. “My own father did not even give me permission. I married Bridey because I loved her. Being that you loved her mother, I am sure you can understand.”

The warmth was fading from Magnus’ face. “I understand,” he said. “But you must understand that I must have the very best husband for my daughter. I must know that the man she is married to is the best warrior in all the land. As the daughter of a king, that is what she deserves.”

Patrick could see that he was going to have to list his credentials, something he rarely did. But in this case, he did it without hesitation. “My father is William de Wolfe, otherwise known as The Wolfe of the Border. He is Baron Kilham and his lands include Castle Questing, the largest castle on the border,” he said. “I, too, have earned a reputation. I am called Nighthawk for my prowess in battle and I was recently offered the position of Lord Protector to King Henry. With that offer, I was given Penton Castle as well as the title Lord Westdale. I assure you that I am a worthy man, my lord.”

Magnus didn’t reply immediately but Patrick knew he would; he could see the thoughts rolling around in the man’s head, reflected in his glittering eyes.

“Are you willing to prove it?” he asked after a moment.

Patrick didn’t hesitate. “Aye.”

“You will fight for the woman you love?”

“Aye.”

The humor was back in Magnus’ expression. “Good,” he said. “Because you will have to. I brought the man with me that I have selected for my daughter. So if you want to keep her, you will have to kill him. He has been looking forward to marrying her so you have no choice in the matter.”

Now, the situation became quite serious. Patrick hadn’t expected anything like this but he wasn’t about to back down. So Magnus wanted proof of his love for Brighton, did he? He wanted to know if the best man had, indeed, married his daughter? Patrick was more than willing to prove it, to do what he had to do in order to show Magnus, and the world, that he loved Brighton enough to fight for her. He would kill any threat against her and any man who wanted to marry her.

Aye, he was more than willing. And the more he thought about it, the more furious he became. His eyes narrowed as he looked at Magnus.

“Then bring the victim to me,” he hissed. “I will show you what an English knight can do. And I will show you that I am the best man for your daughter.”

Magnus’ smile broadened. He rather liked the massive knight with the limitless confidence. But the knight was going to have a fight on his hands; as big as he was, Magnus hoped the Englishman had enough strength to live through what he was about to face.

Magnus took a few steps towards the men still gathered behind him, saying something to them in their language. Based on the orders Magnus had evidently relayed, a few men ran for the first longship, the one that seemed to be the biggest, and a couple of them disappeared down into the lower deck.

Patrick, meanwhile, stormed back over to the Water Tower where his father and Paris and Kieran were now looking down at him from the top of the tower. When they saw Patrick heading in their direction, they ran down the steps to the locked gates below, waiting impatiently for Patrick to unlock them both. When Patrick finally opened the second gate, the older knights pushed through and surrounded him.

“What happened?” William demanded.

Patrick could see the fear in his father’s eyes. “The man I was speaking with was Magnus,” he said. “I explained the situation to him. We spoke of Bridey and of her mother, Juliana.”

It sounded harmless enough and William breathed a sigh of relief. “Was that all?”

Patrick shook his head. “That is not all,” he said. “Although Magnus seems like a reasonable man, he did not realize his daughter was married and I completely understand that. However, not knowing she was married, he brought a man along with him to be her husband. His plan was to take Bridey back to his kingdom.”

A look of concern spread across the older knights. “But he knows you have married her?” Paris asked.

“He knows.”

“And what did he say?”

Patrick made sure he was looking at his father when he answered. “He told me that if I love her, I have to fight for her. A battle to the death.”

William wasn’t pleased. “Christ,” he hissed. “I cannot imagine this is a good thing, Patrick. You will end up killing the man Magnus selected to marry his daughter. He is more than likely a young lord, or even an old lord, surely someone with some status who cannot compete with you in combat. What will you do if you are faced with a frightened young lord or, worse, a frightened old man?”

Patrick shrugged. “It was Magnus who demanded the fight,” he said. “I am simply following his command. Come with me; let me introduce you to him. As I said, he seems like a reasonable man. Mayhap you can talk him out of having me slay one of his lords.”

William was more than willing to meet Magnus and evaluate the situation. Therefore, Patrick headed back to the riverbank followed by his father, Paris, and Kieran. The old knights felt much better now that they weren’t locked away as Patrick dealt with the Northmen alone. Now, it was the four of them. Much better odds.

As the group drew close to the collection of men and boats, Magnus noticed the three older knights with interest. When Patrick came close enough, he began the introductions.

“My lord, this is my father, Sir William de Wolfe,” he said. Then, he indicated the other two. “These men are his brothers-in-arms, Sir Paris de Norville and Sir Kieran Hage. Good men, this is Magnus, King of the Norse.”

William bowed his head politely to the king. “It is an honor, my lord.”

He wasn’t really expecting a reply, unaware that Magnus spoke his language, but was surprised when Magnus answered. “Are you the man called The Wolfe?”

“I am, my lord.”

Magnus looked at him a moment longer before gesturing to Patrick. “I like your son,” he said. “What is it about my daughter that you found so offensive that you could not give the man permission to marry her?”

William remained calm but he was secretly ready to punch Patrick in the mouth for telling the Northman such things. Now he found that he had to defend himself.

“Your daughter is a lovely, bright, and delightful woman, my lord,” he replied. “I only had reservations in the very beginning because she was a ward of the church and we did not have permission for the marriage.”

“Was permission ever given?”

“Nay, my lord.”

Magnus looked at Patrick and grinned. “Then you must have wanted to marry her very badly.”

Patrick simply nodded. Still grinning, Magnus’ only reply was to shake his head as if in complete understanding of the impetuousness of youth. He had been young and in love, once, himself. There was almost a frivolity in his manner as he gestured to the group of men behind him, with the longships beyond.

“Then you can prove how much you wish to keep her,” he said, turning to the men behind him. “Elof!”

Patrick, William, Paris, and Kieran watched as the group of men behind Magnus shuffled around and then finally parted, revealing the longship behind them. Something was moving below deck; they could all hear it. Like great footsteps or the beat of a drum, it was something rhythmic and menacing. It was quite strange, really, and the English knights watched with interest as men began to appear from the lower deck of the ship. Two men emerged, carrying shields and swords, followed by a man.

But it wasn’t any man.

A warrior easily the size of Patrick emerged from the bowels of the ship, carrying a wooden shield and a short, broad sword with him. The banging noises they had been hearing had been the warrior beating his shield with his sword as he walked. He was grunting, too, working himself up into a fighting frenzy. When he finally came out onto the deck, the English knights got a good look at just how big the man really was; he was taller than Patrick. And heavier.

And meaner.

“Christ,” William hissed, standing next to Patrick. “Is this the man you must fight?”

Patrick didn’t have a ready answer because he was fairly shocked himself. Truthfully, he found something ironically hilarious about the situation. At seven inches over six feet, he had always been the tallest, broadest man in the room. He’d intimidated, squashed, and even sometimes bullied lesser men when the mood struck him. He’d never run into anyone as big as he was or as tough. But the half-naked warrior making his way off the ship had to be the biggest bastard he’d ever seen. He could hardly believe his eyes.

“Evidently,” he finally muttered.

William was genuinely trying not to react at the sight of the gargantuan warrior but, beside him, he could hear groaning and he knew it was coming from Paris. The man had never been very good at concealing his emotions.

“William,” he whispered. “Create a diversion. Give Atty a chance to run for his life!”

William glanced at him. “You create a diversion,” he countered. “Throw yourself at the man. Sacrifice yourself so that Patrick may live.”

Paris shook his head. “He would turn me into pulp,” he said. “Kieran, you still fancy yourself the most powerful warrior in the north. Do something!”

Kieran was watching the colossal Norse warrior as the man came onto the riverbank. “Not me,” he said. “You keep telling me I am an old man and no longer able to best the younger men. For once, I am going to listen to you.”

The words were softly uttered between the three older knights, the same camaraderie and levity they had always had when facing a serious situation. It was simply the way they dealt with such things. But the more William got a look at the muscular warrior dressed in skins and breeches, as barbaric as he had ever seen a man, the more fear he began to feel for his son.

But he couldn’t let Patrick know it. That was the main reason he was willing to jest in the face of such terror. Patrick had to believe he could beat this man and William would not take that away from him. To say anything negative, or fearful, would be to cast doubt on Patrick’s skills as a warrior, and William wouldn’t dream of doing anything like that. Therefore, he turned to his son, turning his head slightly so his voice couldn’t be heard by the Northmen.

“This should be a simple thing,” he muttered. “I would suggest you simply let the man wear himself out. Let him chase you if he must; fight him but do not fight hard. Then, when he has exhausted himself, strike and strike hard. Let this be a battle of wit, Patrick, and not brawn. You are smarter than he is; prove it.”

Patrick could hear the confidence in his father’s voice but he knew, deep down, that William was frightened for him. Truth be told, Patrick was a bit wary about what he had to face. But he knew his love for Brighton would keep him going, feeding his strength in a way it had never been fed before. All he had to do was think of his wife at the mercy of this animal and he was seized with rage and determination. He was the only thing that stood between Brighton and this monster.

He had to win, no matter what the cost.

“This is the man I have selected to marry my daughter,” Magnus said, cutting into Patrick’s thoughts. He gestured to the enormous warrior. “This is Elof Red Beard, Slayer of Beasts. He has killed many an enemy and has earned his place at my table. By gifting him my daughter, I honor him for his devotion to me. He is a man of honor but also a man of anger, and he wants what you have. If you do not want him to have it, then you will have to kill him.”

Patrick was more than ready to do what he needed to do. “As you say, my lord,” he said, his eyes never leaving Elof as the man stood there and glared at him. “What are the rules of this combat?”

Magnus gestured to the men who had brought the swords and shields from the lower deck of the longship. The men swiftly ran forward and dumped the weaponry at Magnus’ feet.

“Each of you will be given three shields and a sword,” he said. “When a shield is broken or smashed, the fight will cease and you will retrieve another shield. When all shields are smashed, the battle will continue on until one of you is dead. All combat must take place right here in front of the ship, so you may not run. You must face your opponent. Those are the only rules, Sir Patrick. Do you agree?”

Patrick nodded. “I do.”

“When you are prepared, we will begin.”

Patrick stepped back, eyeing Elof and seeing that the man wore no armor while he had his mail on and his heavy tunics. Quickly, he turned to his father.

“Help me remove my mail,” he said.

William looked at him with concern. “But why?” he asked. “Patrick, you were trained to fight with protection on. If you remove it, then you are removing your chance of emerging from this unscathed.”

Patrick began pulling his cowl off and Kieran, standing behind him, began to help. “I am handicapped by the weight of it,” he said. “Look at Elof; he is wearing no protection at all. That means he will be more agile than I am. If I wear all of this protection, I will be more vulnerable to his attacks because I will not be able to move swiftly enough.”

As he began to untie his tunic with Kieran’s assistance, Paris stepped in to help as well. “He is correct, William,” he said quietly. “In order to fight that beast on his own terms, he will have to level the playing field. A knight on foot is a lethargic creature and you know it. He cannot go in fighting as an armored man if his opponent has none. It will not make this a fair fight.”

William reluctantly understood. As knights, they were trained to use all of the protection available to them but the Northmen didn’t fight that way. Their weapons were cruder, their tactics barbaric, but they were still just as effective and terrifying. If Patrick was going to fight on the Northman’s terms, and win, then he had to fight like a Northman. With that in mind, William began helping his son strip down.

The tunic came off followed by the mail coat, a padded under tunic and another tunic beneath that. When Patrick was finally stripped to the waist, left only in his breeches and boots, William went over to where the weapons and shields were laid out and selected a weapon for his son. Then he picked up a shield and carried it over to him.

“Since you are going to be in close quarters fighting, your broadsword will do you no good,” he said. “This sword is well-made and the style of the pommel will provide some protection for your hand. If you do not like this sword, you may choose another. There are a few others they have brought forth.”

With his broad chest and muscled arms gleaming beneath the mid-summer sun, Patrick took hold of the sword, getting a feel for the weight of it. It was fairly lightweight and not anything like his enormous broadsword, but he would be able to move faster with it and strike faster with it.

“The craftsmanship is excellent,” he said, inspecting it. “You have chosen wisely, Da.”

William smiled weakly as he handed him the shield. “Remember what I told you,” he said. “Let your opponent exhaust himself and then strike when he is too weak to fight back. Brains over brawn, Atty.”

Patrick looked over his shoulder at Elof, who was huffing and puffing, working himself up into a sweat. “I doubt he will exhaust himself,” he said casually, turning back to give his sword one last look-over. “He looks as if he eats small children for breakfast.”

The humor was still there. That was good; it showed that Patrick wasn’t feeling any real fear. Concern, perhaps, but not fear. It was time to begin.

“May God be with you,” William muttered. “I will see you at the end.”

Patrick looked at his father and, for the second time that day, felt inordinately sentimental towards the man. He knew his father was frightened for him and commended the man for not showing it. In the same situation, Patrick was quite sure he wouldn’t have been so calm. Leaning forward, he kissed him on the forehead.

“Not to worry, Da,” he said. “We will be roasting a Norse beast by sup tonight. But remember your promise to me.”

“What was that?”

Patrick’s humor left him and, for a split second, a flash of fear was in his eyes. But not for him; it was for his wife.

“You promised me that you will not let them take Bridey,” he murmured. “If anything happens to me, you must hold true to that promise. If you do not, I will never forgive you.”

With that, he turned and headed over to the riverbank where Magnus himself was overseeing the start of the battle. As William, Paris, and Kieran watched Patrick take position against his opponent, Kieran leaned in to William.

“You will not stand by while your son is killed, will you?” he asked quietly.

William, his eyes riveted on Patrick, shook his head. “Never,” he murmured. “If it looks as if it is coming to that, I will intervene and I will kill anyone who gets in my way.”

Kieran breathed a sigh of relief. “I was hoping you would say that,” he said. “I will return to the castle and tell Bridey what is happening. It is her right to know.”

“While you are at it, arm the knights and tell them to be ready. If I must intervene, I have a feeling the Norse will not take it well.”

“We will be ready.”

“Good.”

As Kieran headed back to the castle, William found himself praying that this day wouldn’t bring any death to him or to his family. Scared to death, he struggled not to show it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


“I-I will not let this happen!” Brighton was in tears. “Why did he agree to this? Why did you allow it?”

Kieran was trying very hard to keep the woman calm but he wasn’t doing a good job of it. In fact, no one in the castle was calm about what was transpiring with Patrick, including Hector and Alec, who had converged on Kieran when the man had come back up from the Water Tower.

Kieran had been forced to tell them what was happening and that turned them into mad men, sending soldiers to call the knights away from their posts, bringing Scott and Troy on the run when they were told that Patrick was in a fight to the death against the man that Magnus had chosen to marry his daughter. The de Wolfe twins were in a fury over it, understanding it one minute and lamenting it the next.

But the worst reaction was yet to come. Brighton, informed that her husband was in the fight for his life, had no intention of remaining in the keep. Worse still, Katheryn and Evelyne agreed with her. The two sisters were weeping over Patrick’s situation while Brighton, a usually congenial and sweet woman, had turned into a tempest. The trouble was, no one blamed her, least of all Kieran.

“It was his choice, Bridey,” Kieran said, understanding a thing or two about agitated women because he had married one. “Those longships were, indeed, Magnus, your father, who had come to Berwick because he had received a missive from the mother prioress at Coldingham that his daughter – you – were in danger. He came here in good faith to save you, lass. What he did not expect was a happy daughter who was already married. He brought a husband he has chosen for you and, given the situation, Patrick chose to fight for you. He chose to prove to Magnus that he is the best husband for you.”

Brighton was beside herself. It was too much confusing and terrifying information, leaving her struggling to process it all. The more she built it up in her mind, the more frightened she became.

“B-but I do not understand,” she pleaded. “Mother Prioress sent a missive to my father? Why would she do such a thing?”

Kieran shook his head. “This we cannot know, lass. We have been trying to find an answer for the very same question.”

Not only was Brighton alarmed, now she was baffled. Nothing about this situation made any sense to her. “A-and now Patrick must fight to keep me? This is madness!”

“Madness or not, it is his choice.”

“B-but… fight for me? I am already his!”

Kieran sighed faintly, seeing that she didn’t fully understand the situation. “And he intends to keep it that way,” he said patiently. “You must understand something about men, Bridey. When something they love is threatened – a home, a wife, a king – they are compelled to protect it. To fight for it. This is no different from doing battle against Richard Gordon because the man wants to kill you. In this case, another man wishes to marry you. And Patrick will not permit that to happen.”

Brighton was trying to understand; she truly was. But this manner of thinking was incredibly foreign to her. All she could see was that she was already Patrick’s wife and for him to risk his life fighting off another man was lunacy.

She hated it.

“N-nay,” she finally said, shaking her head. “I cannot allow this to happen!”

She started running for the keep entry but Kieran grabbed her before she could get away. “You cannot stop it,” he insisted quietly, forcing her to stand still and listen. “It has already begun. If you go running down to the riverbank, you will distract Patrick and get him killed. Do you understand me? Seeing you or hearing your voice will distract him from defending his life in battle and that distraction will be deadly. Do you want to kill him?”

Brighton was looking at him fearfully, tears swimming in her big eyes now. “N-nay. Of course not.”

“Then do not distract him. If you want to watch what is happening, I will not stop you. But keep silent.” He paused, looking around him at the knights, the sisters, of Patrick. They were all in turmoil. “That goes for all of you. Watch if you will but if you utter a sound, you will kill him. Patrick cannot hear a sound from any of you.”

While Katheryn and Evelyn were gazing at Kieran much as Brighton was, with tears in their eyes, the knights were far more somber. They understood exactly what Kieran was saying; they understood that distraction was deadly when it came to a battle. As the seriousness of Patrick’s situation settled, Hector turned to his wife.

“You can watch from the keep if you have a notion to,” he told her quietly. “You will be able to see from the top level. But I do not want the children to watch. They are too young to understand it.”

Alec heard Hector and he, too, turned to his wife. “The boys are not to watch,” he said. “In fact, I would prefer you remain with them. I will come to you when it is over.”

Katheryn didn’t like the sound of that at all. She clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from sobbing openly. “Please do not let anything happen to my brother,” she whispered between her fingers. “Please, Alec.”

Alec nodded solemnly, kissing her on the head and gently shooing her back up the stairs, back up to the sleeping chambers where the children were. Evelyn followed and, together, the pair made their way up the stairs, disappearing into the upper levels.

Hector and Alec stood at the bottom of the steps, watching until the women were gone. Then, they made their way over to Kieran and Brighton.

“I am going down to the Water Tower to watch,” Hector said, his jaw ticking. “I will be fully armed. If it seems as if Patrick is in trouble, I will not hesitate to assist him, Uncle Kieran. I want to make sure we are clear on that.”

Kieran nodded. “I know,” he said. “William feels the same way. He asked me to tell the knights to arm themselves and await his command. He is not about to watch his son fight to his death, so we must be ready to help him.”

Scott and Troy were standing behind Kieran and heard his command. Truth be told, they hadn’t even formally met Brighton yet but now was not the time. There would be plenty of opportunity to get to know Patrick’s wife later, but now, they were on a mission. They immediately headed to the armory to arm themselves even more than they already were, sending word to Colm and Damien, Anson and Apollo of what was transpiring. They were assembling a force for Patrick, a needed force to step in and save the man if necessary. Brighton watched the speed with which they were moving, impressing to her just how serious the situation was and the fact that they were as concerned about it as she was.

Understanding that there were men to intervene in Patrick’s fight, Brighton was far calmer than she had been only seconds earlier. As long as men were willing to help her husband, then she was willing to believe that Patrick would make it out of this alive. But she had to go to him; she had to see what was happening. Even if she kept silent and he didn’t know she was there, perhaps he would feel her spirit around him.

Her love.

She refused to believe that God had given her a taste of such happiness only to take it away.

“W-will you take me to watch?” she asked Kieran. “I swear to you that I will be silent.”

Kieran was reluctant but, as he’d told William, he felt it was Brighton’s right to know what was happening to her husband and to witness it. This was for her, after all. He had to admit that he felt terribly sorry for her. Gently, he took her hand.

“Come along, then,” he said softly. “I will take you.”

Brighton followed Kieran out into the sunlight; a glorious day revealed behind the lifting of the fog. He took her over to the gated portal that led out to the stairs down to the jetty. The Water Tower was at the end of those stairs and the moment she began to descend, she could see the longships and a large gathering of men on the riverbank. She could also hear the distinct sounds of a fight, steel against steel and men grunting with exertion.

Patrick fighting for his life.

Halfway down the steps, the sounds of a battle were having an effect upon her. She began to tremble, her stomach in knots because she knew the sounds were of Patrick trying not to be killed. Having been raised at a priory, praying was all Brighton knew. God listened, she was certain of it, but she prayed that He would never listened more so than right now. As she reached the bottom of the steps and began to head to the edge of the Water Tower to view the spectacle below, she found herself repeating a prayer for Patrick’s protection over and over.

O My God, I adore Thee and I love Thee with all my heart. I thank Thee for having created me and for having watched over me this day. Pardon me for the evil I have done this day; and if I have done any good, deign to accept it. God, watch over my husband and deliver him from danger. May Thy grace be always with him and Your strength be within his sword. Protect him, O God, and let him live.

Amen.
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With the first blow from Elof’s sword across his wooden shield, Patrick knew he had met his match.

It wasn’t just any blow; it was as if he’d been kicked by a horse. He thought that he’d been prepared for such a blow but the truth was that no amount of preparation could have prepared him for that. Elof went on the offensive first and the blow to Patrick’s shield sent the man staggering backwards. And with that blow, the fight began in earnest.

It was evident early on that Elof had a tremendous amount of strength and Patrick was starting to hope that what his father said might actually be true; let the man tire himself. Considering the ferocity of Elof’s attack, Patrick could see that the man was going full-force in the first few moments of the battle. Surely he couldn’t keep it up forever. Perhaps Elof would, indeed, tire himself out, after all.

It was a hope Patrick clung to.

The first round was vicious because Patrick, unable to simply stand back and let a man beat on him, came back with equal force and hammered Elof so steadily that not only did his shield break, but Elof fell back into the crowd of Northman watching the fight. Victorious in the first bout, Patrick tried not to become arrogant about it. He made his way back to his corner of the battle area and stood there, shield and sword in hand, as Elof righted himself, tossed aside the broken shield, and picked up a second shield. When Elof was fully armed, he and Patrick charged at each other again.

The second clash of titans wasn’t a simple thing. Elof pounded on Patrick’s shield and then Patrick would return the favor. Patrick was coming to see that Elof really didn’t have any tactics in a fight; he simply rushed him and tried to beat his brains out by smashing Patrick’s shield repeatedly with his sword. For Patrick, that meant Elof wasn’t thinking beyond the initial battle. So at that point, Patrick began to throw in some tactics of his own.

As William had said, wits would win the war.

After a particularly tough barrage from Elof, one that cracked Patrick’s shield but didn’t break it, Patrick charged Elof with a vengeance, forcing the man backwards. Patrick was close enough that he was able to get a foot in behind Elof and trip the man. Elof went down on his back, hard, and Patrick swiped the corner of his shield into Elof’s face, clipping his nose. He then proceeded to use his feet on Elof, kicking the man brutally, but Elof was somehow able to roll to his knees and lurch to his feet. Bleeding from the nose and mouth, Elof attacked Patrick in a fury and ended up breaking his own shield.

Now, Elof was down to his last shield while Patrick still had his original shield in his hand. It was cracked but not broken. As the Northmen, and William and Paris, stood in a wide ring around the combatants, Elof once again went after Patrick, who dodged the man and tripped him once again. Elof went down, on his face this time, and Patrick threw aside his shield and sword and jumped on Elof’s back, pinning him to the riverbank and putting both hands on back of the man’s head, pushing his face into the dirt in an attempt to smother him.

Elof may not have been a particularly smart fighter, but he knew how to survive. As soon as he realized that Patrick was trying to suffocate him, he took a handful of sand and tossed it back into Patrick’s face, getting it into Patrick’s eyes. It was enough to stun Patrick so he loosened his grip and Elof was able to turn slightly and throw a big elbow into Patrick’s belly. With sand in his eyes and the wind knocked out of him, Patrick staggered to his feet as Elof launched an offensive.

Blinded by the sand, Patrick didn’t see Elof throw himself at him, but he certainly felt it. Elof hit him so hard that both men flew through the air, with Patrick landing on his backside and Elof landing on top of him. Then, the punches started to fly and, blinded by sand or not, Patrick wasn’t going to let this beast get the upper hand. He grabbed his own handful of dirt and tossed it into Elof’s face, causing the same type of reaction that Elof had caused in him. It was enough of a distraction for Patrick to throw a devastating blow into Elof’s already-damaged nose. Elof toppled off of him and into the dirt. After that, it was an all-out brawl.

Patrick was perfectly at home using his fists and feet instead of a sword. Unfortunately, so was Elof. The punches flew furiously, each man landing some fairly seriously blows on the other. Patrick had been hit, hard, in the eye and in the jaw, and his lips were bleeding where his teeth had been forced into his lips. Elof, too, was bleeding fairly seriously from the nose and mouth and, soon enough, blood began to splatter the more they punched. It was turning into a bloodbath as red droplets sprayed on the spectators.

On and on it went, blow after blow, and soon Patrick had to admit that he was growing weary. The punch to his jaw had almost knocked him out so his ears were ringing badly and his balance was off. But he wasn’t going to surrender, not in the least, and at one point, he threw his arms round Elof’s neck, enough to force the man to the ground and nearly cause him to lose consciousness. Elof, however, threw a thumb into Patrick’s eye and Patrick was forced to retreat.

Unfortunately for Patrick, being blinded in one eye caused him to miss a devastating left-handed blow from Elof that sent him right to the ground. The darkness of unconsciousness beckoned him but he fought it. He simply wasn’t going to permit that to happen. If he did, he knew he’d be dead.

And then… he saw it.

The short sword he’d tossed away was just a few inches from his hand. He could see a way to end this confrontation, once and for all, because he didn’t honestly think he could stand much more of the brutal pummeling. One of Elof’s blows was like being kicked in the head by a horse. Any more of those and he wouldn’t be able to fight off the unconsciousness. Therefore, he had to take his chance now to end this fight for good. Elof wasn’t going to win.

He was.

So, he feigned unconsciousness. He could hear his father calling to him, telling him to get up, but he ignored the man. He also prayed that William would stay out of it because he had a feeling that if his father thought he was truly in danger of being killed, he would intervene. And he knew for a fact that William couldn’t handle a blow from Elof. Therefore, he couldn’t delay too long to act because the timing had to be just right.

He waited.

Patrick could hear Elof coming behind him, presumably with a sword or something else to kill him with. He could hear his father’s pleas growing louder and he knew he had to take this chance because it would be his last. When he felt Elof at his feet, he suddenly grabbed the sword and rolled on to his back, lifting the sword just as Elof was lifting his own. But Elof’s sword was over his head, preparing to deliver a deadly down stroke, while Patrick’s sword had been lifted right into Elof’s gut.

Patrick’s sword made contact first.

Patrick struck and struck hard, driving his sword into Elof’s belly as the man looked down at him with an oddly confused expression. It was as if he could hardly believe he had lost. Once the sword was in Elof’s belly, Patrick lurched to his feet and removed it. Wielding it with both hands, he then swung it with all of his might straight at Elof’s neck. The short sword was very sharp and, in one stroke, Elof’s head went rolling off into the shallow waters of the river as the man’s big body remained upright for a moment longer before collapsing into the dirt.

Winded, half-blinded, and badly beaten, Patrick turned to Magnus, who had a somewhat surprised look on his face at the swift turn of events. Patrick pointed the sword at Elof’s collapsed body.

“He was the finest warrior I have ever faced,” he panted. “Make sure he receives a funeral fit for his greatness.”

With that, he took the sword in his hand and threw it as hard as he could, sailing it into the middle of the river. He then turned to his father, staggering in the man’s direction and barely making it to him before collapsing in his arms. Between William and Paris, they lowered Patrick to a sitting position.

From the grunting sounds of battle, of men in a life or death struggle, to the sudden sounds of silence, the battle was finally over. The stunned Northmen were crowded around the body of Elof, unconcerned with the English knight who had just killed him. It had been a fair battle and an entertainingly brutal one. They had great respect for the Englishman who had bested their finest warrior.

But William wasn’t concerned with any of that; he was more concerned with the son in his arms. Patrick might have been seriously beaten, but he was alive. He would recover. And that was all William cared about.

“Well done, Atty,” he murmured soothingly, fighting off the tears of relief. “You did very well. You did what you had to do. Let us take you back to the castle now where your wife can tend your wounds.”

“Patrick!”

They all heard the scream, turning to see Brighton rushing from the gates of the Water Tower, her skirt hiked up around her knees as she bolted. Scott, Troy, Kieran, Hector, and Alec were running behind her, all of them heading for Patrick, while still more men were rushing down the stairs from the castle, all of them rushing in Patrick’s direction.

But Patrick didn’t see anything other than Brighton. He was focused on her. Right now, she was the only thing in the world. She dropped to her knees beside him, her hands going to his face because she was too afraid to hug him, too afraid to cause him pain. Her face was flushed and her eyes were bright with unshed tears.

“My sweet, sweet husband,” she breathed, unable to stop herself from kissing his swollen lips. “You are alive. Thank God, you are alive!”

Patrick nodded, a big, bloodied hand moving up to cup her face. “I am,” he assured her softly. “Where did you come from?”

Brighton kissed him again, getting blood on her mouth. But she hardly cared. “From the tower above,” she told him. “I saw the battle and prayed as hard as I could for God to defend you. He must have listened to me because He knew I could not live without you.”

As Patrick and William and Paris watched, she hesitantly removed a tiny bejeweled dagger that had been tucked into her shift, holding it up so Patrick could see it. He recognized it as the one he’d purchased for her in Wooler. When Brighton saw his questioning expression, she explained.

“I have been carrying it with me ever since the Scots attacked Berwick,” she said softly. “If I was to fall into their hands, I vowed that they would not take me alive. But now… now with your fight against the Northman, I kept it close to my heart because that is where it would end up had you not survived this fight. You and I belong to one another, Atty, in this life or in the next. Mayhap it is wrong to feel so, but I cannot help it. You are my life and my love. You are my everything.”

Patrick was looking at the dagger, thinking several things at that moment, not the least of which was Brighton’s determination not to live without him. As he stared at the dagger, a single tear fell from his red, damaged eyes and trickled down his cheek. Reaching out, he took the dagger from her.

“I would fight a thousand men as I did today if only to keep you safe and happy,” he muttered. “The bond you and I share is too great to feel any other way. You are the heart that beats within me, Bridey. That will never change, in this life or in any other.”

Brighton smiled tremulously as he stroked her cheek with his bloodied hand, a tender moment between them that was more powerful than a thousand suns. Two hearts that beat as one, two souls that were irrevocably entwined. Now, it was understood between them that their love went deeper than anything mortal.

It was ageless.

And it was a proud thing for William to witness. His greatest son, the man who was the embodiment of his legacy, had finally found the love that William had always wished for him. As Patrick leaned forward to capture Brighton in his embrace, William caught a glimpse of a shadow coming up behind them. He turned to see Magnus approach.

“I hope this means you feel my son is worthy of marrying your daughter, my lord,” William said, rising to his feet. “He beat your man fairly. I hope you honor that.”

Magnus nodded but his gaze was on Brighton, clearly quite curious about the woman. “I will, indeed, honor it,” he said. “I know now that she is married to the best warrior in all of England. Possibly in the entire world.”

Patrick and Brighton heard Magnus speak, both of them turning to look at him. For Brighton, it was a surreal moment gazing into eyes that looked much like hers. She stood up, facing the man who had given her life and inspecting him just as he was inspecting her. There was great curiosity and great emotion there; the air was full of it.

“M-my lord,” she finally greeted. “It is an honor to meet you.”

Magnus’ face creased with the most joyful smile. “To hear your voice for the first time is like hearing the angels sing,” he whispered, his throat tight with emotion. “You look so much like your mother. I can see her in everything about you.”

Brighton smiled timidly. “I-I never knew her,” she said. “I wish I had.”

Magnus laughed softly, brushing away the tears that were starting to fall. “You speak as she did, too,” he said. “She had the same catch in her words as you do.”

Brighton’s smile broadened. “I-I did not know.”

“It was what made her so beautiful to me.”

Truly sweet words that touched Brighton’s heart. “Y-you loved her, then?”

“I did. Very much.”

“I-I am very happy to know that.”

Magnus’ gaze lingered on her for a moment longer before looking to Patrick, who was still seated on the ground. Magnus couldn’t help but notice that the man had hold of Brighton’s skirt as if fearful that Magnus would still somehow try to take her away, even now. After so brutal a fight, the man was still only concerned with his wife. He wasn’t even concerned for himself. Magnus crouched down beside him.

“Today, I witnessed greatness,” he said to Patrick. “I witnessed you. My daughter is very fortunate to have you as her husband and you have my blessing for this marriage. I hope… I hope you will allow me to return some day to ensure that life has been prosperous to you both.”

Patrick looked at the man, not an easy feat considering how painful his eyes were at the moment. “You are welcome at Berwick, always,” he said. “In fact, we would be honored if you would stay this night and feast with us. Bridey and I never did have a wedding feast and it would be particularly appropriate if you were here to celebrate with us.”

Magnus liked that idea a great deal. “You honor me,” he said. “We will drink, you and I, and speak of our countries and our women. And I would like to speak to your father of his land and his women.”

Patrick grinned as he turned to look at his father. “Do you hear that? He wants to speak of women.”

William laughed softly, standing up as many hands moved to help Patrick to his feet. “There is only one woman for me, my lord, as there is only one woman for my son,” he said. “A Norse princess he was fortunate enough to marry.”

Patrick was on his feet, but barely. He leaned heavily on Scott and Troy, beloved brothers who rushed up to brace him. In fact, all of his men had flooded out of the castle and he was swarmed by his knights who had seen the battle, men that were vastly proud of their commander and concerned for his health. There was also great curiosity with the Northmen, who seemed to be more relaxed now that the battle for Magnus’ daughter had finished. Even though they had lost one of their own, still, there didn’t seem to be any bitterness.

It was the way of their world, after all.

Through the crowds of men, Brighton stayed by Patrick’s side as he walked, gingerly, to the gates of the Water Tower. At that point, she had to stand aside while Scott, Troy, and Kieran helped Patrick navigate the stairs. As she stood and watched her husband make his way slowly up the steps, she felt a presence beside her and she turned to see Magnus standing next to her. He was with William but when their eyes met, he smiled at her. She smiled in return. When Magnus extended a hand to her, she placed hers in his warm, rough palm.

It was a gentle touch, father to daughter, for the very first time.

“Did you know that hawks have one mate for life?” he asked.

Brighton shook her head. “N-nay. I did not know that.”

“It is true. It would seem your Nighthawk has found his mate for life in you.”

Brighton’s smile grew. Impulsively, she kissed him on the cheek and fled up the stairs, after her husband and the men who were helping him. Magnus remained at the bottom of the steps with William, watching her go. When he finally turned away, he caught William staring at him. Embarrassed, he smiled.

“She looks so much like her mother,” he said. “I have difficulty taking my eyes from her.”

William smiled in return. “Then her mother must have been an exquisite woman.”

Magnus’ expression grew wistful. “I still long for those days when Juliana and I were very much in love,” he said. Then, he shook himself. “But it was not to be. I am glad our daughter found the love that we were denied.”

William couldn’t help but feel pity for the man who had loved and lost. “She is in very good hands with my son,” he said. “You needn’t worry about her, ever.”

Magnus nodded, his expression warm with gratitude. But then, his smile faded and he held up a finger. “That is not entirely true,” he said. “Who is this Richard Gordon that means to kill my daughter and where may I find him?”

William hesitated. “It is not only Richard Gordon, but the mother prioress as well.”

“Both of them are still a danger to Brighton.”

“Indeed, they are.”

Magnus leaned his head in to William as if to whisper to the man, lowering his voice as he spoke. “I’ll tend to Richard Gordon if you tend to the prioress.”

To protect his beloved son and his beloved daughter-in-law, William couldn’t refuse the offer. Patrick and Brighton had been through enough, in his opinion, and now it was time for him to help. He couldn’t help Patrick as he faced against Elof, nor could he do anything else for the man. Patrick was too stubborn to allow it. But with the man badly wounded, too wounded to do for himself, William took the opportunity to take care of business. He was The Wolfe, after all. And this was de Wolfe business.

“Agreed.”

Magnus discovered, through William, that the Gordon stronghold was north of Kelso. The River Tweed, in fact, ran through Kelso, and the river was wide enough to handle the longships. Magnus thanked William for the information and then shifted the subject to the barrels of mead and beer that he had in his hold, drink he wanted to bring to his daughter’s wedding feast. It sounded like a wonderful idea and, soon enough, both Englishmen and Norsemen were hauling up barrels of drink to the great hall in preparation of what turned out to be a four-day feast.

It was a celebration like nothing any of the English had ever seen. As Paris put it, the Norsemen had come to merrymake like no other. As injured as he was, Patrick could only stay for just an hour or two of the celebration, but he could hear the revelry from his bedchamber as he slept on and off for the next several days. As Brighton sweetly tended to her wounded husband, she could hear the merriment, too.

Lost in their own loving little world, they hardly seemed to care about the noise in the great hall. The only thing that mattered to them was that, for the moment, all was right in their world again.

But there were still outstanding issues, things that Patrick vowed to tend to once he was well enough. Yet, he never had the chance. When Kevin arrived from London the next day with the fresh army, bearing missives from Henry that included the arrest order for Mother Prioress, William took the arrest warrant and departed Berwick at dawn the next day. Even though he told Patrick he was departing for home, that wasn’t the truth. He left for Coldingham where he, Scott, Troy, Paris, and Kieran, along with about one hundred men-at-arms, arrested Ysabella Gordon and secured her for transport to York for her trial.

At the same time, Magnus departed his English hosts and traveled upriver, heading into the heart of England. It wasn’t until a few weeks later that Patrick heard that the entire Gordon stronghold had been burned out and Richard Gordon killed. Everything the Gordons held dear had been wiped clean in a stunning attack. Northman raiders, some said, but it was a rumor. No one ever saw Northman raiders so far inland. Still, those at Berwick suspected the truth.

At least, Patrick and Brighton knew the truth.

If the King of the Northmen and The Wolfe of the Border had anything to say about it, the Nighthawk and his mate would know peace, forever more.

… and they did.
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EPILOGUE


Haye Stronghold of Garvale

East Lothian

September 1270 A.D.

“Juliana de la Haye, did ye say?”

Brighton nodded. “A-aye,” she said. “My husband and son and I have traveled all the way from Berwick to see her. Can you tell me if she lives here?”

The man, older and bearing a big leather apron suggesting he was a servant, looked at Brighton rather dumbly. But he had answered the door of the large if not slightly run-down manor house of Garvale. It wasn’t too far away from Berwick, a little over thirty miles, but travel had been a little slower with the carriage carrying Brighton and her infant son. That, and the fact that about four hundred men had accompanied them considering they were heading into Scotland.

Patrick hadn’t wanted to take any chances with his wife and son on the journey even though he hadn’t wanted to bring them on this journey at all. But Brighton had insisted. She had been insisting for the past year. Having come to know her father, she wanted to know her mother. She wanted her mother to meet their son.

So off to Scotland they went.

Garvale. According to the register at Coldingham, Juliana de la Haye had lived at Garvale Manor in East Lothian. It was the seat of the Haye Clan in the lowlands of Scotland, so that was where Patrick had decided to start with the hunt for Brighton’s mother. Garvale Manor was more of a castle because it had a wall around it and two enormous towers on one side of the manse, the entire structure built with red sandstone that had worn to a dirty yellowish-gray over the years.

As Brighton spoke to the servant at the door, Patrick stood back behind his wife, in the yard of the manse, holding their son in his enormous arms as Brighton tried to find out anything she could about her mother. He would have been irritated with the situation had he not been preoccupied making faces at his six-month-old son, Markus, who had the most delightful grin. A happy baby, he smiled at everyone and was quite possibly the most adorable baby ever born with his dark hair and blue eyes. At least, Brighton and Patrick thought so. Markus’ grandparents, William and Jordan, were simply wild about the lad.

So were Patrick’s knights. A little heir among them turned most of them into doting fools. They had all come with the family on the journey to Scotland, all except Anson, who had remained in command at Berwick. But Kevin and Apollo had come, as had Damien and Colm. Surprisingly, it was the serious-minded Colm who was the most enamored over the baby.

Even now, he stood next to Patrick, making faces at the child and then pretending to be serious if he thought anyone was watching. He and Patrick kept the baby entertained as Brighton tried to uncover information with a man who seemed to be very confused with her questions. In fact, Patrick had finally had enough of the man’s idiocy so he handed the baby over to Colm, who took him happily, and went to stand with his wife.

“I am Patrick de Wolfe, commander of Berwick Castle,” he said, butting into the conversation that was going on. “This is my wife, Lady de Wolfe. Her mother is Juliana de la Haye and we were led to believe that Lady Juliana lived here at some point. Where is your master? Bring him to me so that I may speak with him.”

Orders from an enormous knight were not meant to be disobeyed and the man in the leather apron scampered off. As he ran, Brighton looked at her husband with irritation.

“I was handling the situation just fine,” she said.

He peered down his nose at her. “I could see that from the way he was rushing to do your bidding.”

Her eyes narrowed at him. “He would have if you had only been patient.”

Folding his enormous arms across his chest, he bent down so he could look her in the face. “I have been patient,” he whispered loudly. “I have been patient about this entire affair. I was patient when you demanded to come to Scotland and…”

“Demanded?”

“Aye, demanded. And I was patient when you wanted to bring my son because you could not leave him behind.”

“I am still feeding him! He is too young to be left behind!”

“You did not have to come now. You could have waited.”

Brighton’s entire face was a one big scowl that was now bordering on hurt. Too upset to argue with him, she simply turned away. He could see that he’d injured her feelings. Forcing himself to relent, which was difficult considering he knew he was in the right, he put his arm around her and pulled her to him.

“I am sorry,” he said, pretending to be contrite when he wasn’t in the least. “I did not mean to upset you. But you know I did not want you to come in the first place. This is something that could have easily been settled with a missive.”

Now Brighton was bordering on tears. “But I want to see her,” she whispered tightly. “I could not see her if I sent a missive.”

Patrick was feeling the least bit guilty now. He didn’t understand her drive to see a woman who had abandoned her at birth but perhaps that was because his own mother hadn’t. He still had her, and his father, and was secure in his relationship with them. Kissing the top of her head as an apology, he tried to hug her but she didn’t want to be hugged. In fact, she pulled away from him and now he was the one feeling badly. But the interplay between them was interrupted when a man suddenly appeared at the door.

“Who are ye?” he demanded in a throaty, ill-sounding voice. “What do ye want here?”

Both Patrick and Brighton looked at the man, seeing an individual who was an ashen gray color, with long, dirty hair and dressed in woolen clothing that looked as if he had been rolling around in the mud in it. He coughed again, spraying something out of his mouth. Patrick immediately pulled Brighton well back from the man. If he was sick, Patrick didn’t want either of them to contract it.

“My name is Patrick de Wolfe,” Patrick said steadily. “I am the commander of Berwick Castle and this is my wife, Brighton. My wife has come seeking Juliana de la Haye. Do you know her?”

The man’s eyes narrowed at them both, suspiciously. “Why do ye want her?” he rasped. “Why have ye come?”

Patrick wasn’t sure he should divulge everything. After all, telling someone that he had come seeking a woman who had borne a bastard child was a rather touchy piece of information. As he thought on a way to tactfully explain their presence, Brighton spoke up.

“I-I am her daughter,” she said simply. “She left me at Coldingham Priory twenty years ago and the nuns raised me, but I have come to meet my mother. Is she here?”

The man in the doorway suddenly lost all of his annoyance. He stared at Brighton, his expression going slack, and Patrick could feel himself tensing for what was to come. If the man tried to verbally abuse his wife in any way, he was going to get his neck snapped. So, he waited; they both waited, until the man in the doorway seemed to overcome his shock.

“Ye… ye lived at Coldingham?” he finally asked, his voice considerably less hostile.

Brighton nodded. “Aye.”

The man seemed to stare at her an inordinately long time. “Juliana’s lass?”

“Aye!”

“Ye look like her.”

Brighton’s heart soared with hope. “P-please… do you know her, then?”

He nodded. Then, he lowered his gaze and pulled out a filthy kerchief from the top of his tunic, wiping his nose and eyes with it. When he finally spoke, he was looking at the kerchief.

“Lass,” he said, “ye dunna know what ye’re askin’.”

Brighton looked at Patrick in confusion before responding. “W-what do you mean?” she asked. “You do know her, don’t you?”

The man continued to wipe at his nose as if pondering the question, which put Brighton increasingly on edge. The hope so recently in her heart was fading quickly.

“I havena heard that name in a long time,” he muttered. “A very long time. Juliana.”

Even Patrick was becoming anxious. “Answer my wife. Do you know Juliana?”

The man stopped wiping his nose and looked up at them both. “Aye, I do,” he said. “She’s me sister.”

“Is she here?”

“She’s dead.”

Brighton’s heart sank and her hope was completely dashed. She sighed heavily, looking up at Patrick with such sad eyes that he immediately felt very sorry for her. He put his arm around her, comfortingly, feeling sadness that their quest for her mother had come to an abrupt end. Not that he was surprised, but it was still sad.

“Then I thank you for your time,” he said quietly, pulling his reluctant wife away from the door. “We are sorry to have disturbed you.”

“Dunna ye want tae know what happened?”

Brighton wouldn’t be so easily led away when the old man asked that question. She paused. “I-I do,” she said eagerly. “Would you please tell me?”

From the way the old man asked the question, Patrick wasn’t so sure it was a good idea for Brighton to know what had become of her mother. But he wouldn’t pull her away. He feared she would resent him if he did. She had been eager to know of her mother for well over a year, ever since her separation from Coldingham, so Patrick thought she’d better hear all of it. They’d come this far. Therefore, he paused right along with her, standing next to her as they waited for the old man to tell them.

It wasn’t long in coming.

“I’m Gilbert, Juliana’s brother,” he said. “I was here when Juliana returned from the land of the Northmen, pregnant with a bastard child. With ye. Before ye were born, she tried tae run away because she knew our da wouldna let her keep the bairn. But me da… he was a devil, he was. He brought her back and locked her away until she had her child.”

Brighton was listening to the tale with great distress. She could feel Patrick’s hand on her back, comfortingly. “A-and then… then he forced her to give me to Coldingham?”

Gilbert nodded. “Right after ye were born,” he said. “He made her go. She was so weak; too weak tae travel but he made her go. I went with her. I was there when she handed ye tae the mother prioress.”

A mother prioress who was now locked away at York, doing a lifetime of penitence for her crime. Brighton actually found it both interesting and validating to finally hear of her delivery to Coldingham from someone who had been there, but she had no intention of telling Gilbert what they had actually delivered her into – into a plot of vengeance. Nay, she wouldn’t tell him that. There was no reason to. It was all in the past now.

“A-and then what?” she asked.

Gilbert leaned against the stone door jamb, weary in his recollection of a distant memory. “She came back here and me da locked her away again,” he said. “She was kept in the room as punishment for her sins, never leavin’. But me da… he was still seekin’ tae make an alliance with her, with someone who wouldna know of her shame. He finally found an alliance with the MacNaughton Clan far tae the north, where no one would know of me sister’s sin and of her bearin’ a bastard. But me sister had a mind o’ her own… she refused tae marry the man and the day before she was tae leave for the north, threw herself from the north tower. Killed herself, she did, and sometimes on moonless nights, ye can hear her screams as she plummets to the earth.”

Brighton gasped, a hand flying to her mouth in horror as Patrick simply closed his eyes with regret. Deep-seated regret that he permitted Brighton to hear the fate of her mother. He silently cursed the old man, knowing that those words would be the last and only memory Brighton had of her mother. In fact, he resisted the urge to strangle that foolish old man.

“O-oh… no,” Brighton gasped. “That is a horrible tale. My poor mother!”

Tears filled her eyes and Patrick came up behind her, putting his arms around her to comfort her. Brighton pressed her face into his tunic, turning her head away from the old man so he wouldn’t see her weep.

But Patrick wasn’t so subtle; he looked at Gilbert pointedly. “You did not have to be so blunt,” he said, his voice low and threatening. “My wife has come here to know of her mother’s fate, not of her grisly end.”

Gilbert wasn’t intimidated by the big English knight; he simply shrugged. “If she dinna want tae know all of it, then she shouldna have come.”

There was truth to that but Patrick was too angry to comment. His concern now was to remove Brighton and head for home. Now that she knew the truth, hopefully, her curiosity would be satisfied.

But Brighton wouldn’t be led away quite so easily. When she realized Patrick was trying to turn her away, she gently pushed from his embrace, wiping at her eyes as she looked at Gilbert again.

“C-can you really hear her screams?” she asked. “From the tower, I mean. Is it true?”

Gilbert had to admit that he was feeling some pity for the young woman. He thought he’d lost that ability long ago, but looking at the daughter of his sister and seeing the resemblance, he began to feel compassion for Juliana again. Compassion for a young woman he had been so fond of.

“Aye,” he told her. “I’ve heard them meself. Juliana was me sister and I… I loved her. She was a good lass but she fell in love with a Dane. She loved him tae the end. That was why she wouldna marry the MacNaughton. Dyin’… it was her only way out.”

That news tore out Brighton’s heart; her mother had loved Magnus until the end, just as Magnus had repeatedly spoke of his love for Juliana. Two lovers who could never be together, who had produced a daughter with that love. Brighton was coming to understand that she was the product of a love that would never die, something powerful that still lived on. It lived in her and now in little Markus. In that thought, she gave herself comfort.

True love never dies.

“I-I know Magnus,” she said. “The Dane you speak of, the one that Juliana loved… I know him. He is a good man and we have been able to establish our family bonds. But it was tragic that he and Juliana could not marry. He never stopped loving her, either.”

Gilbert’s sympathy was in his features. The kerchief came out again and he began wiping his nose. “Then I will tell her that,” he said quietly. “On the next moonless night, I will tell her that the Dane still loves her. Mayhap that will give her spirit some rest.”

“I-is she buried close by that I might visit her grave?”

That question seemed to hit Gilbert particularly hard. “The priests wouldna allow her tae be buried in the church yard,” he said. “We buried her outside the yard beneath an oak tree. The grave was meant tae be unmarked but I went back later and put a big rock atop her grave. If ye turn the rock over, ye’ll see a cross I carved intae it. Even if me da and the priests were willin’ tae forget her, I couldna. She deserved better.”

Brighton was touched at the length Juliana’s brother went to for her. She could also see how it pained the man to speak on her. Truth was, it was painful for her, too. She wasn’t entirely sure how she was going to tell Magnus what had become of the woman he loved but she would have to think of something. Politely, she thanked Gilbert for the information.

“Y-you have been kind and gracious to tell me what became of my mother,” she said. “May I ask you one final question?”

“Aye.”

“M-my name…,” she began hesitantly. “She told the nuns at Coldingham that my name was Brighton de Favereux. Do you know why she decided upon that name?”

Gilbert smiled faintly. “Yer birthname was a Northman name and she knew she couldna send ye tae the priory with that name, so she changed it,” he said. “De Favereux is from our Norman grandmother, our mum’s mother. And Brighton… when we were young, our da took us tae the south. He was a bit of a wanderer and felt that we should see somethin’ of the world, so he took us all the way south tae a place called Brighton. It was by the sea. Juliana said it was the most beautiful place she’d ever seen, just like heaven. I suppose that’s why she called ye that – because ye were the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen, just like heaven.”

It was a sweetly poignant explanation of her name and Brighton couldn’t help but smile. Patrick had heard it, too, and he smiled at her, glad to see that something in all of this had given her a small measure of joy. For all of its sorrow, perhaps this trip hadn’t been without a tiny measure of happiness, after all.

“Thank you again for your time,” Patrick said, reaching out to take his wife’s hand. “Since you are my wife’s uncle, should you ever need anything, do not hesitate to send word to Berwick Castle. We are family, after all.”

That thought hadn’t really occurred to Gilbert. His eyebrows lifted in shock. “Me?” he asked. “A kin tae a Sassenach? They’ll run me out of Scotland!”

He said it in jest and Patrick grinned at the man, gently pulling Brighton away from the entry and back out to the yard where their escort waited. Gilbert was still snorting with laughter as he closed the door. Patrick and Brighton made their way towards little Markus, who quickly recognized his parents. He began to crow in delight and kick his little feet as Brighton reached out to take her son from Colm.

“Well?” Colm said. “Did you find out what you wanted to know?”

Patrick eyed Brighton, unsure how to respond, but she was kissing the baby, wiping the drool from his chin. Then, her attention moved inevitably to the manse and the massive towers on one side of it.

“Atty?” she asked. “Which tower would be the north tower?”

Patrick looked at the towers, glancing up at the sun and then to the landscape around them. Rolling green hills and bright skies greeted him as he determined their orientation.

“That one,” he said. “The one closest to us.”

Brighton craned her neck back to look at the tower, which was at least four stories high and possibly more. She really couldn’t tell. After a split-second of indecision, she began walking towards the tower with the baby still in her arms. Patrick watched her go.

“Where is she going?” Colm asked. “Did she discover anything about her mother?”

Patrick nodded, his gaze never leaving his wife. “She did,” he said. “I will tell you about it later. Gather the men, now. We must be ready to leave.”

As Colm went off to prepare the escort, Patrick continued to stand there and watch Brighton as she walked all the way to the tower and just stood there, looking up at it. He knew why and thought that it would be best if she dealt with this aspect of it alone. In reconciling herself to her mother’s tragic death, that was something she had to do on her own. But he would be here if she needed him.

He would always be here for her if she needed him.

And Brighton knew that. She knew Patrick had not come with her to the tower out of respect and she appreciated it. She was intensely curious about the tower her mother threw herself from, even going so far as to inspect the ground at the base of the tower where her mother had undoubtedly landed in a heap. It was intensely heartbreaking to think that she had been cursed to repeat her tragic death every time there was a moonless night, condemned to throw herself from the top of the tower for eternity. Perhaps that was her penitence for her crime. As the baby cooed and chewed on his fingers, Brighton found herself gazing up at the top of the tower.

“M-Mother?” she said quietly. “’Tis me. ’Tis Brighton. I came here looking for you but was told of your tragic circumstances. I simply wanted to tell you that I forgive you everything. I know you took me to Coldingham because you had no choice. It was not your fault. I did not have a bad life there, in fact. The nuns took care of me. They educated me. Although I did not expect to marry, I have been fortunate enough to have married a man I love deeply. He is the most wonderful man in the entire world and we are very happy together. And look – we have a son. His name is Markus. We let Magnus choose the name. Did you hear me? Magnus, the man you love and my father, chose our son’s name. I hope you can hear me because I want you to know that he never stopped loving you. Even though he has a wife and children, you are his first love. He comes to visit us regularly and he is a truly remarkable man. I thought you would like to know. We are all happy, Mother. I wish you could be part of this joy but my prayer for you is that you find some peace.”

The only response was the sound of the wind as it whistled through the stones of the tower. No ghostly motherly appearance, no voice from beyond. Simply silence. But Brighton didn’t mind; she actually found a great deal of comfort in speaking to the last place her mother ever saw alive. Somehow, it was cathartic to her soul.

“P-please, Mother, find peace,” she said again, more softly now. “I do not want you to be sad or lonely any longer. Although I did not know you, I love you and will only speak fondly of you. My son will grow up knowing the story of his grandmother who loved very deeply. Be happy, my sweet mother, wherever you are.”

There were tears in her eyes as she turned from the tower, carrying the baby back to the escort that was waiting for her. But the tears weren’t completely those of sadness; there were some tears of joy, as well. Joy for a mother who understood what it was to love deeply and completely. Brighton hoped that wherever her mother’s spirit happened to be, that she had heard her.

That was her prayer.

And it was a prayer answered. Beginning with the next moonless night, the screams were never heard from again.

* THE END *
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What a different and complex tale this is!

If you’ve read the books where our hero, Scott de Wolfe, appears, then you know from those novels that Scott is the gregarious, congenial, eldest son of William and Jordan de Wolfe. He’s appeared in Nighthawk and Serpent along with his twin, Troy (who will have his own story told in DarkWolfe). But this novel paints a very different picture of the Scott de Wolfe you’ve had a glimpse of.

This is a tale on how an incident can change a man’s manner, and life, completely.

This novel had an interesting evolution, actually. Some sharp-eyed readers may remember the first couple of chapters from a collection of half-finished novels I published back in 2013. Readers voted on the books they wanted me to finish and this one was somewhere up near the top, but I just couldn’t get the right “feel” for it. It was the great beginning to a story but I wasn’t sure where I wanted to take it.

Enter Scott de Wolfe.

Readers have been clamoring for the stories of William and Jordan’s eldest sons, the twins, Scott and Troy, so the idea struck me to transform these first few chapters into Scott’s story. There is quite a bit of “tweaking” going on to mold it into what I wanted it to be, but I think the end result is a very worthy story for Scott. I will warn you that the opening scene is one of great tragedy, but that was necessary in order for Scott to find out what kind of man he really is.

Being the eldest son of William de Wolfe (and the older of the twins by fifteen minutes), Scott de Wolfe has quite a legacy to live up to and that is exactly what he ends up doing, only his path isn’t as conventional as he hoped it would be. He had to go through a lot in order to find his Happily Ever After.

As always, things to note – playing cards are mention in this book about a hundred years before their first recorded use. As always, timelines like that can’t really be proven because it’s quite possible that cards had made it to England before that but simply weren’t mentioned or popular. Most things in history come to light when they become popular, but for the sake of our story, I have “picture cards” mentioned.

And with that, please enjoy Scott and Avrielle’s story because it’s really one of growth, not just for the hero and heroine, but for the secondary characters as well. It’s not the destination in this story – it’s the journey.

Happy Reading!

Kathryn
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Through mists and sunshine, came a knight

Son of The Wolfe, was he.

A knight so bold,

Of honor told,

A legend in the making to be.

But o’er his heart, a shadow was cast,

This Wolfe, so brave and bold.

His grief would last,

And as the days passed,

His soul grew hard and cold.

When hope was lost,

This knight so bold,

Came upon a phantom,

“Phantom,” said he, “for certain you can see,

That life is nothing but sorrow.”

“Dear Wolfe,” said the phantom, “nothing is for certain,

Least of all your sorrow.

For when you expect it the least,

Love will shatter grief,

And you will find peace upon the morrow.”

~ 13th c. Chronicles of the House of de Wolfe
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PROLOGUE


April, 1270 A.D.

Castle Questing, Northumberland

Thump, thump, thump….

His heart was pounding so hard in his ears that the surging of blood through his veins was all he could hear. It was all he could feel. He’d been riding at a maddening pace since leaving Northwood Castle, several miles to the north, as he headed to the home of his mother and father.

Castle Questing had always been a place of joy and warmth for him, something that soothed his soul and eased his mind. The entire world could be falling apart around him but, still, he would have Castle Questing and he would have his family. They were his rock in times of trouble, all of them. Nothing else mattered. But if what he’d been told was true, the rock had disintegrated.

He had nothing left to hold on to.

He tried not to think of it. He only tried to think of the next breath he would take, the next step the horse would take. Second by second was the only way he could function. He wasn’t a man normally given to panic because that was alien to him, something that wasn’t in his nature. He was a de Wolfe and de Wolfes didn’t crumble. At the moment, however, he was filled with enough of it to crumble him and then some. And his heart – pounding so forcefully – was full of that same panic, reminding him with every painful beat that something had happened, something had gone terribly wrong, and he’d been summoned to Castle Questing by his father.

William de Wolfe, the great Wolfe of the Border, had called his two eldest sons home. Scott de Wolfe and Troy de Wolfe had been beckoned back to this great castle of warmth and family with a message that had been so ominous that, even now, Scott de Wolfe refused to remember the message. All he knew was that he’d been called home by his father and he was praying that it was all a terrible mistake.

It had to be a mistake.

Please, God, let it be a mistake….

Scott didn’t know if his twin brother, Troy, was on his way home from his outpost of Wark Castle, a garrison of Castle Questing. But Scott assumed he was. The messenger that had come for Scott had mentioned that Troy had been summoned also. In fact, Troy was probably already at Castle Questing because Wark was much closer to the family home than Northwood Castle was, where Scott had been on an errand for his father when he’d received the missive. Just a simple errand.

Hell, he’d only left Castle Questing just a few hours earlier.

Now, he was heading home again and dreading it with every fiber in his body.

But he wasn’t alone as he fled home. Beside him, Paris de Norville, his father’s oldest and dearest friend from Northwood Castle, was riding with him as he headed home. The man also happened to be Scott’s father-in-law. The message William had sent had concerned Scott’s wife, who was also Paris’ daughter. Troy’s wife, who had also been mentioned in William’s missive, was also Paris’ daughter and a sister to Scott’s wife. If Scott was feeling panic, he couldn’t even imagine what Paris was feeling.

Devastation.

Horror.

Unimaginable grief….

Scott couldn’t even spare a moment to look at Paris, who was riding beside him. Both men followed by several Northwood warriors including Sir Michael de Bocage, an old knight and another old friend of William’s who served at Northwood Castle with Paris. Northwood Castle was where the older generation of knights had served together for many years – William, Paris, Michael, and a whole host of them – and the men had remained close even until old age.

Therefore, what affected one of them affected all, but no one was affected like Scott was at the moment. The panic he was trying to keep at bay was hovering on the fringe of his mind, threatening to take hold at any moment.

Keep calm. Just a little longer, man. Keep calm.

So, he rode into the late afternoon, heading south to Castle Questing, focused on the swift ride home and not what was waiting for him when he reached there. Around him, the land was wet and mushy from the heavy rains they’d had that spring and mud was kicked up from the horses, flying over the men and making them look sloppy and filthy. A little under an hour after leaving Northwood Castle, the rise of Castle Questing finally came into view.

The castle was gleaming in the late afternoon sun, appearing golden as it perched atop the hill like a great beacon. Once Scott had the castle in his focus, he forgot about living for the moment. Now, he was living for Castle Questing and closing the gap between him and the fortress. That pounding heart was causing his breathing to come in labored gasps and as they began their ascent up the muddy, slippery road to the castle on the hill, Scott dug his spurs into the side of his horse so hard that the animal had bloodied flanks. It was indicative of Scott’s level of anxiety, goring the horse he loved so well. But at the moment, all he could think of was reaching his father.

He had to reach his father. Like a nightmare, time seemed to slow down the closer he came.

One more step…

Just one more step!

Finally, they reached the crest of the road and the castle was laid out before them, a vast and massive fortress with the de Wolfe black standards snapping on the battlements. Scott’s frothing, bleeding horse thundered up to the drawbridge, which was lowered, and he and his party raced into the bailey of Castle Questing only to be met by his father as the man was emerging from the keep. Having been notified of the approaching party, the great and mighty Wolfe of the Border was ready for them.

Waiting….

In haste, Scott pulled his horse to a halt and dismounted so quickly that he nearly fell to his knees. By the time he regained his balance, his father was standing in front of him, steadying him. That big, warm hand of his father that Scott loved so well now felt like a vise, squeezing him. There was urgency in the touch.

“Scott,” William de Wolfe said. “Thank God you have come.”

Scott was in no mood for any delays. He only wanted answers. “Thomas said there had been an accident,” he said, his voice trembling with grief and exhaustion as he referred to his youngest brother, the messenger who had come to him at Northwood. “Tell me what has happened, Father. What accident? Where is my wife?”

William looked at his son; gregarious, blonde, and wildly handsome as well as a knight of legendary talent and command ability. William could ask for no finer son than Scott de Wolfe. The man had lived a charmed life. But that was all about to end and William seriously wondered how his son was going to take a blow that could not only send him to his knees, but destroy him as well. Was Scott strong enough to accept what he needed to hear? The next few moments would tell if he had the de Wolfe strength of character or if those years of fortune and blessings had weakened that inherent de Wolfe resolve.

Either way, William knew he would regret this moment to his grave.

He proceeded.

“Paris,” William glanced at his old friend, who had come up beside Scott. Even as he put a hand on Scott’s shoulder, he reached out to take Paris’ hand. This was to be the most gut-wrenchingly painful moment of William’s life and he fought off the nausea it provoked. “Listen to me, both of you. Listen carefully. Helene and Athena were traveling to Berwick today to visit Patrick and Bridey’s new son.”

Scott cut him off. “I know,” he snapped. “I was here this morning and saw them off.”

William squeezed his son’s shoulder, begging for patience. “You know the facts, but Paris does not,” he said quietly. He looked between the two men as he spoke. “The women took a contingent of men with them and they were traveling in the heavy carriage. You know the one with the covered cab; the one my wife likes to travel in because it is enclosed. Athena and Helene took the younger children with them.”

He was speaking calmly, succinctly, referring to a situation Scott was already very familiar with. His younger brother, Patrick, had recently been presented with a son from his wife and Scott’s wife, Athena, had sewn some lovely little garments for the infant. Her sister, Helene, who was Troy’s wife, also had gifts for the child. The women had been planning to visit Berwick for at least a week, ever since Patrick’s wife had presented him with a healthy son. It was all information Scott already knew and he was about to explode with frustration.

“Father, please,” Scott begged. “What happened?”

William was genuinely trying not to tear up. His heart was breaking as he struggled to bring forth the rest of the tale, already seeing the distress on his son’s face. God, it was killing him.

“You know that we have had quite a bit of rain this spring,” he said, his voice hoarse as his emotions got the better of him. “It has made the creeks and rivers very swollen. The soldiers who escorted Athena and Helene to Berwick said that when they reached the River Till, it was very swollen and they were uncomfortable with the bridge crossing. It seemed to them that the strong flow of water had weakened the bridge. When they told the ladies their concerns, their warning was not heeded.”

Bile rose in Scott’s throat. He could see what was coming but, like a runaway horse, there was no way to stop it. It was going to crash right into him and he couldn’t possibly brace himself against what was coming. Instinctively, he put his hand over his chest, as if to protect his heart.

“Oh… God,” he breathed. “They went anyway.”

“They did.”

Scott took a deep breath, laboring to remain on his feet as the ground swayed beneath him. “Go on. Tell me.”

William sighed heavily, struggling with every word. “Athena and Helene insisted on crossing it,” he said, his voice raspy. “When the carriage was halfway across, the pilings gave way and the bridge collapsed, dumping the carriage into the river. The soldiers tried to help them, but the weight of the carriage and the swiftness of the water… it was swept down river with the women and children inside of it. The soldiers chased it and lost it, only to find it an hour later, upside down against the riverbank. The horses had miraculously managed to survive and break their harnesses, standing on the riverbank and grazing. But Athena and Helene and the children….”

He trailed off, unable to continue, and Scott stared at his father as the news settled. The runaway horse had hit him full-force and he felt weak all over. But in his attempt not to shatter, he steeled himself, turning into stone right before their very eyes. No shock, no grief registering; simply stony, emotionless reflection. It was the only way he could handle the news.

His father didn’t even have to tell him the rest. He already knew.

“My wife is dead.” It was not a question.

William nodded, once. “Aye.”

“And my children?”

Tears glimmered in William’s one good eye; the other was patched, lost in battle decades before. He cleared his throat, trying to speak.

“Andrew and Beatrice could not be saved,” he whispered. “The soldiers tried, but it was too late.”

Scott stared at him, unable to register anything. The shock was too deep. “It is not true,” he said, sounding desperate. “They did not try hard enough. Where are they? I shall heal them. I have the skill.”

William shook his head, grabbing his son by the arm before he could charge away, blindly, in search of his family. “Unless you can bring them back from the dead, you cannot help.”

That wasn’t what Scott wanted to hear. He couldn’t believe it. But the look on his father’s face told him otherwise. Slowly, he began to understand that no healer in the world could bring his loved ones back to him.

Oh, God… was it really true?

“What of Helene?” he breathed. “What of Troy’s children?”

“Gone, all of them.”

“Does Troy know?”

“He is inside with them now.” William lost the battle against the tears; they streamed from his eye. “He is making his peace with them, as you must. They are waiting for you, Scott. Go to them.”

Scott simply stood there and absorbed what his father was telling him. He wasn’t even sure this was real, any of it. Perhaps it was a dream he would soon awaken from; for all of the panic he’d been feeling, when the worst of all possible news was finally delivered, he felt numb.

Simply numb.

This morning, he’d had a wife and four children. Now, he only had two children, older boys who were away fostering. His beautiful, willowy Athena with her golden-red hair was gone, and spirited Andrew and sweet Beatrice right along with her.

Was this even possible?

He couldn’t even comprehend it.

As he stood there in a daze, his brother, Troy, suddenly emerged from the keep with their mother, Lady Jordan, trailing after him. As Scott watched, Troy came to a halt, fell to his knees, and vomited into the dirt of the bailey. He watched as his mother stood over his brother, weeping, trying to comfort her devastated son. Scott was so stunned he couldn’t even go to his twin brother. All he could do was watch the man break down in one of the most horrific scenes he’d ever witnessed.

But he couldn’t watch anymore. Troy’s devastation was quickly becoming his own. Dazed, Scott turned away from the scene, wandering several feet away, aimlessly. He had no idea where he was going or what he was doing; he was simply wandering. He couldn’t watch his brother fall to pieces and he couldn’t go inside and see those cold, dead bodies, macabre effigies of the people he loved. Even if it was expected of him, he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t look at those faces and know he’d been unable to save them. He’d planned to go with them to Berwick that morning but his father’s business had changed those plans. Just a simple errand to Northwood had changed his life forever. His wife and younger children had died because he hadn’t been with them as they traveled to Berwick.

Not only had he failed them but, in the aftermath, he couldn’t even heal them. With all of the skill and knowledge he had acquired over the years, it was worthless to him now. Now, when he needed it the very most.

This was all his fault.

It was a horrific realization. Scott’s head filled with visions of his wife and their two youngest children, their faces, their laughter. He could feel Athena’s hair in his hands and smell her scent in his nostrils. He could hear Andrew’s infectious laughter and see the glimmer in little Beatrice’s blue eyes. She had blue eyes when everyone else in the family had green or brown or hazel. Scott had often teased his wife about Beatrice’s eye color, accusing her of bedding another man because of the child’s unusual eye color. He could still hear Athena’s shrieks of anger as he laughed. He loved to laugh at her because she was so easy to taunt.

There would be no more taunting her now.

God, I am so sorry I taunted you. Please forgive me, Tee…

As turmoil swamped him, Scott could hear muffled sobs behind him and he turned to see Paris with his head hung, hands over his face as William and Michael tried to comfort him. The man had just lost two daughters in Athena and Helene, not to mention four grandchildren, and was taking the news hard. Now, in addition to witnessing Troy’s collapse, Scott was witnessing Paris’. A man who had been as much a mentor to him as his own father, perhaps the strongest man he knew. But that was all fracturing before him. Everything Scott had ever known about life was shattered, his dreams and hopes and loved ones right along with it.

Everything was in pieces.

Scott knew he would become part of the splintered reality if he’d only let himself feel what the others were feeling. If only he didn’t fight it off. But the truth was that he didn’t want to feel any of it. He was afraid that if he felt it, it would be the only thing he felt for the rest of his life. Unlike better men, perhaps his brother and Paris, he’d never be able to shake his sorrow. Once he went down that road, he would never return because the guilt, the grief, would claw at him like a great beast, the claws tearing into him and ripping his heart out until there would be nothing left but a shell of a man.

He didn’t want to be a shell of a man.

Turning away from the scene, he began to walk. He walked away as he heard his father calling after him. He couldn’t listen to the weeping and he couldn’t face whatever he was expected to face. He was nearly to the gatehouse when his father caught up to him, begging him to stop. But Scott wouldn’t listen to him. He couldn’t. He had to block it out, all of it, if he was to survive.

No, he couldn’t look back. He couldn’t go back.

He had to keep running.

It was the day that Scott de Wolfe encased his heart in stone and left it there.
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CHAPTER ONE


December, 1273 A.D.

Cumbria, England

Castle Canaan

The echo of his tempered steel sword falling against the cold stone floor nearly scared her out of her skin. He thought it was rather amusing to see his wife jumping about, for she wasn’t usually a skittish creature. But this morn was different; she was on edge and he was responsible for it.

Guilty, determined to ease her, he looked for a way. Bending over, he pretended to pick the blade up only to let it clatter to the floor again and again. The fourth time, however, she didn’t start. She glowered at him.

“You are not amusing in the least.”

He fought off a grin, sheathing his sword in the elaborate scabbard at his left side. “A pity you do not think so. Personally, I think I am rather entertaining.”

His wife shook her head. “Of course, you would,” she said sardonically. She shook her head again, though there was fondness twinkling in her eyes. “Whatever am I going to do with you, Nathaniel du Rennic?”

He only grinned in answer, his teeth gleaming behind his salt and pepper beard. She promptly ignored him by busying herself collecting the garments he had strewn across their massive bed. In truth, she was forcibly occupying herself so that she would not have to look at him standing before her in full battle armor. It only reminded her of what was about to happen. But she found the more of his clothes she collected, the heavier her heart became. The inevitable was about to happen and she had no way of stopping it.

Nathaniel watched his wife as she pretended to work. She was trying too hard. True, she had always been a strong worker, never afraid to busy herself with difficult or tedious chores, but he’d never seen anyone concentrate so much on folding wrinkled undergarments. The light from the rising sun filtered in through the gaps in the oilcloths covering the lancet windows, falling on her buttock-length hair, illuminating the honey-blonde color into a myriad of vibrant hues.

God, she was such a young, lovely creature. Skin as soft as silk and round in all of the right places. Since the day he had married her eight years ago, on the eve of her sixteenth birthday, he had considered himself a most fortunate, grateful man.

Nathaniel didn’t know how long he stood there, admiring her, waiting for her to bid him farewell. But somehow, he knew she would not make the first move to do so. She did not want him to go. When she passed close to him on her way to the wardrobe, he reached out and grasped her soft, white arm. Even through the leather gloves and chain mail, he could feel her trepidation.

“Avrielle, my dearest,” he murmured softly. “You worry overmuch. Have I not always returned to you from battle? Have I not always come back to you, just as I have promised?”

Avrielle stared at the garments in her hands, refusing to look at her husband. Her throat was tight with tears and it was difficult to keep a rein on her anguish. “Aye, you’ve always come home,” she agreed. It was all she had intended to say, but the carefully held dam of emotion suddenly burst and she dropped the clothing to the floor, throwing herself into his armored embrace. “But you’ve already done your duty for king and country. Why must they call you now to fight again? Why?”

He smiled into her silken hair, inhaling the faint rose fragrance. “What you mean to say is that I am too old to fight and my place is here, rotting in a comfortable chair before the hearth and watching our children grow into riotous young adults.”

She growled with frustration and pulled away from him. She was deadly serious and he was making jokes. “You’ve already paid your dues, Nat,” she said, frustrated. “You’ve always sided with the good of England, whether it was the king’s pleasure or not. Even the king has sought your wisdom on many matters because he knows you are fair in all things. All England knows this as well. So why must you go to fight now for this silly cause? You’ve already proven your worth.”

He smiled sadly at her, trying to grasp her hand but she pulled away. He caught her other hand and held it to his lips, his bristly beard scratching her tender skin. “Avrielle,” he purred. “I must fight because my liege asks this of me. The barons are rebelling and….”

“The barons have been rebelling against the king for years,” she insisted. “First Henry and now his son, Edward. And this most recent lot is simply a gang of anarchists. They go about burning and pillaging because they are fools. You cannot stop the rage of spoiled children.”

He kissed her hand again. “They will listen to me.”

“They will kill you.”

He shook his head. “You are wrong,” he said softly. “You said yourself that all of England knows of my fairness and wisdom. That is why Baron Bretherdale has asked me to ride with him. The rebelling barons are intent on attacking fortresses in the area that are loyal to our new king, Edward, and de Wolfe hopes that by flying my colors, it will cool the heated tempers of opposition.”

Avrielle’s pale blue eyes narrowed. “Scott de Wolfe,” she growled as if repeating the name of something terribly vile. “Men call him the Black Adder, the viper of shadows and darkness. I have heard that he murdered his wife.”

“He did not murder his wife.”

“But he is a cold, unfeeling man.”

“Mayhap that is true, but he is an excellent knight. The very best.”

Avrielle wasn’t happy in the least. “But what kind of a lord is he?” she said. “He cannot even hold his lordship without help from you.”

“De Wolfe is a fair and just liege,” Nathaniel said patiently. “I’ve never seen a finer knight in battle.”

Avrielle snorted rudely. “I’ve been told he’s as stupid as a post.”

Nathaniel smiled faintly, amused. “Only jealous men speak so of him. He is learned and brilliant. His intellect and skill in battle is surpassed by none.”

“If he is so great, then why does he need you?”

“I told you why. And I am honored by his favor.”

She cocked a well-shaped eyebrow at him. “You would praise this man who would send you to your death?”

His smile broadened and he tried to grab her once again. “Of course I would praise him. Scott de Wolfe is certainly not a man I would choose to insult, not even within the privacy of my own bedchamber. The man is much like his father, the great Wolfe of the Border, William de Wolfe. Scott could engage Cuchulain, Beowulf, and Lancelot in mortal combat all at the same time and emerge the victor. But there is a rage behind his actions, something dark and deep that drives him. The things I’ve seen him do….”

He abruptly trailed off, stopped trying to chase her, and began hunting around for his cloak. It would seem that thoughts of Scott de Wolfe’s war exploits had dampened his ever-present humor and Avrielle ceased evading him. She went to his side and tenderly touched his cheek.

“You fear him?” she asked softly. “Is that why you do this, because you fear him?”

His smile made a quick, forced return. “De Wolfe? Of course not. But I would not want to be the man’s enemy.”

“What have you seen him do?”

“Do?” he shook his head, putting his hand over her warm fingers, still on his cheek. “Nothing I should discuss with my lady wife.”

Her pale eyes were serious. “Tell me, Nat. I would know of this man you risk your life for.”

His smile faded. “He is a de Wolfe. Need I say more?”

“You did not answer my question.”

He sighed faintly; Avrielle was not a typical woman, willing to be submissive when bade. She was curious, and smart, and at times very demanding. But he loved her regardless. He kissed the palm of her hand and threw his cloak over his shoulders.

“What de Wolfe has done in the heat of battle would give you nightmares for the rest of your life,” he said, his light mood morphing into something serious and thoughtful. “He did not murder his wife, Avrielle. She was killed almost four years ago in an accident along with two of de Wolfe’s children. I did not serve the man at the time, you recall, so what I am telling you comes from men who did. But those men say before their deaths, he used to be a man of great humor and warmth. He was well-loved by all. But after their deaths….”

He trailed off, shrugging, but Avrielle was hanging on his every word. “What happened?”

Nathaniel sighed faintly, perhaps wondering what would ever become of him should he lose his wife and children.

“Sometimes, a thing like that is just too much for a man to bear,” he said quietly. “De Wolfe wandered for months until his father, in desperation, reached out to King Henry, who brought the man to London where he served Henry directly for the last year that the king was alive. Henry gave him a title and lands, and Ravenstone Castle as part of those lands. Even so, Scott still seemed to wander, rarely at the castle he manned for his father, Wolfe’s Lair, and rarely at Ravenstone. He simply… wandered. But some say that Scott underwent a physical transformation as well… from what I’ve heard, he was always a powerful knight, but he lost himself in training and battle during this time and emerged as a beastly man, enormous and scarred and hardened. I have seen him in battle and suffice it to say that his sword is almost a useless instrument to him. What de Wolfe does, he does with his bare hands. There is such rage in his actions.”

Her long-lashed eyes widened as she listened to the sad tale of a man’s tragedy. She felt pity for him. “Truly?”

He nodded shortly and kissed her on the cheek, now trying to lighten the heady mood. “Truly.” Taking her hand, he led her to their chamber door. The old panel creaked open, revealing a long, smoky corridor beyond. “Are you ready to bid me a fond farewell now?’

Tears stung her eyes but it was not her nature to show her emotions so openly. Later, in the privacy of her chamber, she would cry for him. Right now, her husband needed her strength.

Dutifully, she kissed him. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t done this before, hundreds of times over the past eight years. It was almost a routine; she begged him not to go, he made light of her concerns and, in the end, he always returned to her as he said he would. In all the years that they had been married, he had never even been injured beyond moderate scrapes. She had no reason to worry overly but, for some reason, this time was different.

“Godspeed, Husband,” she murmured, feeling his beard tickle her soft cheek. “I shall pray for your safe return.”

His ready smile appeared, one last time. “If all goes as it should, I will be home in two or three days.”

She was so worried for him that her stomach hurt. “Until the next time de Wolfe calls you.”

His smile faded and he stroked her cheek. “Does it truly disturb you so? I’ve been fighting since you were a babe, you know. I am rather good at it.”

She closed her eyes and a small, mutinous tear splashed onto her cheek. She quickly wiped it away, but not before he saw it. “I would rather have you home, with me. And the children need their father; so does the child I carry. I want him to know you, Nat. I do not want our children growing up without you.”

He was touched by her tears. He had been a warrior for so long that he almost knew of no other way. But to keep Avrielle happy, he would do most anything. He did so want to grow old beside her. Tears from his wife were an unusual thing, so much so that he chose to take her concerns seriously this time. Perhaps he was getting too old for this; perhaps he should think on retirement after all.

“Very well,” he sighed after a moment, patting her gently rounded belly. “If it means so much to you, I shall bring it up to de Wolfe. Perhaps he can do without me after this one last campaign.”

A light of hope appeared in her eyes. “Truly? You would do this?”

He kissed her sweetly on the lips. “For my beautiful Avrielle, I would do anything.”

He left her standing in the corridor, as was their usual parting custom. He didn’t like her down in the great bailey of Canaan, choking in the dust from hundreds of soldiers. Avrielle watched him disappear down the stairwell before going back into her chamber and peeling back the oilcloth from one of the long lancet windows. There she stood until her husband and his party of four hundred men rode from the bailey, out across the drawbridge and into the green countryside beyond. The standards of red, silver and blue for the House of du Rennic flew steadily in the early morning breeze until they disappeared from sight. Then, and only then, did Avrielle move away from the window.

And then, only then, did she cry.
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CHAPTER TWO


Four months later

They stood in a great cluster on the rise of a gentle, green hill, the sun behind them setting low in the red sky. Their black silhouettes were strong against the muted dusk, men clad in armor and seated on magnificent warhorses. Somewhere, a night bird sang softly upon the damp evening breeze, giving the twilight a gentle feel though the warriors on the hill told of a different story. There was a strained anticipation this night, as thick as the summer humidity, as the knights gazed upon the fertile valley below.

“You are quite sure they know of our arrival?” one knight mumbled. He sounded confused. “They do not look prepared in the least.”

The question was directed at a knight lodged slightly forward from the rest. He sat atop his great chestnut charger, his gaze perhaps more focused than the others. “Indeed, they are quite aware.” He was a big knight, with blue eyes and skin that had been pocked by eruptions in his youth. Even though there was a gentleness to his manner, and a soft voice that was low and deep, he was not the sort of man one would care to tangle with. He, perhaps more than any of them, could be quite formidable when aroused. “Fear not, my brave comrades. I sent word ahead myself. Castle Canaan is, indeed, expecting us.”

“But you recall what du Rennic’s knights said, Stewart,” another knight said to him; the knight was a long-limbed man with luscious auburn hair concealed beneath his helm. “They threatened our lives if they ever saw us again and I, for one, do not feel like entering the enemy’s den this night.”

Sir Stewart Longbow shook his blonde head patiently. “They were merely expressing their anguish at du Rennic’s passing, Milo. You know as well as I that the threats were empty. Moreover, they have no choice. Our liege has been ordered to assume control of Castle Canaan and that is exactly what we shall do.” He sighed faintly, perhaps with a measure of trepidation. “Castle Canaan is without her illustrious lord. She is vulnerable in every aspect. To have her without du Rennic at the helm is to leave the entire Fawcett Vale vulnerable because Canaan controls the road from Carlisle to Kendal. She is far too valuable to leave alone and well they know it.”

Sir Milo Auclair scratched his dirty hair beneath the helm. He wasn’t going to argue with Stewart, for the man was supremely wise and calm in matters as complex as this one threatened to become. But all of the knights were understandably wary. Since Nathaniel du Rennic’s death back in December, the lord’s men had made no bones about their grief and fury. And this evening, in what should have been a simple matter of being welcomed into an ally’s stronghold, threatened to start up another war altogether.

They were being kept outside, waiting like beggars.

The knights of Scott de Wolfe’s stable were lost to their own thoughts, anticipating the battle to come. They wouldn’t turn away and they wouldn’t be kept waiting. Frankly, they didn’t like the idea of a fight simply to gain entry. Stewart started to say something to them, words of encouragement or reproach perhaps, but his attention was diverted by a vision in his periphery. The knights, sensing his distraction, turned their full focus to the sound and sight of pounding hooves.

There wasn’t one man there who did not feel a distinct twinge of pride and, perhaps, consternation. A shadow, outlined by the setting sun, came down from a higher rise where it had been perched among a cluster of oak trees. The charger itself was larger than anything known to man; a Belgian steed of such enormous strength and temper that the beast had not one bit in its mouth, but two for maximum control. Its hooves alone were the size of a man’s head as they pounded the sweet English earth. Silver in color, its mane and tail had been shortened to bristly nubs to make it less vulnerable to attack in the heat of battle. And each man would swear, when the horse looked at them, that there was blood in its eye.

It was a horse bred to kill.

But the horse was nothing in comparison to the master astride it. A man this size would have to have a massive horse in order to support both his mass and weight in full armor. A sword as long as a woman was tall hung down his left leg, the hilt set with semi-precious stones, and the hand that rested upon it was the size of a small boulder. Effortlessly, he rode the Belgian stallion, the menacing horse as gentle as a kitten under its master’s guidance, for everything about the man reeked of intimidation and power. Wickedly, his armor gleamed red in the setting sun as he approached the assemblage of knights and the men. They focused on him as if they were eager and adoring children, awaiting his words.

“I see no welcoming party from Castle Canaan, Stewart,” the massive knight rumbled. His voice was so low that his words came out a growl. “Is it possible that they did not receive your missive?”

Stewart did not seem intimidated by the man in the least. He was quite calm when he spoke. “Possible, my lord, but doubtful. They are simply being obstinate, I fear.”

Scott de Wolfe’s helmed head turned in the direction of the enormous castle, surrounded by a moat fed by a stream that was, in truth, a small lake. It would be no small feat to breach her. Castle Canaan was a magnificent fortress built to withstand a siege and de Wolfe did not relish the thought of having to burn it to the ground should du Rennic’s men prove difficult. He was only here on the king’s orders, after all. It wasn’t as if he had a choice in this, either. A massive mailed hand came up and raised the three-point visor as if to gain a better, unobstructed view.

“The drawbridge in the southern gatehouse is down but the portcullis is in place,” he observed. “What of the northern gatehouse?”

“It is sealed tightly, my lord. The bridge is not down.”

“Then this is a paradox, wouldn’t you say?”

He was addressing Stewart, as was usual. Although his men greatly respected him, it was not a habit for him to address them personally. All communications usually came through Longbow. It has always been thus, very formal and with strict protocol.

“They are inviting us, yet not inviting us,” Stewart responded. “We may cross their bridge, but we may not enter the castle.”

Scott’s hazel eyes were deep and intense. They had a way of shielding his true thoughts, a talent that worked well in his profession. But his granite-jawed face was anything but unreadable; he always looked hard no matter what he was feeling and had ever since that dark day four years ago when he’d lost half of his family to tragedy. The de Wolfe before the loss was a completely different man from the de Wolfe after it. These days, he was a dark, cold, and unfeeling man. Still, he was not insensitive to the grief of du Rennic’s men but he wouldn’t let them turn his army away.

He’d come with a purpose.

Scott lowered his visor. His men, watching every move their liege made, also lowered any visors that were raised and prepared to move forward. They always mimicked his movements, out of fear or out of obedience it was difficult to determine; de Wolfe never gave an order twice and, sometimes, he never even gave the initial order. He somehow expected his men to read his mind, which they had fortunately become quite adept at doing. He was a man who led by actions far more than by words.

“Then we shall accept their invitation to cross their drawbridge,” he growled. “Tell the men to prepare for a skirmish should du Rennic’s men attempt anything stupid. Only the knights will mount the bridge. Tell the bulk of the army to encircle the shores of the moat and position the archers. They shall await my orders. If Canaan does not open her gates, then I will let the arrows fly.”

Stewart nodded, motioning for Milo to give the word to the army. When Milo thundered off, Stewart turned to de Wolfe and engaged him in a tactical conversation and the three remaining knights, who had thus far remained silent, turned to one other. Huddled in a small group behind the more powerful players, they were the junior members of de Wolfe’s knight corps.

“You know du Rennic’s men, Jean,” the knight on the left said to the knight in the middle. “You have fought closely with a few of them, have you not? Do you really believe they will resist?”

Sir Jean-Pierre du Bois shook his head sadly, his dark brown eyes focused on the distant gray-stoned fortress. He was young and from a good Norman family that was old friends of the House of de Wolfe. “’Tis hard to say,” he said. “They are good men and extremely loyal to him. His death affected them tremendously.”

The man to his right snorted rudely, a big, burly knight with unruly dark hair that tended to remind one of a nest for birds. “They would be fools,” Sir Stanley Moncrief rumbled. “De Wolfe will tear the fortress down around their ears and leave their carcasses for the birds.”

The first knight who had spoken felt the back of his neck tingle. It always tingled when there was a fight in the air and Sir Raymond Montgomery didn’t like the sensation one bit.

“They cannot blame de Wolfe for du Rennic’s death,” he said. “They’re fighting men; they know better than anyone of the perils of battle.”

Moncrief shook his head again. He scratched his torso, chasing the fleas in his woolen undergarments even deeper into his skin. “But du Rennic did not die in battle,” he mumbled what they already knew. “He was assassinated.”

Jean-Pierre nodded sadly. “And they believe de Wolfe is responsible.”

“He is not responsible,” Moncrief insisted. “There was nothing he could do about it.”

Jean Pierre nodded his head again in agreement as he noticed that Scott and Stewart had concluded their conversation and Auclair was returning to the group. The army was preparing to mobilize and there was a sense of determination in the air, the kind of conviction that was always present before a battle.

“Nay, he is not responsible,” he said quietly, gathering his reins. “But they know that the arrow du Rennic took was meant for de Wolfe himself. In a sense, that makes him responsible more than most.”

“Du Rennic happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Stanley hissed, lowering his voice as Milo came near. “De Wolfe had nothing to do with that.”

The conversation died as the army moved forward. The sun continued to set, casting the landscape of Cumbria into a cluster of shadows and torches and a fortress preparing for a siege.
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“Christ, here he comes. Now what?”

It was an expectant question. Five men stood in the dark tunnel leading from the portcullis to the bailey, a thick-walled corridor carved into the massive walls of Castle Canaan. Smoke was heavy in the air, the result of sooty torches burning in the passage. Soldiers stood about, waiting for orders, as a legion of troops filled the ramparts above. The smell of a battle was in the air as de Wolfe’s army approached from the west.

The knight who asked the question faced the four men surrounding him, all of the men dressed to the hilt in armor and weapons. Their faces were lined with fatigue, their battle-hardened expressions piercing. It was obvious that a decision had to be made, but none seemed willing to make it.

“Well?” the knight demanded again. “What are we going to do? Do we stand against de Wolfe or do we let him in?”

A tall, muscular knight with well-coifed dark hair crossed his thick arms. Sir Kristoph Barclay was older than his comrades, moderately intelligent, and soft spoken. But he was a true follower rather than a leader. He didn’t want the responsibility of making a bad decision.

“It’s your choice, Jeremy,” he said. “As our lady’s brother, I would say it falls upon you and your father to make the decision. And we will abide by any choice you make.”

Sir Jeremy Huntley glanced at the man by his side. Sir Gordon Huntley was an older version of his son, somewhat folded by age but nonetheless possessing the same indomitable strength and will. The two men gazed at each other with the same-colored eyes, a deep blue, and it was not difficult to read their thoughts. Jeremy, a strikingly handsome man with thick dark hair and enormously wide shoulders, cocked an eyebrow at his father.

“Well?” he asked. “What do you say, Da?”

Gordon was a wise man. He could outfight or outfox any man alive, even in his advanced years, and was greatly respected for his abilities. So great were his engineering skills that he had built the catapults and the special, double-strung crossbows used by the army of Castle Canaan and copied by nearly half of the troops in Northern England. Which was why Jeremy, as hot-tempered as he could be, was unwilling to make an arbitrary decision without his father’s approval. The man was supremely intelligent.

Gordon scratched his white beard, then his crotch as he fumbled for a reply. “You are all well aware of my opinion on this,” he mumbled. “I’ve never made any secret of it.”

Jeremy glanced sidelong at the others. “We know, Da. But the time has come for decisions.”

Gordon shook his head. “We made quite a few threats against de Wolfe.”

The knights nodded and grumbled, but there was no clear reply. Gordon continued. “Scott de Wolfe is a great warrior from a fine family. He is the son of William de Wolfe, for Christ’s sake. If Nathaniel knew how we had shown such disrespect to de Wolfe after his death, he would not be at all pleased.”

A young knight with tightly-curled blonde hair tried to present a brave front. “Lord Nathaniel took the arrow meant for de Wolfe,” he very nearly shouted. “Had we…”

“Had we shown ourselves as honorable knights, we would not be in this predicament now,” Gordon shot back, cutting off the young man’s tirade. He gestured with an upraised hand. “Do you realize the embarrassment we have shown ourselves by denouncing de Wolfe and then showing him such inhospitable behavior at his arrival? The man is our liege. More than that, he is part of the House of de Wolfe and a favorite of the king. We cannot fight him. We cannot deny him his right to claim Castle Canaan.”

Jeremy scratched his head, a half-ashamed gesture, and held up his hand to the curly-haired knight so the lad could not argue. “Enough, George. My father is right. We’ve all known this from the beginning.” He grunted and shook his head. “We have all acted stupidly. Even so, our anger is not appeased.”

Sir George de Vahn kicked dejectedly at the ground but said nothing. Beside him, Sir Adam de Ferrar’s brown eyes focused on his mistress’ brother and father.

“We said quite a few things in anger, Jeremy, there’s no doubt,” Adam said. “De Wolfe has not forgotten. Whether we welcome him with open arms or put up a fight, I suspect our fate will be the same.”

“What do you mean?” Jeremy asked.

“I mean that he is angry with us no matter what we do.” Adam was well-spoken for his youthful years; he looked like an impish little boy but spoke like a man. “If we open wide to him, he could very well pour in here with his men and punish us all for our harsh words and insolent behavior. Should we resist, he’ll punish us anyway.”

Gordon shook his head. “Foolish, young Adam. De Wolfe is not unfair. But we must apologize for our conduct. We were angry and we spoke inappropriately.”

“So we simply turn Castle Canaan over to him?”

“We’ve no choice.”

“I wish that arrow had hit him.”

They all heard George’s grumble. Jeremy, unable to disagree, simply looked away. The pain of Nathaniel’s death was still so fresh that he had not the strength to refute or scold the knight. Adam and Kristoph glanced at Gordon, waiting for his reaction.

The old man could feel the attention. He gave himself a moment of pause before replying.

“George de Vahn, I knew Nathaniel better and longer than anyone. The man was my friend. Our alliance was only strengthened when he married my daughter. If anyone should be incensed by all of this, it should be me.” He reached out, half-grabbing, half-slugging the young knight’s shoulder. “But I will tell you now: behave yourself. Keep your opinions to yourself. De Wolfe will crush you like a bug if you show any resistance and well you know it. Instead, display to our liege some of the integrity and graciousness Nathaniel tried to impart into your thick skull. For him, we owe at least that much.”

It was as close to an encouraging speech as Gordon could come. He wasn’t much for pretty words. The others listened carefully, knowing he was correct. They had shown little honor since Nathaniel’s death with their threats and anger. It wasn’t as if de Wolfe had killed Nathaniel himself, but he might as well have.

“So we let him in,” Kristoph said quietly.

“Aye,” Gordon murmured. “Pray the man is in a forgiving mood.”

“What of Avrielle?”

Jeremy’s question was soft but to the point. They all felt a stab of trepidation at the inquiry, gazing warily at Gordon. Every time they saw Lady du Rennic wandering about like a mute, disconsolate waif, their anger mounted tenfold. Perhaps they would have come to terms with their grief by now if she hadn’t been a constant reminder of their dreadful loss. Even more than their anger towards de Wolfe or their grief for Nathaniel was their tremendous concern for their mistress’ mental state.

“We shall take turns with her,” Gordon said, exhaustion in his voice. “’Tis best if she is watched.”

“He’ll think she’s mad,” Jeremy hissed, raking his hands through his thick hair. “He’ll throw her in the vault and lose the key.”

Gordon ignored his son. “She’s not mad,” he said firmly, though unsure if he believed it. “She’s simply dealing with the loss of her husband in her own fashion. She’ll recover, as will we all. Now, take your posts and prepare for de Wolfe’s arrival.”

The knights reluctantly disbursed in anticipation of Baron Bretherdale’s arrival as Gordon continued into the bailey. When he was sure no one was watching, Gordon lifted his eyes beseechingly to the heavens.

“Please, God,” he prayed softly. “Please do not let her show her madness to de Wolfe.”

Behind him, he could hear the portcullis cranking up, the thick, old ropes grating against their tracks. Someone was shouting and the army crowding the bailey began to form ranks. Gordon should have been there to receive Baron Bretherdale and not leave the duty to a group of disgruntled knights but he found, at the moment, that he had more important things on his mind.

Like finding his daughter and preparing her for the worst.
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“Where is Lady du Rennic?”

Scott’s question went unanswered for the moment. Frankly, he wasn’t astonished by the hostility he was meeting with. The tension, as he had suspected, was palpable, but the blatant animosity was not only unnecessary but foolhardy.

A line of knights stood between him and the keep of Castle Canaan, men he had fought alongside countless times. Men that Nathaniel du Rennic had been extremely proud of, and for good reason; they were excellent, obedient knights. Now, these same men who he had once trusted his life to stood glaring at him as if he were the Devil incarnate. Scott couldn’t decide whether to become angry or laugh. He thought, considering his normally decisive nature, that he was exhibiting extreme patience by not quashing them on the spot. But there was a very good chance his grace would not last into the next hour at this rate.

“Lady du Rennic is heavy with child, my lord,” Gordon finally replied. He had appointed himself the spokesman of the group; he wouldn’t allow any of the others to speak. “She begs forgiveness for not greeting her liege personally.”

Scott’s intense eyes focused on the old man. His gaze could be so piercing at times it seemed like he was looking straight through a man’s soul. Gordon felt the harshness of the stare, as if shards of glass were pricking into his brain.

“You did not answer my question,” Scott rumbled. “Where is she?”

“Inside the keep, my lord,” Gordon said steadily.

“I would speak to her.”

He would swear until the day he died that the knights of Castle Canaan puffed up at that very moment as if preparing to defend their mistress against something of unspeakable horror. Gordon struggled not to appear nervous or defensive himself. Lady du Rennic, after all, was his daughter and it was his duty, more than any of the others, to protect her. He remained restrained and calm.

“If I may, my lord, suggest that now would not be a good time,” the old man said. He didn’t like this whole damned situation, torn between hostilities and emotions he would rather have done without. “She is not feeling well and I fear your presence might affect her physical and mental state.”

Scott didn’t like to be refused. He stared at the old man as he debated whether or not to enforce his demand. He didn’t want to use force, but most certainly he would if he had to, and he would only reason so far. After that, he would let his sword do the talking.

“I am her liege,” he said simply. “I would speak with the wife of Nathaniel, a noble and loyal servant.”

Gordon nodded patiently, putting a hand on his son’s arm as the man huffed and trembled with the rage in his heart. “I understand your position, my lord,” he said patiently. “But you must understand that Lady du Rennic has been through quite a bit over the past few months. She grieves terribly for her husband. Her mental state is weak at the moment and I fear that your presence will only remind her of her loss. It was for you, after all, that Nathaniel sacrificed himself. I would suggest it would be better to wait to speak with her. You may, indeed, carry on business with me and my son in her stead.”

For the first time, Scott looked at Jeremy and was met with an outrageously challenging glare. The man was an extremely powerful knight who had fought well for Scott in the past. He was cunning and skilled, and passionate about his loyalties. But at this moment, Jeremy’s bright blue eyes blazed with bitterness. Scott realized, as he continued to gaze at the man, that he would have to gain control of Jeremy in order to control the troops of Castle Canaan. Even more than the old man, if Jeremy Huntley decided to fight, the army would willingly follow. He was the kindling to a fire that threatened to explode at any moment.

“Huntley,” he rumbled after a moment. “You are a wise, intelligent man.”

Jeremy was cold. “As you have always known me to be, my lord.”

Scott crossed his arms, limbs the size of tree branches. “Then tell me what you think of me.”

It was a wide open, leading question. While the knights of Castle Canaan seemed to falter, unsure of the answer they expected, Jeremy remained steely. Gordon prayed that his son would reply with respect, but perhaps not total honesty. A little white lie at this moment could preserve their lives; an offering of truth could destroy them. He hoped Jeremy could differentiate between the two.

“You are my liege and Baron Bretherdale,” Jeremy finally said. Gordon thought he spoke through clenched teeth. “King Henry gifted you with lands in east Cumbria and Castle Canaan is your subject. What more should I think of you?”

It was a careful answer and Scott appreciated the delicate balance it evoked. Huntley was certainly walking a fine line and they were all aware of the fact. But Scott intended to push him off that line one way or another. “Do you respect me?”

“Aye, my lord.”

“Do you believe me to be powerful, just and fair?”

Jeremy hesitated slightly. “Aye, my lord.”

“Then why do you rebel against me?”

Jeremy blinked slowly, pondering. He was not intimidated by de Wolfe, for they had known each other for many years because they had both served the king in several operations for the crown. The fact that Scott was twice his strength didn’t matter in the least, nor did the fact that Scott had a frightening reputation for pulling enemies apart with his bare hands. There was no one in the entire world who could best Scott de Wolfe in hand-to-hand combat, of which Jeremy had no intention of entering into. He’d seen de Wolfe in battle too many times to entertain any thoughts of engaging him and coming out in one piece. It was only purely out of respect for de Wolfe’s higher rank that he carefully sought his answer, and not the fact that Scott could smash him like an ant if provoked.

“Do you wish me to be frank, my lord?”

“Please.”

If he wanted it, then Jeremy would give him what he asked for. Nodding his head, he broke from his harsh, crossed-arm stance and rubbed at his stubbled chin. “Very well,” he said. “Then I shall expect frankness from you as well and shall begin with this question; why have you come here?”

Scott cocked a well-arched brow. “I am clearly not here to answer your petulant questions.”

“Indeed not, my lord, but certain things must be established. I must ask again; why have you come to Castle Canaan?”

On Scott’s left, Stanley Moncrief growled low in his throat. “Insolent bastard,” he said. “You’ve no right to question your liege, Huntley. Answer the damned question!”

Castle Canaan’s knights surged forward. George and Adam flared, half-encouraged by Kristoph who himself was too wise to enter into a melee. Were there to be fighting, he would let the younger men take the first blows, leaving the easier ones for himself.

Gordon, however, threw out an arm to stop his knights from their aggression while also keeping an eye on Jeremy. His son had a temper that could explode with as little as a misdirected expression. His unpredictability was legendary. When Jeremy had been a young squire fostering at Okehampton Castle, his peers and masters alike had referred to him as Sparky, the lad who ignited into a full-blown rage with the slightest spark. And with his size and strength, an uncontrollable temper was not such a good thing.

To make the situation more volatile, de Wolfe’s junior knights flared, huffing and grunting and throwing insults. Moncrief lashed out a bear-sized hand and smacked George on the helm. Jean-Pierre pulled the burly knight back and into the arms of Raymond Montgomery who, unfortunately, had a temper of his own thanks to his Scottish heritage. He and Moncrief told Adam and George in no small detail what they would do to them should a sword fight ensue.

Scott would not bother himself with men who could not control their emotions. Knights were cursing and growling, surging like the tides, but he would allow Longbow and Auclair to deal with the unruly bunch. In the midst of it all, he continued to gaze at Jeremy, remaining focused on the original question.

“I’ve come to protect my lands,” he replied evenly. “Why would you oppose me?”

Because Scott was calm, Jeremy found it very easy to maintain his own control even though the knights were verging on a tantrum. “I do not oppose your need to protect your holdings,” he said. “I oppose your need to take possession of Castle Canaan.”

Scott cocked an eyebrow. “Who said I was here to take possession? I am here because Castle Canaan is strategic.” His emotionless façade flickered and his eyes narrowed curiously. “Did you truly think I was here to take Castle Canaan away from you?”

Jeremy nodded slowly. “She is a fine fortress, my lord. Her liege is deceased. What am I to think when you bring an army and demand entrance? Of course you should want to take her.”

Scott could see where this was leading, realizing that the grief of du Rennic’s passing wasn’t the only thing occupying their minds. They obviously feared for their autonomy in light of an absent liege and he was prudent with his answer.

“You are to think that Castle Canaan is mayhap the most valuable property in all of Cumbria,” he said. “These lands you sit upon are particularly vulnerable as well as valuable; and they are my lands. I occupy Castle Canaan to protect the road between Carlisle and points north to Kendal and, subsequently, the heart of Cumbria. Moreover, you have neighbors who have been thirsting for this property, to secure it for those who oppose the king, and if I am here with my army, they will not dare move against it. I do not do this to confiscate du Rennic’s property or threaten your independence, but to secure stability. Don’t you know me better than that, Huntley?”

It was apparent he did not. Or perhaps he did. In any case, Jeremy’s arrogance seemed to deflate. After a moment, he sighed heavily and scratched his head. “We thought you had come…”

Scott cut him off. “I know what you thought. And you were wrong.”

“I’ve been wrong before, my lord.”

Scott didn’t say anything more. He found he was more irritated than he had been before. Apparently, these men who had fought for him knew very little about him and Scott prided himself on his just reputation. Their distrust was like a slap in the face. Turning away from Jeremy, he growled to Stewart.

“Bring in my troops,” he said. “Station my guards alongside Castle Canaan guards. Double the number along the perimeter and send out scouts to make sure this vale is clear of any potential threats. Although we are not expecting a problem, neighboring warlords know the Canaan is vulnerable with Nathaniel’s death and I would ensure they know that I am occupying it. I want that message to be loud and clear. By sundown, I would have this fortress heavily fortified and my intelligence fed.”

Stewart nodded, issuing orders to the knights loyal to de Wolfe and ignoring the knights of Castle Canaan. As the de Wolfe troops began crossing the drawbridge, bringing about their catapults and weapons decorated in the de Wolfe colors of black and silver, the five knights of Castle Canaan drew it all in with a measure of bewilderment. Whether or not de Wolfe had any intention of occupying Castle Canaan, for all intents and purposes, they were, indeed, subservient to Baron Bretherdale.

“He said he wasn’t here to take over,” Kristoph mumbled, almost to himself. “But look at him; his men are taking charge. They are bringing in their weapons and their troops!”

Jeremy merely cocked an eyebrow at the activity taking place. He didn’t know what else to say for, in truth, he was a bit confused himself. He still didn’t want de Wolfe here, but he supposed for all of their resistance and slander they had been dealt with extremely fairly. He should consider it fortunate that de Wolfe, for once, was in a forgiving mood. Turning on his heel, he headed for the bailey.

“Keep an eye on them, Barclay,” he told Kristoph. “Report to me after you have a grasp of their movements.”

Kristoph nodded silently. George and Adam made themselves scarce, moving to the ramparts to evaluate the movements of the incoming army and secretly wondering what the days of de Wolfe’s occupation would bring. From the events in the bailey, it would apparently not be a temporary or peaceful thing.
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CHAPTER THREE


Evening brought ribbons of gold and red across the dusky sky.

Perched at the northeast corner of Castle Canaan’s battlements, Scott and Stewart watched the day pass into night. Around them, the fortress was settling in quite amiably considering the fact that she was housing two sizable armies. Quartermasters settled de Wolfe’s troops within the barracks built into the walls of the fortress while the knights took over the bailey and the outbuildings used to house horses, servants and provisions.

It seemed that the core of Castle Canaan’s army had been absorbed by Baron Bretherdale’s troops, and the members of the house and hold had confined themselves to the hall and living quarters, which were built into the walls of Canaan. It didn’t have a central keep, but rooms and additions built against the walls with a central bailey in the center in a Norman shell design. It also had the unique feature of having dual gatehouses – a small one to the north and then the larger, main gatehouse to the south.

Scott hadn’t even attempted to move into the hall or kitchens yet; that would be for tomorrow, when his men were settled and he had the energy and the inclination to deal with the elusive Lady du Rennic. Truth be known, he had more important things on his mind than her.

He and Stewart had been standing in silence for quite some time, observing the coming night. They had a comfortable relationship, a cross between friend to friend and slave to master. Stewart had been with him for several years at his seat of Rule Water Castle, known as Wolfe’s Lair, and Stewart had been with him before the death of his wife and two children.

All of his knights had been with him since that time. In fact, all of these men had seen the dramatic change in the once-congenial knight. Milo and Stewart had been with Scott before the accident. The others, while familiar with Scott, had served William before the accident. William had sent the three others to serve Scott soon after the tragedy. The man they’d served the past four years was nothing like the man they’d known before that fateful day and it was a change they’d all had to reconcile themselves to. Stewart was probably the only person Scott had allowed to remain even remotely close to him but, more often than not, he held everyone at arm’s length, including his family. To the tightly-knit de Wolfe clan, it was devastating behavior from their eldest son.

But the Scott de Wolfe they’d known had died that day in April. What took his place was something dark and ominous and cold. Some men had taken to calling him the Black Adder, death that struck swiftly and decisively like a viper, but still others called him by something even darker.

ShadowWolfe.

The man who was at one with the shadows.

That was the man Stewart knew these days, a man he served with flawless devotion, but a man he was also concerned for. He wondered if Scott de Wolfe would ever find himself again. Would the darkness continue to follow him? Or would the old Scott de Wolfe ever reappear? It was a question the de Wolfe family had been asking for the past four years.

Only time would tell.

“It has been a productive day, my lord,” Stewart finally said, pushing himself up off the battlement’s ledge. He gazed up at the purple sky. “In truth, I thought we were going to have to fight our way into Castle Canaan. I am glad I was wrong.”

Scott grunted, his massive arms crossed as he stared down into the bailey. “I wasn’t sure that Huntley would submit. The man is as hotheaded as they come; often he will act before thinking.”

Stewart nodded in understanding, a smile on his lips. “I knew from the onset that they suspected we had come to claim Castle Canaan.” His smile faded when he looked at Scott. “Why did you not tell them the truth of the matter?”

Scott drew in a long, deep breath. “’Tis too soon,” he said quietly. “They’re still wracked with grief from the passing of Nathaniel. Christ, how can I tell them that the king has demanded I confiscate Castle Canaan until a suitable husband can be found for Lady du Rennic? They would go mad.”

At a loss for an answer, Stewart simply shook his head. “You have shown remarkable compassion for their plight,” he said. “Tis not like you to show such mercy, especially when they defied you so.”

Scott’s well-shaped eyebrows wriggled slightly. “’Tis not mercy I displayed, Stu. I simply did not want to inflame an already-volatile situation. They shall all discover their fates soon enough.” He leaned forward on the great stone ramparts, his piercing eyes roaming over the imposing fortress appreciatively. “Marrying Lady du Rennic will bring some fortunate man a tremendous bastion. This place is magnificent.”

“Why do not you marry her?” Stewart muttered, rubbing his eyes wearily. “Purely to gain the castle, of course, and for no other reason. It would be a wise business move. In addition to Ravenstone Castle, Castle Canaan would add an enormous asset to your holdings. Logistically, they are not that far a part – Ravenstone is over the mountains to the east, a two-day’s ride.”

Scott eyed him a moment, not at all pleased with the suggestion. Talk of marriage, of children, and of his life before four years ago was greatly discouraged. But in private, at this moment, he tolerated Stewart’s suggestion. He shrugged it off, mostly. Removing his helm, he ran his fingers through his honey-blonde hair in a weary gesture, slicking it back off his forehead.

“Although I appreciate the suggestion, you will not mention that again,” he muttered, turning away from the battlements and making his way down the narrow wall. “I have no need for anything you have mentioned.”

Stewart watched him amble away. “I only suggested it for the wealth it would bring you,” he called after the man. “Surely a man can always use more wealth, no matter how he comes by it.”

Scott ignored him. With a shrug, Stewart turned back to the sunset.
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Scott hadn’t realized how extensive the grounds of Castle Canaan were.

The sun had mostly set, leaving in its wake a cool evening as he wandered from the stable area, past the livestock pen, and towards the kitchen yard. A huge, stone barrier separated the kitchen from the rest of the bailey and he took a turn, ending up in the area housing the buttery and the smokehouse.

It was dark here, the only light coming through the open kitchen door and the smells of grease and smoke were heavy. A few servants ventured about, startled when they saw the massive man in battle armor wandering their safe, secure yard. Scott hardly passed them a glance as he assessed Castle Canaan, growing more impressed by the moment with the grandeur and wealth of the place. Whoever married Lady du Rennic would be a lucky bastard, indeed. If he had any inclination to keep it as his own, he might take Stewart’s advice, but there was no possibility he would marry Lady du Rennic in order to get it.

No way in hell.

Over near the kitchen was another gate cut into a tall, stone wall, iron and wood barely visible in the darkness. Curious, Scott made his way towards the gate and was about to open it when a small body suddenly blocked his path.

“Nay, nay,” said a little voice sternly. “You cannot go in there.”

Scott found himself gazing down at a small boy, perhaps five years in age, with soft sandy hair and magnificent blue eyes. He studied the boy, his expression impassive as he spoke.

“Why not?” he asked.

“’Tis a secret place and you are not permitted!” the child declared.

Baron Bretherdale was a man rightly feared by most of England. His reputation was solid, his methods bordering on brutal. There was not one sane person in the civilized world that would challenge him, and for good reason. Yet this little boy was blocking his path, and doing so quite effectively. To stand against a de Wolfe was no small feat and Scott fought off a smile at the fearless, naïve child. Something about that little face softened his hardened heart, just a bit.

“What is the secret?” he asked. “I promise not to tell.”

The boy shook his head. “You cannot know.”

“But I will keep your secret safe. I swear on my oath as a knight.”

The boy looked doubtful and refused to answer. Scott hunched over a bit, trying not to appear so imposing. “Tell me your name, lad.”

“Stephen,” the boy said. He pointed into the shadows and it was then that Scott saw another small figure, a little girl perhaps two or three years older than the boy, emerge from the darkness. “That’s my sister, Sophia.”

Scott dipped his head at her ever so slightly. “My lady.” He turned back to Stephen. “I swear that I will not disturb your secret place. But I would like to see it. Will you let me in?”

Stephen was dubious in spite of the reassurance. He looked at Sophia, who shook her head fearfully. Torn between the big knight and his sister, Stephen scratched his sandy head and looked at Scott hesitantly. “You cannot… right now,” he said. “Later, mayhap. But not now.”

Scott glanced at the old, wooden gate. He could hear something just beyond, a faint scratching, like earth being moved about. He tried to see through the slats of the gate, but it was just too dark to see much.

“Is someone in there?” he asked.

Stephen gazed up at the big knight. The man was enormous, but Stephen sensed no hostility from him at all. Only a mix of power and patience he could not begin to understand. In a sense, it reminded him of his father and he did so want to be a knight when he grew up, just as his father had been. His little mind began to warm to the knight’s request.

“Aye,” he said quietly.

“Who?”

Stephen didn’t reply for a moment. When he did, he averted his eyes. “Mam.”

Scott couldn’t quite figure out why Stephen seemed so glum, nor did he understand why the lad would not let him past the gate. He was more than curious.

“What is she doing in there?” he asked.

Stephen shrugged and moved away from the gate. Wandering over to his sister, it was obvious that he was seeking her comfort and she put her delicate arms around him. Together, they looked very, very sad.

“She’s raking the dirt,” Stephen finally said. “She always rakes the dirt.”

“Does she grow vegetables for the house?” Scott asked.

Stephen shook his head. “She just rakes the dirt.”

It didn’t make any sense to Scott and his curiosity was piqued. Reaching out, he lifted the latch to the gate and was met by no resistance from Stephen or his sister. They simply let him go, be it by trust or fear, he could not be sure. Stepping through the low arch, he emerged into what had apparently once been a grand garden.

In the faint light from the kitchens, he could see vines winding up the cold, stone walls, half-dead with neglect, while the remains of a variety of flowers littered the dusty earth. There was a lovely, stone bench against one wall and a door at the far end that looked to be blocked off.

Scott paused in his observations of what had surely been a once-beautiful garden as his gaze came to rest on a figure several feet away, hacking angrily at the ground. It was a woman; that much was obvious, for she had long hair that hung past her buttocks in great, tangled clumps. He couldn’t see much in the dim light, but he could see enough. She was a short, little thing; even though she was bent nearly in half as she hacked at the ground, he could have imagined that she would not stand higher than his chest. It was very curious, this dirty-haired woman hoeing furiously, and he observed for several long moments before conspicuously clearing his throat to gain her attention.

The woman didn’t turn around. She continued to chop at the hard-packed earth. Scott took a few steps towards her, trying to catch her attention with his movement, but either she did not see him or she was intent to ignore him. Noticing that Stephen and his sister were now standing just inside the garden gate, watching fearfully, he decided to put an end to the silence.

“Madam,” he said, his baritone voice emerging in a quiet rumble. “Are you a servant?”

She didn’t respond. The children’s expressions grew more fearful. Scott, not a man who tolerated games, moved to the woman and stood very close to her. “You will answer me. Are you a field servant?”

Again, she didn’t reply. When she brought the hoe up high, chopping at a particularly dense clump of earth, he grabbed the shaft and easily pulled it from her hands. Grasp empty, she flailed her hands about a couple of times as if still hoeing, as if not realizing she no longer possessed a tool. Then, she came to a confused halt. When her head finally came up, gazing from beneath a curtain of mussed hair, nothing could have prepared Scott for what was to follow.

The most exquisite eyes he had ever witnessed stared at him in a daze. The woman’s face possessed the sweetness of the most beautiful angel in Heaven, so splendid that it literally took his breath away. In fact, he had to catch himself from taking a step back. He thought that, perhaps, he was gazing at an apparition for certainly nothing mortal could be this lovely.

He found himself staring, inspecting her features as if searching for some flaw in this field of perfection. He could find nothing imperfect about her but for the dirt on her cheeks and the distant look to her eye. As she straightened up and stood tall, staring at him as he was staring at her, he realized that she was enormously pregnant.

“Why are you working this garden in your condition?” he demanded, perhaps too harshly “Who has ordered you to do this?”

She looked at him as if she didn’t understand a word he said. Then, slowly, he could see her dazed eyes flickering with confusion. “I do not know you,” she said in a voice that sounded to him like the laughter of angels. “Who are you?”

“I would ask you the same question, Madam.”

She almost answered him. She certainly considered it; he could see that. But suddenly, it was as if clouds passed over her brilliant orbs and she turned away from him. He watched her as she ripped out dead stalks of foxgloves with her bare hands.

“I will again ask you your name,” he said with patience he did not feel. It was more than her refusal to answer that irritated him; he found that he simply had to know. “Who are you?”

Her once-luscious hair hung wildly as she ripped and pulled. Scott was afraid she might injure herself with her strong actions. After a moment, she simply shook her head. “It does not matter who I am,” she whispered. “I am no longer anyone of concern.”

He continued to watch her rip at the flowers. “You are going to come to harm if you continue that,” he said. “And why would you say you were no longer anyone of concern? I should determine that for myself.”

She ignored him, pulling and weeding. When she was done with the foxgloves, she moved to the enormous daisy bush and began ripping at it. “It does not matter anymore,” she repeated.

Scott glanced at Stephen and Sophia, silent and cowering by the garden gate. The sight of their frightened faces brought a rise of anger from him. This woman was acting like a wild animal, apparently not realizing the effect it was having on her offspring.

“You are frightening your children with your behavior,” he said sternly. “Look at them; see how frightened they are. Do you not care for them at all?”

She continued to slash and shred a fraction of a second longer. Then, her movements slowed, becoming a mere shadow of what they had once been. She came to a stop, gazing up into the sky with such pain on her face that Scott could feel the physical impact. He swore she was praying to, or perhaps cursing, a God that she could not see. There was a great inner turmoil taking place in that beautiful face. After a small eternity, she finally turned to her cowering children, a weak smile spreading across her lips.

“My sweet, sweet babies,” she murmured.

The children instantly ran to her. Embracing them, the woman kissed their heads and spoke softly. Scott observed the touching scene, a stab of remorse filling his heart. He had seen such motherly love from Athena with his own children, and that grief he’d been running from for four years began to claw at him again. But in the same breath, he found it innately comforting and warm, feelings he’d not experienced in quite some time. He was shocked to realize how much he had missed it.

The warm, warm comfort of a mother to child.

The warmth of an embrace….

“Come along, now,” he moved towards them, waving his massive arms like a shepherd moving sheep. “Sit down on the bench, all of you. Sit down before you fall down.”

The woman allowed him to place her and her children upon the bench. Scott stood over them, hands on his hips, thinking they were, perhaps, the most perfectly beautiful, little family he had seen. God, the longing, the memories, tugged at him as they hadn’t in years. Everything he’d been running from was suddenly tugging on him as he struggled against it. But the need to know the woman’s identity reached a maddening level.

“Now,” he began, crouching down before them as they hugged and kissed. “Your children were kind enough to tell me their names. Would you please indulge me as well, Madam?”

The woman looked at him, her lips on Stephen’s soft hair. The magnificent eyes spoke softly to him, words he could not understand but most assuredly feelings he could comprehend. There was confusion in the depths but there was also great pain; that was something he most definitely recognized because it was something he experienced on almost a daily basis. At least, he had for years. These days, it was more a dull ache than anything else but something he was wise to avoid at all costs. He was concentrating so on the emotions from her eyes that he barely heard her voice.

“Avrielle,” she whispered. “My name is Avrielle.”

He blinked, almost startled by her gentle voice. Avrielle. It was the most beautiful name he had ever heard and suited her perfectly. “Lady Avrielle,” he repeated in a soft voice that did not suit his harsh appearance. “Who has ordered you to work this garden?”

She shook her head. “No one,” she murmured.

“Then why do you work so hard in your condition? And where is your husband that he would not prevent you from doing this?”

The gentleness in her eyes, so recently returned, suddenly vanished. She stood up, leaving her two children wide-eyed and disappointed, and meandered back into the weeds. Scott watched her closely, wondering what he could have said to upset her so. When the woman realized she had no hoe to work with, she sat down on the ground and began raking it with her hands in great sweeping, harsh motions.

“Lady Avrielle.” Scott was genuinely concerned; any other woman, or man for that matter, would not have elicited this kind of concern from him. He had no idea why she should, and the conflict of emotions in his chest disturbed him. “Get up from the dirt. You should not be straining yourself.”

Avrielle continued to claw at the earth, shaking her head, and tears began to fall. Big, heaving sobs followed. The children, upset that their mother was crying again, ran to her in tears and fell down beside her, weeping. It was a horrible, distressing scene and Scott was at a loss as to what to do. For a man who bottled up all of his emotions, it was terribly unpleasant for him. The most beautiful woman he had ever seen was sobbing pitifully, her children were crying, and Scott knew, instinctively, that he was somehow responsible. It was that question he had asked, the one that had changed everything…

Where is your husband?

Before he realized it, he was beside the trio, his massive arms encircling them. He didn’t know what else to do and instinct took over at that point. They needed comfort and, for some reason, he was determined to give it in an urge he could not resist. Why, he didn’t know – only that the impulse was too strong for words. Somehow, someway, that compassionate man he’d tried so hard to bury was having a resurrection of sorts. His arms went around them and he held Avrielle tightly in one arm, feeling her head against him, her tear-stained face against his neck, and he swore that never in his life had he felt anything so sweet and right.

God, he’d missed the feel of a woman.

It was an electrifying, addicting sensation. He thought he should say something to her, anything at all, but he couldn’t manage to bring words to his lips. It seemed better that he simply sat on the earth, in all of his armor and mail and weaponry, holding a weeping, pregnant woman and her sobbing children, and having no idea why he was permitting himself to do it. It wasn’t healthy for him. He should not have allowed it.

But it was the best thing he had ever done.

For a brief, stolen moment, he was no longer the hardest man in England. The stone encasing his heart had cracked, just the slightest.

As Scott sat on the ground and wallowed in a river of turbulent confusion, du Rennic knights, George and Kristoph, stood at the gate, watching the scene in the darkness beyond. Having been watching de Wolfe from the battlements, they’d followed him when he’d disappeared into the walled garden. Now, they could only stare in disbelief at what they were seeing.

“Christ Almighty,” George whispered from the garden gate. “Do you see what I see?”

Kristoph shook his head. “What in the hell is going on?” he said. “He… he’s touching her. And the children, too.”

George was so astonished he could barely speak. “Lady Avrielle hasn’t let anyone come near her in months,” he hissed. “And now she lets de Wolfe, of all people, comfort her? I cannot believe my eyes!”

Kristoph could only stand there and shake his head. “We must tell Jeremy immediately.”

George heartily agreed. “He will take de Wolfe’s head off for this.” There was something gleeful in that statement.

Kristoph didn’t know what to say in return. All he knew was that Baron Bretherdale would be lucky if that was all Jeremy did when he found out the man had touched his sister.
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CHAPTER FOUR


“Huntley’s in an uproar.” Stewart was grim. “He’s charging all over the castle demanding your hide. What in the hell has happened?”

It was time for the evening meal. Scott and his men stood in the bailey of Castle Canaan, spread out in a semi-circle around an enormous bonfire. Across the flame lay a sheep that they’d brought with them, roasting on a spit, and the men ate heartily of the fresh mutton.

All but Scott, that is; he found he had no appetite at all. Ever since Avrielle had cried on his shoulder and then just as abruptly, and just as silently, left him alone in the dead garden, he had been unable to think of anything else. For a man who kept himself so guarded, he had been rattled by the entire event. Therefore, Stewart’s question not only confused him, it irritated him.

“I have no idea what you speak of,” Scott growled. “I’ve done nothing to Huntley. The last I saw him was this afternoon, with you.”

Stewart shook his head. “You must have done or said something, else he would not be on a rampage. In fact, all of the Canaan knights are furious. George de Vahn caught Raymond in a stairwell just before sup and kicked him down to the bottom. It’s madness, I tell you.”

Scott passed a glance at Raymond, chewing on a large rib bone and well enough but for a large bruise on his temple. His jaw flexed slightly before it stilled.

“And you do not know the reason behind the resurgence of this anger?” he asked.

Stewart shook his head. “I do not. Only that you are somehow responsible, though I cannot imagine how.”

Scott was angry that he couldn’t shake the vision of the lovely, pregnant woman. But he was angrier still that the knights of Canaan were acting the foolish bunch. He found that his thoughts were scattered, difficult to focus, and his patience was waning. He flicked a massive hand at Stewart.

“Find Huntley,” he demanded. “Discover the reason for his fury. Tell him I have no patience for this lunacy. My grace with the Castle Canaan knights is at an end. Any more hysterics and I’ll crush him and his foolish cohorts without further thought. Make sure he understands this, Stu, so there is no room for doubt.”

Stewart nodded in acknowledgement. But something made him pause, staring curiously at Scott. The man simply wasn’t himself this evening; that much was obvious. He seemed far too willing to let his emotions show through, irritation and anger in this case. It wasn’t something that any of the other men would sense. But Stewart, because he knew Scott so well, noticed a difference.

“Are you all right, my lord?” he asked quietly so no one would hear him.

“Fine,” Scott answered shortly.

“Forgive me, but you seem preoccupied.”

“I am not.”

Stewart wouldn’t press him. Scott did not respond to pressure well. He turned away just as a jagged bolt of lightning carved through the night sky and the first few drops of rain pelted them. The thunder rolled and Stewart glanced up, unconcerned, as he proceeded across the bailey. Suddenly, a shout rang down from the battlements and the most dreaded word of all could be heard throughout the fortress.

“Raiders!”

Stewart and Scott immediately began to shout orders to the men-at-arms in the bailey. The other knights took off at a dead run for the stables where the warhorses were tethered. After a few moments, the door to the hall of Castle Canaan flew open and the knights poured forth, save Jeremy and Gordon. From relative peace to instant chaos, the massive bailey of Castle Canaan was on the move as the troops prepared to mobilize. Scott, meanwhile, had clamored up the spiral, iron stairs leading to the ramparts to gain a better look.

One of his own soldiers greeted him, gesturing to the northwest. “In the trees, my lord,” he said. “When the lightning struck, we were able to see them. Several men and I thought we saw glimpses of mail or armor.”

“How many?”

“Difficult to tell, my lord. Quite a few, I should say. Dozens at least.”

“Did you see colors?”

“Nay, my lord.”

Scott strained his eyes. The lightning flashed again and he was able to see what had alerted the sentries; an entire row of warriors against the trees on the southern perimeter of Canaan. But the vision was just as quickly gone when the countryside went dark again.

“Christ,” he muttered, turning back for the stairs and knowing they had a serious situation on their hands. “Keep an eye out. If you see colors, I would know immediately.”

“Aye, my lord!”

He didn’t bother taking the bottom ten or so steps. Scott was so long-legged that he simply jumped the last several feet and landed quite gracefully in the spreading mud. Marching through the increasing rain, he ignored the cool pelts to his face as he made his way to the stables.

Around him, men ran for their weapons and servants ran for cover. When he finally reached the thatched shelters that housed the horses, his squire, a tall youth with a long face, greeted him with his muzzled warhorse. Scott held the reins as the squire and two grooms finished saddling the beast. Even as Scott mounted the steed, his squire was handing him his sword, securing his flail, and lodging his crossbow within arm’s length. The youth was highly efficient, a necessary quality within Scott’s corps, and Scott ripped off the muzzle and flung it aside as he plowed forward into the embroiled bailey.

Stewart and Milo were there to greet him. The other knights were already mounted and moving de Wolfe’s army towards the great double portcullises of Castle Canaan.

“There’s going to be trouble,” Scott said to Stewart. “Looks like an entire army approaching from the south.”

Stewart shook his head. “But how can that be? Our scouts reported nothing.”

Scott choked up on his reins as his horse threw its great head about. “I do not know. An army that size doesn’t simply appear out of nowhere.”

Stewart thought a moment. “Kendal Castle is to the south,” he said. “Gillemichael is in charge. You recognize the name, do you not?”

Scott nodded. “Of course,” he said, “but the man keeps to himself. All of these Cumbrian lords do, ruling these lands like their own little kingdom. That is why Henry gifted me with Bretherdale, to watch these odd feudal lords. They’ve never shown much aptitude for siding with the king but, then again, they’ve never shown much aptitude for rebelling. Is it possible that they are now showing their loyalties by converging on Canaan, clearly in Edward’s hand now that his father is dead?”

“The only reason this is possible is that the army has arrived most conveniently.”

Scott’s brow furrowed as he looked at Stewart. “You are suggesting that Gillemichael had advance knowledge of our arrival? That perhaps he has been waiting for us?”

Before Scott could reply, Jeremy was suddenly in the midst of the snorting, gnashing chargers. “What in the hell are you doing?” he demanded. When he saw that the portcullises were opening, he shouted to his men. “Close the damned grates!”

Scott was cool. “I will give the orders, Huntley. We ride to eradicate the army on your northern perimeter.”

Jeremy shook his head. “Unnecessary, my lord, I assure you. They’ll be attacking our moat soon enough and you can have your fill of them then. Lower that drawbridge and you leave us vulnerable to penetration.”

Scott fought down his irritation. He was not accustomed to having his orders questioned, especially not by a mere knight. “It is my decision that the army will take the field for a quick, decisive victory. I’ve no desire to be embattled for days on end.”

“Prisoners, Huntley,” Milo Auclair growled at Jeremy as if the man were a moron. “De Wolfe wants prisoners, leverage against the Cumbrian barons.”

Jeremy was not a happy man. He, too, was unaccustomed to sharing decision-making powers with anyone on his home turf. Even Nathaniel had been pliable to any suggestions he made. Scott, however, was not.

“How do you know these are the barons’ armies?” Jeremy rumbled. “I know them better than anyone and they keep to themselves. They have never attacked Canaan.”

Scott eyed him. “That may change since they heard of Nathaniel’s death. That is exactly what Edward is fearful of and exactly why I am here.”

Jeremy wouldn’t be outplayed in his own castle. “There are plenty of bandits in this area,” he said. “The forests to the east are full of them. It could be just a gang of rabble-rousers. Have you seen any standards or men in armor?”

Scott was at the end of his rope with Jeremy. “Men in armor have been sighted. If you care to debate the logic of my defense, then do it by yourself for I will no longer listen.” He turned to his men, shouting in a booming voice that echoed off the great, stone walls. “To the field! God and King Edward sustain us!”

It was a rally cry and de Wolfe’s men shouted in reply. Scott dug his spurs into the side of his Belgian charger and the animal leapt forward, spraying Jeremy with sheets of mud. Furious, Jeremy held his own men back from the melee as Baron Bretherdale and his entire army poured from the open gates of Castle Canaan like water pouring from a spout. Jeremy made his way to the top of the steps leading into the hall, waiting until every last one of de Wolfe’s men left the compound but for the archers he had left behind on the walls. Once the bailey was clear, he turned to the knights at his side.

“Damnable bastard!” He was trembling with fury as he spoke. “He’ll get us all killed.”

The other knights gazed at him with concern and frustration. “What now, Jeremy?” George asked. “What do we do?”

Jeremy was silent a moment. Then, an odd gleam came to his eye, growing strong enough to strike fear into their hearts. “Take de Wolfe’s archers off the walls and throw them in the vault,” he growled. “Lower the portcullises and raise the bridge. If de Wolfe wants to occupy Castle Canaan, it will be over my dead body. The man is no longer welcome here. Let the army outside chew him to bits, for I won’t help him one bit.”

Gordon listened to his son’s words, closing his eyes with great sorrow and regret. “Jeremy, listen to yourself. Do you realize what you are saying, lad?”

Jeremy was beyond furious. Kristoph, George, and Adam were more than eager to do his bidding and raced off through the mud and rain to mount the stairs to the battlements. Only after the knights were gone did Jeremy turn to his father.

“I know exactly what I am doing,” he said. “De Wolfe is unconcerned with the welfare and safety of Canaan. I must protect her; that much is clear. I must do what is best for us all.”

Gordon was nearly beside himself. “But how can you say that? You’ve signed our death warrants, Jeremy. De Wolfe will return and when he does, he’ll crush us into the ground.”

“How can you argue with me?” Jeremy said passionately. “You just saw the man order our gates opened in a midst of an attack. What sort of intelligence suggests a tactic like that? Moreover, Kristoph and George saw him in the garden molesting Avrielle and the children. Do you truly want this man here? He’s brought nothing but sorrow and evil to Canaan.”

Gordon, sickened with his son’s logic, shook his head. “You are making excuses, Jeremy.”

“They are not excuses but fact.”

“You blame him for Nathaniel’s death. You never wanted him here to begin with.”

“Nay, I did not. I should have never let him in. I should have raised the drawbridge and dared him to fight me.”

Gordon could see that Jeremy was almost beyond reason “But you did right by permitting him entrance,” he said calmly. “And as far as him molesting Avrielle or the children, I simply cannot believe that.”

Jeremy was out of control. In his fury, he moved close to his father and very nearly shoved the old man aside. “You defend him too easily.”

“I speak the truth.”

Jeremy had no reply. It was obvious that his father did not support him. His flaming blue eyes cooled, smoldering into something venomous. “You speak the ramblings of a coward,” he growled. “It is obvious that you would easily relinquish everything Nathaniel has fought for, including his wife.”

Gordon tried not to appear hurt. “Now you are being ridiculous.”

Jeremy, focused on what he must now do, turned away from his father. “Go to de Wolfe, since it is obvious that you support him. I give you until dawn to clear out of Canaan. If I see you again after that, I shall throw you in the vault with the other de Wolfe supporters.”

Gordon could not believe what he was hearing. But he knew, instinctively, that his son was not bluffing. He knew the man too well. And he knew that his son was beyond reason at this moment. Without another word, he turned for the hall and disappeared.

He had to find Avrielle.
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CHAPTER FIVE


Scott couldn’t believe it.

He’d never faced a situation quite like before. Very shortly after leaving the protective bailey of Castle Canaan, he realized that his vassals were turning against him. He shouldn’t have been surprised but he found that more than that, he was hurt. Hurt that the men he had valued his alliance with had turned on him. He thought he had known them better than that; furthermore, he had believed the matter settled earlier. Fickle like women they were and when the hurt finally cooled, it turned into anger.

A night battle was rare, rarer still considering the wicked weather. Gentle gray clouds at dusk had turned to angry black thunderheads that cloaked the night sky, pelting the land with furious rain. And the late hour was also rare; it was close to midnight by the time Scott and his army engaged in a full-scale battle under the ghostly gleam of intermittent lightning. Several dozen foot soldiers were also bearing torches soaked in flammable tar, smoking heavily in the dense rain but providing enough light to swing a flail by. It made for an eerie battle scene and an extremely dangerous one, especially now that Scott and his army were boxed between a fortress that didn’t want them and an army who did.

When he first realized that Canaan had abandoned him, he had to make plans. Sending word to his seat of Ravenstone Castle, which wasn’t too far away, was impractical simply because they only had a minimum number of men to man the fortress because Scott had the bulk of his army with him. Therefore, he immediately sent two scouts northeast to his allies at Bowes Castle for reinforcements. But it would take at least three days to receive any help. Bowes was in the hands of the House of de Royans, associates of the House of de Wolfe, and they would send a sizable force, greater than his own army at the very least.

Another ally was Pendragon Castle, the family of St. Hèver, and they were closer although Pendragon didn’t carry nearly the number of men that Bowes did. Still, he was sure he could get at least eight hundred men from Pendragon by tomorrow, which would add to his own sizeable force of fifteen hundred men. An army that size would easily crush the rebels he was currently trifling with, but he would save the most crushing blow of all for Castle Canaan herself when his reinforcement troops from Bowes arrived. He was finished with patience for Jeremy and his petulant knights, and his agitation was evident in every sword stroke, every command.

An hour into the brutal battle, Auclair sustained a nasty groin injury. Scott was filled with a rage as murky and thick as tar from the earth. It roiled in his chest, rising through his arms and legs until, in desperation, it required an outlet. Dismounting his steed, Scott sent the vicious beast off to battle men on its own. Re-sheathing his sword, the third Baron Bretherdale proceeded to do what he did best in battle.

He used his bare hands.
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“Avrielle,” Gordon was hissing in her ear, shaking her gently. “Avrielle, wake up.”

Avrielle twitched slightly. She had been dreaming of a man in armor, a low rumbling voice in her ear that spoke ever so sweetly to her. She couldn’t see his face, but she instinctively knew that it was not Nathaniel. Her father hissed again and she slowly opened her eyes. It was dark in her bedchamber, the smell of smoke heavy on the air as the fire in the hearth died a lingering death. By the state of the ashes, she knew it was near dawn. Stephen was pressed up against her swollen belly, sound asleep, while Sophia was molded into the curve of her back. She could hardly move for fear of waking them as she gazed sleepily into her father’s eyes.

“Da?” she murmured. “What is it?”

Gordon was grim. In fact, Avrielle had never seen him so grim. “Something terrible has happened, dear heart,” he whispered as the children stirred. “Rise and dress. We must leave.”

A bit more awake now, Avrielle blinked at him in confusion. “Leave?” she repeated. “Why? What’s happened?”

Gordon gathered up Stephen, who protested irritably. “Your brother has gone to war against de Wolfe. I’ll not have you and the children in the castle when it is sacked. We must get out of here before de Wolfe’s fury turns on us.”

Avrielle sat up, a cumbersome movement because of her belly. Sophia, still asleep, rolled away from her mother and burrowed under the covers.

“What do you mean?” Avrielle demanded, becoming more alert as a slow fear gripped her. “Why has Jeremy done this?”

Gordon put Stephen down at the end of the bed. Swiftly, the old man moved to the wardrobe and collected a large satchel and began throwing garments into it. Avrielle rose from the bed as quickly as she could manage and stopped him.

“Answer me,” she demanded. “Why has my brother done this?”

Gordon sighed heavily, his daughter’s hand warm and soft on his arm giving him pause. “He believes that de Wolfe has brought nothing but sorrow to this house. He seeks to punish him for his role in Nathaniel’s death.” He shook his head sadly. “He is wrought with madness, Avrielle. I cannot reason with him.”

Avrielle’s beautiful face was drawn, tight. “And the knights follow him?”

“They do.”

“Mayhap I can reason with him,” she said softly.

Gordon shook his head. “He will not listen. His temper has overtaken his good senses and I fear he will only upset you.”

Avrielle watched her father, his movements and obvious distress. As immersed as she was in the grief of her husband’s passing, she still had enough sense to recognize that Jeremy was about to ruin her children’s legacy with his dramatics. Oddly enough, last night as she’d cried in the arms of that mysterious knight, it was as if the temporary madness that had swamped her had been chased away by a deep voice and a warm embrace. Something in her soul had been satisfied with that comfort, enough so that the bone-numbing grief she’d been experiencing has been soothed.

Eased.

Something inside her had definitely been eased and even as she spoke with her father, it was with a clarity she’d not experienced in months.

Now, as she listened to her father’s tale of her brother’s vengeance, all Avrielle could feel was rage. No matter how competent Jeremy was as a knight, still, she was the Lady of Castle Canaan and Nathaniel du Rennic’s wife. This was her home and she would not let her brother destroy all that her husband had worked for.

“Ridiculous,” she hissed, going in search of her slippers. “I will speak with him.”

Gordon looked at his daughter, seeing more animation in her than he had seen since Nathaniel’s death. It was surprising, really, considering the overtures of grief he’d seen from her over the past few months. But now, the stubborn, determined woman was making a marked return because of a crisis and he was glad. So very glad. Still, he could not permit her to exert herself so, especially in her condition.

“Nay, Avrielle,” he said firmly. “Leave your brother be. His mind cannot be altered.”

Avrielle found her slippers and her fur-lined cloak. “I do not intend to alter his mind,” she snapped. “I intend to erase it altogether.”

She struggled with the shoes, trying to work around her massive tummy, and the heavy cloak slipped easily over her shoulders. It was a golden shade of brocade with a hint of green throughout. Nathaniel had given it to her on her twentieth birthday.

Gordon watched her, torn between demanding she refrain from engaging her brother and secretly glad she had worked herself up into the familiar fire. Dear God, it was good to see the usual spirit in her once again. He had thought Nathaniel’s death might have killed it but was relieved to see that it had not died.

The old Avrielle was still there, still lurking.

He thanked God.

“Avrielle,” he said, more calmly. “You should not…”

“Do not tell me what I should not do,” she barked angrily. “I’ll not allow my brother to destroy my son’s birthright. This is my castle, someday to be Stephen’s. Never was it Jeremy’s to do with as he pleases.”

Gordon opened his mouth to argue but she fled out the door. Stephen started to cry and rub his eyes, and Gordon forced himself to comfort the boy. Besides, if Avrielle was going to confront Jeremy, ’twould be best if he wasn’t there to inflame the man. Jeremy considered him a traitor, and Avrielle wouldn’t listen to him anyway. She never really had, strong-minded wench that she was. The only person she had ever listened to was Nathaniel, and he was dead.

With that thought, Gordon held Stephen closer, praying that the clash between his children wouldn’t tear the castle apart. He wondered if he was being weak by not trying to mediate their showdown. In truth, it had now come down to a situation between just the two of them; he was an outsider to their conflict. As strong as they both were, each in their own way, he would wager that there would only be one true victor in this battle of wills.

And his money was on Avrielle.
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Avrielle found Jeremy in Nathaniel’s war room, a small solar that had been transformed by her husband into a place of war and strategy. A smoking fish oil lamp burned in the middle of a heavy, oak table laden with maps and other documents as Jeremy and the knights hunched over, reading and murmuring between them. Avrielle, without a hint of hesitation, marched into the room to confront her brother.

“Jeremy,” she demanded. “What is it that you are doing to my castle?”

Jeremy was calm, his blue gaze curious on his sister. He knew Gordon had run right to her and was frankly surprised it had taken her this long to seek him out. But he was grossly irritated that his father has sought his sister to stop him. As if she could. He hadn’t had to deal with her in months and he had been the happier for it. With only him and his father in command of Canaan, Jeremy had been exactly where he wanted to be – in command of a mighty fortress with no interference from his sister.

But that was evidently about to change.

“It is surprising to see you lucid, Avrielle,” he said evenly. “Shouldn’t you be out hoeing the ground somewhere?”

It was a direct slap to her face, a cruel taunt about the grief she’d been stricken with and the weakness she had shown. At least, Jeremy had perceived it as weakness.

He couldn’t have been more wrong.

“And shouldn’t you know your place?” Avrielle asked with equal malice. “You are not in command here, Jeremy Huntley. I am. And you will tell me what you are doing to my castle.”

Jeremy’s expression tensed at his sister’s insult. He deserved it, but she’d humiliated him in front of his men. That disturbed him greatly.

“I am protecting it.”

Avrielle was in no mood for his half-truths. “You call doing battle against our liege defending my fortress?” she asked, her anger building. “Have you gone completely mad?”

“You would know.”

“Answer me before I have you thrown over the battlements and into de Wolfe’s waiting arms.”

They could go on insulting each other all night but Jeremy knew, in the end, the men would obey her over him. It was her castle, after all, and his pride took a hit. Damn… he’d been happy and full of confidence commanding Canaan in the wake of Nathaniel’s death and his sister’s grief. But that was all about to come to a crashing halt. Not wanting to find himself slung over the walls, he put up his hands to soothe her.

“You need not concern yourself, truly,” he said. “I must do as…”

She thrust a finger at him. “No, Jeremy, you must do as I command,” she snarled. “I am the Lady of Castle Canaan. And I say that we do not resist, nor go to war against Baron Bretherdale. I’ve no desire for Stephen’s legacy to be ruined because of your thoughtless decisions.”

A flicker of temper came to Jeremy’s eye. “You know nothing of the ways of war, Avrielle,” he said, making one last attempt to control her. “Go back to your children. Let the men handle this.”

He couldn’t have said anything worse. Furious, she ripped the maps from the table, dislodging the fish oil lamp and sending it crashing to the stone floor. The room was not dark, however. A bright flame burned in the hearth, illuminating her as she stuffed the parchment into the fireplace and watched it spark brilliantly. Adam and George moved to save the maps, but Kristoph stopped them. No one dared move against Lady du Rennic in her current state for fear of being stuffed into the hearth, too.

“How dare you patronize me,” she hissed at Jeremy. “This is not your fortress and not your decision to make. You have no say in all of this, do you understand? Were it not for my grace, you would be a homeless drunk without a pence to your name. My husband was gracious enough to invite you and our father to live here, to serve him and to serve me. It was Nathaniel who helped you forget the drink so you could have some purpose in life other than drowning yourself in wine every night. Do you comprehend? You are here to serve me, not the other way around.”

The room was silent with shock from her tirade, but each man knew that she was correct; Lady du Rennic had the power. Jeremy did not. Without her support of his actions, he was impotent. Jeremy, however, was used to wielding the power Nathaniel had been so generous with and unwilling to part with it so easily. He stared at his sister, determining the best course to take with her. She could be a spitfire when roused, as he had learned many times over the course of his life, and he had no desire to come to blows with her.

In the end, he would lose.

He tried another tactic.

“You are simply overwrought,” he said, trying the gentle approach. “I am only doing what is best for Canaan. You must trust me. You always have before.”

She was too smart to be fooled by his calm tone. “Aye, that I have. But what you plan now will destroy us, not save us. I forbid it.”

Jeremy didn’t like that word. He scratched his head with waning patience. “But I am afraid the die has already been cast. De Wolfe is aware of our challenge. In fact, I expect a full siege very shortly. There is nothing you can do.”

“What do you mean?”

“He rode out around midnight to vanquish an attack against our walls. We shut his army out and imprisoned the de Wolfe men still within our walls. When he is finished with the rebels, he will turn on us and lay siege. It is too late to change our mind now, even if we could.”

Avrielle felt sick. Her father had failed to mention the extent of Jeremy’s rebellion, and now suddenly all became clear. That being the case, her brother was most likely right. There was probably nothing more she could do now but wait out the siege to her beloved castle.

Furious and distraught, she grabbed the nearest thing she could get her hands on and hurled it at her brother’s head. Jeremy ducked a pewter cup that could have potentially done a great deal of damage. The other knights froze, anticipating the next projectile. Over the past few weeks, they had become accustomed to them; sometimes too overcome with grief to speak or cry, Lady du Rennic had taken to throwing things. That was, of course, when she wasn’t hoeing the dead earth in the garden until her palms were raw.

“Damn you,” she hissed, her anger deflating and a true sorrow taking hold. “Damn you for condemning us, Jeremy. First I lose my husband and now my home. How could you do this?”

Jeremy was quickly becoming genuinely remorseful. In spite of the power struggle between them, he really didn’t hate her. She had saved him, many times. In truth, he didn’t like to see her so upset, but he truly believed he was doing what was best.

“De Wolfe has brought nothing but pain to you,” he whispered earnestly, hoping she would see his point. “Do you think I can welcome this man with open arms when I see what he has done to you? Do you think I can serve him, knowing he is responsible for Nathaniel’s death? I must protect you, Avrielle, and that means protecting you against de Wolfe.”

Avrielle, too, was losing some of her anger at him. He was prideful, quick to temper, and rash, but he wasn’t wicked. He was simply stubborn, much like she was. She sighed heavily. “But you fail to understand that you have no choice in this matter,” she said, looking at him as if he were an imbecile. “Do not you understand, Jeremy? You have made this your war when it isn’t. You have taken matters into your hands that are not your right. By your own arrogance, you have condemned us all.”

The room was deathly silent. Brother and sister stared at one another, each lost in the turmoil of their own thoughts. Jeremy knew he was right; Avrielle knew beyond a doubt that he was wrong. Feeling terribly ill all of a sudden, Avrielle simply turned for the door. She hadn’t the strength to deal with her brother any longer.

“We do not resist de Wolfe, Jeremy,” she whispered hoarsely. “We will surrender and submit to his mercy. Is this in any way unclear?”

Jeremy’s jaw ticked, torn with emotion at her command. “Avie…”

“Nay,” she said, more firmly. Briefly, she paused in the doorway. “We surrender. Make it so.”

Jeremy felt foolish, angry, everything he could possibly feel. “De Wolfe doesn’t take prisoners, Avrielle. He’ll destroy us all without thought. Have you considered that?”

Avrielle could remember hearing that once, from Nathaniel. Without another word, she moved from the archway and out into the darkened foyer. When she was out of the knights’ view, she made a determined move. Instead of turning for the stairway leading to her bedchamber, she turned for the bailey and the southern gatehouse beyond.
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The melee throughout the night had been particularly ugly.

Scott felt as if he had been fighting his entire life, with no rest or reprieve. It had been one of the most intense battles he could remember, with fierce, untrained men who bit and kicked at Scott’s well-schooled troops. In truth, he had no idea whose men they were because they flew no colors and bore no distinct marks. He thought he saw one or two knights, possibly in command, but they vanished like ghosts towards the beginning of the fight. He hadn’t seen them since. Stewart thought the men were French mercenaries, but Jean-Pierre assured him that they were not. Teutonic mercenaries were more the truth and they proved extremely vicious.

By dawn, there were quite a few dead and the fight continued well into the day. By early afternoon, men arrived from Pendragon Castle, a light brigade of two hundred about three hours before the bulk of a thousand-man army arrived. With their aid, Scott was able to completely rid himself of the raiders. Still, the sweet, green earth surrounding Castle Canaan was soaked with blood and men in pieces. As the eastern sky turned shades of pink and gold with sunset on the approach, Scott ordered St. Hèver’s army, complete with two catapults, to dig in around the moat of Castle Canaan. Though his own men were exhausted, he further ordered them to prepare for a siege.

One battle ended, another was about to begin.

It was the exact situation Scott had wished to avoid from the onset. Castle Canaan’s moat was formidable, at least thirty feet across and mysteriously deep. His men could not cross it on foot and horses would sink in the mud under their sheer weight. As funeral pyres began to burn on the early morning air, Scott faced the stark walls and moat of Castle Canaan, planning his next move. Stewart, bloodied and exhausted, came to stand beside him and, together, they evaluated the situation carefully. Scott had no intention of sparing the fortress, no matter how strong and valuable, and quickly came to the most logical conclusion.

“Burn it,” he growled.

Stewart cocked a blonde eyebrow. “You are serious?”

“Never more so. I want flaming projectiles on the catapults. If we cannot breach her walls, we are going to burn the damned thing from the inside out. There is enough to burn in that bailey that will turn the entire castle into a shell.”

Stewart was a little taken aback; Castle Canaan was a fine prize, held in high regard by the king. He wondered if Scott’s anger towards Jeremy Huntley was getting the best of his common sense.

“Scott, I do not mean to second guess you, you know that,” he said quietly. “But the king will be highly displeased should you raze Canaan. He made it very clear that Canaan should be held as a prize for the political marriage he wishes to make. He is a new king and eager to make alliances.”

“I know what he wants,” Scott snapped with uncharacteristic emotion. “But I must do what I feel is necessary. If Huntley resists me, he certainly has no loyalties to the king and must be punished. Edward will have no argument for that.”

Stewart wasn’t sure he agreed but he was not surprised. Scott’s decisions were most often harsh and succinct, on any matter. “Very well, then,” he said. “I’ll position the catapults myself.”

Scott growled low in his throat. “Damn Jeremy. My own catapults are inside Canaan along with my archers. Christ, I hesitate to think what he’s done with both.”

Stewart shrugged. “The catapults are undamaged, I am sure. Huntley will simply add them to the collection his father has designed. In fact, I’d give a month’s wages for one of Gordon Huntley’s catapults right about now.”

Scott nodded in agreement. “There are none finer. He promised to build me a few before all of this madness with Nathaniel. Now I’ll never have one.”

“You can steal Canaan’s from her own armory after the castle is breached,” Stewart said dryly. “Do I have your permission to begin, m’lord?”

“Indeed. Waste no time.”

Wasting time wasn’t quite what Stewart had in mind. He was as eager to get done with this nonsense as Scott was. In fact, he had more reason than the others; his wife back at Ravenstone Castle was due to give birth any day and he was anxious to return home to her side.

Exhausted from a night of battle, Stewart turned to the men hovering nearby and began issuing orders. St. Hèver’s two catapults and a row of archers were stationed on the north and south sides of Canaan. Great bonfires were lit to supply flame for the projectiles they would soon be hurling over the walls. With Auclair nursing his groin injury, Raymond Montgomery stood in to assist Stewart as the man organized the siege. Men were set to building rafts that could transport troops across the moat, who would then use grappling hooks to scale the sheer walls.

It was a great business going on, men running about, siege projects being built. Strangely enough, though, no one seemed to be watching from the battlements of Canaan. The castle was eerily still. After Scott finished glaring at the rebellious structure, mentally dismantling it and wishing death upon the occupants, he went in search of his steed and found the animal and his squire near the edge of the trees, away from the others.

Scott’s beast was so vicious that the squire, who had only marginal control of the horse, kept it far away from the bulk of the army. Yet when Scott marched up and rumbled a few words, the steed instantly became a pet. Mounting the feisty animal, he donned his helm, slammed the visor down, and charged towards the distant front where Stewart was preparing the first projectiles to be launched over the walls.

When the battle began in earnest, he wanted to be there.

The sun was rising, half-visible over the horizon. Stewart and Raymond were mounted, waiting for the projectiles to be loaded onto the wood-and-iron catapult arms. Once they were and doused with oil and lit, a volley of flaming projectiles was launched over the walls, announcing the intention of Scott de Wolfe to those who had locked him out of Canaan. They were warning shots, in truth, hoping that the first volley would be the last because Canaan would realize the destruction that was about to take place. Just as Scott rode up to the catapults, the great drawbridge of Canaan suddenly jerked. The sounds of chains running over wheels could be heard as the drawbridge jerked again and then slowly began to lower.

It was an unexpected sight and the men were understandably wary. In particular, the knights with command of the catapults were watching with great suspicion, holding off the command for the second volley.

“What’s this now?” Montgomery demanded. “What games are they playing?”

Stewart shook his head, but Scott didn’t respond. He was keenly watching the drawbridge as it descended, wondering what in the hell was going on. Was an army about to charge out? It was his very first thought and he mumbled something to Stewart, who immediately began ordering his ground troops forward to meeting the oncoming tide of Canaan men.

Montgomery put a hold on the catapults purely out of curiosity. Whatever Canaan was about to do, it wasn’t a very smart move. With de Wolfe’s current attitude, he was unlikely to show any sort of mercy. With growing anticipation, they waited for the tide of men that was undoubtedly about to flow from the innards of Canaan.

The drawbridge leveled out with a loud boom as it hit the opposing shore. Slack was taken up on the ropes to stabilize it. Almost immediately, the portcullis began to lift and Scott’s men tensed. But instead of a flurry of screaming, weapon-wielding men, a single figure appeared.

It was a very small, cloaked figure, and the wind gusted gently to blow cascades of honey-blonde hair about. It took Scott all of a half-second to realize that the woman from the garden was emerging. That woman he’d held in his arms, the one who had made him feel things he’d long forgotten, was coming out of the castle. His heart began to beat faster. Before he even realized his actions, he had spurred his charger forward at a brutal gallop.

His horse was still moving as he reached the edge of the drawbridge and dismounted, shoving the beast in the head to turn the snapping animal away. Stewart was on his heels; he could feel it. Armor clanging, great swords slinging by their sides, Scott and Stewart marched upon the lady as if to run her down. But it was she who spoke first, with just as much determination as they were exhibiting.

The battle of wills had begun.

“My lords,” she greeted with surprising strength in her voice. “I would speak with Lord Bretherdale immediately.”

Scott couldn’t stop staring at her through the slit in his visor. Christ, she was even more beautiful than he had remembered. Cleaned up somewhat, the clumped hair had been brushed and the dirt washed from her face. That face… like nothing he’d ever seen before. And that sweet, honeyed voice was music to his ears. It was Stewart, however, who responded first.

“Who are you?” he asked coldly.

“Lady Avrielle Huntley du Rennic,” she replied steadily. In fact, it was clear that Stewart’s threatening tone hadn’t intimidated her at all. “I would speak to Lord Bretherdale now.”

Lady Avrielle Huntley du Rennic. Scott was so stunned that he actually had to bite his lip to keep from gasping like an idiot. So his lady in the garden was none other than Nathaniel’s wife in the flesh. He’d had truly had no idea, although in hindsight he should have guessed. A distraught lady, weeping children… aye, he should have known.

Now, he found that a million thoughts were swirling through his mind, so much that he could hardly grasp one. He wasn’t even aware of how he was posturing, like a wolf ready to pounce. But one thing he gradually became aware of was the fact that he was smiling. Scott de Wolfe, who rarely showed any emotion, who provoked fear into the hearts of men and beasts alike with his brutality and warring ways, was actually smiling.

Beside him, Stewart was oblivious to how his liege was reacting to the woman. All the man knew was that he saw an enemy and he assumed that Scott saw the same thing. Stewart eyed the woman through his upturned visor, his blue eyes unusually hard.

“You will make no demands, lady,” he said. “You have grossly miscalculated de Wolfe’s mercy and now you and your men shall pay the price.”

Avrielle’s eyes flickered with panic or, perhaps, even anger. “I must speak to de Wolfe and explain what has happened,” she said patiently. “Will you take me to him or must I find him myself?”

At that point, Stewart wasn’t sure how Scott wanted him to respond. He didn’t dare look at him for fear of appearing weak or indecisive in front of Lady du Rennic. “There is no need for explanation, my lady,” he finally said. “All became evident when you closed de Wolfe’s army out of Canaan.”

She shook her head. “That was not my doing,” she said. “My brother, for reasons that are not yet clear to me, took it upon himself to make that decision. I am here to tell you that as the Lady of Castle Canaan, I do not resist de Wolfe’s presence. My husband was always a great supporter of Scott de Wolfe. So much so that he died for him.”

It was a deliberate shot to the heart to get their attention and it had the desired effect. Nathaniel did, indeed, die for Scott and that was the entire reason for their presence. Stewart did look at his liege, then. He wasn’t going to say another word. All was now up to Scott to decide what must be done. Stewart had to admit that he was genuinely curious how the man would react.

He waited.

But Scott knew that everything rested completely upon him at this point. The mention of Nathaniel’s death was very clever, he thought. Of course, how could they attack the home of a man who had sacrificed himself for his liege? Scott stared at the lady a moment longer, the tension in the air building. Would he show mercy? Or would he simply brush off the woman’s attempt at sympathy by mentioning her dead husband. As far as Scott was concerned, there was only one decision he could make.

One decision he was willing to make.

Silently, he lifted a hand and motioned the woman with a crooked finger. Avrielle, certain she was about to be taken to Baron Bretherdale, followed eagerly as he led her away from Stewart and the bulk of the army. Even as they passed the army and were in the clear, he continued to lead her out into the field of battle, still littered with men and gore.

Puzzled, Avrielle followed, although she was becoming increasingly disturbed. All around her were men, or pieces of men, and blood saturating the ground. The smell rose up, death and blood, filling her nostrils with its stench. The further she followed him, the more sickened she became. Blood and guts had never bothered her until she had become pregnant. Now, everything bothered her and it was an effort not to vomit.

“Knight?” she called after Scott. “Knight, where are you taking me? Surely de Wolfe is not out here, among the dead.”

Scott didn’t answer. He simply continued to lead her. Pale, Avrielle followed without another word until a half-dead soldier reached up and grabbed the hem of her cloak. The shriek had barely left her lips before Scott was at her side, dispatching the moaning man mercifully. As she turned to thank him, he turned away from her and continued to walk in silence. But Avrielle was too shaken to continue. She teetered after him, stumbled, and he eventually came to a halt. When he turned to look into her brilliant blue eyes, he could see a bevy of emotions in the depths. The woman had the bluest eyes he’d ever seen.

But they were eyes capable of breaking through that façade he kept so carefully around him. He’d discovered that last night; her voice, her softness, had managed to crack that rock-hard veneer. The more he looked at her, the more he came to realize something that had never occurred to him in his entire life – he was being cruel. The stab he felt to his heart was the alien emotion of pity. Retracing his steps, he swept her up into his arms in one smooth motion and carried her from the battlefield and into the shielding trees.

Avrielle didn’t say a word as the knight carried her into the cool bramble. In truth, she didn’t want to say anything that might provoke him. The man was absolutely enormous, just as all of de Wolfe’s men seemed to be. She was only concerned at the moment with speaking to de Wolfe and saving her family. Ever so gently, the knight placed her on her feet when they were well into the trees and Avrielle glanced about, looking for a man in robes and silks that would undoubtedly be Baron Bretherdale. When no man was forthcoming, she looked at the knight curiously.

“Well?” she half-asked, half-demanded. “Where is de Wolfe that I might speak with him?”

Scott was silent a moment. Perching his massive bulk atop a rotted tree stump, he slowly removed his helm. As his features became clear, Avrielle stared at him, recognition and embarrassment flushing her cheeks a bright red; the knight from the garden gazed back at her with a flicker of curiosity, perhaps even amusement. She could see a bit of his golden-blonde hair from beneath his mail hood and a heavy stubble of dark-blonde bearding covered his square-jawed face. She hadn’t gotten a good look at him the night before in the garden. But now as she inspected him, it occurred to her that everything about the knight reeked of masculinity and power. Strange how she couldn’t seem to remember anything from their encounter in the garden other than his powerful arms around her. But now, she was able to observe the entire package and realized that her heart was leaping strangely.

“It’s you,” she murmured.

Scott studied her flushed face with some amusement. “You may speak with me,” he said in a soft tone that he’d never heard from himself before. He almost looked around to see if someone else had uttered the words.

But Avrielle didn’t notice his tone. She felt like a fool for staring at him so long. But she was here for a serious reason and struggled to maintain her focus.

“Nay,” she shook her head. “I must speak with de Wolfe. ’Tis a matter of life or death, my lord.”

“You may call me Scott.”

She stared to refuse again, but the impact of the name swept her and her eyes widened so that he thought they might pop out of her head. “Scott?” she whispered. “Scott… de… de…?”

“De Wolfe, aye.” He couldn’t help the smile playing on his lips. “I am he.”

Avrielle’s mouth popped open to match her bulging eyes. Her knees shook and her palms began to sweat. “M-My lord,” she stammered. “I had no idea… that is to say, I did not know you were…”

He put up a hand to ease her. She suddenly seemed so nervous that he was sure she was about to faint. “I know you did not know,” he said, his voice low and soothing. “So tell me, Lady Avrielle of the Dead Garden – what it is you must speak to me about?”

Avrielle couldn’t focus on what she needed to say. At the moment, she could only focus on what she was feeling. Shock, surprise, and wild, unadulterated embarrassment. In a burst, her words exploded outward. “Dear God,” she gasped, turning away from him and slapping a hand to her forehead. “I feel like such an… an idiot!”

His grin was full-blown. “Why?”

“Why?” she repeated, throwing her hands up. “Because you are de Wolfe. You entered my garden and I permitted you to… to…”

“Hold you?” he offered helpfully.

“Aye!” she almost yelled at him. “You held me. You… you comforted my children. And I wept and wept on you and… and…”

He snorted at her then. He almost startled himself because he truly hadn’t laughed at anything in years. But she was very humorous. He liked her animation, her embarrassment. He liked the look of her sweet face with her cheeks so pink.

“I promise that I will not hold that against you, my lady,” he said. “No harm done.”

She eyed him but couldn’t bring herself to reply. She was so embarrassed she wished the ground would open up and swallow her. Still, she had come here for a reason and she fought back her chagrin in lieu of more important matters.

“As you say, my lord,” she said, though she didn’t look him in the eye. “I’ve come to speak with you for a most important reason.”

She was changing the subject, quite noticeably. It was apparent she didn’t want to speak about their meeting in the garden and he realized that he was disappointed. He had wanted, or expected, more of a response, though he couldn’t exactly say of what sort. Strange how he was looking for acknowledgement, but what kind, he didn’t know. Still, he would indulge her simply because he couldn’t help himself.

“Very well,” he said. “What do you wish to say?”

She looked at him, then, and summoned her courage. “I wish you to call back your attack. Canaan surrenders.”

He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “You should not have resisted in the first place. Resisters must be punished.”

She visibly paled. “Please do not punish us,” she begged. “My brother is sometimes brash and arrogant, but he is not evil. He truly believes that he is doing what is right for Canaan.”

“Do you?”

She didn’t want to incriminate her brother. Even if he was stubborn, presumptive and self-righteous, still, she would not condemn his actions before de Wolfe.

“He was simply trying to protect us, my lord,” she repeated carefully. “In his mind, he felt that what he was doing was right.”

“That was not my question.” He rose from the stump, his gaze intense. “Do you believe he was doing what was right for Canaan?”

She didn’t answer right away, looking at her shoes. Scott’s gaze lingered on her.

“You will look at me,” he commanded in a low voice. “I require an answer. Based upon that answer, I will either raze Canaan or spare it. Is this clear?”

A bolt of fear and anger shot through Avrielle. His tone was disrespectful and it inflamed her. She glared at him.

“It is, my lord,” she said through clenched teeth. “Aye, I believe his motives were correct.”

It was a mix of incriminating her brother and supporting him. Scott had to admit he was impressed by her clever answer. Their eyes met, a fierce maelstrom of heat and emotion, as he decided which path to take. But the truth was that he’d already decided the moment she’d come forth from the bowels of Canaan. He would spare the castle. But he wasn’t going to tell her that, not yet. Better to let her think he was still in control and not pliable to her wishes.

God help him, he was.

As Avrielle gazed back at Scott, waiting for the decision that would decide her future, she was aware of a dull ache in her back and legs. Ever since the dying soldier had grabbed her on the field, she’d been feeling it. But she realized it was growing from all of the walking and standing she had done. She and Scott stared at each other and she was certain he was trying to intimidate her with his gaze, hazel eyes that were as sharp as razors. But she didn’t falter and she didn’t back away; she continued to meet his gaze, strongly, because it was the only thing she could do.

If Scott thought that his heated gaze would cause her to rethink her answer, he was in for a disappointment. She was certainly brave, just like her son. He admired that quality immensely.

“Nay, you do not believe your brother is correct, but I will not question you further,” he growled after a moment. “He is your brother and it is your duty to support him. I will, therefore, leave Canaan intact. But punishment will take another form.”

She was relieved and terrified at the same time. “What do you mean?”

He wouldn’t answer her. He simply crossed his massive arms, gazing at her steadily as if she should read his mind and know exactly what he was thinking. Avrielle’s irritation surged and she was about to demand his reply when a bolt of pain suddenly plowed through her lower abdomen and down her thighs. She grunted and put a hand to her belly. For a moment, Scott seemed to lose his ever-present smugness. There was genuine concern in his eyes.

“What’s wrong?” he demanded.

Avrielle shook her head, though she felt a tremendous urge to sit. One hand on her enormous stomach, she went in search of a stump. Scott indicated the stump he had been sitting on but he kept his hands to himself as she sat herself heavily. It was difficult to fight the inclination to help her. He knew she would refuse him, anyway.

“Well?” he demanded again. “What’s the matter?”

She shook her head again, though she had a suspicion of what was about to happen. “Nothing, my lord,” she said, sure there was plenty of time before she delivered Nathaniel’s third child. It had taken her ten hours to deliver Sophia and four to deliver Stephen. Besides, there were more important things on her mind at the moment and she knew she must resolve them before she could focus on anything else. “You will please do me the courtesy of answering my question. What form will our punishment take? And why must we be punished at all if I promise there will be no more trouble?”

He gazed down at her, feeling himself waver. But he could show no weakness, he knew that. Once the vassals of Canaan realized de Wolfe was pliable, his control over them would be ended. And for their show of rebellion, he had to be swift and decisive no matter how he felt about the lady.

Soft….

“Although I trust your word as a lady, I am still compelled to punish the insurgents of Canaan,” he said. “I cannot let a show of rebellion go unanswered. I would be ineffective to the crown, and to myself, if I did.”

Avrielle gazed up at him, the way the muted light fell upon his strong features. He was undeniably handsome and she inwardly scolded herself for entertaining such a distraction. She had no business thinking any man attractive, not so soon after the death of her husband.

“But we’ve done nothing outrageous, my lord,” she said in a tone that invited his forgiveness. “You have fought with my brother many times. You know how temperamental he can be. He meant no disrespect, truly, but feels a fierce sense of confusion I should think.”

“Confusion?”

She nodded. “Aye,” she said. “He and the other knights are at a loss without…”

Another pain rocketed through her back and abdomen, nearly bending her in half even as she sat on the stump. Avrielle clutched her stomach and doubled over as a great rush of warm liquid suddenly saturated her gown all around the pelvic region. As a mother of two already, she knew exactly what that meant.

“Damnation.” she roared. “I think…”

To hell with not aiding her. Scott was on his knees beside her as she grunted in pain, wanting to help.

“The child comes?” he asked the obvious.

She eyed him irritably as the pain subsided. “A brilliant assessment, my lord,” she growled. “Now see what you’ve done?”

His eyebrows drew together. “What I’ve done? You would mistake me for your husband, Madam?”

She thought he might take pity on Canaan were he to realize all of the arguing had brought about her labor. “Your talk of punishment has upset me. This child isn’t due for another few weeks yet.”

He pursed his lips. “Blame your brother. Had he not acted like a weak-minded woman, we would not be having this conversation.”

“But you are still going to punish us?”

“I must.”

She didn’t know what more to say. It was apparent his mind was set. Frustrated, embarrassed that her gown was soaked with distinct-smelling birthing fluid, and suddenly feeling just a little bit anxious, she thought that perhaps now was a good time to return to the castle and remove herself from de Wolfe’s presence. But there was so much pressure in her pelvis that she was positive she was going to drop the child here and now. In fact, as she struggled to stand, she realized she was about to do just that.

“Oh, no,” she gasped.

“Now what’s wrong?” Scott asked, though he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

She looked up at him and he could read her fear. “The child comes, my lord.”

“I think we have already established that.”

“Now.”

His eyebrows lifted in shock; he couldn’t help it. “Now?”

She nodded firmly. “Aye.”

“There is no time to…?”

She cut him off, shaking her head firmly. “I cannot make it back to Canaan. You must trust me in this matter. I have already given birth to two children; I know what it feels like.”

There wasn’t much Scott could say to that. If the woman said that the birth was imminent, he would believe her. To say that he was a bit surprised was an understatement, but as a man who had once been a competent healer, he knew he had to form a plan of action. He couldn’t just stand there like an idiot. After a split second of indecision, he ripped the cloak from her shoulders and spread it upon the moldering leaves.

“Lay down,” he commanded softly.

Avrielle was momentarily indecisive about his command until another contraction hit and the urge to bear down swept her. Seeing that she was having trouble moving, Scott reached out and with gentleness he’d not tapped into in years, helped her down onto the cloak.

Lying back against the green brocade of the cloak Nathaniel had given her, Avrielle’s mind was whirling with pain and dread and anxiety. She waited for Scott to run off in search of his surgeon, but he remained by her side, watching her without fear. In fact, he seemed quite comfortable watching her suffer and she eyed him warily.

“Well?” she asked. “Where is your physic? Aren’t you going to summon him?”

Scott shook his head. “He is tending my wounded, men far worse off than you. I shall attend you myself.”

She frowned fiercely and pushed herself up on her elbows. “I think not.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Do you plan to give birth by yourself, then? Shall I turn my back while you shoot this child out like the cork from a bottle?”

Avrielle scowled, but slowly, she lay back down. “Turn your back and do not watch,” she said threateningly. “I’ll not have you… looking at me. ’Tis not proper, childbirth or no.”

“I’ve looked betwixt a woman’s legs before.”

“But you’ve not looked betwixt mine before.”

Without another word, Scott turned his back on her and she was struck with another contraction that brought her legs up with the sheer force of it. Behind him, Scott could hear her grunt and groan.

“Damnation.” she howled. “I can feel this child coming. He pushes and pokes like an old bear.”

Scott kept his back to her, though it was difficult. He was growing weary of her foolishness. “If I was permitted to look, I could tell you how imminent the birth is.”

Sweat began to pop out on her forehead. “And how would you know such things?”

“Because I was a fairly decent healer, once. A man I’ve known since birth trained me.”

“Who is this fool?”

“His name is Paris de Norville. And he is no fool.”

“So you know how to bring forth a child?”

“Among other things.”

Avrielle started to shake her head when another pain hit and she let out a loud moan. This one was long and strong and seemed to take over her entire body. When it was over, she went limp. “Oh, God, help me,” she gasped. “This is all happening too hard, too fast.”

Scott had enough of her ridiculous behavior. As a child, he’d shown an interest in healing. Paris, the man who would eventually be his father-in-law, took Scott under his wing. Paris trained de Wolfe in the healing arts because Paris, long ago, had also been taught by an uncle. He was simply passing down the skill to a young man who had shown great potential. But Scott hadn’t used his skills since that dark day four years ago. He couldn’t use his talents to save his family and the guilt that had consumed him had turned him off of ever healing again.

Until now.

Now, he was needed. There wasn’t anyone else who could possibly help and, in spite of having turned his back on his skills, he realized that he was willing to be of use again. Healing came naturally to him and it was difficult to resist the pull. Turning around, he threw up her skirts only to be faced with a good deal of blood and an infant’s head, half-emerged.

“Christ,” he growled. “Madam, this child is arriving.”

Avrielle didn’t reply. She was caught up in the swiftest, strongest pain she had ever known. Having no swaddling or clean water, or anything else for that matter, Scott was forced to think very quickly.

Grabbing the hem of her woolen garment, he tore off a great section and set it aside. He had a razor-sharp dirk sheathed in his breeches. Pulling it free, he put it within easy reach on the extended cloak. As great as any battle he had ever faced, he could feel the familiar rush of excitement filling his veins. Healing was something, once, he’d felt he’d been born to do and he was in his element as much as when was in the heat of battle. He was ready. Those skills, dormant these years because he’d been unable to use them on his dead wife and children, were aching to come forth again.

For the moment, he would let them.

Perhaps this time, he could save a life.

Another pain hit and Avrielle cried out softly, rising up from the cloak and nearly bending in half. She knew what was expected of her and she bore down, edging the infant out. Scott spoke reassuringly to her, so caught up in the moment that it took him some time before he realized he was stroking her head, rubbing her leg, anything to distract her from the pain. Another contraction and the infant literally popped forward, exposed from the waist up. Scott calmly cleaned out the child’s mouth and nose, and put his hands on the tiny body, preparing to pull it free. The final pain hit and the child slid out in its entirety, right into his waiting hands.

“Dear God,” Avrielle gasped, falling back on the cloak. “Is it breathing? Is it alive?”

For the second time that day, Scott de Wolfe was smiling. He simply couldn’t help himself. He wiped off the child’s face and cut the cord with his dagger, rubbing the feet briskly as the child let out a wail. Wrapping the babe tightly in the torn piece of linen, he then handed the wailing babe to the eager mother.

“A daughter, Madam,” he said softly. “You have a new daughter.”

Avrielle clutched the mewling babe, shocked and amazed and exhausted. “Sweet Jesus,” she murmured. “How quickly she has come. Look how lovely she is!”

As Avrielle fawned over her new daughter, Scott delivered the afterbirth in one piece and tossed it aside. He didn’t look too closely at Avrielle’s privates but, from what he saw, she didn’t look any worse for the wear and the bleeding seemed to be minimal. She was fortunate. Truthfully, he was more caught up in the warmth and joy of the moment, remembering the same feelings from when his own children were born. There was such elation to a healthy birth, the continuation of life, and well did he remember that jubilation. It brought back memories he’d suppressed for years, memories he had run from, but now memories that were giving him just the slightest amount of comfort. He’d forgotten there was such happiness in the world.

He’d missed it.

“Indeed, she is lovely,” he agreed, his focus on the dark-haired infant. “She is small but seems healthy enough. She certainly screams loudly enough. That is a good sign.”

Avrielle inspected the flailing hands, counting the fingers. “Sophia was a small child,” she said, a gentleness in her tone. “But Stephen was quite large.”

Scott watched the angry baby wave her red hands about. “My sons were monstrous,” he said.

Avrielle, as weary and elated as she was, did not fail to recall what Nathaniel had told her, that de Wolfe had lost most of his family to a tragedy. But not all of them. “You have sons?”

“Two.”

“How old?”

“Fourteen years and twelve years.”

“They are almost men grown.”

“They are.”

That was as far as Avrielle’s curiosity went for the moment. Exhausted, she snuggled down with the baby, inspecting the ears and nose. Scott watched her, now fighting off a deeper sense of compassion. It was so strange, having eliminated all feeling from his life for the past four years, to finally allow himself to feel something. More and more, he realized that part of him was not dead, as he’d hoped. Or perhaps he didn’t hope. At the moment, all he knew was that somehow, someway, he felt alive again.

Needed.

“What will you name her?” he asked.

Avrielle’s voice was quiet. “Sorsha,” she said, playing with the infant’s fingers. “Nathaniel chose the name. I… I wish he was here to see her. I wish it with all my heart.”

Scott wondered if the birth of the child was going to throw her back into the madness of grief somehow. Well did he understand how crippling it was. “I am sure that wherever he is, he knows that his child has been born,” he said, trying to be of some comfort. “Someone told me once that the people we love never really die; they are all around us, in the trees, the wind, the birds. They have become part of the very fabric around us.”

Avrielle looked up at him, hearing something wistful in his tone, perhaps remembering that family he had lost.

“Do you believe that?” she asked.

Scott lingered on what his father had told him years ago when the man had been trying to pull him out of his devastating grief. Look around you, Scott. Athena and the children are still here. You can feel them in everything about you.

Did he believe it? Probably not. He was a practical man and if he couldn’t see it, or touch it, then it wasn’t real. His family had gone to Heaven and that was what he believed. He didn’t believe they were surrounding him, kissing him with butterfly wings or embracing him with a gentle breeze. They were gone and he was empty. But he couldn’t bring himself to tell Avrielle that, a woman who understood sorrow as he understood it. The death of a spouse was shattering, indeed, and he couldn’t take a small measure of hope away from her.

Hope that all was not lost, after all.

“Mayhap,” he said after a moment. “If it comforts you to believe that, then you should.”

Avrielle smiled faintly, looking back at the baby in her arms. “I would like to believe it,” she said softly. “I would like to feel that I am not so alone in this world. Since Nathaniel’s death, even with my children, I have felt so… alone.”

Scott understood that implicitly. As she lay there with the baby, she began to shake with chill and Scott went into action. He wrapped her up in her cloak but that didn’t seem to be enough. He could have built a fire but, after the rain of the previous night, everything was damp and it would take time to find dry kindling. Therefore, he did the next best thing, putting his arms around her to use his body heat to warm her. There was really no other reason than that, at least not in his mind. She was cold and he sought to warm her. Her head was against his neck and as he watched, she moved her gown aside to expose a full breast.

She had beautiful breasts, but Scott wasn’t looking at her in a sexual nature. At least, not as she put the babe on the nipple to nurse. He was watching it as one of the most comforting, contenting things he’d witnessed in a very long time. A mother and child, and a child he had brought into the world no less. Aye, he felt needed and the healer in him, denied these few years, felt content. Something about the entire incident had satisfied something deep within his soul.

As a man who had become all about death and warfare, to deliver a fragile life touched that compassionate, caring man he’d long buried within him. He held Avrielle tightly as she nursed her new daughter, thinking that there were few things in life sweeter than that very moment.

God, how he’d missed such things.

When Stewart came looking for them, that was how he found them both.
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CHAPTER SIX


Early the next morning

Vale of the River Sprint, 8 miles from Canaan

It had been a difficult trek, escaping a castle under siege, but he’d managed. It had rained again last night, causing a heavy fog in the early morning that he struggled through, heading towards Lord Sadgill’s fortified manse that wasn’t too much further by his estimation. With the fog, however, it made it feel like he was alone in the world, forever lost in the mist. He didn’t like it. Wrapped heavily against the cold and the damp, he spurred his fine horse onward. It was eerie, it was cold, and it was wet, and he was anxious to get to his destination.

Black-faced sheep emerged from the fog as he went, looking at him curiously before returning to their feast of wet grass. Because of the herd of sheep he was plowing through, he knew that Lord Sadgill’s manse was very close. The sheep were never far from the house so the lord could keep an eye on his flock. Shepherds appeared out of the mist, armed with crossbows until the knight lifted his hand to show he was friend, not foe. The crossbows were lowered when he was recognized and he was permitted to continue on to the house.

In fact, he was a regular visitor at Sadgill.

It wasn’t much of a house, to be truthful – compact and rather tall, with the house itself being built into the very walls, but the grounds within those tall rock walls hid a fairly large army, one that was now licking its wounds from the battle yesterday with de Wolfe’s army.

Even as the knight entered the bailey, slogging through the mud and wet, the wounded were lying or sitting around a series of small fires being tended to by other men. There were also more wounded in the hall, but most of the living had crowded inside to stay out of the inclement weather. There was little courtesy shown to those who were ill or dying.

Dismounting his steed, he positioned the horse inside the stables and out of the rain as he proceeded back into the bailey and headed for the small, narrow hall. He walked through a sea of miserable men, groaning with pain, trying not to look at them. He was a man with torn loyalties, and reasons, and he felt guilty every time he came here.

Some would call him a spy and perhaps he was, but still others would call him a man that did what he had to do in order to advance. Sadgill had promised him command of Canaan once the House of du Rennic was booted from the walls, and that was his sole motivation. Right now, he was one of five knights in command of Canaan but unless he did something about it, he would always only be one of the group. Never in charge.

He wanted his due.

The open doors of the hall beckoned and, as he drew near, he could feel the stale heat from the interior on his face. He moved closer, seeing men moving around inside the hall, seeing the smoke from the hearth. In fact, the moment he stepped through the door, the smoke stung his eyes and he rubbed at them, trying to see through the haze. It didn’t take him long to spy his target. Over near the fire, seated at a table that leaned dangerously, sat Lord Sadgill with a few of his men as they tore apart a leg of mutton. When Lord Sadgill looked up and saw him through the smoke, he lifted a hand.

“Adam!” he called, waving him over. “Come here, lad!”

Adam de Ferrar obeyed. He pushed through the crowd of dirty, exhausted men before coming to the table where the lord and his knights sat. Truth was, he was dirty and exhausted, too, from the nasty battle, and the smell of food in the air had his stomach lurching with hunger. Sadgill spoke before Adam had the chance.

“So you were able to escape Canaan?” he asked, almost jovial in manner. “I must say I am impressed. The Black Adder did not strike at you, then, for locking his army out of the castle?”

Adam shook his head at the reference to de Wolfe. “His anger was not directed at me but at the Huntleys.”

Sadgill grinned, drink in hand. “That is good,” he said. “That was quite a fight with de Wolfe. One of the most brutal I have seen in a long while. Who else did we see riding to de Wolfe’s aid? Was it Pendragon? We were not entirely sure but one of my men thought he recognized the colors.”

Adam nodded as he drew near the table, wondering why the men all seemed as if they failed to see the seriousness of the situation.

“Aye, it was St. Hèver,” he said grimly. “One thousand men from Pendragon Castle. You know they are close to the House of de Wolfe.”

Lord Sadgill brushed him off, shoving meat into his mouth and speaking with pieces of it flying from his lips. “They gave a good fight, but they cannot stay forever,” he said. “Pendragon Castle does not carry a wealth of men. They will be needed at home, leaving de Wolfe and his army at Canaan without the reinforcements.”

Adam frowned. “De Wolfe has a large army at Canaan, in case you did not notice,” he said pointedly. “He has brought over a thousand men with him, including archers and siege engines.”

Sadgill waved him off. “They are of no concern to me.”

Adam cocked an eyebrow. “They will be of great concern to you, for he surely intends to use them to defend Canaan,” he said. “You should have come the day he arrived, as I told you to. It would have been much better to catch him off guard but as it was, you waited until he had already taken possession of the castle. He was prepared when you finally attacked. How many men did you lose?”

Sadgill lost some of his humor. A tall, thin man with stringy gray hair, he controlled most of the Sprint Vale, which was literally over a hilly range from Canaan. It was a narrow vale, rich with sheep, but what Sadgill really wanted was to control Canaan and the major road she managed from Carlisle to Kendal. It had been his objective for several years but Nathaniel had always managed to keep him at bay. But hope was renewed at du Rennic’s death when Sadgill discovered a du Rennic knight who was unhappy with his liege, and his life, and wanted something for himself.

A wandering knight he’d happened upon one day not long after Nathaniel’s death. The knight’s horse had come up lame and Sadgill had welcomed him into his home to tend the animal. The subsequent conversation they’d had, and a casual admission of discontent by the knight, brought about a bargain and now Sadgill had a plant inside of the very castle he’d been trying to confiscate. His due, the knight kept saying. He wanted his due.

Help me conquer Canaan and you shall have your due.

It was all Sadgill wanted, truly – a man of his own in command of Canaan. With the arrival of Scott de Wolfe, however, things were much more difficult. Sadgill knew that, but he refused to admit it was more than he could handle. He was certain that as long as he had Adam’s help on the inside of Canaan, and the support of his vale allies, he could rid Canaan of Scott de Wolfe.

At least, that was the plan.

“You worry too much,” Sadgill said finally. “Sit down and eat. We will discuss our next move.”

Adam didn’t want to eat even though he was hungry. “I cannot,” he said. “I must not be gone overlong. Already, I fear that Gordon Huntley is suspicious of my long rides away from the castle, so I cannot feed his suspicion.”

“You have been striking out on long rides away from the castle long before you knew me. You are a wanderer, Adam.”

“I know, but now it is different. I feel Gordon’s eyes upon me.”

“It is your guilt speaking. He more than likely does not give you a thought.”

Adam wouldn’t argue with him. He was quite convinced that Gordon was watching him with more than simple concern or interest. The old man was quiet, and not nearly as aggressive as his son, but he had damned sharp eye. It was something to look out for. He changed the subject.

“I have come to find out what your plan is now that de Wolfe has come,” he said. “You have had time to plan for this, Sadgill. What are you going to do?”

Sadgill scratched his greasy head at the shift in focus. He eyed Adam a moment, swallowing the food in his mouth before speaking. “I lost nearly one hundred men yesterday,” he said. “That is too many men for me. I think that I shall have to be very careful now that we know St. Hèver will support de Wolfe. We must tread carefully.”

Adam snorted ironically. “Then what you wish will never come to pass,” he said, growing animated, “for not only does de Wolfe have Pendragon support, he has sent to Bowes Castle for reinforcements. Soon, he will have thousands of men in and around Canaan, guarding her, and you will never get close to her. You may as well give up now.”

Sadgill’s brow furrowed thoughtfully. “Why does de Wolfe call for so many reinforcements?”

Adam shook his head, exasperated at Sadgill’s lack of decisiveness. “I do not know,” he said. “There is talk that he is simply protecting his holding in the wake of Nathaniel’s death. The man does not wish for the castle to fall to the rebel lords of Cumbria. But there is also talk that he is saving it for another purpose.”

“What could that be?”

Adam looked at him seriously. “Nathaniel’s widow,” he said simply. “She gave birth last night, in fact. Another daughter. There is talk that Edward may be interested in her.”

Sadgill looked at him with surprise. “What interest could he possibly have in the woman?”

Adam lifted his shoulders. “With Nathaniel’s death, the castle and the lordship has passed to her son,” he said. “If Edward marries her to a powerful lord, then he assumes the castle and the lordship until the boy becomes of age. It is a valuable property, perfect for a new king to secure alliances with. Why do you think Edward sent de Wolfe to secure it? Mayhap de Wolfe will even marry the woman and then we would have de Wolfes in Cumbria, never to leave.”

It made sense, all of it. Truth be told, Sadgill had considered the same thing but hearing it from Adam, who was on the inside of things, only confirmed his suspicions. Now, his humor was gone completely as he thought of Scott de Wolfe holding what he very badly wanted. Disappointment turned to anger.

“What does he need with Canaan?” his hissed, tossing aside the meat he was going to put into his mouth. “The de Wolfes control most of the Scottish Marches and half of Northumbria. What does he need with Canaan?”

Adam shook his head. “I am sure he does not need it,” he said. “But it is his nonetheless. Henry bestowed him with the Bretherdale lordship before he died, so all of this is his, including your lands. De Wolfe is your liege now. Did you not stop to think of that?”

Sadgill stiffened. “He shall never have my home,” he said angrily. “This belongs to me, all of it!”

“I know.”

“My family has lived here for generations! De Wolfe has no right to it!”

“I am aware.”

Infuriated, Sadgill stood up, kicking aside a dog when it didn’t move fast enough. He made his way over to Adam, sheer fury in his expression.

“We shall have to bide our time on Canaan,” he said, “but I will not wait forever. You will keep me apprised of what is happening there. You will look for the opportunity to strike. I will depend on you, do you hear?”

Adam wasn’t intimidated by the man. “I hear,” he said. “But once Bowes troops arrive, Canaan will be heavily reinforced with men. It would be suicide to attack her unless you have more men than de Wolfe does.”

The fury in Sadgill’s eyes flickered oddly. “More men,” he said as if the idea had just occurred to him. “There are enough barons in these lands that hate Edward, men who had readily rebelled against his father.”

“Those are the men you must solicit, for the only way to drive de Wolfe out is to do it with more men than he has.”

“Overwhelm him by sheer number.”

“Exactly.”

Sadgill wasn’t as angry as he had been moments before. He clapped Adam on the shoulder. “I will see what I can do,” he said, feeling more confident now. “Meanwhile, you will return to Canaan and come back to me to tell me of things you have seen. I would know what de Wolfe is up to.”

Adam simply nodded, watching as Sadgill returned to his food and drink. Even when the man invited him to join them again, he refused. He had to return lest his absence be noticed more than it probably already was. He had to return to the castle he wanted and the life that he hated. The only thing that kept him there was the hope that, someday, he would have the command. Truth be told, there might be an easier way to achieve that than waiting for Sadgill and his allies to attack.

Nathaniel’s widow….

He didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of that before, but in speaking of it to Sadgill, a thought occurred to him. He’d been at Canaan for almost five years and, in that time, he’d never had the slightest interest in Lady Avrielle. True, she was beautiful, but she had also been his liege’s wife and he wasn’t in the habit of chasing after married women. But it hadn’t really occurred to him before now that she was no longer married and in need of a husband.

What if he were to be that husband?

A beautiful wife, a fortress… aye, perhaps there was another way.

On the entire ride back to Canaan, it was all he could think about.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Two weeks later

“A missive, my lord.” Milo held the long, yellowed tube up in front of his face. His lips enunciated each word. “From the king.”

Standing before the colossal map table in Nathanial’s well-heeled solar, Scott stared at the man as if he hadn’t really understood what he’d said. It was an odd, frozen stare. His expression remained unreadable for a few moments before turning back to the map at his fingertips.

“Read it,” he said simply.

Stewart took it from Milo and broke the seal; Scott never read his own missives. He couldn’t be bothered. As his liege returned his attention to the map of the Cumbrian region, Stewart read aloud.

“Edward informs you that he has selected a potential husband for Lady du Rennic,” he said matter-of-factly. Then, he peered at the words as if something just caught his interest. “A Lord Tynron. God’s Bones, Scott, Edward says he’s part of the Black Douglas Clan.”

Scott didn’t react and Stewart continued as if Scott didn’t know what, exactly, it all meant. “They side with The Bruce,” he said helpfully. “You know that.”

“Of course I do.”

Stewart continued with his own take of the situation. “If Edward can fracture that clan by marrying him to an English widow with great wealth, that would be a major victory.”

Scott still didn’t respond to that particular observation, as if none of it concerned him in the least. “I have never heard of Tynron,” he said, unimpressed. “Finish reading the missive.”

Stewart was rather surprised that Scott didn’t react to the news because it was fairly important information in their world. Puzzled at Scott’s response and trying not to show it, he continued, a bit more hesitantly.

“Edward will send Tynron north to Canaan unless you want to send Lady du Rennic to London at once for inspection,” he said. “He asks that you send him word of your choice.”

Scott was still gazing at the map. “She cannot travel. She has just delivered a child.”

“Then you will send word to Edward that Tynron is welcome at Canaan?”

“He must come here if he wishes to see her.”

Stewart’s gaze lingered on Scott a moment, very curious as to the man’s casual reaction. This was not what he would have expected with such news but he didn’t say so. Truthfully, he wasn’t sure what more he could say. After a moment, he looked to Milo. “Is the messenger still here?”

“Aye,” Milo replied. “He’s in the kitchens being fed.”

“Have him wait.” Stewart eyed Scott, setting the missive down on the map table. “De Wolfe will send a reply.”

Scott had his eyes on the Kendal region to the south, pretending to be disinterested in the king’s summons but, in truth, he was very interested. He knew that Stewart was watching him, wondering why he hadn’t reacted to the king’s missive. The reason wasn’t so clear; although his entire purpose in coming to Castle Canaan had been to secure the castle and keep the situation calm when Edward pledged Lady du Rennic to a political partner of his choice, Scott found that he wasn’t at peace with that destiny in the least. The missive from Edward was not unexpected but, still, he didn’t want to hear it.

Somewhere over the past two weeks, something had happened to him.

It started the day he’d delivered Lady du Rennic’s squealing girl-child. The day before that, he had held the woman and her children in the garden as they’d wept their grief. He understood their sorrow all too well and, in that moment, he felt a kindred spirit with them. A family missing a father, a father missing most of his family… he felt akin to them and he shouldn’t have. Something inside of him, something long buried, had awakened in the darkness and was now struggling to claw its way out.

For two long weeks, Scott had been fighting against his reawakened soul and he’d been fighting it as harshly as it had been fighting him. He didn’t want to give in to those weak feelings of compassion and gentleness and humor that had cost him so much when Athena and the children had died. He blamed the human part of him for all of the pain he’d suffered at that time.

Because of it, he had hardened up so much that he’d virtually shut out his entire family for the past four years. The close and loving de Wolfe family had been kept on the outside for the most part. He would hardly see any of them because they only reminded him of what he’d lost. When he should have used them as his strength, he’d kept them at arm’s length, thinking that it was the only way to survive. Now, he wasn’t so sure.

He wasn’t sure about anything anymore.

“I have already given my reply,” he said to Stewart after a moment. “Lady du Rennic has just given birth to a child. She is in no condition to travel to London so that Edward may parade her before a potential husband. If Edward wants the woman to be seen, then Lord Tynron must come to Canaan.”

Stewart watched him closely as he spoke. He was trying to make the reply sound casual, but there was nothing casual about it. There was something there that Stewart hadn’t seen before, or at least, he hadn’t seen it in a very long time. A hint of emotion that Scott was trying desperately to contain.

Ever since that day Stewart discovered Scott with Lady du Rennic in the trees, the day the woman had unexpectedly given birth, something had come over Scott that was difficult to determine. Something in his manner, in his actions… something that Stewart couldn’t quite put his finger on. Having known Scott before the death of his wife and children, he knew what Scott had once been – a man of great humor, of life. His father had always described him as “gregarious”.

But the man since that day… there was no soul left. The life had gone. But over the past couple of weeks, Stewart had seen a flicker of something… emotion, aye, but perhaps it was that life returning to the man somehow. Whatever it was, something told Stewart that Lady du Rennic had a hand in whatever spark had been kindled and, if that was the case, then this situation could get very bad, very quickly. Certainly, if the lady sparked emotion in Scott, he would be unwilling to turn her over to another man.

It was madness to even entertain such a thought, but Stewart knew Scott well enough to know that something was happening inside of him.

It worried him.

“Is that what you want me to tell Edward?” he asked quietly. “Should I wait until the morrow to draft a response in case you wish to add anything?”

“If you wish.”

“When are you going to inform the Huntley men that their mistress is about to be awarded to Edward’s choice in husbands?”

Scott looked at him, then, and Stewart could see that emotion he’d been concerned with reflecting in the man’s expression. “When it is appropriate to tell them, I shall.”

Stewart went to the table, standing closer to Scott so Milo, who was still over by the door, couldn’t hear their conversation. “Forgive me, Scott, but the sooner you tell them, the better for everyone,” he said quietly. “That was the entire purpose in coming to Castle Canaan. Withholding information like this could do more damage than good in the end. And Lady du Rennic; she needs to know her destiny. Do you believe you are somehow protecting her by not telling her?”

Scott stood up, eyeing Stewart and torn between displeasure that the man was questioning him and the thought that, perhaps, he had a point. He had to admit that the past two weeks, it had been difficult for him to focus, although he’d put on a fairly good show of it.

Still, Stewart knew him. The man knew his moods, his thoughts. If Stewart was showing confusion in his decision to withhold information from the du Rennic knights, then there was a good chance that Scott’s men were also catching on to the same confusion.

In truth, Scott was confused himself.

“I am not protecting anyone, at least not as you are suggesting it,” he said evenly. “I have told you before that it is my sense it is too soon after Nathaniel’s death to speak of marrying Lady du Rennic to anyone, much less a political marriage. I do not withhold the information to protect them; I do it out of respect to Nathaniel and for no other reason than that. Let them grieve the man who gave his life to save me. It is the least I can do before his memory is erased and another man takes his place.”

Stewart backed down a bit, understanding Scott’s perspective. At least, he had no reason not to believe it. “I see,” he said. “You did not mention this before when we discussed Edward’s intention to select a husband for Lady du Rennic.”

“I did not think I had to.”

Stewart was coming to feel embarrassed. “Forgive me. I did not mean to insinuate you had other reasons behind your reluctance.”

Scott did have other reasons but they were reasons he couldn’t verbalize, so he simply shrugged his shoulders.

“At some point, I must tell them,” he said. “Frankly, I am surprised that Edward’s selection of a husband has been so soon. It is indicative of his eagerness to secure Canaan, now with a Scottish lord, evidently. Even now, we are still dealing with Jeremy’s bitterness, Gordon’s silence, and the other three du Rennic knights just seem to lurk about like wraiths. I can feel their eyes shooting daggers at me every time I walk by them. Having dealt with grief myself, I know it takes time to heal. Sometimes it never does. But I would have them grieve Nathaniel as long as they can until another lord takes over Canaan. Once that happens, Nathaniel’s memory will be all but wiped clean of this place.”

It was as close as Scott had ever come to speaking on his grief since that terrible day. Stewart understood his reasons. Indeed, he did, but he felt foolish for thinking that Lady du Rennic might have been the catalyst to a torrent of emotion with de Wolfe. Perhaps it was nothing of the kind; perhaps it was only respect for Nathaniel’s widow. In any case, Stewart wasn’t any less confused than he had been before. He was starting to feel a little foolish.

“Then we will wait to send the reply to Edward,” he said. “A week or two, mayhap. The longer we delay, the longer it will be before that Scottish bastard shows up at Canaan to inspect the mother of Nathaniel’s children.”

Scott glanced at him before returning his gaze to the map again. “She only now seems to be coming out of the madness she had suffered. I wonder if news such as this will throw her back into the world of insanity.”

“It is possible, but for her own sake, you really should tell the woman of her destiny as soon as you can. At least give her time to prepare.”

Scott started to nod when there was a knock on the open solar door. Both he and Stewart turned to see Gordon standing there, politely rapping. Surprised to see him, Scott wondered how much the man had heard of their conversation, if anything, as he motioned Gordon into the chamber.

“Huntley,” he said steadily. “Come in. It seems odd to be admitting you entrance to the solar considering this is your castle more than it is mine.”

Gordon smiled, but it was a forced gesture, as if he genuinely wasn’t sure he was welcome. Given the relationship between de Wolfe’s men and the du Rennic men as of late, he had every reason to be uncertain. Men once allies, now at odds. He took a few steps into the solar, his gaze moving somewhat nervously between Milo, Stewart and, finally, Scott.

“I have come on behalf of the du Rennic knights, my lord,” he said. “All of the tasks assigned to us after the last battle have been completed. The cleanup of the bailey, the repair of the drawbridge.”

“The stable roof has been repaired?”

Gordon nodded. “Aye, my lord. And every weapon at Canaan has been inventoried and accounted for, and repaired if necessary. Your knights can attest to that. They have supervised the work every step of the way.”

Scott knew that. Raymond, Stanley, and Jean-Pierre had been tasked with overseeing the punishment of the du Rennic knights after their treacherous turn two weeks ago. Locking Scott’s army out of Canaan had resulted in thirty wounded and three dead of Scott’s army and, much as he’d told Avrielle, he could not let such treachery go unpunished.

But his punishment hadn’t been nearly as bad as it could have been.

The first part of the punishment had been to strip all of the weapons from the du Rennic knights – swords, crossbows, daggers – everything had been confiscated. The second part of the punishment had taken the form of repairing whatever had been damaged in the battle, including the drawbridge and the stable roof, which had been burned by a Pendragon projectile. The knights had then been relegated to the labor force, alongside the Canaan army, and they’d worked very hard in spite of their humiliation. Scott had only supervised from afar, leaving the details to Stewart, who, in turn, instructed the junior knights as to the tasks that needed to be accomplished.

It had been an embarrassing and strenuous lesson for Jeremy and his men, but it was better than being thrown in the vault, so no one had complained. They knew that de Wolfe was being more than fair considering what they’d done, but now Gordon, who Scott had shown the most respect towards, had come to inform him of the completion of their punishment.

And hoping for an end to it.

Scott knew that. Looking into Gordon’s eyes, he could see both apprehension and hope – apprehension that this was not the end of the punishment and hope that it was. Fortunately for him, Scott seemed to be in a forgiving mood.

“That is excellent news,” Scott said. “Jeremy and your knights have done good work, I have been told. I am pleased to hear they were honorable, even in their punishment.”

Gordon nodded, wondering if he could be a bit more informal with Scott now that the punishment had been completed. He’d known Scott for a few years now and had never known him to be anything other than fair. He took a chance.

“In spite of their behavior as of late, they are not dishonorable men, my lord,” he said. “They are young, passionate, and fiercely loyal to Nathaniel. They loved him like a father. Nat’s passing has been very difficult for all of us.”

Scott’s gaze lingered on the man as the conversation became more relaxed. “It has been difficult on everyone,” he said. “Nathaniel was much respected and much loved by many. Had you and your men given me the chance, I would have apologized for what had happened to Nathaniel but you never gave me the opportunity. After it happened, you took his body away so quickly that I was not told you had departed until well after the fact. And when I arrived two weeks ago, all I was met with was hostility.”

Gordon tried not to look too contrite. “I know,” he said, somewhat quietly. “If it makes any difference, I spoke to my son and the others about being fair to you. I did not agree with their stance against you and I still do not agree with it.”

“Are they still against me?”

Gordon shrugged. “Mayhap not,” he said. “To be truthful, it is Jeremy I worry over. He is very protective over his sister and he liked Nathaniel a great deal. He blames you for Nat’s death but, as with all anger, it eventually will fade. He will come to understand that you did not cause the death. We have all only known you in times of battle but now that you are here, mayhap we will come to know the man behind the warrior more and, in time, Jeremy will come to understand that you had nothing to do with Nat’s death. I am sure Nathaniel himself would agree that he was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Scott listened to Gordon’s assessment of a situation that Scott felt was more volatile than the old man let on. “That is exactly what happened,” he said. “Anyone who was there would tell you the same thing. The angle of the archer was such that when Nathaniel moved to my side, he was caught by an arrow that would have struck me had Nathaniel not moved.”

Gordon nodded, subdued by the subject of Nathaniel’s death. “I am sure, in time, they will all come to understand that. ’Tis simply that events are fresh in their minds now. Mayhap when the situation settles some, and you have spent some time around them, you can explain what happened. I believe it will help the situation tremendously.”

Scott was coming think that he didn’t have all the time in the world to hang around and soothe the tantrums of the grief-stricken du Rennic knights. In fact, at some point, Edward would send the Scottish lord to Canaan to inspect Lady du Rennic as a potential bride and the situation might explode all over again as far as Jeremy and the younger knights were concerned. Gordon seemed reasonable, but the rest of du Rennic’s stable were hotheaded and rash. Scott had seen that firsthand.

The sooner you tell them of their destiny, the better.

That had been Stewart’s advice from the onset. Perhaps it was sage advice, indeed, and he was coming to see that he was going to have to tell them of the king’s intention. All talk of allowing them time to grieve properly for Nathaniel aside, the very real fact was that there would be little time to show Nathaniel the proper respect he deserved. The politics of a new king would come first and the new king would not wait.

“I will take your advice and I will speak of Nathaniel’s death to them when the time is right,” he said. “But since we are speaking on your young and brash knights, I am afraid I have more news that could worsen the situation with them.”

Gordon cocked his head curiously. “What is it, my lord?”

Reluctant as he was, Scott had to speak up. He glanced at Stewart before he did, seeing approval in the man’s eyes. Scott sighed heavily as he faced Gordon.

“I will relay this information to all of your knights but, before I do, I will tell you because I must seek your advice on how to deliver such news to them,” he said. “As you know, I was sent here by King Edward to secure Canaan and the road she protects between Carlisle and Kendal. With Nathaniel gone, the king is concerned that Canaan remains loyal to the crown and the road remains in crown control. I have already told you this.”

Gordon nodded. “You have, my lord.”

Scott continued. “That was only part of the truth,” he said. “It is also true that with Nathaniel’s death, Canaan has become a valuable property. Not only does she control a major road, but she is also quite wealthy.”

“Aye, my lord.”

“And that makes Lady du Rennic a highly valuable widow.”

Gordon refrained from agreeing because it was clear by his expression that he was suddenly coming to understand what Scott might be leading up to. “Edward… he intends to find a husband for her?”

“He already has.”

Gordon paled; they could all see it. He seemed to lose some of his careful composure. “But… but Nat has only been gone these few short months,” he said. “With the birth of the child, my daughter is only now coming out of the madness that mourning her dead husband has brought upon her.”

Scott nodded patiently. “I know,” he said. “Huntley, be aware that none of this is my doing. I am simply following orders from Edward. Still, out of respect to Nathaniel, I thought not to tell you any of this until it was absolutely necessary. It was my sense that Nathaniel deserved to be mourned in earnest, which seems to be what your knights are doing and it is certainly what Lady du Rennic was doing. It was my intention to allow you to mourn him for as long as possible until Edward decided to bring about another husband for Lady du Rennic. But it seems that has happened sooner that I had anticipated.”

Gordon stared at him, stunned. “God’s Bones,” he finally breathed. “When is this all to happen?”

Scott watched the old man struggle. “Now,” he said. “Edward has given me the choice of sending Lady du Rennic to London so her future husband can inspect her or having the man come directly to Canaan. It is my intention to tell Edward that Lady du Rennic is in no condition to travel or receive visitors. I will ask for as much of a delay as I can.”

Gordon was clearly shaken by the news but, true to form, he was a wise man and even tempered, so he struggled with his protests. They came to mind but he did not speak them. In fact, he was coming to see that de Wolfe was more or less on their side.

“You would delay the king?” he asked.

“Aye.”

“But why?”

Scott shrugged, averting his gaze as he moved back to the table with the map on it. “Because Nathaniel du Rennic gave his life for me,” he said simply. “The man was loved by all. If I can give his wife, his family, more time to grieve for him before another man steps in to disrupt their lives, then I shall do it.”

Gordon watched him as he turned his attention back to the map in front of him. After a moment, he shook his head. “Forgive me, my lord, but this is not the Scott de Wolfe I have come to know,” he said. “We have only been in your service since you became Lord Bretherdale four years ago. Since then, I have never seen much mercy from you, in any situation. I am deeply touched that you would show some during this particularly difficult time.”

Scott didn’t look at him; he was feeling rather embarrassed that the man was praising him for being merciful. “You have only seen me in battle situations, Huntley,” he said. “That is the only time we have been acquainted. In battle, I have no mercy. But in this situation… it is different.”

Gordon was more than curious about this side of Scott de Wolfe, something he’d never seen before. He’d heard Nathaniel speak of de Wolfe, how the man was from the great House of de Wolfe and how he had once been a kind, compassionate man who was well-loved. But that kind, compassionate man had evidently died when his wife had died for, since then, men had only seen the cold professional that Scott had become. Therefore, this glimpse of mercy was both unexpected and welcome.

“Your kindness towards my daughter is most appreciated, my lord,” the old man finally said. “Does she know any of this?”

Scott shook his head. “She is dealing with quite enough as of late. I have not told her.”

“Do you know who her new husband is to be?”

Scott nodded, looking at the missive that Stewart had put on the table. “Aye,” he said. “A Scottish lord. Edward is trying to make his own political alliances.”

Gordon didn’t like the sounds of that. Although he knew that, at some point, his daughter would have to remarry, he hoped it wouldn’t be for a very long time.

“Pity,” he said. “Avrielle and Nathaniel were quite fond of each other. It had always been a marriage of love for him and, eventually, she came to love him as well. She is a sweet and kind woman, and to end up in a marriage of convenience… alas, I am thinking like a father. Forgive me.”

Scott simply shook his head. “There is nothing to forgive,” he said. “You want her to be happy. I am sure Nathaniel would want the same. Meanwhile, I suppose I must tell her of her destiny but I have hesitated since she has much happening in her life with the death of her husband and new baby. I will therefore ask you, Huntley – will she be strong enough to hear this?”

Gordon gave him a look that suggested he didn’t envy Scott the position he was in. “One cannot choose but to wonder,” he said quietly. “I always thought she was the strongest woman I ever knew, like her mother. But after Nat’s death, she let it crush her. You saw her when you first came to Canaan; you saw how she was. The birth of the baby has lifted her from despair and she seems normal enough these days, so the question you ask – one cannot choose but to wonder. I suppose we shall know soon enough.”

“Then you believe I should tell her?”

“I believe she must know. It is her right.”

That settled the matter as far as Scott was concerned. To hear it from Stewart was one thing, but to hear it from the woman’s father was another. The decision was made.

“Then I shall seek her out and deliver the news,” he said, sounding hesitant even as he said it. “As for the du Rennic knights, say nothing. I shall tell them myself after I tell Lady du Rennic.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

Sensing the conversation was over, Gordon turned for the solar door but Scott stopped him. “Thank you for your wise counsel, Huntley,” he said. “I hope it would not be too much imposition to seek it again from time to time while I am here.”

Gordon turned to look at him, surprised that the all-powerful Scott de Wolfe should seek his wisdom. “I am happy to do what I can, my lord.”

Scott’s gaze lingered on him before nodding and Gordon continued on, out of the solar. Stewart, who had been over near the door, took a few silent steps to the portal and stuck his head outside, noting that Gordon had headed out into the bailey. When the man was out of earshot, Stewart turned to Scott.

“He took the news more calmly than I expected,” he said. “Certainly, he is not as temperamental as his son.”

Scott was looking at the missive on the table but not really seeing it; his mind was already ahead to telling Lady du Rennic of her destiny. “Nathaniel always spoke highly of Gordon Huntley,” he said. “The House of Huntley used to be wealthy landowners in this area but bad fortune saw them lose their money over the years, which is why Nathaniel married Huntley’s daughter. They were friends for years and when Nathaniel’s first wife died, he offered for Lady Avrielle’s hand. It kept the family from starving to death.”

Stewart shrugged. “It sounds as if it was more than that. Gordon said that Nathaniel was in love with the woman.”

What’s not to love? Scott had to catch himself from saying that. Stewart was already suspicious enough about his opinion of the lady and he didn’t want to add any fuel to the fire.

Truth be told, however, he realized now that he was actually eager to see Lady du Rennic, even if it was to deliver bad news. Now, he had an excuse to see her that wouldn’t have Stewart thinking that he was interested in the woman. But his delight in realizing he had an excuse to see her told him that, indeed, there was some interest there no matter how hard he’d tried to ignore it. How hard he’d tried to fight it. Maybe that something in him, long buried, was going to claw its way out, after all.

“I suppose I should find her and tell her,” he said, ignoring Stewart’s statement about Nathaniel loving Lady du Rennic because he realized he very well agreed with the man. Glancing out one of the lancet windows, he could see that the sun was beginning to set. “Gather the du Rennic knights in here before supper. Once I tell Lady du Rennic, I must tell them as well. It would not do for only a few to know what will soon be the fate of Castle Canaan and Lady du Rennic.”

Stewart watched him as he moved away from the table, heading for the solar door. “At least they no longer have their weapons,” he said, half in jest. “We do not have to worry about them swinging swords in a rage once they discover they are soon to have a Scottish overlord.”

Scott simply cocked an eyebrow. “I am prepared for a rage, nonetheless, for they have already proven themselves capable of tantrums,” he said, glancing at Milo as he reached the door, as the man had been standing back in the shadows watching the entire situation. “I would say you should be in the room when I speak with the du Rennic knights, but I am not sure your groin wound can take another fight so soon.”

Milo smiled thinly. “It is healing nicely, thank you,” he said. “I can handle a fight.”

“Are you certain?”

“I am.”

Scott gave him a half-grin as he headed out the door. “You may have to prove it.”

Milo looked at Stewart, who looked as if he held much the same sentiment. Tonight might see the outraged du Rennic knights facing punishment once again for another ridiculous outburst.

Time would tell.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Little Lady Sorsha was a very good baby, indeed.

Avrielle was positive she could see Nathaniel’s face in the tiny little features, and certainly the nose was his. Two weeks after Sorsha’s unexpected birth, Avrielle was feeling some joy in life again as she gazed at her baby daughter, fussing in her cradle as Sophia, ever the big sister, worked diligently to rock the cradle and soothe the savage beastie. The infant wasn’t exactly crying, simply fussing and whimpering. Sophia watched the baby with big eyes.

“Mama?” she said anxiously. “She must be hungry.”

Life, as Avrielle knew it, was close to normal again and she was coming to know the habits of her newest child. Standing over the bed in the lavish master’s bower, she carefully shook out the swaddling that that had been rinsed of the baby’s excrement, washed in a warm tub with soapwort, and dried overnight in the warm kitchens. The swaddling had to be hung inside, and the kitchens were the most logical place, so they had a smell somewhere between smoke and the savory herb used to cleanse it.

To Avrielle, it was a comforting smell. Life was, indeed, returning to normal – at least, as normal as it could be without Nathaniel. But she tried not to think about that because now she had Sorsha to focus on. Avrielle found that Nathaniel’s death was so much easier to bear when she looked at the new life they had created. The infant brought her immense comfort and after months of grief and madness, to finally feel some comfort was something to be grateful for. The dark days of grief were hopefully behind her.

“She may, indeed, be hungry, Fifi,” Avrielle said to her eldest child as she shook out one last piece of swaddling. Beside her, an old servant lent a hand. The old woman had been helping Avrielle since before Sophia was born and the children were quite attached to her, like a grandmother. “She seems to eat every hour.”

“Mayhap yer milk is not enough, my lady,” Hedwig, the old woman, offered helpfully. “Mayhap she is not getting enough. Should we feed her goat’s milk, too?”

Avrielle shook her head at the worried old woman. “She is getting plenty of milk,” she said. “She is simply hungry all the time.”

She grinned as she said it, moving away from the bed to the cradle at the end of it where Sophia was carefully rocking the babe. The child looked up at her mother anxiously as Avrielle peered at her youngest daughter.

“Will you feed her, Mama?” Sophia asked. “Can I help, too?”

Avrielle nodded. “Of course you can help,” she said as she bent over and carefully collected the infant into her arms. “Come with me and lend a hand.”

As Sophia eagerly followed her mother to a chair that was positioned near the hearth, Stephen sat in the corner with a vast array of toys; small, wooden soldiers, carts, and old rushes that represented a castle that his soldiers were evidently trying to breach. He watched his mother and sister as his mother settled down in the chair to feed the baby and his sister helped untie his mother’s bodice so she could bare a breast. But he wasn’t interested in any of that; all he knew was that he had two sisters now and he was quite lonely, as the only boy. The birth of little Sorsha wasn’t nearly as exciting for him as it had been for Sophia.

More than that, he was restless. Cooped up inside the family’s sleeping chambers for the most part, he hadn’t been allowed to go outside as of late and he had hardly seen his uncle and grandfather at all. As a young lad who very much wanted to grow up to be a knight, he was sadly disappointed in spending all of his time with women. Although he was glad his mother was feeling better since the birth of his sister, back to her normal self and no longer hoeing a dead garden, Stephen was feeling a bit lonely these days.

“Mam?” he said, a little, wooden soldier in his hand. “Mam, can I go with Uncle Jeremy and Grandpapa outside?”

Avrielle exposed a full breast and settled the baby on the nipple. “Are you not content with your toys, Stephen?”

The boy shook his head, although the soldier in his hand was knocking over the rushes as he stormed the castle. “I want to ride my pony.”

Avrielle thought on the bailey, crammed with du Rennic soldiers as well as de Wolfe soldiers, and she wasn’t sure she wanted her four-year-old son among the fighting men. In truth, she’d been keeping the lad close to her these days for just that reason. There was much going on at Canaan with the advent of de Wolfe’s army that Stephen didn’t need to get caught up in.

“Mayhap tomorrow,” she said. “Remember I told you that we have many soldiers in the bailey now, men we do not know. I would feel better if you remained with me. It is safer here.”

Stephen frowned. “But I will be safe with Uncle Jeremy.”

Avrielle watched the baby suckle, thinking that she really didn’t want Stephen around her brother right now. Jeremy and the other du Rennic knights were being punished as a result of their actions against de Wolfe and she thought it best not to put Stephen in the middle of that contention.

Also, her brother was rather volatile these days, and both he and her father were very busy with tasks assigned to them by de Wolfe. Although she knew they had to be punished, as de Wolfe had told her they would be, she was rather glad the punishment had been relatively minor. No beatings, no confinement to the vault. There was manual labor involved, for she had seen her unhappy brother working on the roof of the stable, but considering what he’d done to de Wolfe and de Wolfe’s army, she considered it a small price to pay. She was sure that Jeremy, however, didn’t.

“Mayhap tomorrow,” she said. “We must speak to Uncle Jeremy and Grandpapa to make sure they do not have duties to attend to first.”

Stephen still wasn’t happy with that answer. Now, he was knocking apart all of the rushes, his gesture wrought with frustration. “I do not want to stay here,” he said, grumpy. “I want to go outside!”

Avrielle knew the child was unhappy and restless. “Patience, Stephen,” she said evenly. “Soon enough, you shall see your uncle and grandfather. Mayhap I will ask them if you can eat in the hall with them tonight. Would you like that?”

Stephen’s dour expression lit up like lightning against a dark sky. “You will?” he asked. “Aye! I want to eat with them tonight!”

Thrilled, he went back to his toys and Avrielle knew he would be content now, at least until the evening meal, which wasn’t far off. She wasn’t exactly sure how she could hold the boy off from eating with his uncle and grandfather even though she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted him in the hall. She’d simply offered to let him eat with his uncle and grandfather because his expression had been so unhappy but, now, she was coming to regret it. She began to pray that he would either fall asleep before the feasting commenced or forget about her suggestion altogether. Being Nathaniel du Rennic’s son, however, he had a mind like a steel trap. The child forgot nothing.

Resigned, Avrielle turned her attention back to her nursing daughter as old Hedwig finished up with the swaddling laid out on the bed. Everything was carefully rolled up to be tucked away in the wardrobe to be reused again and again. As Sophia began to crowd over her mother, anxious to watch the new baby feed, there was a soft knock on the chamber door. Before Hedwig could move to answer it, Stephen jumped up and beat the old woman to the door because he thought it might be his uncle or grandfather. Gleefully, he threw open the panel only to be faced with an unexpected sight.

Scott de Wolfe stood in the open door, his hulking presence filling it up. Avrielle could see the man lingering in the doorway from her position near the hearth and she quickly had Sophia bring her one of the swaddling blankets so she could cover her exposed breast.

“My lord,” she said politely, looking at the man from across the chamber. “We are honored by your visit. May I be of service?”

Scott didn’t try to come in; he remained at the open door, unmoving because he’d not yet been invited in. His gaze moved from Stephen to Sophia and finally to Avrielle, seated by the hearth with the babe against her breast and a blanket covering most of her upper torso.

“I have a need to speak with you, my lady,” he said, somewhat awkwardly. “But I see that you are else occupied. I will come another time.”

“Wait,” Avrielle said before he could turn away. “I am only feeding the baby, but if it makes you uncomfortable, then I shall not be much longer. Shall I send word to you when I am presentable?”

Scott eyed the woman across the chamber. He was struck anew by just how beautiful she was. He’d forgotten. He’d seen her only sporadically over the past two weeks, but it was always at a distance or in passing. He hadn’t even spoken to her. But now, looking at her and her beautiful children, God help him, he could feel stabs of those hated emotions again. Comfort… warmth… compassion. He could feel weakness again but he couldn’t seem to turn away.

“It does not make me uncomfortable,” he said, although being in her mere presence made him feel somewhat uneasy. To be in the presence of such beauty was unnerving for a man. “I was simply trying to be proper and allow you your privacy.”

Avrielle laughed softly, giving him a rather knowing expression. “I believe the time for propriety and privacy between us fled the moment you delivered my child,” she said, watching him smirk. “Please come in, my lord. I welcome your visit.”

Those were sweet words to him, drawing him into the room. His feet were moving before he even realized it and he moved past Stephen, who was gazing up at him with an unwavering stare as he made his way to Avrielle.

“You are kind to receive me,” he said. “I will not take much of your time, but there are matters that I must discuss with you. I fear they cannot wait.”

Avrielle nodded, reaching out to tug her son by the arm because the child seemed fixated on Scott. “Stephen,” she said. “Please bring Lord Bretherdale a chair.”

Stephen tore his gaze from Scott and turned around, hunting for a chair and only finding a stool. As Scott and Avrielle watched him with varied degrees of amusement, Stephen picked up the stool and staggered with it over towards Scott, who took it from the boy so he wouldn’t collapse under the weight of it.

“My thanks,” Scott said. “You are very strong.”

Stephen puffed up with pride. “I am!” he said. Then, he held up and arm and flexed it. “I have brawn on my arms. See?”

Scott bit his lip to keep from grinning. The boy was showing him his muscles and he pretended to be impressed. “You most certainly do. I have never seen finer brawn on anyone.”

Stephen was thrilled. “Someday I will be as strong as you.”

“I have no doubt.”

“Can I fight for you?”

“I would be fortunate to have such a strong knight.”

Stephen was as pleased as he could possibly be. Scott glanced at Avrielle, flashing her a grin, before he set the stool down and planted himself on it. It was a small stool and he was a big man, so it looked rather ridiculous, but he remained. Just as he opened his mouth to address her, Stephen planted himself right in front of him. The boy invaded Scott’s personal space as he moved in quite close.

“I have been watching from the window,” Stephen said seriously. “I have seen your men. They practice in the bailey with their swords.”

Scott had to admit that the child was quite adorable and outspoken, reminding him of his own sons. The older boys, Will and Tommy, had been away fostering for years and he’d not seen them in quite some time, but he remembered them when they were young and bold and eager, much like Stephen. And Andrew… the lad had been about Stephen’s age when he had perished. Scott fought off a sense of sorrow thinking of the son he’d lost so young.

“They must practice so they will fight well when the time comes,” he replied.

“I saw a man get cut by a sword.”

“That is not unusual.”

“Can I come with you and watch the next time they practice?”

“Stephen,” Avrielle admonished softly. Her son was so eager to have male companionship that he was practically climbing all over de Wolfe. “Lord Bretherdale is a very busy man. Please step away so you do not waste his time. He has come to speak with me.”

She reached out a free hand to pull him back but Scott stopped her. “He is no bother,” he assured her. In truth, he rather liked talking to the little lad because it reminded him of his own boys when they were small. Such memories were usually painful but, at the moment, he found they made him smile. “Stephen is bright and interested in the world around him. He is a tribute to his father.”

Avrielle smiled. “Thank you for saying so,” she said quietly. “Nat was very proud of his son.”

Scott’s gaze lingered on Avrielle, staring into her bright blue eyes a moment, before returning his focus to Stephen. “He has your eyes but Nathaniel’s features,” he said. “I see Nathaniel in him a great deal.”

Avrielle looked at her bold son. “As do I,” she said. “He is a worthy legacy to his father.”

Scott’s attention returned to Avrielle, wondering if talk of Nathaniel was about to bring about the throes of grief again, but she seemed to be maintaining her composure with some ease. That was good considering the message he had come to deliver. He didn’t want the woman upset before he even started.

“You have raised fine children,” he told her. Then, simply to keep the conversation pleasant for the moment, he gestured to the squirming baby underneath the blanket. “I hope the infant is well?”

Avrielle nodded. “She thrives,” she said. “I apologize that I have not sent you word on her progress. You helped bring her into this world, after all. I am sure you wished to know.”

Scott shook his head. “Although it was an honor to assist with the child, you have no obligation to inform me of your child’s progress,” he said. “But I am pleased to hear that she thrives. Sometimes with infants, it is hard to know if they will.”

Avrielle watched him as he spoke. His manner, his way of speech, was completely different from the man she’d known since his arrival to Canaan. There was an odd comfort between them, perhaps because of the fact that de Wolfe had helped her in an intimate and dire moment. The birth of a child was something quite sacred and the fact that he had participated in that somehow bonded them together as far as Avrielle was concerned.

Truthfully, this was really only the third contact she’d had with him – both times before had been times of great stress and strife – so now, in this calm moment, she took the time to inspect the man and everything about him. He was stiff in manner, greatly professional, and… cold. No warmth. He also seemed lonely. She remembered what Nathaniel had told her about de Wolfe losing most of his family and, now, she was coming to understand why she saw such loneliness in the man. Any man who lost those he loved would surely be solitary in such grief.

Loneliness beyond imagining.

“My lord, I would like to say something to you,” she said, somewhat hesitantly. “You and I have not had much chance to speak in times that were calm such as it is now, so I would like to say that those of us here at Canaan are not the mad and ungrateful people we appear to be. You must understand that Nathaniel’s death has caused us all… great pain and disorientation. My brother is not a wicked man and I… I am not the madwoman you met at the first. I know it must seem to you that we are all a bit odd, but I assure you that we are quite normal. We have simply suffered through trying circumstances.”

Scott watched her speak, articulate and soft, and he realized she had a bit of a lazy tongue. It was evident in certain words, but he thought it was one of the more attractive things he’d ever heard and he had no idea why he hadn’t noticed it before. Perhaps because they’d never had a calm moment before, as she put it. Something about the woman was endearing and that creature inside of him, the one of feeling that was trying to claw its way out, was getting closer and closer to the surface.

It had been a mistake to see her again. But… he was glad he had.

“I never thought you were mad or ungrateful,” he said. “Grief has a way of making people behave in ways they wouldn’t normally behave.”

She watched him as he spoke, thinking that, perhaps, she saw a flicker of sorrow cross his features. “You say this because you know of such things.”

It wasn’t a question, but a statement, and Scott looked at her curiously. He hadn’t come here to discuss his life; he’d come to tell her of her destiny. His grief and his sorrows were taboo subjects to those around him but, of course, Lady du Rennic wouldn’t know that. As he stared at her, he remembered seeing her in the overgrown and dead garden, thinking he knew her grief well. He knew it so well he’d tried to block it out and alienate everyone who was close to him along the way.

Did he know of such things? Of course he did. But he wasn’t sure he wanted to speak of them, not even to her.

“You could say that,” he said after a moment, torn by the feelings she was stirring in him with the subject matter. “You are not the only one who has suffered such grief, you know. It is not yours exclusively.”

A woman of great empathy and understanding, Avrielle could see the pain in his eyes. But hadn’t Nathaniel said it had been years ago?

He’s still hurting, she thought.

“I know,” she said softly. “But… but how do you overcome such things? I am afraid it is something that will haunt me for the rest of my life. Every time I look at my children, I am reminded of Nat. I wonder if I will be afraid to even look at them in the days and years to come, afraid of being reduced to sorrow by their faces.”

Scott didn’t want to talk about this. God help him, he didn’t. But something about her was drawing him in. He could feel her pain, deeply, mingling with that which he had labored long and hard to bury. He remembered once thinking he’d found a kindred spirit with her, both of them sharing a common grief, so there was a part of him that was willing to speak of his sorrow because she understood it. And from the way she spoke, it was as if she already knew his secrets. As if she could read his mind.

He didn’t like it.

“I would not know,” he said honestly. “You will have to find your own path in such matters, my lady. I cannot help you.”

Avrielle sensed his extreme reluctance to speak on the subject of death and grief, and she felt ashamed that she had pushed the man. She wouldn’t tell him what Nathaniel had told her, at least not at the moment. It didn’t seem right, not when he was clearly quite private about it.

“Forgive me,” she said, averting her gaze. “I did not mean to pry. It is simply that I am, indeed, looking for my own path to take in this process of grief and, mayhap, I am looking for hope that, someday, I will find peace. It does not seem like that now. But I am very sorry if I made you uncomfortable. Now, you said you had something to speak with me about. I am sure you wish to get on with it.”

Scott watched her as she fumbled with the baby beneath the blanket, burping the child against her chest. To give her some privacy, he stood up and moved away, thinking on how to proceed with this conversation. He hadn’t meant to be so cruel in his reply but speaking on what happened four years ago… the prospect was terrifying.

“Actually, what I have come to speak to you about has to do with the peace you may find in your life,” he said, shifting the subject somewhat. “Life moves on and we must move with it. We cannot go back to where we used to be, so it is up to us to find something that gives us not only peace for the future, but joy as well.”

Avrielle had shifted the baby to the other breast and covered herself back up, listening to him with some interest. “That makes a great deal of sense,” she said. “I hope to find both of those things again, someday.”

Scott turned to her now that she was presentable again. “You know that Nathaniel was well loved,” he said. “That means you are well loved also. Edward, our king, is concerned for you, so concerned that he wishes to find someone to take care of you. You are valuable to Edward and he is concerned for you as well as for Castle Canaan. You cannot remain here alone.”

As his words sank in, Avrielle’s features changed. She went from an expression of keen interest to one of disbelief.

“Someone to take care of me?” she repeated. “I do not understand.”

“Another husband.”

That brought a reaction. Her eyes widened. “But… but I do not want another husband.”

Scott nodded. “Not now,” he said. “But that will not last forever. Someday, you must marry again. Think not of yourself, my lady – think of your children. They need a father. And Canaan needs a man to administer her army and her wealth.”

Surprisingly, she didn’t flare. She simply stared at him for a moment before lowering her gaze, looking back to the babe in her arms.

In truth, Avrielle had no idea how to react. She was shocked, and greatly saddened, but she realized that she wasn’t surprised. Everything de Wolfe said made perfect sense; Canaan was strategic and it was rich. It wasn’t as if the castle could be without a commander, someone to be in charge of the place even though Jeremy and Gordon were quite capable. They were knights, but they were lesser knights. They weren’t even titled and, therefore, politically and legally inadequate to oversee such a fine bastion.

But the thought of another husband… the mere idea tore her to pieces.

“Must I?” she whispered.

“I am afraid so.”

Avrielle sighed heavily and began to rock the baby, a comforting motion that was probably more for her than it was for the child. “One cannot go against the king,” she said quietly. “But I would have hoped he could have waited a little longer. Nat has only been gone these few months. Must we forget about him so soon?”

Scott could see the tears in her eyes, tears she was desperately trying to blink away. “Who says you must forget him?” he asked, although he’d said nearly the same thing to his men earlier. “You will never forget him. He will always be remembered with great honor. But life moves on, Lady du Rennic, and Edward hopes to reward you with a husband to take care of you. Do you not believe Nathaniel would want you and your children taken care of?”

Avrielle couldn’t even answer him; all she could do was nod. Her throat was so tight with emotion that she didn’t trust herself to speak. There was nothing she could say that would change the situation so it was best not to say anything at all. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she nodded her head after a moment and tried not to burst into tears.

“Thank you for telling me what is to happen,” she said hoarsely. “I appreciate your honestly.”

Scott looked at her lowered head, feeling like a bit of a monster. But he also felt better in the sense that, now, she knew her fate. It was off of his shoulders and onto hers. Was it selfish of him to feel that way? Probably. The more he looked at her, seeing how stoically she had taken the news, the worse he began to feel.

“Be comforted, my lady,” he said. “Edward has already selected a fine lord who will more than likely come to Canaan at some point. You will be able to meet him and see for yourself that Edward only has your best interests at heart.”

Avrielle knew that was a lie. She knew enough about the politics of England to know that the king didn’t care for his vassals; it was all a political game to him, her included. De Wolfe was telling her all of this because he was trying to be of comfort, but Avrielle felt she was being lied to.

“Do you believe that?” she asked, her head coming up. She fixed him in the eye. “Tell me, my lord, if I was one of your daughters, would you truly believe what you just told me? Would you try to make it sound like something exciting and positive?”

Scott could have easily lied to her; it would have been the simple thing to do. But somehow, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Not even to ease her. He’d done all of the lying he was going to do because she was more astute than he gave her credit for. He respected the fact that she knew the truth – she had no choice in this, no matter how she felt.

“I would tell my daughters what I just told you, if I had daughters,” he said quietly. “What I tell you is the truth; Edward only wants what is best.”

“For me or for him?”

“What would you have me tell you?”

“I would rather that you tell me the truth. Who is this lord Edward has selected for me?”

She seemed strong and ready for the reality of what was to come. He was coming to feel foolish for not having been forthright from the start, but something told him to still tread carefully. Women were amazingly strong creatures, but they could also be amazingly unpredictable.

“I do not know him,” he said. “He is a Scottish lord from Clan Douglas.”

“And you truly believe Edward is doing this out of respect to Nat?”

“He is doing it because Canaan is too valuable to waste. It is a political move.”

It was the meat of the situation. It was what she had asked for. Avrielle took a deep breath and averted her gaze.

“I thought so,” she said. “Thank you for being truthful. Was that all you wish to tell me?”

Her manner was clipped, defensive. Not that he blamed her. But he much preferred the warm woman he’d seen over the past several minutes. He didn’t like this hard manner at all, not coming from her. Hardness on Avrielle was grossly unnatural.

“That is all for now,” he said.

“Then do not let me keep you from your duties.”

She was essentially kicking him out. Scott’s gaze lingered on her lowered head a moment before silently turning for the door. He passed Stephen, who was gazing up at him with those big blue eyes, and then Sophia, who hadn’t said a word to him the entire time he’d been in the room. There was also an old woman lingering back in the shadows, but he didn’t pay her any attention. He was looking at the children, both of them staring at him with wide-open gazes and it took him back to the moment he’d first met them near the garden. Those frightened little faces as their mother was half-mad with grief. He hoped they weren’t about to return to that state because of the latest news. He paused at the door, his hand on the latch.

“My lady, if it was up to me, this would not have happened,” he said. “I am your liege but when it comes to the king, I have no say in the matter. All I can do is try to delay Edward’s choice in husbands for as long as I can. The fact that you have just given birth may give us an excuse to keep him away for several months. I will do my best.”

Avrielle wouldn’t look at him; she was more focused on the babe in her arms. Without a reply, Scott lifted the latch but was prevented from opening the door by Avrielle’s soft voice.

“Why?” she asked.

He paused and turned to her. “What do you mean?”

“Why would you delay Edward’s choice in husbands?”

Scott eyed the children a moment, their sweet little faces. “Out of respect to Nathaniel,” he said. “The man was loved. He should be well-mourned before another man comes to take his place.”

Avrielle digested that, but it was clear she was in a great deal of turmoil. Scott could see that she was trembling even from where he stood. When she didn’t say anything more, he tried to open the door again but she stopped him.

“I was told that Nat was killed by an arrow that was meant for you,” she said quietly. “Is that true?”

Scott was hugely reluctant to speak on that but he had no choice. He didn’t think it was the time or the place, given the immediate mood, but he didn’t dodge the question. He answered it.

“It is true.”

“My brother blames you for his death.”

“If I could have taken the arrow in Nathaniel’s place, I would have.”

Avrielle believed him; drawing on what Nathaniel had told her about him, she believed him to be an honorable and truthful man. “I do not blame you for his death now, although at the beginning, I did,” she said, her voice dull and quiet. “Before he left to go on campaign with you, I begged him not to go. He swore it would be his last campaign and that he would return home to watch his children grow. I believe I could have made him stay with me had I begged enough, but I did not. Do you know why?”

Scott shook his head slowly. “I do not. Why?”

The baby was finished nursing, now sleeping against her breast, and she stood up, turning her back to Scott as she covered herself back up and lay the baby carefully in her cradle.

Covering the infant with the swaddling that had been draped over her chest, she made her way over to Scott as he still stood by the door. He was watching her, closely, expecting an answer to his question. She turned her face to him, her gaze meeting his. There was something about the beauty of the woman’s face that made his heart race.

“Because he respected you a great deal,” Avrielle finally said. “He felt you were a fair and just liege. He thought he could help you and I trusted his judgment. But his respect for you cost him his life and, because of that, I want you to do something for me.”

Scott knew he shouldn’t ask, but he was compelled to. “What would you have me do, Lady du Rennic?”

She sighed heavily but her intense gaze never left him. “I do not want another husband.”

“I know.”

“Tell Edward I died in childbirth. Tell him I am dead and therefore cannot marry the lord he has chosen for me.”

Scott faltered. “It is with the greatest regret that I must tell you I cannot,” he said. “I cannot lie to the king.”

“My husband died because of you. You owe me something, Black Adder.”

She had progressed beyond her polite address of him and was now becoming more passionate by using a name that was only whispered of. Black Adder. The viper with the deadly strike. It was something his enemies had come up with over the past few years, something Scott didn’t like very much. By addressing him as she had, he was coming to sense she viewed him as an enemy as well. Perhaps he was for bringing her such news. Scott could see such fire in her eyes, such power.

The woman was made of granite.

“I do owe you, but I will not lie to the king,” he said steadily. “Even if I did, what do you think would happen? It is not as if he would leave Canaan alone. He would gift her to a new lord and the man would take over, and where would that leave you and your children?”

“Free.”

Scott was the one to sigh heavily now, although there was some frustration to it. “Nay, it would not,” he said. “Lady du Rennic, I know this is unsavory, but it cannot be changed. Edward has selected a husband for you and if Nathaniel were here, he would tell you to accept this gracefully. It is your duty.”

Her eyes narrowed briefly as her resistance to his words became evident. She turned away from him, then, showing him her shapely backside. Scott was torn between waiting for the next volley from her and letting his gaze roam freely over her curves. God, those curves were delicious. But something told him to be prepared for anything.

“Let me ask you a question,” she finally said. “If the king was demanding you take a new wife when you clearly did not want one, what would you do?”

Scott had a hunch where the conversation was going. “We are not speaking of me.”

Avrielle turned to look at him. “Nat told me that you lost your wife and children in a tragic accident,” she said. “Would you have accepted a new wife so soon after her death? Can you not even begin to understand my reluctance to do such a thing?”

Scott simply looked at her, his expression unreadable. In fact, he just stared at her with a tense pause as if wanting to say something but dare not doing it. She had hit him where it hurt and, like any good battle, he was prepared to retreat because if he responded, it would be to hurt her as well. They were combatants at the moment and when he fought, he fought to win.

But he couldn’t strike back at her, not even if he was the Black Adder he’d often been accused of. After a moment, he opened the door and quit the chamber, leaving Avrielle standing there, knowing she’d said the wrong thing.

Aye, she’d said it to hurt him. She was hurting and she wanted the man to comprehend what she was feeling. In her desperation, she’d divulged something she probably shouldn’t have, leaving her to wonder if she’d just lost an ally in this fight against a new husband. She resisted the urge to run after him and beg forgiveness even though she knew that was exactly what she should have done.

Instead, she let him go.

Turning away from the door, she wept.
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CHAPTER NINE


“Where is de Wolfe?” Jeremy wondered, looking around Nathaniel’s familiar solar. “He wanted to speak with us, did he not?”

Gordon was behind his son as they entered the solar, followed by George, Adam, and Kristoph. They were weary, dirty, having spent the entire day cleaning up the stones from part of the barracks that had suffered some damage from the St. Hèver projectiles. Two weeks after that fateful battle, any damage from the flaming volley had been repaired. As soon as the knights entered the solar, they began searching for chairs to collapse into.

“That is what Longbow told me,” Gordon said, watching Adam and George fight over a small chair near the hearth. “I should think de Wolfe will be here shortly. He said it was important.”

“And you do not know what it is about?”

Gordon knew but he’d been asked not to speak of it. He began hunting for his own chair. “We shall all know soon enough.”

Jeremy eyed his father, realizing he hadn’t been given a direct answer. In fact, his father had been acting strangely since his meeting with de Wolfe earlier in the day. Jeremy couldn’t help but notice the man wouldn’t look him in the eye when he told him of his meeting with de Wolfe, which was strange. Perhaps it was because Jeremy had once accused his father of being in league with de Wolfe; perhaps it was simply because Gordon was exhausted like the rest of them. Either way, Jeremy couldn’t help but wonder if there was something afoot.

Without anything to say to his father, Jeremy wandered over to the heavy oak table that Nathaniel had used for his documents. It was a big table, pockmarked from years of daggers being pitched into the maps it usually contained and, at the moment, the clutter of the old table was familiar. Jeremy had seen it numerous times like this. It looked as it did when Nathaniel was around. Nathaniel had been a rather messy man, and Jeremy drew some comfort from seeing the usual clutter.

“This room still looks and feels the same as it did when Nat was alive,” he commented, eyeing the contents of the table and seeing maps as well as pieces of vellum, missives with writing on it. “De Wolfe has been spending a good deal of time in here but it thankfully does not have his smell about it yet.”

Gordon glanced at his son, knowing that although Jeremy had backed off of his rebellion against de Wolfe, it was still lingering below the surface. He didn’t say anything to that, mostly because anything he said might sound like he was defending de Wolfe and Jeremy still didn’t like the fact that his father seemed to frequently side with Scott. These days, father and son had a fragile relationship at best. But while Gordon refrained from comment, the other du Rennic knights did not have that control.

“He spends a good deal of time in here,” George said. “I’ve been told he even sleeps in here.”

The knights began looking around, spying a pallet on the floor back in the corner near the hearth. It was obvious someone had been sleeping upon it and Adam went so far as to go over and spit on it. George giggled but Gordon frowned.

“Disgusting,” he said unhappily. “If he did that to your bed, you would draw your sword on the man.”

Adam shrugged, as if he had no remorse for what he’d done. “Be glad that I did not piss on it.”

“If you piss on it, I will run you through.”

Stewart had evidently been standing in the doorway long enough to see Adam spit upon Scott’s bedding. Adam stiffened to see the big, blonde de Wolfe knight enter, both men eyeing each other hazardously. But Adam wasn’t so foolish that he would challenge Longbow; everyone knew the man had a deadly strike. Gordon, seeing that the situation was quickly deteriorating, stepped between them.

“He will bring a fresh blanket,” he assured Stewart. “I will make sure of it.”

Stewart continued to eye Adam, who was wise enough to move back over to where Kristoph and George were standing. Safety in numbers. But Stewart didn’t care; if he really wanted to take Adam to task it wouldn’t matter how many men were standing around him.

“See that he does,” he said to Gordon, finally tearing his gaze off of Adam only to notice that Jeremy was standing at the big table, rifling through the documents and maps on it. He didn’t like the knight going through de Wolfe’s business. “What are you looking for, Huntley?”

Jeremy glanced at Stewart. “Nothing in particular,” he said, “but there are several maps of Cumbria here. What is de Wolfe looking for?”

Stewart made his way to the table, making sure there wasn’t anything on it that Jeremy shouldn’t see. “Nothing in particular that I know of,” he said. “He is simply studying the landscape. That map has the baron’s territories on it.”

He was pointing to one that had a good deal of writing all over it, boundaries and such. Jeremy looked at it. “There are several that were not allies of Henry,” Jeremy said, picking up the map and peering at it. “Sadgill, Kentmere, Rydal… these are barons that de Wolfe is going to have to make peace with at some point if he intends to remain here.”

Stewart was looking at the map, too, seeing all of the lines and hash marks that Jeremy was. “I am sure he wishes to speak with you about that,” he said. “You would know about these local lords. Didn’t Lord du Rennic have treaties with them?”

Jeremy shook his head. “Not exactly,” he said as the conversation became surprisingly civil. “The House of du Rennic has been in this vale for two hundred years, so there is a certain amount of respect that goes along with that, even from the Cumbrian feudal lords. Although they were not exactly allies, they did not encroach on Nat or his lands provided that we stayed away from them as well. But now that Nat is gone, who is to say how these lords will behave now? They may feel that they no longer have to restrain themselves.”

“Like the attack two weeks ago?”

Jeremy shrugged, not particularly wanting to get back into the details of that folly on his part. “Possibly,” he said. He set the map down, noticing what looked like a rather official missive next to it and he picked it up to read it. “Is that why de Wolfe has gathered us together? To discuss who attacked us? Because de Wolfe has not asked this question since it happened and I can tell you that I did not get a close enough look to know. I have my suspicions, but nothing solid.”

Stewart realized that Jeremy had picked up the missive from Edward. As quick as a flash, he reached out and snatched it from Jeremy as the man read through it, but he didn’t move fast enough. Jeremy had seen the first paragraph and as Steward took it away, Jeremy looked at him in outrage. In fact, the man’s entire countenance changed.

“What in the hell is that?” he demanded. “The king has selected a husband for my sister?”

The mood of the room swelled to splitting proportions as Kristoph, Adam, and George surged forward, outraged because Jeremy was. Gordon, seeing the volatility, went to calm the younger knights as Stewart found himself facing a very angry Jeremy Huntley, which wasn’t surprising given what the man had just seen. Stewart found himself wishing Scott would make a welcome appearance because he wasn’t sure he could hold Jeremy off at this point with evasive answers. Still, he had no choice – if he didn’t say something, it was quite possible that his fists would soon be doing the talking.

“Why are you so enraged?” Stewart asked calmly. “Castle Canaan is strategic and important. Do you really think Edward was simply going to let a widowed woman oversee something this valuable? If you did, it was a foolish assumption.”

Jeremy’s face was turning shades of red. “So he has sold her off to the highest bidder,” he hissed. “The man with the most money can now marry my sister and assume command of Canaan. This is not simply a piece of property, Longbow, and my sister is not a prized mare to be bartered. This is our home.”

Stewart couldn’t believe they were back to this situation, just as they were on the day they’d arrived. Had there been no progress on this issue at all? Before he could reply, however, they all heard a deep and rumbling voice, seeming to rise up from the very walls around them.

“You live here on Nathaniel’s good graces and you may remain here on Edward’s.” Scott entered the solar as all eyes turned to him. He’d heard Jeremy’s shouting before he even entered the room and the displeasure on his face was clear. “Whether or not you are allowed to stay depends solely on your behavior, which has been atrocious from the onset. Canaan does not belong to you, Huntley. You are a guest as far as Edward is concerned and whatever happens to your sister is no concern of yours, either. She is a wealthy widow and a valuable commodity. The sooner you come to grips with that, the better for all of us.”

By the time he was finished speaking, he’d entered the room and made his way to the table where Stewart and Jeremy were standing. Behind him, Milo, Raymond, Jean-Pierre, and Stanley were filtering in, filling the room with their volatility. In recent days, there was no love lost between the de Wolfe knights and the du Rennic knights. If someone threw a punch, the results could be disastrous.

In spite of the tension, Scott kept his gaze riveted to Jeremy but couldn’t help notice, in his periphery, that Stewart was holding on to Edward’s missive. He took his eyes from Jeremy long enough to glance at his second in command.

“You read them the missive?” he asked calmly. “That is surprising.”

Stewart shook his head. “When I arrived, Huntley was shuffling through all of the documents upon the table. He got to it and read it before I could take it away.”

Scott’s displeasure intensified. His gaze moved back to Jeremy, who was standing there, red-faced and angry. It seemed to be Jeremy’s usual state and although Scott had been patient with the man, or at least tried to be, he found that he was not so patient any longer.

Jaw grinding, he shook his head. He’d had enough.

“So you looted through my desk and found something that displeased you,” he said, his voice low and threatening. “Then I shall say that you deserve exactly what you received; a rude awakening. Are you truly so foolish and arrogant that you believe that nothing happens at Canaan without your knowledge or approval? It is an unfortunate awakening for you, Huntley, to realize that you have no control over what occurs here. This is not your castle, nor will it ever be. It belongs to Edward now and Edward has deemed that your sister, the widow of the legitimate owner of Canaan, shall marry a powerful lord. If you do not like it, then you can leave. In fact, all of your knights can leave because if they display half of the temper tantrums and resentment that I have received, the new lord of Canaan will throw you from this place and rightfully so. Is this in any way unclear?”

Jeremy stood there, staring at him, but the red tinge to his face had turned decidedly paler. His jaw flexed angrily as he stared at Scott, angry enough to kill.

“So my sister is to be treated like property,” he hissed.

“She is property!” Scott boomed. “When did you ever think that she was not? God’s Blood, Huntley, I never took you for a dishonorable idiot, but with the behavior you’ve been showing me as of late, I cannot take you for anything else. Instead of understanding your place in the world, you seem to think you have some control over it. It is going to be a shocking revelation to you that you have no control, over anything. So you will either accept what Edward has deemed necessary for Canaan and Lady du Rennic or you will leave this place today and never return. What is your choice?”

Jeremy glared at him, hard. The problem was that the rational part of him, the part so seldom seen, knew that Scott was correct. Everything de Wolfe said had been utterly correct but it was a massive blow to Jeremy’s pride. Of course he had no control over anything; for the past four months, he’d been pretending he was in control, but it was all an illusion.

That illusion had just been shattered.

He had no recourse. Jeremy knew that. Grossly upset, terribly offended, and greatly embarrassed, he took a step back from Scott and Stewart, eyeing the men as one would eye the vilest of enemies.

“Why didn’t that arrow hit you,” he growled. It was not a question. “You are not worthy enough that Nathaniel should have lost his life.”

Stewart flinched, moving to draw the dagger sheathed on his belt, but Scott threw out an arm, preventing him from advancing. In fact, Gordon quickly stepped forward, grasping his son by the arm and trying to pull him away before Stewart shoved a blade into his chest. But Scott remained calm, his gaze never leaving Jeremy.

“I will not punish you for that remark because I happen to agree with you,” he said after a moment. “Nathaniel was a man among men. I admired him greatly. Your comment to me tells me that you did, too, and it also tells me that you have a great capacity for loyalty, which is, mayhap, your one redeeming quality. Nathaniel was very gracious to you and your father when you were virtually penniless. How do I know? Because I was Nathaniel’s liege and he spoke of you and your father, proudly. He allowed you to come and serve him, and you feel as if you owe him your loyalty because of it. But you must understand that Nathaniel is gone and soon a new lord will assume Canaan. Mayhap he will be as gracious as Nathaniel, but only if you will show him some respect.”

Jeremy wasn’t apt to listen to Scott; his anger had the better of him. “He will have to earn any respect I give him.”

Scott understood a thing or two about stubborn men, but Jeremy was one of the worst he’d ever seen. “A word of advice, Huntley,” he said. “If you want to continue living here and serving the master of Canaan, then I suggest you come to terms with Nathaniel’s death and understand that, for your own survival, you had better show loyalty to your sister’s new husband. If you do not, the consequences could change your life.”

Jeremy was trembling with the force of his emotions and he could feel his father tugging at him, trying to pull him away. He knew that everything de Wolfe said was true and, in a way, he sensed that de Wolfe was trying to help him. But he didn’t want the man’s help. He was confused, and perhaps even fearful, and had no idea how to deal with it all. It was that fear and confusion that removed his self-restraint, causing to make a very bad mistake.

He couldn’t keep his mouth shut.

“And what do you know about dealing with loss?” Jeremy asked, hoping to humiliate de Wolfe as he felt de Wolfe had humiliated him. “Nat spoke of me, did he? He spoke of you, too. He told us of how you ran from your family after your wife died. He told us that you no longer speak to your family because you were not man enough to deal with her death. So if you think to lecture me on accepting the passing of my liege, then save your breath. You are the last person I would take that kind of advice from.”

It was the forbidden subject, shouted for all to hear. Even Stewart looked at Scott, fearful of what was to come. The wait wasn’t long. One moment, Scott was standing there, feeling his face grow hot with rage, and in the next moment, he was on the floor, on top of Jeremy, as his big fists beat the man senseless. He never even realized he had moved but, now, Jeremy was feeling his full wrath as he sat on the man’s chest, pinning at least one of his arms so he couldn’t defend himself. Blow after blow came down in swift succession.

Around them, the solar deteriorated into chaos. Stewart charged the three du Rennic knights crowded over against the wall, completely bypassing Gordon, who was shoved aside in the madness. Near the solar door, Milo, Raymond, Jean-Pierre, and Stanley charged the three du Rennic knights as well and the brawl that resulted was something that men would tell stories of at Canaan for years to come. It was ugly and it was fierce.

It was a beating the stubborn, rebellious du Rennic knights would never forget.

Nathaniel’s fine furnishings were destroyed that day. Gordon, in a panic, managed to remove everything that was on the old oak table, maps and missives included, and keep them away from the men that were fighting as viciously as he’d ever seen. As he watched, George and Raymond went at it, with George snatching the fire poker from the hearth and attempting to beat Raymond over the head with it. Raymond, however, was bigger as well as meaner, and he managed to wrest the poker away and beat the daylights out of George with it.

As the cocky young knight went down, a victim of a heavy iron poker, the other men in the room were throwing punches and smashing chairs, mostly over each other. But in spite of the seriousness of battle, no one was actually trying to kill his enemy. It was mostly a fistfight, a true and generous beating, with the younger and not-so-seasoned du Rennic knights getting the worst of it.

As the group scuffled all over the solar, breaking furniture and tearing down the expensive tapestries, Scott continued to beat Jeremy until the man was unconscious, leaving him a bloodied heap on the solar floor. Once he realized that Jeremy was in no condition to fight back, he stood up, winded and still full of the rush of battle, and turned to Gordon.

“I give you back your son,” he said, rather sarcastically. “Know I did not kill him purely out of respect to you, Gordon. But any more disrespect from your son and I will not hold to that vow. I do not wish to see him again, so take him out of here and keep him from my sight. Do you understand me?”

Gordon nodded, sickened by the turn of events. “I do, my lord,” he said. Then, he sighed. “Thank you for not killing him. But I will say… this was long in coming. I am surprised you held your temper as long as you did.”

“So am I.”

“Your generosity is noted.”

Scott’s gaze lingered on Gordon as the man bent over to haul his limp son away before turning around and seeing that the du Rennic knights had essentially been beaten nearly as badly as Jeremy had. In truth, Scott’s knights weren’t looking any too pristine, either. But they were the victors and there was some satisfaction in that.

From the beginning of their arrival at Canaan, the tension between the de Wolfe knights and the du Rennic knights had been a palpable thing. So, perhaps what Gordon said was true on everyone’s behalf – perhaps this fight had been a long time coming for all of them. Perhaps now the du Rennic knights would understand that their behavior would not be tolerated. What forced labor could not accomplish, perhaps a sound beating would. Scott pointed to the injured du Rennic knights.

“Get them out of here and confine them to the barracks,” he said. “I do not want to see any of them for quite some time.”

Stanley and Raymond nodded, moving forward even as they wiped blood from their noses and mouths. Raymond took hold of George while Stanley picked Adam up under the arms and dragged him away. Kristoph, who didn’t like physical fights and had done everything but try to crawl from a lancet window to avoid the battle, was crammed into a corner with a lump on his head and Milo went to him, grabbing the man by the arm and pulling him from the solar. Stewart went to stand with Scott as the de Wolfe knights dragged their opponents from the chamber.

“Well,” Stewart said, wiping at a cut on the corner of his mouth. “I cannot say that any of that surprised me.”

Scott was still tense from the fight, struggling to calm himself. He was still furious with Jeremy for the man’s cruel words, but as he thought about it, it wasn’t so much that he had been hurt by the words. His grief over Athena had long since dulled to an ache over the years, a warm and distant memory that had become part of his soul. It was more that Jeremy was deliberately trying to hurt him with his words, and Scott wouldn’t take that kind of slander from any man.

Even if it was true.

“I do not want to see any of them but Gordon for the duration of my stay here,” he said. “Huntley in particular. In fact, when he is recovered, I want him banished from Canaan. I do not care where he goes, but I want him out. If he stays, he will only cause problems to me or to the next man who takes command of Canaan. He has proven that he cannot amend his ways.”

Stewart nodded, finding a great satisfaction in throwing Jeremy Huntley bodily from Canaan. “It will be done, my lord. Anything else?”

Scott shook his head. Now that the fight was over, he should have felt some fiendish satisfaction in it but he found that he did not. He was angry that the du Rennic knights had behaved so poorly and that they had driven him to such an action. The whole situation disgusted him.

“Make sure the posts are set for the night,” he said. “I am going to bed.”

“But the evening meal is upon us.”

“I have no appetite.”

Stewart simply nodded, watching Scott as he quit the chamber, heading out into the darkness beyond. He found himself looking at the destroyed solar, thinking that Jeremy was fortunate that Scott hadn’t killed him in his rage. No descent man would have said to Scott what Jeremy had. So, in a sense, he escaped relatively unscathed for what could have happened to him. Any man who would make light of another’s grief was a sorry man, indeed.

As the smells of the evening meal wafted upon the dusky sky, Stewart went about righting Nathaniel’s once-lovely solar.
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CHAPTER TEN


Out in the smoky twilight, Scott’s departure from the destroyed solar found him taking the steep, spiral stairs up to the second floor of Castle Canaan.

He was still filled with the rush of battle, laboring to calm himself, but he found that he couldn’t. He’d been pushed beyond his endurance this night and had finally lashed out at the du Rennic knights who seemed willing to show such disrespect to him because he’d let them. He’d tried to be understanding; he’d tried to show patience. He told himself that they were only grieving over Nathaniel’s death. Perhaps that was true but, on this night, that grief had tipped the tides of favor against them. Scott was coming to think that they must have perceived him as being weak when he’d been showing patience.

He wouldn’t make that same mistake again… and neither would they.

There was a satisfaction now in his mood, satisfied that the du Rennic knights would settle down now that they knew de Wolfe would strike. Black Adder. That’s what Lady du Rennic had called him and he’d certain lived up to that name. As the only one of his father’s sons who lived in the shadows, removed from the rest and lost to his own world, he was also the one most likely to destroy in a flash.

Jeremy Huntley had discovered that particular trait about him.

As he entered the second level, he looked around to see that everything was dark and quiet. This level contained several chambers, including a chapel, several guard chambers, and five rooms that the du Rennic family used. Shortly after his arrival at Canaan, Scott had taken one of the family chambers, a larger chamber that was nearest to the guard rooms and the portcullis room over the gatehouse entry. The chamber had evidently belonged to Lord and Lady du Rennic, as their private retiring room, but Scott showed no regard to that. He’d confiscated it because it had a massive bed and being a big man, he wanted a big and comfortable bed. While his knights slept in the guard rooms nearby, Scott found sanctuary in the large du Rennic chamber.

Making his way to the chamber, he passed through a series of rooms where his men were on watch, including the portcullis chamber which had a direct view of the drawbridge and gatehouse passageway below. He paused a moment, checking the gatehouse for himself and exchanging a few words with his men that were stationed there. It wasn’t normal for him to address his men directly but, in this case, without Stewart around, he had little choice. He had questions about efficiency and his men were more than willing to answer. Satisfied, he continued on to the family block of rooms down a narrow corridor and opened the first door he came to.

By the time he entered the chamber, he realized that he wasn’t quite so angry any longer. At least his temples weren’t throbbing like they had been. Still, it occurred to him that both Lady du Rennic and her ridiculous brother seemed intent on either asking him about his dead wife or otherwise presenting the subject. Both of them knew of Athena’s passing and both of them had brought it into the conversations he’d had with them.

It was a cruel thing to do.

In truth, Scott wasn’t particularly surprised they knew because that terrible day four years ago wasn’t a secret; the news had spread and when Scott had assumed the Bretherdale barony, he’d had a conversation with Nathaniel about it. He’d had too much to drink the night he’d come to Canaan to see the property for the first time and Nathaniel, being easy to speak to, ended up hearing the parts of the story that Scott was at least willing to speak of under drink. Scott had no idea where Nathaniel had heard the rest of it. But surely, men gossiped in military circles. They were worse than women at times. Someone had clearly told Nathaniel the entire story and, in turn, Nathaniel had spoken of it to his family.

So now, they knew.

But what they didn’t know was that it was a forbidden subject and Scott would have to make it clear to Lady du Rennic that any talk of the events from his past was unwelcome. Still, it seemed the woman was being as ridiculous as her brother when it came to accepting Edward’s directive and the fate of Canaan. But, at the moment, Scott didn’t want to think about them any longer. This journey to Canaan had become far more of a frustrating task than he had expected.

Perhaps he would send word to Edward to dispatch Lady du Rennic’s future husband to Canaan immediately so he could return to his home of Ravenstone. Although he told Lady du Rennic that he would delay his response to Edward regarding her fate, quite honestly, he didn’t see the need now. Why should he protect a lady who clearly was ungrateful for it?

He found that he very much wanted to go home.

Summoning one of the soldiers he’d passed in the guard chambers, Scott sent the man for food and wine. He wanted to eat in his room, in peace and quiet, and retire for the night because he found that he was quite exhausted. More than that, he simply needed time to himself. He was solitary that way. He could only pray tomorrow was a better day with the occupants of Canaan because he knew, feeling as he did, that he would have no patience for anymore foolishness.

His next strike, he knew, would be deadly.

There was plenty of peat and kindling by the hearth so he started a fire, bringing light and warmth into the room as the sun set and a blanket of stars filled the sky. He also lit one of the tapers near the end of the bed, gazing from the nearby lancet window as the last strains of day became night. The landscape in the vale was truly beautiful, with green, rolling hills and the white sprinkling of sheep to the east, part of Canaan’s vast estate. Everything was damp and lush, and he could smell that dampness upon the night air. Turning away from the window, he went to remove his belt when he noticed that his bed was moving.

Scott was standing right next to it, watching something, or someone, undulate under the covers, and he immediately went into battle mode. After what just happened in the solar, he wasn’t taking any chances. The dagger at his side came out and he lifted it, preparing to stab it into the bed linens. But it quickly occurred to him that this was either the most incompetent assassin in the world or it wasn’t an assassin at all; surely someone out to kill him would have struck the moment he entered the chamber. Now, more curious than startled, he peered closer at the bed only to see a small foot suddenly pop out from beneath the coverlet. With a sigh, he sheathed his blade and yanked the coverlet away.

A small, blonde head appeared, blue eyes blinking up at him sleepily. Then came a big yawn as Stephen rubbed his eyes.

“I was waiting for you!” he announced.

Scott rested his fists on his hips. “Waiting for me?” he repeated. “Why? Don’t you know that you are not supposed to be in here?”

Stephen yawned again, sitting up and still rubbing at his eyes. “You were not here,” he said simply as he scooted off the bed and nearly fell to the floor because of the height of the bed. He caught himself, though, and shuffled around the side of the bed. “I wanted to show you something. You must see it!”

Scott found himself following. He was perturbed, that was true. But if was honest with himself, he was only perturbed because he’d nearly stabbed the child. The mere thought of what could have happened gave him a shudder of horror. But he shook it off, following the boy around the side of the bed and over to the eastern wall where the chamber door was located. It was a long wall and there was a wardrobe against it. Next to the wardrobe, Scott could see a clutter of… something. He wasn’t even sure what it was, but Stephen went right to it and plopped down next to it.

“See?” Stephen said. “I brought my men. I wanted to show you my men.”

Scott couldn’t really see what the boy was talking about so he went back over to the hearth to light the bank of candles that was next to it. The candles were on an iron floor stand, about four feet in height, and the moment he ignited all three, the room lit up significantly. Then, he could see what the lad was talking about.

There were many wooden men on the floor around a pile of rushes. There were also two tiny toy trebuchets, much like the big ones that Gordon Huntley had built. Stephen pointed proudly.

“See my men?” he asked. “This is my army and I am attacking a castle, just like the battle the other day. Those men attacked and we fought them off. Will you help me with my battle?”

Scott should have been annoyed at the very least. This child was invading his sanctuary, this little sliver of time that he was to have all to himself. But the request from the lonely little boy, now fatherless because of him, had his heart softening more than he would admit. This child was the only son of a man he had admired a great deal and practically the only person from the du Rennic household who had shown him some kindness.

Aye, he was softening a great deal. It was the father in him.

“It is growing late, young Stephen,” he said. “Does your mother know you are here?”

Stephen shook his head, his demeanor changing dramatically. He looked at his men, a smile no longer on his face. “Mam is sad again.”

Scott frowned. “What does that mean? Where is she?”

The child turned to his toys. “In bed.”

“Why do you say she is sad?”

“She is crying again.”

Scott sighed faintly; tears, no doubt, as a result of the news he’d delivered earlier in the day. “Where are your sisters?” he asked.

Stephen put his finger on the trebuchet and released the trigger, causing the little thing to swing forward just like the real ones did. “They are in bed with her,” he said. “Will you please help me with my battle?”

Scott couldn’t help but feel some pity for the boy, for the situation in general. He also felt some guilt at having caused Lady du Rennic more tears. But it couldn’t be helped. Much like Jeremy, Lady du Rennic had to come to terms with the change that would soon be coming and there wasn’t anything Scott could do to stop it.

Truthfully, it seemed all he’d done to the du Rennic family was bring sorrow, from Nathaniel’s death to Edward’s directive, and caught in the middle were the children. Like the sad little boy in front of him.

He knew what he had to do, at least for Stephen’s sake.

Pulling off his belt and tossing it onto the bed, he went to stand over the child as he played with his toys.

“I will help you,” he said. “What do you want me to do?”

Stephen lit up. “Here!” he exclaimed, taking a handful of toy soldiers and putting them at Scott’s feet. “You will be the master of the castle and I will attack you. You must defend yourself!”

Scott frowned as he began to pull off his mail. “Why must I be attacked?” he asked. “Why can I not attack you?”

Stephen shook his head. “I must attack,” he said firmly. “I will break your walls down.”

“Not if I prevent you.”

Stephen was clearly thrilled at the prospect. Stripped down to his padded tunic and breeches now, Scott set his mail aside and planted his big body on the floor next to the boy as they set up their offensive and defensive lines. A battle of epic proportions was shaping up.

It was a moment in time Scott would never forget.

He had forgotten what it was like to give children his attention and he realized that he had missed it. He soon discovered Stephen to be very bright and eager to learn, inevitably reminding Scott of his own sons, those living and dead. He’d been around when his boys had been very young because he’d learned from his own father early on what it was to be a good and attentive parent.

William, Scott’s eldest, was the very image of his grandfather and namesake, a serious young lad who was shy but loving. Thomas, his second born, was more like Athena with his auburn hair and boisterous personality. In fact, Tommy was very much like his grandfather, Paris. And Andrew… young, bright, and loving, was very much like Scott’s own mother, Lady Jordan. Andrew had been Stephen’s age when he had died and the more Scott looked at Stephen, the more he wondered if God wasn’t trying to tell him something.

It was the first time Scott had been around a boy Andrew’s age since the accident. Perhaps in Stephen, God was somehow trying to bring him comfort. Perhaps even give him a chance to relive something he’d lost. All Scott knew was that this moment, with a lonely little boy, was bringing him comfort like nothing had in the four years since Andrew’s death. Such a small gesture – playing with wooden soldiers – did something to Scott’s heart. It healed it, just a little. Rather than run from it this time, he gave in to it.

That night, Scott helped Stephen build a fairly impressive fortress with the old branches. He helped the lad position his men and the tiny siege engines, and spent the rest of the evening in the company of a four-year-old boy who was having the time of his life. To see such joy through the eyes of a child brought a sense of joy to Scott that he hadn’t felt in a very long while. In fact, he began to see that although Stephen had lost his father, and grieved him, he hadn’t lost his joy for life. That’s where Scott and Stephen were different; Scott had lost all of his joy for life and he had no idea how to get it back. But Stephen had never lost it to begin with. This child was still soldiering on.

Scott had all but given up.

It was an interesting revelation and one that gave him a good deal of thought as the night progressed. He played with the child for a couple of hours at the very least, not even pausing when his meal was brought in and his squires appeared to take away and clean his mail. But the hour soon began to grow late and as Stephen began to yawn, Scott tried to talk the child into returning to his chamber. Stephen wouldn’t hear of it. He hadn’t ‘broken the wall yet, meaning he’d not breached Scott’s fortified rushes, and wouldn’t retire until he did. Scott had to, therefore, throw the entire siege to allow Stephen to overcome him so the child could go to bed.

Stephen gloated in his victory but he also made sure to tell Scott he fought a good battle, which Scott found rather touching. It was surprising maturity and compassion, but that was Nathaniel talking. He had raised his son well. Becoming increasingly exhausted, Scott lay down on the floor, listening to Stephen tell him what a grand warrior he was and tried to be helpful about rebuilding the wall that had been torn down. Scott remembered thinking that Stephen would make a fine warrior someday, and would make Nathaniel proud, but that was the last thing he remembered before sleep claimed him.

It had been one of the better evenings he’d spent over the past four years.
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Stephen was sleeping like the dead, pressed up against Scott, who was also sleeping like the dead.

Avrielle could hardly believe her eyes.

Having cried herself to sleep the night before with her children in bed with her, she hadn’t realized that Stephen had somehow slipped out until she awoke before dawn and realized that only the girls were still with her. She hadn’t been worried until a search of her chamber and the children’s chamber had turned up empty. Then, she began to feel a bit apprehensive and searched through the remaining two family chambers, and every chamber on the top floor of the castle including the guard rooms, but still no Stephen. Frightened, and with a lump in her throat, she’d gone to de Wolfe’s chamber as a last resort to ask for help in searching for her son before coming upon the scene she was witnessing now.

Still, she could hardly believe it.

Scott was flat on his back on the cold, hard floor, snoring loudly, as Stephen slept cuddled up next to the man, his head on de Wolfe’s left shoulder. At first, Avrielle was startled, shocked even, but that reaction quickly faded when she saw the rushes stacked up like a castle and Stephen’s toys spread out all over the place. Clearly, there had been something going on here. But given de Wolfe’s demeanor, she could hardly believe the man had allowed Stephen to play with his toys in this chamber.

… or did he?

The evidence was clear and de Wolfe was sleeping on the floor next to her son, so she could only imagine that some kind of play had gone on. Perhaps de Wolfe had even encouraged it. Dare she say it – perhaps he even participated in it? The mighty Lord Bretherdale reduced to playing children’s games? It was the most astonishing thing she had ever seen.

But it was also the most touching.

Stephen had been so lonely without Nathaniel, who used to play with his son quite frequently. It would only be natural for Stephen to gravitate towards another male figure, in this case, Scott de Wolfe. Avrielle had kept her son away from his uncle because of Jeremy’s volatility and his interaction with Gordon had been limited because Gordon spent all of his time trying to keep Jeremy from doing anything foolish.

But de Wolfe… he must have shown some measure of compassion towards Stephen that should make her son come to the man’s chamber with his toys. That was the only explanation Avrielle could come up with. But she had to admit one thing… seeing de Wolfe on the floor with her son, both of them laying there as if they were sleeping off a drinking binge, made her see the man through different eyes.

Kinder eyes, perhaps.

With a smile on her lips, Avrielle watched the scene for a moment before deciding not to wake them. At least she knew where her son was now and she would wait for the lad to awaken on his own. Silently, she turned away from the pair on the floor and headed to the door when she heard a soft voice behind her.

“Are you going to leave without taking what you have come for?”

Startled, she turned around to see that Scott’s eyes were open and he was looking at her. The snoring he’d been doing had come to an abrupt halt but Stephen remained sound asleep. She took a few quiet steps back in Scott’s direction.

“You both seemed so peaceful that I did not wish to wake you,” she whispered. “I awoke a short while ago to discover that Stephen was missing and…”

Scott cut her off, but it was not harshly done. “He has been here since last night,” he muttered, putting a hand over the boy’s ear when Stephen stirred against him, roused by the voices. “I suppose I should have sent word to you, but time got away from me. I apologize if you were frightened.”

Avrielle moved closer so they would not be raising their voices as they spoke. She crouched down at Scott’s feet, her gaze lovingly on her son.

“Now that I know he is with you, I am content,” she said. “But I am sorry if he has been a bother.”

“Why would you say that?”

She pointed to the pile of toys and rushes. “Because he brought his toys in here. Did he demand you play with him?”

A spark of warmth came to Scott’s eyes. “He will make a very good knight,” he said after a moment. “I see much of Nathaniel in him. He will make his father very proud.”

Avrielle smiled faintly, finding pride in her young son. “Nat was proud of him already,” she murmured. “He used to play with Stephen for hours, instructing him on how to lay a siege or position his men. To Stephen, it was play. But to Nat, it was somewhat serious. He wanted to impart his wisdom upon his son. Stephen has been very lonely without Nat here to play with.”

Scott’s gaze lingered on the woman in the weak light, thinking that she was even more beautiful with the faint hint of morning light upon her face. “Does he not play with your father or brother?” he asked.

Avrielle shrugged. “Sometimes,” she said. “But I have kept him away from my brother since Nat’s death. Jeremy’s mood has been too volatile and I do not want… well, it does not matter. It would not interest you. Suffice it to say that I am very grateful for the patience and kindness you have shown him.”

“It was no trouble.”

Avrielle’s gaze was on her son, looking at the way Scott was holding him. Like a father. Scott looked very comfortable with Stephen in his arms and that made Avrielle’s heart leap strangely. It was difficult to believe that beneath that serious, intimidating exterior beat the heart of a man with some compassion and understanding for children. It reminded her of what Nathaniel had told her about Scott’s tragedy, something that Avrielle had brought up in the heat of an argument yesterday. Something she shouldn’t have spoken of, but did it to make a point.

It had been wrong of her.

“Thank you for your understanding,” she said quietly. Then she hesitated a moment before continuing. “My lord, I… I must say something to you. I must apologize for speaking out of place yesterday when you told me of the king’s directive and I asked if you would be so eager to remarry after the death of your wife. I should not have said such a thing; it was terribly cruel and I pray you can forgive me. I was upset and I should have controlled my tongue better than I did. It is a fault of mine, speaking before I think at times.”

Scott could hear the sincerity in her tone. In truth, he almost couldn’t remember the harsh words between them but he was pleased with the apology. It told him that she was a woman of deep feeling for others, one who was cognizant of her actions. The woman had her entire world turned upside down but still, she was able to see beyond her own pain. Somehow, that made her more beautiful to him.

“We often say things in anger that we should not have,” he said. “Think no more of it.”

She forced a smile. “It is difficult not to,” she said. “It is difficult not to think of everything that has happened since Nat’s death, and now this. I… I suppose you were correct when you said that life goes on. I know that. But there is a huge part of me that does not want to go on.”

“What do you mean?”

She shrugged, averting her gaze as she lowered herself to her buttocks, her back braced against the bed. “I mean that I want everything to remain as it is,” she said quietly. “I never thought I would be facing the rest of my life without Nat. We met when I was very young, you see. I was about to turn sixteen when I married him and eight years later, I cannot seem to envision my life without him. He promised to return to me and raise our children together and I suppose there is a part of me who has not forgiven him for not keeping that promise.”

“That is understandable.”

“May… may I ask you a question, my lord?”

“Aye.”

She swallowed hard, as if struggling how to phrase her question. “If I may ask how you have…,” she trailed off, stopped, and then started again. “That is to say, do you have any regrets from your wife’s passing? Were you angry with her for leaving you? I find that I am very angry with Nat for leaving me and I feel so terribly guilty for it. Is it wrong of me to be so furious with him?”

It wasn’t an unexpected question, but one Scott found himself naturally reluctant to answer. “Have you spoken to your priest about this? I cannot give you absolution, Lady du Rennic.”

Avrielle’s face flushed red with, perhaps, some embarrassment. “I am not looking for absolution,” she said. “And I have spoken with a priest, but he said so many foolish things meant to give me comfort. They did not give me comfort at all. I thought that you… because you have suffered through this… might tell me if you felt the same things. Mayhap, I would not feel so guilty if I knew someone else has experienced what I have.”

Scott considered her words carefully. Had anyone else asked him these questions, he would have refused to answer, but with Avrielle, it was different. She was genuinely trying to find answers in a world that didn’t make sense any longer. Having gone through the same thing she had, the death of a beloved spouse, Scott could understand her search for answers. She was absolutely right in that assumption.

It took him a moment to realize that for the first time in four years, he felt as if he could answer the question and not implode because of it. The time he’d spent here at Canaan with a grieving family, and a lonely little boy, had somehow given him strength and perspective in a matter he’d ignored for so long. Odd how the little things had affected him more than he realized. It was dangerous ground he was about to tread on, but perhaps it was time for him. Perhaps in helping her, he would help himself as well.

With a sigh, he looked up to the ceiling as he allowed his mind to go back to that day. But, God… it was terrifying.

“My wife and her sister were taking the younger children to visit my brother in Berwick, whose wife had just had a baby,” he said softly. “I was supposed to accompany them but my father had business that needed attending to and he asked if I would tend to it for him. I agreed. I was to ride to Northwood Castle to deliver a few things on behalf of my father while my wife and her sister would ride to Berwick in the company of a contingent of men that I hand-picked. I was worried about the Scots, you see, and that was my only concern. I was not worried about anything else at that time. But in hindsight, it was that lack of foresight that caused the death of my wife, her sister, my two youngest children, and my wife’s sister’s two youngest children. My wife’s sister also happened to be married to my twin brother so, in that sense, I caused the death of his children as well. I killed two families that day.”

Avrielle had to make a conscious effort to keep her mouth from opening in horror as the story unfolded. “Why?” she gasped. “What happened?”

Scott’s mind lingered on that day, the first time in all of those years that he’d allowed himself to truly ponder it. Once he put a foot in the memory pool, it was like quicksand – it sucked him up and he could not escape. Now, he was seeing that day with blinding clarity and he was unable to pull away. He steeled himself against those memories, struggling to stay calm.

“My wife was very headstrong,” he said, his voice husky and low. “It was my fault that I indulged her in most things. If she wanted to go somewhere, I would allow her to go. If she wanted to do something, or to buy something, I would allow it. She was difficult to deny because she would usually beat at me like a harpy until she got her way. She always got her way, in everything. Had I been with her on the trip to Berwick, I would have seen that the swollen river and the damaged bridge were unsafe and I would have refused to let her cross it. But I was not there and the soldiers I had sent with her did not have the authority to deny her, even in cases of safety. I had not made that clear to them. I thought my wife would have had better sense than to try and take a heavy carriage across a damaged bridge, but evidently, she did not. She insisted the carriage cross and the bridge collapsed, dumping the carriage into the water. Everyone inside drowned as a result.”

Avrielle was stunned. “Oh… my lord,” she breathed. “I am so sorry. How you must have agonized over the situation.”

His jaw ticked faintly as he thought on what, exactly, he’d felt over the years. He’d spent so much time running from it that he really wasn’t sure. “Am I angry at her?” he mumbled. “Aye, I am. Now, four years after the fact, I am still very angry at her for risking her life and the lives of our children. But I find that I am more angry with myself that I was not with her at the time. I could have prevented it all. Therefore, Lady du Rennic, your guilt in Nat’s death is not unusual, for I know exactly what you feel.”

As he finished, Avrielle was struggling not to weep. It was a horrific tragedy, something that Nathaniel had touched on when he told her of de Wolfe’s catastrophe but he hadn’t elaborated. Now, she knew the entire story and it was very difficult not to weep for the man. And for herself.

Loss like that cut too deeply for words.

“Then you do understand,” she whispered tightly. “I am so sorry for you, my lord, truly. But it was not your fault. How could you have known?”

Scott had been asking himself that same question since it happened. “I could not have,” he said. “But I should have had the foresight to instruct the guards and my wife on issues of safety. It did not occur to me.”

“As it would not have occurred to me,” Avrielle insisted. “You cannot blame yourself for your wife’s decision. It was her own and if she was as headstrong as you say she was, even if you were there, could you really have prevented her from crossing the bridge?”

Another question Scott had been asking himself. He sighed with resignation. “Mayhap,” he said. “Mayhap not. Knowing Athena, she would have found a way to go around me.”

So the mysterious dead wife had a name. “Athena,” she murmured. “What a beautiful name.”

“It suited her.”

“And your children? May I know their names so that I may pray for them?”

“Andrew and Beatrice. They were four years old and three years old, respectively.”

Avrielle thought on the children he lost, very small like her own. Sadly, she shook her head. “They were so young,” she whispered.

“They were.”

“But you said you have older sons?”

He nodded. “Much older,” he said, thinking of his eldest children. “They are fostering near Hereford. Lioncross Abbey Castle, in fact.”

Avrielle thought on the proud de Wolfe sons. “I am sure they have been a great comfort to you in this time of sadness.”

Scott was still staring at the ceiling as he thought of his sons who were now young men. “I have not seen them in years,” he said. “I see no need.”

It was a surprising statement and Avrielle cocked her head curiously. “Why would you say that?” she asked. “I am sure they would welcome a visit from their father.”

Scott was starting to feel some agitation now, entering a phase of the conversation where he felt no peace, no resolution, and that agitation loosened his tongue. Much as her husband had been, Lady du Rennic seemed easy to speak to and Scott felt no hesitation when speaking to her of his life, his situation. Once the subject was breached, it was as if it all started pouring forth.

“Because I am sure they blame me, also,” he said. “You may as well know that I do not find comfort in my family as you do. It was my wife who made the decision to cross the damaged bridge and I could not look into my brother’s eyes, a man who had lost his wife and two children also, and not see his anger towards me. I could not look at my father or my wife’s father and not see the accusations in their eyes. I am the eldest son of William de Wolfe, the feared Wolfe of the Borders, and I am not supposed to be anything other than perfect. My life, my family, including my wife and children, are all supposed to be perfect. Do you not understand? Because I let my wife do as she pleased, my entire family is fractured and it is all my fault. You speak of guilt, lady? I have enough to fill an ocean and then some.”

Avrielle could see his raw vulnerability in that moment. The man had such pain in him that he kept masked by a stiff demeanor and intimidating manner. God, how he’d suffered. Impulsively, she reached out and clasped his right hand laying at his side. She gripped his big fingers tightly.

“I cannot believe that you would be blamed for such a tragedy,” she insisted softly. “You had no control over the events and I am sure your family knows that. You cannot blame yourself for your wife’s decision, much as I know I cannot blame Nat for his decision to go to battle one last time. They may be our spouses, but we cannot control them. They have minds of their own. You have been accepting guilt that was not yours to take.”

Scott looked at her, feeling her warm hand holding his, and his heart began to race. Her words made so much sense to him and he found himself glad that he’d spoken of his feelings to her. She understood, a deeper grasp of the situation than anyone else who knew of it, simply because she was living it herself. Everything she said was true and the words of encouragement, of forgiveness, cut through him more than anything ever had in the four years since it had happened. His mother had tried to speak to him on it, as had his father, his brothers, his uncles… everyone had tried to speak to him on his guilt but he wouldn’t listen. He couldn’t accept it. But now… a woman he barely knew, who was suffering through the same thing he had, was telling him something his own family couldn’t get through to him.

But with Avrielle… he was listening.

“It is my burden,” he said hoarsely, gazing into her bright blue eyes and feeling a rush of emotion. “Someone must be blamed and that someone is me. It is the only way I can live with the situation.”

Avrielle squeezed his hand again, purely to comfort him. “Then using your logic, I am at fault for letting Nat go to his death. I will never get over it, either.”

Scott shook his head, finding himself squeezing her fingers. They were so warm and soft, something he’d not felt in years. “Your situation is different.”

“Why?”

“Because Nathaniel was answering the call to battle. It was not within your power to deny him that obligation.”

She shook her head, pulling her hand away. “I could have,” she insisted. “Had I pleaded with him enough, he would not have gone. I did not try hard enough. Dear God, am I truly going to be like you for the rest of my life? Will I truly live with such guilt that it will separate me from everything I love? And what of this new husband Edward would force me to take? I will look at him and hate him because of that guilt.”

Scott could see that she was becoming distraught. Carefully, he disengaged himself from Stephen, laying the little boy next to his rush castle. Sitting up, Scott moved closer to Avrielle. He could see that her eyes were starting to water so he reached out, grasping her by the arms and forcing her to look at him.

“Listen to me,” he whispered. “This is not your guilt to assume. You know as well as I do that nothing you could have said or done would have prevented Nathaniel from answering the call to duty. Do you know what I see when I look at you? More guilt, because I issued the call and it was because of me that your husband was killed. Don’t you know that when I look at you, I see the pain I have caused you? If I could have taken Nathaniel’s place that day, know that I would happily do it a thousand times over. If I could give him back to you, I would.”

Avrielle looked at Scott, seeing naked sincerity on the man’s face. Everything about him was raw and honest, and she believed him without question. In fact, she saw almost a desperation about him to that regard, as if he thought throwing himself upon his sword would bring Nathaniel back to her, then he would do it. She found herself giving in to the comfort of his big hands, just as she’d once given in to the man’s comfort in the garden the first time she met him.

Something about him touching her… God, it would be so easy to…

“I know you would,” she said quietly. “I believe you would. I suppose… I suppose I see that you have not reconciled your loss even though it has been years and it frightens me that I might do the same thing.”

Scott pondered her words but he didn’t let her go. He rather liked the feel of her, this woman with whom he shared a strange but powerful bond.

“You will not be like me,” he said frankly. “Surely you have better sense than I do.”

Avrielle thought she could see that flicker of warmth back in his eye. “I fear I am exactly like you,” she said. “I loved my husband as you loved your wife. Do you suppose that you shall ever find peace, my lord?”

Scott thought on the sleeping boy next to him and the healing he’d done in the short time he’d been at Canaan. Aye, he’d healed some and that was surprising. He’d probably healed more in just a few days than he had in the past four years. Gazing at Avrielle’s face, he began to see the light at the end of the tunnel. Odd how that realization just came to him; if a broken family could begin healing for him, then perhaps there was hope.

Perhaps in that broken family, there was hope. Staring into Avrielle’s face, a thought occurred to him – why can I not find hope in her?

“I hope so,” he said after a moment. “I do not want to be like this for the rest of my life. Once, I was resigned to it, but now… now, I am not entirely certain.”

Avrielle looked at him curiously, perhaps even anxiously. “Then you do not feel as if you shall feel guilty for the rest of your life?”

He shook his head, dropping his hands from her arms although he was reluctant to do it. He felt that it would be best if he did considering the thoughts he was thinking about the woman even as he looked at her. Bright, beautiful… and widowed. That thought had occurred to him before, but not like this. Never like this. Edward already had a potential husband selected for her.

But what if that potential husband was a de Wolfe?

He wondered.

“I do not know,” he said honestly. “But one can hope for healing. Even speaking with you now, as I have done – do you know I have never told anyone what I told you?”

Her eyes widened. “Never?”

He shook his head. “Not like I did with you,” he said, feeling overwhelmed with what he was thinking, what he was feeling. “It is not something I’ve spoken of since it happened.”

Avrielle could see that he seemed either confused by it or upset by it. Now, he wasn’t looking her in the eye any longer; it appeared he was afraid to. Gently, she put a hand on his arm.

“I will not tell anyone, I swear it,” she said. “I would never tell anyone what you told me.”

He shrugged, feeling her hand on his arm like a searing brand. The woman made his heart race in a way it hadn’t raced in years.

“It is not as if it is a big secret,” he said, rolling to his knees before rising to his feet. “Your brother knew enough of it last night to throw it in my face, so I suppose everyone knows what has happened. It is a tragic tale in a world full of tragic tales; mine is no different.”

Avrielle stood up because he was, but she was looking at him with some displeasure. “My brother spoke of it cruelly to you?” she asked.

Scott nodded. “He did.”

She frowned, outraged. “I cannot believe he would do such a thing,” she said. “I will speak to him immediately. He shall know that I greatly disapprove of such a…”

Scott put up a hand, quieting her because Stephen rolled onto his back, semi-roused by the raised voice of his mother. They both watched the child as he yawned and quickly drifted off to sleep again. Only then did Scott speak.

“It is not necessary,” he said. “He knows what I thought of his disrespect. You do not need to involve yourself.”

Avrielle wasn’t certain about that. She shook her head angrily. “Sometimes, my brother can be most foolish,” she said. “He continues to try my patience, day after day.”

“Then why do you allow him to remain here?”

She looked at him, surprised. “Because… because he is my brother. But that is not a good enough reason, not when he creates such havoc.”

Considering the order Scott had given Stewart the night before, that Jeremy was to be banished from Canaan, he eyed Avrielle as she spoke of her brother, thinking he should probably tell her all of it.

“I suppose I should be honest about your brother,” he said. “Last night, he and I had a falling out. A fight, in fact. I have given orders that he be sent away from Canaan.”

Avrielle went from great disapproval to great shock. “You did?” she gasped.

“I did.”

“And… and my father?”

“He is welcome to stay. Your father is the only reasonable du Rennic man I have met since I came here.”

Avrielle considered what she’d been told. Truthfully, she wasn’t surprised by any of it. But she found herself torn. Jeremy was rash, brutal, and constantly challenging her authority at Canaan, but he was still her brother. He wasn’t truly evil. But he did, indeed, create chaos.

“I suppose it is for the best,” she said. “I am not entirely sure you would ever know a moment’s peace if he remained here.”

Scott could sense that she was, perhaps, saddened by his order. He didn’t like to see her saddened.

“If you do not wish for me to send him away, I will not,” he said quietly.

She looked at him, surprised. “I… I do not understand. I never said…”

“I know you did not. But you have already lost one man you love. If it would pain you to send away your brother, then I would not wish to cause you any more pain.”

It was nearly the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to her, much less such words coming from the great and noble Scott de Wolfe. Her heart began to beat just a little faster, seeing that warmth in Scott’s eyes again but feeling that there was more there this time. There was something deeper going on, a deeper meaning, a deeper feeling, and her heart, so broken as of late, began to feel what their entire conversation, for the most part, had revolved around – hope. Was there hope she wouldn’t feel such pain anymore, such guilt? When she looked into Scott’s eyes, she almost believed that it could happen. He was so very kind to be concerned for her feelings. Impulsively, she reached up and put a soft hand on his scratchy, stubbled cheek.

“You are so very considerate,” she said. “But you must do what is best for you and for Canaan. I know that Jeremy is trouble. He is not wicked, but he is stubborn and headstrong. But you already know that. If you feel you must send him away, then I will not question your decision. And for the thought and consideration you have given me since your arrival at Canaan, you have been more than fair considering the way you have been treated. For everything… thank you.”

Scott found himself looking into that sweet face, feeling her heated palm against his face and resisting an overwhelming urge to pull the woman into his arms. His heart was beating so loudly in his ears that he was certain she could hear it. But she flashed him a warm smile, dropped her hand, and turned away, heading for the chamber door. Scott watched her go, having trouble breathing because he was so swept up in her gentle touch.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” he asked, thinking he sounded husky and breathless.

Avrielle was nearly to the door, coming to a pause. When she looked at him curiously, he pointed to the child still sleeping on the floor. She grinned.

“If he is bothering you, I will take him with me,” she said.

He shook his head. “He is no trouble,” he replied. “But I must dress. My squires will be here shortly and the noise will awaken him.”

Avrielle’s gaze lingered on her son. “If it is not too much to ask, Stephen loves to watch knights as they dress. Would it be too much to ask if he can watch you?”

“It is not too much to ask.”

Avrielle’s smile warmed his heart. Scott was actually feeling a little faint at the sight of it, such a beautiful gesture from a beautiful woman. But she turned away once more and quit the chamber, leaving him standing there and trying to catch his breath. He was feeling a little foolish, but it was one of the most wonderful feelings he’d experienced in a long while and he’d realized that the creature that had been trying to claw its way out of him had finally accomplished its task. He was feeling emotion and liking it. He’d forgotten that giddiness like that still existed.

Fighting off a grin, he went about preparing for the coming day.

As Avrielle quietly closed Scott’s door and moved swiftly and silently back to her chamber, she caught the attention of a few du Rennic soldiers, who were up in one of the towers and happened to see her leaving de Wolfe’s chamber. Being that it was at dawn, and she was moving quickly and silently from de Wolfe’s room, there was only one conclusion they could come to.

Within an hour, whispers of Lady du Rennic spending the night in de Wolfe’s chamber were running rampant throughout Canaan.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


“Did you hear the latest?” Stanley grunted.

It was the nooning meal and a storm had settled over the land, bringing heavy rain to the very wet spring. The de Wolfe knights were sharing warmed meat from the previous night when Stanley entered the smoke-filled hall. The wind was blowing the smoke back down the chimney and great, blue clouds of it were billowing out into the chamber. Therefore, the knights were as close to the door as they could possibly be, breathing the fresher air. But Stanley’s words had them looking up from their trenchers.

“Latest on what?” Milo asked.

Stanley grunted heavily as he plopped down onto the warped bench, gesturing to a nearby servant for food. “De Wolfe and Lady du Rennic,” he muttered, eyeing the men at the table. “Gossip is flying throughout the castle that de Wolfe has taken her to his bed. Some du Rennic soldiers saw her leaving his chamber at dawn.”

Milo swallowed the bite in his mouth. “I have heard,” he said, turning back to his food. “It is not our business what de Wolfe does.”

Stanley shook his head. “Nay, it is not, but you know the du Rennic knights are going to be up in arms over it,” he said, agitated. “If we have heard, surely they have heard, and after that battle last night, they are going to be out for blood.”

Milo stopped short of putting food in his mouth as he looked at Stanley. “It is none of their affair, either,” he said, with growing annoyance. “Why are you so worried about them? What de Wolfe and Lady du Rennic do is not their affair.”

“What is not their affair?”

The men at the table turned to see Stewart enter the hall, shaking off the rain from his cloak. In fact, by the time he’d swung the cloak off of his shoulders, he still didn’t have an answer and he looked to the group curiously.

“Answer me. What were you speaking of?”

Milo answered reluctantly. “The rumors that Lady du Rennic was seen leaving de Wolfe’s chamber this morning. Stanley was expressing his concern that the du Rennic knights will be out for blood over it.”

Stewart’s gaze lingered on the knights; Milo, his equal in rank, Stanley the agitator, Raymond the beast, and Jean-Pierre the wise one. Stanley would complain, Raymond would simply do what the others were doing without thinking it through for himself, and Jean-Pierre would stay out of it. Now, they were facing the gossip that had been flying around the castle all morning and they were handling it just the way he thought they would – calmly. Hanging his cloak on a peg near the door to dry off, Stewart approached the table.

“It does not matter how they feel about it for it is not their concern,” he said, sitting down next to Milo. “In fact, it is not your concern, either. De Wolfe is free to do as he wishes with a consenting woman.”

While the others shut their mouths, Milo turned to him. “The woman just had a child,” he muttered. “Do you really think de Wolfe would force her into his bed?”

Stewart shrugged. “If he does, that is his business,” he said. “As for the du Rennic knights, I have been ordered to exile Jeremy Huntley from Canaan. After what happened last night, de Wolfe is finished with the man’s idiocy. He wants him gone.”

It wasn’t a surprising order but it was the first time the collection of de Wolfe knights had heard of it.

“When?” Stanley asked. “More than that, can I help you with it? I would like to see Jeremy’s face as he is thrown out of these walls.”

Stewart reached out for a cup of wine as servants came near the table, bearing trenchers of warmed meat and boiled, mushy vegetables. He waited until the servants moved away before replying.

“Jeremy took a serious beating at the hands of de Wolfe last night and must have time to heal before he is removed,” he said. “That is a decision I have made because Gordon requested it. Jeremy is in no shape to be moved right now, and the others aren’t in much better condition. It seems that we soundly beat all of them last night.”

Across the table, Raymond and Jean-Pierre clinked their cups together in a celebratory fashion. Even Stanley grinned as he turned back to his food. They were all proud of their handiwork but Stewart wasn’t so gleeful. He dug into his food hungrily.

“In any case, none of the knights are well enough to be moved or removed,” he said, shoveling food into his mouth. “So I cannot tell you exactly when Jeremy shall leave. I have a feeling when he leaves, the others will go, which would be foolish of them but there is great loyalty to that bunch.”

“And they are loyal to Lady du Rennic,” Milo said. “I am not entirely sure that even great injuries will keep them confined if they truly intend to seek revenge for de Wolfe bedding Nathaniel’s wife. They would not give up so easily on something they would consider a matter of honor.”

Stewart swallowed the bite in his mouth. “I agree,” he said. “Therefore, all we can do is be vigilant. If the knights cannot exact revenge because of their injuries, there are several hundred du Rennic soldiers they could command to their will.”

That was the truth; the du Rennic soldiers were very loyal to their knights. That had been made obvious.

“Will you at least ask de Wolfe if the rumors are true?” Milo asked. “If we are to be vigilant to protect both ourselves and de Wolfe, then I think we have a right to know.”

Stewart looked at Milo. “I will not ask him anything,” he said flatly. “If he wants me to know, he will tell me. I would not ask a man who has been grieving over the past four years if he is finally coming out of the darkness and into the light. That is his business, gentle knights. It is no concern of mine unless he wants it to be. But I would think…”

He was cut off when another figure entered the hall, an unfamiliar man bearing a red tunic with golden lions on it. The man was dressed from head to toe in mail, heavy plate on his arms, and an oiled-cloth cloak that was expensive and fine. As the de Wolfe knights turned to the man, he zeroed in on Stewart and headed in the man’s direction.

“You,” he said, pointing at Stewart. “Where is de Wolfe?”

Stewart stood up, coming face to face with the king’s messenger, the one who had delivered the missive the day before. He’d seen the man after dawn, breaking his fast, and he’d told the man that de Wolfe wasn’t ready to draft a reply to Edward yet. Therefore, the messenger’s appearance was unexpected. His tone, as he spoke in demands, was even more unexpected.

“He is in his chamber, I believe,” Stewart replied evenly. “I told you that he had not yet written a reply to Edward.”

The messenger was clearly upset over something. He faced Stewart angrily, water from the storm outside dripping off of his nose.

“Mayhap that is because he is busy bedding the Lady of Canaan,” he said in a snide remark. “What do you take me for? A fool? I am not simply a messenger; I am a knight from Edward’s circle. He entrusted this task to me because he felt it was important, so I know what was contained in the missive I delivered. I know that the king has selected a husband for the Lady of Canaan, but now I hear that de Wolfe is bedding her? Is that why he is delaying a reply to the king?”

By now, all of the knights were standing up. No one liked hearing de Wolfe slandered, least of all Stewart. His eyes narrowed.

“What is your name, Knight?” he asked, his tone decidedly unfriendly.

“Gillis Aston.”

“Listen to me and listen well, Gillis Aston,” Stewart rumbled. “What you have heard is a rumor and you will not go on the assumption that it is correct. Scott de Wolfe is from the House of de Wolfe, a family that Edward greatly respects and, as such, he is a man of great honor. Giving credence to this gossip is slandering the man and I will not stand for it. Get hold of yourself before I throw you from Canaan and go to the king myself with the lies you have been repeating. Is this in any way unclear?”

Aston looked around the table at a host of angry faces. He was angry, that was true, but he wasn’t foolish. He was outnumbered so getting into a verbal battle would not be the smartest thing to do. A verbal battle could turn into a physical one and he wasn’t prepared to face off against de Wolfe’s men. Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to calm and step away.

It was the smart thing to do.

“All I know is what I have heard from the men,” he said, considerably less outraged. “And I know my orders. I have been ordered to return to Edward right away with Lady du Rennic.”

Stewart shook his head. “She cannot travel,” he said. “She has just given birth to a child, another reason why you will not give credence to the rumors you hear. Lady du Rennic is more than likely physically unable to be taken into a man’s bed at this time, so whatever men are saying, it is a lie. I would stake my life on it.”

A look of surprise registered on Aston’s face. “She has just had a child?” he repeated. “Edward must not have known. He never mentioned it to me. Why have you not told me this before?”

Stewart cocked an eyebrow. “Because de Wolfe has not given me permission to do so,” he said. “I told you this morning that de Wolfe was not yet prepared to reply to Edward but instead of politely affording the man time to do so, you come in here spouting accusations and gossip. Therefore, I will tell you now – Lady du Rennic cannot go to London. She is in no condition to travel.”

Aston considered that. His gaze lingered on Stewart before moving to the de Wolfe knights once more, men who were still posturing angrily at him. He wasn’t intimidated but he knew it wouldn’t work in his favor to agitate them further. Therefore, he began to back away.

“Then Edward must know,” he said. “I will return to the barracks and I will wait for de Wolfe’s reply, but it had better come swiftly. I am leaving on the morrow and whether or not de Wolfe has given me a reply, I will return to Edward and tell him what I know. I have my orders, too, and they come from the king.”

Stewart simply nodded, watching the man retreat out into the rain. When the knight was gone, he took his cup of wine, downed it, and slammed it back onto the table.

“Scott must know,” he muttered. “God… I hope it is not true.”

Milo looked at him curiously. “Is what not true?”

Stewart kept his voice down so the others couldn’t hear him. “That for the first time in four years, de Wolfe is showing interest in a woman whom he cannot have.”

Milo lifted his eyebrows, surprised that Stewart evidently gave some kind of recognition to the rumors when he’d just spent the past several minutes shooting them down. “Do you believe that?” he asked.

Stewart shook his head. “I do not know,” he said. “At least… I hope they are not true. God help us if they are.”

Milo had much the same thoughts, worried now because Stewart was. Concerned, he watched Stewart collect his wet cloak from the peg and head out into the driving rain again. He supposed it would not be a good thing if de Wolfe had finally found a woman to break through that stony façade only to have her taken away from him.

Stewart was right… God help them all if that was true.
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“Edward’s messenger is still here, my lord,” Stewart said from the mouth of the chamber. “He is demanding a reply to return to the king and says if you do not supply him with one today, he will return to Edward and tell him you refused to answer.”

Scott was standing next to a big table in the chamber he’d confiscated, his saddlebags on the table as he was evidently going through the contents. But at the sound of Stewart’s voice, he turned to the knight.

“Why would he say that?” he asked.

Stewart stepped into the chamber, catching sight of many things as he moved; the remnants of at least two meals on the table and over to his left, near the wardrobe, was Lady du Rennic’s young son on the floor. The lad was playing with something; Stewart couldn’t quite tell what it was. The boy had a big hunk of bread in his hand, chewing hungrily, while he played with whatever it was on the floor. Rushes, tiny pieces – whatever it was had quite a set up.

But the presence of the young boy struck Stewart as odd from the beginning. De Wolfe wasn’t one to pay any attention to children, ever. In fact, he’d gone through the past four years ignoring them completely, so seeing Lady du Rennic’s son on the floor of Scott’s chamber was an odd sight, indeed. It made what Stewart had to say even more confusing because, with the child in his chamber, Stewart wasn’t even sure what he was about to say was a rumor any longer. Maybe there was a hint of truth to it. He made his way over to the table where Scott was and lowered his voice.

“Have you been out of this chamber at all this morning, my lord?” he asked.

Scott shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “I have been occupied. Why?”

Stewart had known Scott long enough to know not to press him on what he had been doing all morning, but the man’s answer confirmed to Stewart that Scott probably knew nothing of what was being said by the men, dramatic whispers from one soldier to the next until it had been blown out of proportion. Stewart turned so that his back was to the little boy playing on the floor.

“It seems that du Rennic soldiers saw Lady du Rennic leaving your chamber at dawn,” he muttered. “Rumors are about that you have taken Lady du Rennic to your bed. I am not certain if the du Rennic knights have heard it yet, but Edward’s messenger heard it and he came to me to demand he take Lady du Rennic with him to London immediately. Although you have not yet given me permission to speak on the subject, I told him that Lady du Rennic could not travel because she had recently delivered a child. It gave the messenger pause, but he is still adamant that he leave for London on the morrow with or without a reply from you to the king. He plans to tell Edward of the rumors he has heard.”

Scott simply looked at the man, his features customarily emotionless, and Stewart knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t react to such news. Still, there was something churning behind those piercing eyes. Stewart wanted an answer, some direction on how to proceed. As he watched, Scott calmly returned his attention to his saddlebags and continued removing items from them.

“Somewhere, I have a dull dagger I thought to give young Stephen,” he said casually. “It cannot harm him but if it is not dull enough, I will have to find the smithy so the man can make it completely safe. Have you seen where the smithy is around here?”

Stewart wasn’t sure if Scott was going to completely change the subject or if he was simply thinking on what he’d been told. Did he want to discuss it? Did he not? Increasingly, Scott’s behavior puzzled Stewart.

“He is tucked in over by the stables,” he replied. “I can take the dagger to him if you wish.”

Scott nodded as he finally pulled out what he’d been looking for; it was a very small dagger, a palm dagger, in fact – or a weapon that was easily concealed – but it looked as if it still had an edge to it. Scott ran a finger along the edge.

“Too sharp,” he grunted, handing it over to Stewart. “See if the smithy will take the edge off of it completely. Tell him it is for a small boy.”

Stewart took the weapon. “Aye, my lord,” he replied. Then, he paused. “What about the messenger? What will you have me tell him?”

Scott began replacing the items in his saddlebags. “You have already told him what I intended to,” he said. “Lady du Rennic cannot travel. Edward will have to decide if he wants to send her suitor northward.”

Stewart nodded, eyeing the man as he carefully put his possessions back into his bags. In truth, his casual attitude had Stewart more perplexed by the moment and he found that he needed more of a response from Scott. He couldn’t believe the man didn’t see the seriousness of the situation. This was just the latest confusion in a long line of puzzling situations when it came to Scott and his attitude towards Lady du Rennic over the past two weeks. Too relaxed, too casual…

… too protective?

Stewart still couldn’t shake that feeling.

“I will, my lord,” he finally said. “But what of the rumors? How do you wish for me to address them?”

Scott glanced up at him. “Do you mean to ask if they are true?” he asked bluntly, looking at Stewart but not receiving any response to his question. Stewart was a loyal servant and a loyal servant knew his place, so it wasn’t in Stewart’s best interests to respond either way. Scott knew that; he appreciated Stewart and his decorum. Because of that, he was apt to tell the man the truth. “I do not deny that Lady du Rennic left my chamber at dawn, but it was in the course of searching for her son, who had disappeared last night and she came to me for help. The boy is desperate for male companionship in the wake of his father’s death, so he somehow found his way in here whilst his mother was sleeping and I permitted him to remain. And that is all there is to it.”

Now, many things were making a great deal of sense to Stewart and he found that he was vastly relieved. It explained the boy’s presence here as well as Lady du Rennic’s. It was all logical, as he’d hoped it would have been. He looked at the boy, who was knocking down his wooden fort with his toys.

“Thank you for explaining, my lord,” he said. “I will make sure the men know.”

Scott turned back to his saddlebags. “Not that it is any of their business, but it is better than them thinking Lady du Rennic has become my whore.”

Stewart nodded. “Agreed,” he said. Stewart’s gaze lingered on the child as he played with his little trebuchets. “It looks like he has tiny war machines like the ones Gordon Huntley builds.”

“He does. It is quite an amazing piece of equipment, actually.”

Stewart was rather interested in that. He made his way over to the boy, who was clearly destroying the walls he’d made with the old rushes. Before Stewart could say a word, the child looked up at him and held up something in his hand.

“Will you play, too?” he asked. “I have already defeated Lord de Wolfe. Now I would defeat you, too.”

Stewart’s eyebrows lifted. “Do you think you can, little man?” he asked. “I am not so easy to defeat.”

Stephen held up his hand until Stewart held out his. The boy deposited a small wooden soldier in it. “That is for you,” he said. “You must build your castle up so I can break your walls down.”

“Do not fall for that,” Scott warned as he finished putting the last of his possessions into his saddlebags. “He is always the aggressor and you will be left trapped in your rush castle, unable to save yourself. Nathaniel has taught the boy well.”

Stewart, who had two young sons of his own back at Ravenstone, frowned. “He cannot best me,” he said as he crouched down, looking at the layout around the destroyed rush castle. Truth was, he liked a challenge. He ended up on his buttocks, piling the rushes up again to make his walls. “Do your worst, little man. I will teach you a thing or two about protecting your castle.”

Scott watched for a moment as Stewart, who was actually very good with children because of his young sons, set up walls that Stephen then pointed out the weaknesses of. To watch Stewart’s military acumen insulted by a child brought a smile to Scott’s lips, something that rarely happened. But he had to admit that he was rather impressed by the young boy who knew so much about battles and warfare. It made him long for the sons he’d not seen in ages, boys he’d all but shut out just like the rest of his family.

Boys he found himself missing.

“I am glad to see that I am not the only one he will humiliate,” he said, shaking off the memories of his own boys as he secured his saddlebags. “Best of luck to you, Stu. You shall need it.”

With that, he turned for the door, only to have Stewart call out after him. “Where are you going?” he asked.

Scott paused by the chamber door, his hand on the big, iron latch. “To find Lady du Rennic,” he said quietly. “If she has not heard the rumors yet, then I will tell her. It is her honor at stake, not mine. She should know.”

Stewart looked at him over his shoulder. “The messenger is in the barracks if you wish to speak with him,” he said. “I have a feeling you should or he may report quite unfavorably back to Edward.”

Scott considered that suggestion. “I do not need Edward being filled with baseless rumors and one man’s opinion,” he said. “After I seek Lady du Rennic, I will seek the messenger. You will remain here and suffer your defeat at the hands of Sir Stephen honorably.”

It was such a strange order. Stewart realized he had just been commanded to play with a child. This, from the all-mighty Scott de Wolfe. It was one of the oddest things he’d ever been commanded to do but, on the other hand, it was one of the better things he’d been commanded to do. He missed his young sons and, having no idea when he would next see them, he was more than willing to spend a few moments with young Stephen du Rennic. It was an order he would be happy to obey, a bit of fun in a world that didn’t see much of that.

Scott had been right; within the hour, Stewart found himself facing defeat at the hands of a four-year-old boy.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Considering how rainy the morning had been, it was rather dramatic in the afternoon when the skies cleared up and the sun beat down upon the wet and weary land. The brilliant beams of sunlight caressed the vibrant, green hills, rolling gently beneath the sky as far as the eye could see. As Avrielle gazed off across the land, she often imagined that Heaven would look like this, for surely, there was nothing more perfect on earth than the vales of Cumbria after a rain.

Canaan had two drawbridges, and two gatehouses, and both were open in the afternoon as men moved about. It was easy to see the hills beyond through the open portals. Horses were being moved in and out, in fact, as the stables were growing too cramped with all of the de Wolfe horses these days, so several of them had been moved out to the north where a corral and shelters were built to accommodate any overflow of animals. Although Canaan was fairly isolated where it sat along the Fawcett Vale, they were in close proximity of several farms and the village of Shap was less than two miles to the north, so the castle had a good deal of commerce that took place now that the rains has subsided and men could move without getting soaked.

In fact, it was all rather busy as Avrielle headed down from the family chambers to the bailey below. Sophia was with her, ever her mother’s shadow, but the baby had remained with the old nurse and Stephen was still playing with his toys in de Wolfe’s chambers. It warmed her heart to see Scott paying her son such attention, for he was surely a powerful man without time to waste. The fact that he would give a sad little boy some of it said something about him. The more she thought on it, the more her opinion of Scott de Wolfe changed.

Perhaps the man she’d come to know at the beginning of their association hadn’t truly been the man inside.

Now, she liked what she saw.

Strangely enough, for all of the rain they’d had this spring, the weather hadn’t been all that cold and with the sun out now, the beams were rather warm. It felt wonderful upon the face. With thoughts of Scott de Wolfe on her mind, Avrielle found herself shielding her eyes from the bright sun as she made her way to the kitchens to ask the cook about the level of their stores now that their army had doubled in size with de Wolfe’s arrival. Sophia skipped alongside her, grasping her mother’s free hand.

It was a pleasant day; a normal day. These days, the world was, indeed, normal again for Avrielle. No more crippling grief, no more fits of sorrow. She had a new infant that needed her and children that depended on her, so Avrielle was very much back to her regular duties as chatelaine of Castle Canaan. It was a combination of things that helped her regain her composure but her conversation with de Wolfe that morning had a massive impact on her.

So much had been said between them, and so much angst worked through, that she truly felt as if, no matter what happened, she would be okay. Her children would be okay. Perhaps there was a new husband on the horizon, one selected by the king, but she believed de Wolfe when he said he would try to delay it. She needed to have faith in something these days and, whether or not it had been de Wolfe’s intention, faith was exactly what he gave her.

Faith that all would be well again.

Therefore, common duties became her goal again. She’d spent the past four months unwilling and unable to perform her duties as chatelaine, but that had changed. She had her determination back, her sense of duty, and she felt better returning to a normal routine.

But there was also something about Scott de Wolfe that buoyed her mood.

Avrielle thought on the man as she walked through the bailey, trying to keep Sophia out of the mud puddles. Blonde, brawny, with enormous arms and chest, he was a big man but there was something beyond his size that made him imposing. It was his manner, his expression, his sense of command. It was the way his men did his bidding without question. There was an air about him that reeked of power.

And he was handsome – there was no doubt about that. In fact, Avrielle had never seen a more beautiful man with his fair hair and hazel eyes – but the thing she found most attractive about him was his attention towards Stephen. How could she not help but find that quality attractive?

Avrielle remembered what Nathaniel had said about Scott de Wolfe; he used to be loved by all. A man of great personal charisma, evidently, but those were qualities that went by the wayside when his wife died. In just the short time she’d known him, she could see glimmers of the man who had been loved by all, the warm and friendly man who either died alongside his wife that day or was forcibly pushed aside when de Wolfe decided the only way to cope with his guilt was to become someone he was not. Avrielle had been fascinated by their discussions and she found that she was looking forward to more of them because they had helped her a great deal.

Truth be told, she was simply looking forward to him.

It was a thought that should have given her great guilt. She had only been widowed these few months. But something de Wolfe had said to her was staying with her, something she was unable to shake – life moves on. In her case, she would move on without Nathaniel. Hadn’t Nathaniel liked de Wolfe? Then perhaps de Wolfe was a man he would entrust with his widow.

It was a secret thought she had.

Perhaps we can both give each other some comfort.

It wasn’t a thought born of lust, but purely for practical reasons. Selfish reasons, too. She didn’t want to marry someone she didn’t know, but she knew de Wolfe. Nathaniel had known de Wolfe and he liked the man, so it seemed like the logical solution. Lost to her thoughts, Avrielle was nearing the kitchens when a figure stepped in front of her. Startled, she looked up to see her father standing in the sunlight.

“Goodness, Papa,” she said, quickly stepping back. “You startled me.”

Gordon smiled thinly, distracted when Sophia ran to her grandfather and threw her arms around him. Gordon hugged his granddaughter but his eyes never left his daughter.

“I see that you are out and about this morning,” he said. “How are you feeling?”

“Very well, thank you.”

“No lasting effects from the birth?”

She shook her head. “None at all. I feel very well.”

“And the infant?”

“She is well also.”

Gordon nodded, pleased to hear that his daughter and new granddaughter were well enough. “Where are you and Sophia going now?”

Avrielle gestured in the direction of the kitchens. “I was going to see the cook,” she said. “With all of these extra soldiers, there is a drain on our stores.”

Gordon nodded faintly. “De Wolfe’s army has been here more than two weeks,” he said. “You are just coming to see to the stores now?”

Avrielle shook her head. “I have spoken to the cook several times about the food we have,” she said. “But I have not spoken to her in a few days about it. Why do you ask?”

Gordon’s gaze lingered on her for a moment before shaking his head and returning to hugging his granddaughter. He didn’t reply to her question and that made Avrielle suspicious.

“Why do you ask, Papa?” she asked. “Is there something wrong with the food?”

He looked at her. “Food? Nay, not that I am aware of.”

It seemed to Avrielle that there was still something unspoken because conversations with her father were usually much easier than this. Something was amiss; she could feel it. “What is on your mind, Papa?” she asked. “You did not come here for idle conversation. Do you have something to tell me?”

Gordon never could slip anything by her. He wasn’t one to dance around a subject, especially not with her. He and Avrielle had always had such a good relationship, but something like this… addressing some rumors that he had heard from some of the men… that was difficult for him. He didn’t even know if he believed them, but he had to know the truth. Therefore, he asked the question he’d come to ask.

“Have you seen de Wolfe today?”

She nodded. “This morning, in fact.”

Gordon’s jaw began to tick and Avrielle swore she saw the warmth from his eyes drain away. “I am not sure I would proudly announce that if I were you,” he said quietly.

Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

Gordon looked highly displeased, an unusual state for him considering he was usually the calm and rational one. Avrielle rarely ever saw her father cross, and that concerned her. She opened her mouth to question him but he held up a hand, a gesture of silence, as he looked to Sophia.

“My dearest,” he said to the girl, “will you go into the kitchens and see what the cook has planned for the evening meal? Your mother will come to you shortly.”

Sophia nodded eagerly and skipped away, splashing mud as she went. Lifting a hand to shield her eyes from the bright sun, Avrielle waited until her daughter was out of sight before speaking.

“What is wrong?” she asked. “Why did you send her away?”

Gordon’s expression of displeasure had not left him. “Would you so proudly flaunt your sin, Avrielle?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Men saw you leaving de Wolfe’s chamber at dawn. The entire castle is aware of it.”

Avrielle still wasn’t following him. “Aye, I did,” she said. “Stephen was in his chamber.”

Now it was Gordon’s turn to appear puzzled. “Stephen was in de Wolfe’s chamber? What was he doing there?”

Avrielle nodded impatiently. “He has not had anyone to play with since Nathaniel is gone and you and Jeremy seem to be so busy with other things,” she said. “At least, I do not want him around Jeremy these days because my brother seems to have lost his mind, although I do not care if he plays his games with you, but you are always busy with Jeremy.”

Gordon was peering at her. He waved a hand at her, sharply. “Cease your prattle,” he said. “Why was Stephen in de Wolfe’s chamber?”

Avrielle wasn’t happy with the way he was speaking to her. “Because he wandered into the man’s chamber last night after I had gone to sleep and demanded de Wolfe play games with him,” she said. “When I awoke before dawn and realized he was missing, I went looking for him and found him in de Wolfe’s chamber. That is why the soldiers saw me leaving.”

Gordon’s expression of displeasure turned into one of realization. “God’s Bones,” he sighed heavily. “Is that what happened?”

She had no idea why he seemed relieved. “Aye. What else did you think?”

Gordon cast her a long look. “I thought what men thought who do not know the truth,” he said. “The soldiers that saw you leaving de Wolfe’s chamber have spread gossip that de Wolfe has taken you to his bed. What else are they to think after seeing you leave the man’s chamber at dawn?”

Avrielle’s jaw fell open. “Taken to his… his bed?” she gasped. Her face began to turn shades of red. “Truly, do the men at Canaan think so little of me? Do you think so little of me?”

She was growing angry, quickly, and Gordon sought to soothe her. “It was a natural mistake,” he said, trying to downplay the entire thing. “Given what they saw, can you blame them? Men have foolish and lascivious minds.”

She would not be eased. “Clearly, you thought the same thing, as evidenced by the comment you made to me about flaunting myself,” she said furiously. “I have never given you any cause to think so poorly of me. Instead of listening to such gossip, you should have defended me!”

Gordon was feeling contrite, embarrassed, mostly because she was correct. He should have been defending her. Now, he had to defend himself in the face of her wrath.

“I am sorry,” he insisted softly. “’Tis simply that… well, last night, your brother and de Wolfe did, indeed, have a fight. A very bad fight. Your brother was beaten very badly and cannot rise from his bed today. I thought… I thought de Wolfe had perhaps gone after you in a final act to humiliate your brother.”

Avrielle understood him clearly. “He did not,” she hissed. “He was kind to my son when the child wandered into his chamber, looking for comfort. He sat up with Stephen into the night and played with him, playing with those little, wooden men you made and those little, wooden siege engines. And you have the nerve to believe that he would force me into his bed simply to humiliate Jeremy? I am ashamed of you for thinking such a thing.”

Truth be told, Gordon was ashamed of himself, too. “I am sorry,” he repeated quietly. “I do not blame you for being enraged.”

Avrielle was more than enraged; she was hurt. Hurt that Gordon would think she was capable of such a thing, to simply surrender to a man who would force her to his bed. Shaking her head, she simply turned away.

“Go away, Papa,” she said. “I do not wish to speak with you anymore.”

Gordon was feeling sad and desperate. “I will again say that I am sorry, Avrielle,” he said. “Given what has happened around here since de Wolfe arrived, forgive me for being unbalanced by it all. I spend my days trying to prevent your brother from being murdered by de Wolfe and it has taken its toll. And now I must worry about these rumors of you and de Wolfe… truthfully, I am not sure how I am going to keep your brother down once he hears them. He will go mad.”

Avrielle shot him a heated look. “Then make sure he does not hear them,” she said. “Or tell him the truth of the rumors before they reach his ears. Honestly, Papa, Jeremy must learn to control himself. The man has been far more trouble than he is worth as of late.”

Gordon knew that. He averted his gaze. “I know,” he muttered. “I have never seen him like this before. But nothing at Canaan is as it seems any longer, not even him. I am sorry if I offended you, my daughter. I pray you will forgive an old man’s mistake.”

Avrielle wouldn’t look at him. She was standing by the old garden gate, with the dead garden beyond. At that point, she simply shook her head and opened the gate, anything to move away from her father and the slander he’d heaped upon her. Slamming the gate in Gordon’s face, she hoped he would take the hint and leave her alone, for she had nothing more to say to him.

She knew he was unbalanced. They were all unbalanced and struggling to stay on an even keel, but that didn’t excuse him of accusing her of being a whore.

Dejected and sad, Avrielle planted herself on the stone bench in the midst of the dead garden and wondered if that sense of normalcy she felt was just a farce. Maybe things weren’t normal, after all.

Maybe they would never be again.
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He saw her disappear through the garden gate.

Scott had been emerging from the spiral stairwell from the upper level and out into the muddy, brightly-shining bailey when he saw Gordon and Avrielle over by the dead garden walls. As he watched, Avrielle went into the garden and Gordon wandered away, heading into the guard room over by the rear entrance to Canaan.

Scott didn’t like the thought of the woman going into that garden again. That place seemed to drag her down, with nothing but bittersweet memories that weakened her. He wondered if she hadn’t slipped in there to hoe at the ground again; perhaps she hadn’t moved on with her grief at all but he was hoping that wasn’t the case. Surely Gordon would have prevented her from regressing, but as Scott had come to realize, Avrielle du Rennic was a woman with a mind all her own. He seriously wondered how Nathaniel had kept the woman in check. Not that Scott had any better luck to that regard with Athena.

See what it had cost him?

With strong-willed women in mind, Scott crossed the muddy bailey towards the walled-up garden, peering in through the iron bars of the gate when he came to it. He could see between the slats, spying Avrielle seated on a stone bench. She was simply sitting there among the dead, wet garden, surrounded by puddled water and gray vines, staring into space. But at least she wasn’t hoeing. Scott thought it would be best to announce himself before she started.

Pushing the gate open, he stepped inside, his gaze never leaving Avrielle. She immediately looked at him, startled, when the gate opened. As he approached her, she stood up with an expression of apprehension on her face. Before he could even open his mouth, she spoke.

“My father told me what the men were saying,” she blurted. “I am very sorry to have caused you any shame or trouble, my lord, truly. I had no idea that anyone would notice that I came from your chamber this morning and put rumor to it.”

She was nervous; he could see it. He smiled. “And I came to apologize to you about the same thing,” he said. “Soldiers gossip like old fishwives. I am very sorry that they have slandered your reputation and, if you give me permission, I shall speak on the subject to my men and insist that nothing untoward happened.”

Avrielle’s cheeks mottled a faint pink, relief evident in her expression. “God’s Bones,” she breathed. “I thought you had come to berate me.”

He grinned, an unusual gesture, indeed. “And I fully expected you to berate me,” he said. “But it is no one’s fault other than the soldiers who spread such lies. I will not let those who have sullied your reputation to go unpunished.”

Avrielle realized it was the one of the first times she’d seen the man smile and her heart began to leap strangely at the sight. His smile carved deep dimples into both cheeks and revealed big, white teeth. The man was so brutally handsome that it made her heart race, something she couldn’t ever remember feeling, at least not like this. Something about Scott de Wolfe had her feeling giddy.

“You are most kind, my lord,” she said, “but I do not believe it is necessary to punish men who came to a conclusion that wasn’t all that unreasonable. They did see me leave your chamber at dawn and it was a logical assumption, I suppose. But I appreciate you taking the trouble to set the men straight. For my children’s sake, and for the sake of Nathaniel’s memory, I do not want them believing the worst of a widow and a mother.”

Scott nodded, feeling his heart flutter just a bit, too, as he looked at her. It was impossible to look at the woman and not feel some kind of lightness in his soul and heart, even in the midst of a nasty rumor that could damage both their reputations. As Scott looked at her, he realized he wouldn’t have been too upset had the rumor actually been true. If ever he would consider taking a woman to his bed, it would be Avrielle.

“Nor do I,” he replied, a bit belatedly because he was looking at her so. “I am sure it will blow over, as most of these things do. Meanwhile, I want you to do something for me.”

“Anything, my lord.”

“Please call me Scott when we are in private. It is not an honor I afford most people, not even those closest to me, but you and I have been through enough in our short acquaintance that I feel it is appropriate. Will you do this?”

She grinned, her cheeks turning that sweet pink color again at the unexpected request. “I will,” she said. “You have my permission to call me Avrielle because you are correct – we have been through quite a bit together. I feel as if you have become an old friend.”

He laughed softly, flashing those white teeth. “I am honored,” he said. “I hope you may always look to me as a friend.”

“I am sure I shall.”

He flashed those dimples, his eyes glittering at her. “As I am,” he said. “Now, as one friend to another, I must ask a question.”

“What is it?”

“What are you doing in the garden? The last time I found you here, you were not in the best frame of mind. You are not feeling melancholy again, are you?”

Avrielle well remembered that day. It was a day that had been the beginning of recovery for her, knowing very well that Scott had everything to do with it. She was touched that he should be so concerned for her but, given the tone of the morning’s conversation, she wasn’t surprised.

“Nay,” she said. “Not melancholy. But may… may I tell you something?”

“You may.”

She looked around the dead garden. “This was the first place I met you,” she said pensively. “Do you know why I was hoeing?”

He watched her, the shape of her face, her lashes as they fanned out when she blinked. “I would assume it had something to do with your grief for Nathaniel.”

She nodded. “It was, but there was more to it,” she said. “I came out here every day and hacked at the ground. Just hacked at it. And with every hack, I cursed Nat for making a promise he never kept. In a sense, I was hacking him. I was hacking at the world at large. All I know is that I had the urge to do it, to demonstrate my anger. But the conversation you and I had this morning – it is strange, but it made me realize just how angry I was. It wasn’t so much that I was grieving Nat’s loss – it was simply that I was so angry with him. But I do not feel so angry with him now.”

Scott listened to her soft voice and realized one thing; that great beast of emotion, the one that had finally clawed its way right out of his chest, was now filling up every part of his being. Now that he’d let it free, he was feeling things he’d spent years trying to erase. He’d forgotten what it was like to listen to a woman’s voice, to be comforted or aroused by it. He forgot what it had been like to bask in her presence, a glorious goddess who was benevolent with her smiles and her words.

God, he’d forgotten all of these things. But, this morning, when they shared their monumental conversation, he should have realized it was going to spell trouble for him. Everything he’d fought to suppress was coming forward whether or not he wanted it to.

Truth was, he wasn’t so sure he wanted to keep it all suppressed any longer. At least, not with Avrielle.

She’d given him back his ability to feel.

“As I said this morning, each individual has his own path through grief,” he said. “You are strong. You have three young children who need their mother very badly. You will come through this, of that I have no doubt, but I am glad I have been able to be of some help, small as it has been.”

Avrielle shook her head. “But you are so wrong,” she said. “You have been a great deal of help, more than anyone else has. While my brother has been trying to take control of Canaan and my father has been embroiled in trying to stop him, I have been alone in this. I told you that before; I feel as if Nat has left me alone to fend for myself. But this morning, you gave me hope, Scott. I know you live the warring way and I know you have suffered great loss, so mayhap you are not accustomed to someone thanking you for your kindness, but I am doing just that. You have shown my family and me a great deal of kindness.”

He was feeling a bit embarrassed at her praise. “It was my duty and my pleasure.”

Avrielle’s big eyes glistened at him. There was something more in her eyes than simple gratitude, he thought, and he was both intrigued and frightened by it. Was it… dare he say it… interest? God’s Blood, the mere thought was ludicrous!

“I am glad,” she simply said, finally tearing her eyes away and looking about the garden. “Thanks to you, I no longer feel the urge to hack at this earth, although this once used to be a lovely garden. This winter was harsh and very wet, so I did not spend any time here tending it. After Nat died… well, I did not feel like tending it at all other than to claw at the earth, and now it is suffering. I suppose that I should like to revive it if I can, but that would take effort. With a new infant, I am not sure I can spare the time.”

Scott looked around the garden, too. As he’d noticed before, it was filled with growth, some dead, some dormant, and nearly all of it overgrown. There were a few spots of color where spring flowers had pushed up through the mud, but he believed her when she said it used to be beautiful. He’d noticed that the first time he’d ever seen it.

“Surely the child will not take all of your time,” he said. “That is why you have a nurse. With the child tended, you can do other things, like coax your garden back to life.”

Avrielle shrugged. “Mayhap,” she said. “There is a man on the outskirts of Kendal who sells flowers and seeds for farming and gardening. Nat used to take me every spring to visit him to get seeds for my garden. I suppose I should like to visit him one of these days to see if he has anything left for purchase. The time for planting is nearly over.”

Scott looked at her. “Why not go tomorrow?”

She looked surprised. “I… I do not know if that is possible,” she stammered, unprepared for his suggestion. “A venture like that takes planning, and I cannot go alone. My father is quite busy these days so I suppose I will have to wait until he can escort me.”

Scott put his hands on his hips, looking around the garden one last time, before giving a shrug. “I do not have anything terribly pressing,” he said. “I will escort you. Can you be ready to depart at dawn?”

Avrielle looked at him in surprise. “You will take me?”

Scott nodded. “Certainly. If you will allow it.”

Would she allow it? At the moment, Avrielle couldn’t think of anything she’d rather do. Spending more time with a man she clearly had a good deal in common with, that she found some comfort with, was an inviting prospect, indeed. A smile crept onto her lips.

“Can we bring Sophia and Stephen?” she asked. “It would do them good to get out of the castle for a day. They always liked to go with me to see the man, anyway. He gives them sweets.”

Scott nodded. “Indeed,” he said. “Getting a sweet is a good enough reason as any for them to go.”

“And a wagon? We will need it in case he has flowering plants that I may purchase.”

“Aye, my lady.”

“Oh – and a pallet in the back of the wagon for the children. They have been known to sleep the entire way back home.”

“It shall be done, my lady. Anything else?”

Avrielle shook her head, positively aglow with the prospect. “Are you sure you have no other pressing duties?”

He gave her a half-grin, a sort of knowing smirk that set her heart to racing. “Nothing more pressing than you,” he said quietly. “Or your children. I will be ready for you at dawn on the morrow.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

“Scott.”

She grinned. “Scott.”

He nodded, satisfied that she could make a habit of calling him by name, and turned for the old, half-rusted gate. “I have duties I must attend to now, one of which involves you, so I will beg my leave of you for now.”

She cocked her head. “What duty involves me?”

“Speaking with the king’s messenger.”

She immediately sobered. “Is he still here?”

Scott nodded. “He is,” he said but refrained from telling her that the messenger had heard the rumors, too. Something in him wanted to protect her from that shame. “He is anxious to return to Edward so I must… explain things to him and send him along his way.”

There was anxiety on her face now. “Will you tell him I am unable to travel? If he sees us leaving tomorrow at dawn, he may think you are lying.”

“You will leave that to me. Meanwhile, should you need anything, send for me.”

“I will,” Avrielle nodded, watching him walk towards the garden gate, thinking he had a rather proud and attractive walk. She rather liked watching him walk. “Thank you, Scott. For everything… thank you.”

He glanced at her as he pulled the gate open, casting her a hint of a grin. It was there and then it was gone, but the effects lingered.

If she hadn’t known better, she would have sworn he was flirting.

Avrielle watched him until he disappeared through the gate. After that, she was quite aware that she had a smile on her face as she, too, left the garden after him. But it also set her to thinking about someone who might have watched Scott go through the gate and then her shortly thereafter. Even though their encounter had been completely innocent, that was how rumors got started, as they’d discovered this morning. While Avrielle realized she probably should have been more careful, a large part of her didn’t care. Men were going to think what they wanted to, no matter if she was careful or not.

Besides… she should be so fortunate should Scott de Wolfe really show her that kind of attention.

She couldn’t wipe the smile off of her face for the rest of the day.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Scott found the messenger in the great hall just as he’d been told.

It was rather dark in the hall at this time of day, the hearth having died from the morning blaze and the constant haze of smoke lingering about the level of a man’s head. Scott entered the hall, pulling open the heavy, weathered door, immediately on the hunt for the messenger.

But it wasn’t any royal messenger; the man was a knight. Scott saw that the moment he approached the man who was sitting at one of the big, scrubbed feasting tables with a deck of wooden picture cards, several of them laid out before him. Scott wasn’t looking at the cards, however, even though they were a curiosity that was new to England. He’d only heard about them but he surely didn’t care to inspect them. He was primarily focused on the messenger, who didn’t look up until Scott was nearly on him. Then, he was startled and stood up quickly.

“Well?” the messenger demanded. “Where is de Wolfe? Or are you another one of his men coming to tell me that he is unavailable?”

Scott’s gaze was intense. “I am de Wolfe,” he said in a tone that left no room for doubt. “I understand you have been making demands of me and my men, and I am here to address your behavior.”

The knight’s demeanor changed dramatically when he realized he’d just been disrespectful to the very lord he sought. The arrogant man visibly demurred.

“Lord Bretherdale,” he said, taking a step back so he could bow in formal greeting. “I am Gillis Aston. My apologies for my rudeness, my lord, but since I have arrived, I have been told you were indisposed repeatedly. As much as that is your right, I am under orders from Edward. The king has ordered me to return with an immediate reply to the missive that I delivered to you.”

Scott maintained an expression that would have sent even the most stalwart man cringing. “So you resort to threats and bullying in order to carry out those directives?” he said. “I do not bow to the will of others, Aston, and certainly not to your will.”

“Do you bow to the king’s will, my lord?”

“That is a foolish question.”

Aston knew he was in a bad position and he struggled to maintain his respectful-but-firm demeanor. “I am merely reiterating that I am here on the king’s business and I have my orders.”

Scott’s gaze lingered on the man, not a crack in his stone-hard façade. “As do I, and I am quite certain they are more important than yours,” he said. “You do not make demands at Canaan, Aston. Do you understand?”

“Aye, my lord.”

“That is good. Because I have been told that you have heard the rumors regarding Lady du Rennic and have made mention that you would deliver this rumor straight to Edward in an attempt to leverage my response to his missive.”

Aston could see that Scott was incredibly angry; it was in everything about him. It was an increasing struggle to hold his ground.

“Without any message from you, my lord, I would have little choice but to tell the king what I have heard,” he said evenly. “But your man explained that Lady du Rennic is in no condition to travel because she recently bore a child.”

Scott’s eyes had a deadly gleam to them. “The woman has a newborn infant in addition to two very small children,” he said. “I am liege of Castle Canaan and that includes her occupants. I was also the liege and friend of the lady’s dead husband. I will, therefore, instruct you in this manner. You may tell Edward that Lady du Rennic will not be traveling to London because she is in no condition to do so.”

Aston nodded. “Aye, my lord,” he said. “But Edward will want to know when you feel she will be ready.”

“Not any time soon. Tell him Canaan is under my control and that he should not worry.”

Aston sighed faintly; it was clear that he wasn’t happy with the answer. “My lord, forgive me, but you know that Edward will require more of an answer. He will want to know when the lady will be ready to travel. If you could give me an estimate, I would be grateful.”

Scott pondered the question; the messenger was right. Edward would want more of an answer, especially since he already had a husband selected for the lady.

God Bones… Scott didn’t like that at all.

The more he thought on it, the more he couldn’t stomach the idea of Avrielle in the hands of a Scottish lord who was only out for the riches and political connections of Canaan. A political wife like Avrielle, with three small children as dependents, would be relegated to a life of loneliness and emptiness. She might even be abused, and her children… well, they would not live a pleasant life as their mother’s new husband would more than likely view them as unwanted baggage.

And Avrielle… it wasn’t fair that a woman of such feeling and beauty should be viewed only as property and nothing more.

Nothing more…

An idea occurred to Scott at that moment, so swiftly that it startled him. He told Avrielle that he would delay the king’s directive as long as he could. Certainly, he could tell the king that she wasn’t able to travel, but that would only hold out so long. At some point, she would have to go to London or her potential husband would have to come to Canaan. But… what if he told the king the lady was already married…

… to him?

It was madness, all of it. Perhaps it was impulsive of him, too caught up in the emotions that Avrielle had caused him to feel, emotions he was certain he’d buried long ago. But he’d been wrong… she’d brought something out in him he’d forgotten about, something that was starting to take over his senses. Was it his business that Lady du Rennic was to marry another? Of course it wasn’t. It wasn’t his business in the least.

But he couldn’t stand the thought of it, nonetheless. Why or how, he didn’t know. All he knew was that he couldn’t let her go to someone else.

He knew what he had to do.

“I want you to listen to me and listen carefully,” Scott said. “This is information that will only reach the king and no one else. If I hear you have spoken of it to others, I will find you and I will kill you. Is this in any way unclear?”

Aston shifted a little, nervously. “It is not, my lord.”

Scott took a step towards the man, staring him down with his razor-sharp gaze. “Then listen well,” he growled. “The lady’s husband took an arrow for me four months ago. Were you aware of that?”

Aston shook his head. “I was not, my lord.”

Scott cocked a blonde eyebrow. “The man gave his life for me,” he said. “There is something he spoke to me of on his deathbed that no one knows of, not even Edward. As he lay dying, Nathaniel du Rennic begged me to look after his wife and children. He asked me to marry his wife and take care of her. I have tried to ignore this request, but I find I cannot. I am honor-bound to fulfill it. The rumors of Lady du Rennic emerging from my quarters this morning were true because… because she is now my wife. You will return to Edward and tell him that. Tell him that I will soon come to him and tell him myself, but I have not yet had the time. Tell him that Castle Canaan and the Fawcett Vale are in my hands now, permanently. Now, repeat what I have told you.”

Aston was trying to keep the shock from his face. “That you made a promise to Nathaniel du Rennic upon his deathbed to marry his wife and you have. You will come to Edward when time allows and tell him yourself.”

Scott nodded shortly. “Excellent,” he said. “Now, get out of here. I do not want to see your face again.”

Without another word, the messenger picked up the wooden cards he had strewn about the feasting table and shoved them into his saddlebags. In fact, he couldn’t seem to move fast enough, trying to vacate de Wolfe’s presence before the man let loose on him. He could see the unpredictable nature in de Wolfe’s eyes and he had no desire to be caught up with one of the de Wolfes in defending himself. Especially not against the man known as the Black Adder, the de Wolfe that lived in the shadows.

He knew he would lose.

With his saddlebags in hand, his cloak, and his weapons, Aston pushed past Scott and practically stormed from the great hall. Scott would have felt some relief at his departure had he not seen Stewart standing just inside the door, stepping aside as Aston rushed out. Scott knew simply by looking at Stewart’s expression that the man had heard everything. Now, he was feeling cornered.

Guilty.

He had to think fast.

“How long have you been standing there?” Scott’s question was steady.

Stewart, looking the least bit shocked, was trying not to appear that way as he stepped towards him. “Long enough,” he said, clearly trying to figure out how to speak on what he’d just heard. “I was on the battlements when I saw you cross the bailey into the hall and I knew you were going to speak to the messenger. I came to see if I could help you in any way. I did not come in to eavesdrop, my lord.”

“I would never think that of you.”

“I am glad to hear that.”

An awkward silence followed. In looking at Stewart’s expression, Scott knew he had to explain himself. He motioned the man forward.

“Come here,” he said quietly. “Sit down. We must speak.”

Stewart did as he was instructed, planting himself on one of the splintering benches and looking up at Scott expectantly. Scott scratched his head thoughtfully before sitting down beside him.

“How long have you served me, Stu?” he asked quietly.

Stewart didn’t hesitate. “Nine years this November, my lord.”

Scott nodded faintly, thinking on everything that had happened in those nine years. “That is long enough to know a man,” he muttered. “You were with me when my two younger children were born.”

“Aye, my lord.”

“You were there when I lost them along with my wife.”

“Aye, my lord.”

Scott fell silent a moment as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he pondered where the conversation would go. For some reason, he felt like talking. He felt like telling Stewart everything that was on his mind, as if he couldn’t keep it to himself any longer. It was an extraordinary moment of weakness for him and he knew it, but he also knew Stewart. He knew the man would not judge him, no matter how foolish the conversation became. He glanced at the man.

“Your devotion to me has been admirable,” he finally said. “You remained with me after… after the accident when not every knight in my service did. Why?”

Stewart met his eye. “Because you did not need to be abandoned when you needed support the most.”

Scott sat up, rather touched by the statement. “That is a most compassionate attitude,” he said. “I never asked you why you remained with me, not once. I had eleven knights and all but you and Milo fled after Athena’s loss. Even the addition of Jean-Pierre and Stanley and Raymond… they were not my knights. Those were knights my father sent, knights you have mostly dealt with. In these four years, I have hardly had any dealing with them at all.”

Stewart was starting to realize that this was going to be a rather honest conversation, something that surprised him greatly. He hadn’t seen this level of honesty or interest from Scott since before that dark day those years ago. He’d seen a congenial, likable man transform into something that only he and Milo seemed to be able to communicate with. But even in that communication, Scott kept them both at arm’s length. As if there was no memory of the camaraderie before the accident, before the situation turned so terrible.

It was strict professionalism, cold and precise.

“It is the chain of command, my lord,” Stewart said simply. “They are junior knights and they understand their places, but they are loyal to you. We all are.”

Scott could see that Stewart was still maintaining the strict protocol, even in this rather relaxed conversation. That was because Scott always demanded such a thing, but in this moment, Scott didn’t much feel like that strict protocol. His guard was down. Human feelings were on the surface.

“Stu,” he finally said, his voice low. “I will speak on this subject once and then I will never speak of it again. I have never thanked you for staying with me. I have been through four years of hell, darkness as you cannot even comprehend, and there were times when the one constant around me was you. You were something familiar that I could always depend on, but I have never told you that. I do not know why I tell you this now only that it seems appropriate.”

Stewart’s formal manner was wavering. He’d not heard such things from Scott in the past four years and it concerned him. It seemed like a confessional of sorts. “My lord?” he asked hesitantly.

“Aye?”

“May I ask a question?”

“You may.”

“Are you dying?”

Scott looked at him. Then, he broke out into soft laughter, something Stewart hadn’t genuinely seen in years. He was stunned. But Scott shook his head.

“I am not,” he said. “I am not telling you this to clear my conscience. I am telling you this because it is the truth. Stu, you knew me before everything happened. What was I like? And be honest. Please.”

Stewart was torn; should he be honest? There was part of him that was terrified because Scott de Wolfe, since the death of his family, had been a volatile and unpredictable beast. But the Scott he knew before that tragic day… was it actually possible that it was that man who was starting to make a return? Stewart could hardly believe it.

“You were loved by all, my lord,” he said after a moment. “Every man adored you. Every man was your friend. Your father, your brothers, they all adored you. I knew a man of great charisma, of laughter, and of compassion. That was the man I knew.”

“And the man after the accident?”

Stewart lifted his eyebrows, less comfortable talking about that man. “A man who was deeply grieved,” he said, averting his gaze. “A man who was hoping he could erase his past and everything that he held dear.”

Scott’s humor faded. “Is he a hated man?”

Stewart shook his head. “Nay,” he said truthfully. “But he is feared. The Black Adder is to be feared.”

Scott pondered that. These were things he’d never spoken to Stewart about and he found the conversation cathartic. But he also found himself missing the men he had been closest to in life, men he’d run from because he couldn’t deal with his grief… his father… his twin brother… and so many others. Men who meant the world to him but men he couldn’t look in the eye, knowing the pain he’d caused them.

“Thank you for being honest,” he finally said. “I realize how difficult it must have been for you at times, but I wanted you to know that your loyalty has not gone unnoticed. I have pushed everything aside that brought me pain, suppressed memories that caused me to feel, and congratulated myself for my strength of will in such things. But it was more than that, Stu… it was more than erasing my past. It was erasing the memories of the pain in my father’s eye when he told me of my wife’s death and it was erasing the memory of Troy when I saw him collapse over it. Knowing I caused it all… a man cannot live with such guilt and not be changed by it.”

Stewart was listening intently. “But you did not cause any of it, my lord,” he said. “I was there. I saw what happened. I saw your father when he told you what had happened and I saw the grief in his eyes when you ran. My lord, if I may be perfectly frank – when you ran, you caused your father even more grief because not only had he lost grandchildren and daughters, he also lost a son when you left. And – forgive me, my lord – but I was not completely honest when I told you why I had remained with you. Mayhap it is not the right time to tell you this, but I feel I must. I do not want you to feel as if I have betrayed you, for surely, I have not. When you ran and I went with you, your father sent me a missive. He asked me to watch over you for him and should you ever need him, I was to send him word. And he told me that should I ever have the opportunity, I was to give you a message for him.”

Scott looked at Stewart in shock, but in the wave of emotion that rolled over his features came an expression of disbelief followed by something that could have possibly been fear. But he didn’t run and he didn’t become angry; something forced him to stay, to hold his ground against the message Stewart evidently bore.

“You have been my father’s spy?” he asked, attempting to clarify. “He has asked you to watch me for him and report back?”

Stewart shook his head. “Never, my lord,” he said firmly. “He never asked me to spy and he never asked for reports. All he asked of me was to watch over you and send word to him should you ever need him. I swear upon my oath as a knight, that is all he ever asked.”

Scott believed him. He was a bit unnerved knowing the truth, but he believed the knight nonetheless. “What did he ask you to tell me?”

Stewart didn’t hesitate. “That he loves you more than the sun loves the day and the moon loves the night,” he said softly. “You are his firstborn and no matter where you go or what you do, he will wait every day for your return. You are his son, my lord, and there are no words to describe the pride he has in you. He said to tell you that he will wait for you no matter how long it takes.”

Scott stared at him and, as Stewart watched, the man’s eyes filled with tears and spilled over. Quickly, Scott wiped a hand over his face, dashing the tears that continued to fall. He wiped and wiped, turning away from Stewart to compose himself but it was a long time in coming. The more he thought about his father, a man he adored, the more upset he became. Those feelings he’d suppressed for so long, those awakened by Avrielle, were bleeding out of his very pores and he was struggling to control them.

Papa… the great knight William de Wolfe was his father. But in truth, Scott hadn’t known how great his father was until he was a few years old. He had seen the way men behaved around him, with great respect, but to him, William was the man who would get down on the floor and roll around with him and his brothers, pretending to be defeated by their wooden swords.

When he grew older, William was a man of strict discipline but of great affection. Scott always wanted to be like him. But after the death of his wife and children, he realized he had failed miserably at that. Scott had always wanted to be a son his father took pride in. In spite of what Stewart told him, he wondered if that was true.

God, he missed the man.

“I have not been home in three years,” he finally said, taking a deep breath as he blinked away the last of his tears. “I am supposed to be the garrison commander at Wolfe’s Lair but I am sure my father has another commander by now. One cannot command a castle he never visits.”

Stewart knew that. “I am sure whoever is there is only temporary, my lord,” he said. “Rule Water Castle belongs to you.”

Scott nodded faintly, thinking of the rather big, imposing castle on the Scottish Marches that had been captured by his father many years ago. In fact, it had been one of the first battles Scott had ever participated in as a full-fledged knight. His father had taken it from the Scots and had promptly turned it over to his young and excitable son who had been wildly proud to command it.

Scott would never forget the feelings of gratification and delight in his first command. He’d loved the place, so much so that he had raised his family there. But when he’d lost most of his family, he couldn’t stomach returning. The more he thought on Wolfe’s Lair, the more he realized how much he longed to see it again.

Home.

It seemed that there were many feelings returning during this conversation with Stewart, feelings he should have been embarrassed over but he realized that he wasn’t. They made him feel human again. He turned to Stewart.

“Thank you for relaying that message from my father,” he said. “I suppose I understand that you could not do it until now. Until I was ready.”

Stewart nodded slowly. “I am glad you understand that, my lord.”

Scott eyed the man a moment before averting his gaze and wandering back over to the table, plopping his buttocks down on the tabletop near Stewart. Since the entire conversation between them had been bluntly honest, Scott was brought back to the very reason they were here. Something he’d said to Edward’s messenger was now back to the forefront in his mind and he found he needed to explain himself.

“Now,” he said. “There is something you must understand. I am assuming you heard me tell Edward’s messenger that Nathaniel du Rennic asked me, upon his deathbed, to marry his widow.”

Stewart nodded. “Aye, my lord. I heard.”

Scott shook his head. “It was not true,” he said. Then, he sighed heavily. “I do not honestly know why I said that other than the fact that the woman has been through enough since Nathaniel’s death. Understanding grief as I do, the last thing she needs is to be thrown into a marriage with a stranger, someone who will treat her like property. That is no life for a woman like Lady du Rennic. She deserves better than that.”

There was something soft in his tone as he said it and it occurred to Stewart that everything he’d suspected about Scott’s feelings towards Lady du Rennic were not, in fact, his imagination. Stewart had first suspected some manner of romance when the missive came from Edward and Scott had refused to obey it. But Scott had made a very good case for his reluctance to turn Lady du Rennic over to Edward and Stewart had believed him. He had no reason not to.

Now, however, Stewart knew beyond a doubt that Scott had feelings for Lady du Rennic. It was written all over the man, in his words and in his manner. Whether or not Scott realized it was another matter entirely, so Stewart was very careful in his response.

“So you have lied to protect her, my lord?” he asked.

There was that word again – protect – and Scott looked at Stewart sharply. He remembered yesterday in the solar when he’d explained to Stewart that he had not, in fact, been inclined to protect Lady du Rennic against Edward’s intentions. He’d given the man a rather believable story about wanting to show Nathaniel respect by allowing his widow to grieve his loss as long as she was able. But in looking at Stewart now, Scott knew the man suspected something. Scott wasn’t inclined to deny it any longer simply because he was tired of lying to himself as well as others. He knew now that he’d been lying for the past four years – lying about no feelings, no emotion, no hint of humanity.

It had all been a lie.

He didn’t want to lie any longer.

“Aye,” he finally said. “I lied to protect her because I do not want her to marry someone of Edward’s choosing.”

Stewart looked at him, curiously. “Then you will choose her husband, as her liege?”

Scott was looking at his hands. He seemed to be mulling over his answer. After a moment, he shook his head and looked away. “I do not know, Stu,” he said in all honesty. “I do not know what I am feeling. All I know is that I cannot stand the thought of that woman with another man. I have had a few conversations with her and she is unlike any woman I have ever known. She is strong and she is compassionate. She is also very beautiful. You suggested once in jest that I marry her and create a vast empire. Mayhap you were not so far wrong. Mayhap I should.”

That seemed fairly close to a confession as far as Stewart was concerned. Perhaps it was as they had all hoped and prayed; perhaps the Scott de Wolfe they had known and loved had not died on that horrible day four years ago. Perhaps he was still there, simply waiting to be reborn. Perhaps all it would take was a sad widow with three small children to make Scott feel alive again. Whatever it was, Stewart approved. In fact, he was vastly relieved.

“Whatever you decide, my lord, know that you have my support,” he said as he stood up. “Thank you for this honest conversation. I will treasure it.”

Scott looked at Stewart, seeing the loyal and stalwart man he’d known all of these years. He felt extremely fortunate to have him. More than that, he felt relieved that the man knew what he was feeling. He wouldn’t have to lie to him about it anymore, and there was comfort in that.

“As will I,” he said as he stood up. “I do not need to say that this conversation shall go no further.”

“You do not, my lord.”

“Good.” Scott began to move for the hall entrance, his eyes stinging from the smoke in the air. When Stewart opened the door, a blast of fresh, cold hair blew away the smoke and he blinked to clear his vision. “Make sure the messenger leaves tonight.”

“I will, my lord.”

Scott paused. “Speaking of leaving tonight, what about Jeremy Huntley? Is the man gone yet?”

Stewart shook his head. “You gave him a sound beating. He cannot even stand, so it will be a few days before he is able to leave.”

Scott grunted, displeased. “Keep him from my sight while he remains.”

“I will, my lord.” He hesitated. “My lord, they are without a physic at Canaan and Huntley’s beating was serious. If I may suggest…”

“I am not going to tend the man.”

“Nay,” Stewart shook his head. “I did not mean to ask you. But we have a surgeon that could see to him. If the man does not heal quickly, he cannot leave quickly.”

He had a point. Scott stepped from the hall and out into the muddy bailey, glancing up at the sky now that dusk was approaching. “Mayhap,” he said. “I will have to think on it. And on a more pleasant note, you will prepare an escort to depart at dawn tomorrow. I will need a wagon and forty armed men, plus you and one other. I do not care who they are, but leave Milo here in command.”

Stewart followed him into the bailey. “Indeed, my lord,” he said. “Where are we going?”

Scott glanced at him, seemingly fighting off a smirk. “To see a man about some flowers.”

With that, he left Stewart standing near the hall, scratching his head. But it didn’t take a genius to figure out that somehow, someway, that command involved Lady du Rennic.

Stewart would have bet money on it.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


In truth, Avrielle had never seen her children so alive and eager for an excursion.

They were up before dawn, running about like wild animals, excited at the day to come. Avrielle had a time trying to dress them, struggling to corral the older two while the old nurse tended the infant. Even though Avrielle had only intended to bring her older children on the journey, there was some concern with an infant that would have to go all day without being fed were she to leave the child behind. There wasn’t a wet nurse to be found, at least not at this short notice, so Avrielle realized that she had to take the baby with her. As she focused on dressing her older children, she had the nurse bundle the baby up for the journey.

But she didn’t mind, to be truthful. The day had dawned clear and bright, making it a beautiful spring morning that was perfect for travel. Scott and his men were already waiting with a wagon and an escort party in the bailey of Canaan. Avrielle could see them from the window of the chamber that faced into the bailey and she immediately spied Scott as he moved around the party, pointing at things that could be improved upon or leaning on the wagon bed to test the wheels.

As the old nurse followed the children around, trying to warmly dress them against the cold spring morning, Avrielle stood at the window perhaps longer than she should have. She couldn’t seem to take her eyes from Scott as he moved around, dressed in mail and pieces of plate protection on his big arms, but his head was bare and his cropped blonde hair was glistening in the early morning light. He was quite enchanting to watch, the way he moved, and she felt rather scandalous spying on him as she was. She was a widow only these past few months and shouldn’t be thinking about another man.

But the truth was that she couldn’t help it.

She’d thought about Scott all night, dreaming of his square-jawed beauty and eyes that were hazel, almost a pale shade of green. She’d loved Nathaniel, that was true, but it was an adoration of a man who had been both a husband and a father to her in many ways. She was so very young when she had married him and Nathaniel had already been in his fiftieth year. He’d been married before, and for quite some time, to a fine woman who had never given him children.

Avrielle remembered that Nathaniel had barely waited a year after his wife died before he sought her hand, and she further remembered that he had bedded her day and night after they were married until she became with child. The man had clearly been eager to have a son and was thrilled when she became pregnant. Sophia had been born before they’d been married a year and Stephen three years later, and Nathaniel had been delighted beyond measure. He finally had the family he’d so wanted.

And Avrielle had a husband that adored her. He was of great comfort to her with his warmth and wisdom, and he was respected by all, but her heart had never raced when she gazed upon him. Her breathing remained normal, not labored as it did when she gazed upon Scott. In fact, she’d never before experienced any of the excitement with Nathaniel that she was experiencing with Scott. It was like comparing the gentle harvest moon to a wild and stormy night – there was great comfort and admiration in that harvest moon, but there was unbridled excitement and passion in that stormy night.

Scott was her stormy night.

Avrielle knew that now. A sleepless night with nothing but Scott on her mind had made her realize that the man had her attention. She worried that in her grief for Nathaniel, she’d found misplaced interest in the first man to truly give her comfort, but she really didn’t think so. What she was coming to feel for Scott was completely different than what she’d felt for Nathaniel. What she’d felt for her husband was sacred and warm. Anything she felt for Scott would never diminish it. But if it was possible to have a future with a man who had helped her so much in the wake of Nathaniel’s death… then that was something she was willing to consider.

She wondered if Scott would be willing, too.

Turning away from the window, Avrielle took particular care in finishing her dress. She found that she wanted to look beautiful so Scott would look upon her favorably. Today, she wore a soft shift of lamb’s wool and over it she wore a garment that was a mixture of two fabrics – a dark blue wool and a lighter blue silk, sewn together in panels. Since giving birth, her belly had shrunk considerably but her breasts remained full, giving her a very luscious figure. The cote fit her snuggly and over it she wore a matching cape of blue wool lined with rabbit fur. It was very warm, perhaps too warm in the spring weather, but it matched the dress and she was determined to wear it. Her long hair was combed and plaited, with the plait wrapped in a bun at the nape of her neck, secured by pins and combs with painted butterflies on them.

Dressed and pinned, she was ready to depart and she went into the children’s chamber to make sure they were ready to depart as well. Sophia wanted to wear her white fur cloak that her father had given her but Avrielle wouldn’t permit it, for it was a cloak that was easily soiled. Avrielle’s denial sent Sophia into a crying jag. Stephen, of course, wanted to bring his toy soldiers with him, but Avrielle convinced her son that leaving them behind would be best so they would not get lost. Now with two sad children on her hands, the moment was complete when the baby cried and, as was her body’s instinct these days, milk seeped from her breasts and her lovely blue cote had a big wet spot on her right breast.

Frustrated, Avrielle pulled off her cloak and had the nurse help her remove the blue cote. Handing the garment off to the woman to rub out the milk spot, she took the baby, pulled her shift aside, and put the child on the nipple so she wouldn’t leak all over herself.

So much for a trouble-free start to the morning.
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“Where is Lady du Rennic?”

Stewart asked the question and Scott, glancing up at the windows that indicated the family chambers on the east side of the fortress, shrugged his shoulders.

“She will be here,” he said. “She said she would be ready at dawn.”

“It is past dawn, my lord.”

“I can see that.”

Dressed in full armor, ready to depart, Stewart realized he had been a bit obvious about pointing that out. “I did not mean to be mordant,” he said. “Would you like for me to see what is keeping her?”

Scott shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “I am sure she will be here shortly.”

Stewart simply nodded, stepping away to check the wagon one more time when he caught sight of someone standing in the door of the barracks. The long, single-storied, stone building held nearly two hundred men at any given time but with the advent of de Wolfe’s army, the barracks and the surrounding guard chambers, as well as the hall, were overflowing with knights and soldiers these days. But the barracks were specifically where the du Rennic knights were confined and Stewart could see Gordon standing in the doorway, observing the activity in the bailey.

As Scott went to inspect his horse, which had just been brought from the stables, Stewart continued to watch Gordon as the man looked about the bailey as if searching for something. He then came forward out of the barracks, timidly, and Stewart moved to intercept him. Since the fight in the solar, the du Rennic knights did not have permission to leave the barracks, although Gordon was permitted a small amount of leeway, and Stewart sought to remind Gordon of the fact. He put himself in front of the man when he was several feet away from the barracks.

“Huntley,” Stewart addressed him steadily. “Is there something I can help you with?”

Gordon came to a halt, eyeing the big, blonde knight. “Aye,” he said. “I was looking for de Wolfe. Are you going somewhere?”

Stewart avoided answering him. “Lord Bretherdale is occupied at the moment,” he said. “What is your request?”

Gordon didn’t like being treated like a prisoner in his own home but given the dynamics since de Wolfe’s arrival, he was resigned to the way things were. He’d had a lot of time to think these days, idle time, and he found it regrettable that men he’d fought alongside for a few years were now men he was at odds with. It didn’t matter anymore if it was simply Jeremy’s fault or collectively their fault; whatever divide that had started on the day de Wolfe and his men had arrived had only grown wider. Gordon knew Nathaniel would have been deeply troubled by it, but the way things were, it simply could not be helped.

The du Rennic knights were subdued once and for all.

“Your surgeon came to see Jeremy last night,” he said after a moment “The man did very little for my son and, this morning, Jeremy has a massive lump on the side of his face that is squeezing an eye shut. He cannot see from it. I was hoping… if you are traveling to Kendal, I was hoping that de Wolfe might seek another surgeon for Jeremy. He is not getting any better and I am beginning to worry.”

Stewart had heard as much through the rumor mill. Evidently, Jeremy was still in very bad shape after the beating Scott had given him and Stewart could see the concern on Gordon’s face. Had Gordon not been involved in this, Stewart wouldn’t have lifted a finger to help Jeremy, but because Gordon Huntley was a respectable man, Stewart took his request seriously.

“Does he eat?” he asked.

Gordon shook his head. “He is in too much pain to eat.”

“Did our surgeon do anything for him at all?”

Gordon shook his head, exasperated. “He looked at his injuries, said they would heal, and walked away. That was all he did, Stewart. My son needs help.”

Stewart knew that. He was rather surprise at the care their surgeon had given Jeremy because the man was quite competent. Scott wouldn’t have employed him otherwise. Rather than tell Scott that the surgeon had neglected his duties, however, Stewart had something else in mind. After a moment, held up his hand.

“Wait here,” he said. “I will return.”

Leaving Gordon standing in the mud, Stewart headed over to Scott, who was inspecting a loose tie on his saddle. Stewart came up beside him and reached out to steady the saddle as Scott attempted to secure it.

“Gordon has a request, my lord,” he said, his voice low. “It seems that our surgeon did nothing to aid Jeremy and the man is worse off today than ever before. According to Gordon, he has a massive lump on the side of his head that is squeezing one of his eyes closed. He has come to ask if you will send for another surgeon for the man, one who will treat him properly. I know you are not agreeable to tend Jeremy, but mayhap you should at least look at the man. There is no greater healer than you when it comes to battle wounds, so mayhap a cursory inspection will tell you if Jeremy’s injuries are, indeed, as serious as Gordon seems to think they are. He is quite worried.”

Scott finished fiddling with the saddle and looked over at Gordon, who was standing where Stewart had left him. Even from a distance, Gordon seemed uneasy, indicative of his concern for his son. After a moment, Scott grunted with displeasure.

“Jeremy Huntley is the bane of my existence,” he muttered. “If it were not for Gordon, I would not even consider your request.”

“I feel the same way, my lord. But the old man is very worried for his foolish son.”

“What did our surgeon do for him?”

“According to Gordon, the man did nothing. He simply said Jeremy would heal.”

“And do we know that is not the case?”

Stewart shook his head. “I do not know. But mayhap a second opinion is in order.”

Scott cast Stewart a long look before rolling his eyes. “God’s Bones,” he hissed. “Must I really tend the man I beat to a bloodied pulp?”

“His father is hoping so. And Lady du Rennic might be appreciative as well, since he is her brother.”

That comment had Scott looking at Stewart as if he wanted to say something rather rude to him. It was a manipulative statement on Stewart’s part and they both knew it, but they also both knew that Scott was prompted more than ever now because of it. Surely Avrielle would be grateful if Scott were to tend her injured brother, and Scott couldn’t very well turn down a chance to earn the woman’s gratitude. He made a rather threatening face at Stewart before sighing heavily.

“Very well,” he mumbled. “Let me see to the fool.”

“It would make Gordon very happy.”

“I am sure it would.”

“You are generous and benevolent, my lord.”

“Oh, shut up.”

Stewart bit off a grin as he followed Scott across the bailey to where Gordon was standing. Gordon, seeing the men approached, straightened up to face Scott. He greeted the man as pleasantly as he could considering Scott had nearly killed his son.

“My lord,” he said to Scott. “As I was telling your knight, my son has….”

Scott threw up a hand, cutting him off as he pushed past him, heading towards the barracks. “I know,” he said. “I was told. Let me see for myself what you are speaking of.”

Gordon scurried after him. “If you are traveling to Kendal today, I asked if you would send another surgeon to tend my son. Your surgeon did not seem to think anything was terribly wrong.”

Scott didn’t say anything; he simply continued walking towards the barracks. It was Stewart who spoke.

“Lord Bretherdale is one of the finest healers I have ever seen,” he said to Gordon. “He was taught by a master from a young age and, although it is not commonly known, Lord Bretherdale is more skilled than most surgeons.”

Gordon looked at Stewart with surprise. “He is a healer?”

“He safely delivered your new granddaughter.”

“That is true, but I thought it was because he was the only one available to Avrielle.”

They had reached the barracks and Scott went in ahead of them. Stewart paused long enough to face Gordon.

“Trust me, Huntley,” he said quietly. “Lord Bretherdale knows what he is doing.”

With that, Stewart continued into the darkened barracks, leaving Gordon feeling uncertain and anxious. Quickly, however, he followed, entering into that long, stone room that housed so many men. It smelled like a pigsty and the warmth from the hearth only made that smell worse. Too many dirty bodies shoved together made for a close, uncomfortable, and rank experience as soldiers fought for every single bit of space in the long, dark building.

There were still several soldiers in the barracks at this time of day as Scott pushed his way through the men, searching for Jeremy, but Gordon was quick to point out that his son was nearly directly across from the door, lying in the shadows near the hearth that was more than simply a heat source. As Scott, Stewart, and Gordon approached, Scott could see men cooking over the hearth, essentially turning the barracks into a kitchen as well. Amidst the smell of smoke and unwashed flesh, now smells of cooking meat filled the air. It was a crowded, nasty place.

Gordon scurried on ahead of him, rushing to Jeremy’s bedside as Scott and Stewart came up behind him. Scott couldn’t really see much of Jeremy’s head because the man was lying on his side, his face turned away from him, but the moment Gordon coaxed Jeremy onto his back, Scott could see what had the man so afraid.

Jeremy’s face was still very battered and very bruised from the beating Scott had given him. While Scott didn’t regret one moment of what he’d done, he had to admit that his handiwork was rather impressive. Jeremy’s left eye was swollen shut by a massive, bloodied swelling that ran all the way from the man’s jaw, up the side of his head, and disappeared beneath his hairline. As Scott stepped closer to get a better look, Jeremy could see enough to realize that de Wolfe was back and perhaps looking for more blood. He struggled to move away from him.

“What are you doing here?” Jeremy demanded through his swollen lips. “Get out of here. I am not causing you any trouble, de Wolfe.”

Scott stopped his advance. Jeremy was acting like a wounded animal, cagey and afraid. This wasn’t the arrogant knight Scott knew but, given his injuries, Jeremy’s behavior was to be expected.

“I have not come to finish the job, Huntley,” he assured him, although there was no comfort in his tone. “Your father is concerned with your condition and has sought my help. I have come to examine you.”

Injured, sick, Jeremy was nonetheless defiant. “I do not need your help,” he said, trying to roll over and move away from him. “Go away and leave me.”

“Jeremy, please,” Gordon begged softly. “Lord Bretherdale is a great healer. At least let him…”

“Nay!” Jeremy bellowed, bringing the other du Rennic knights around them to their feet. He tried to push his father away. “Leave me alone, all of you. I do not need your help!”

Gordon was beside himself, looking to Scott beseechingly, but Scott’s expression was unreadable. He didn’t leave, however. He stood there, looking at Huntley’s face, going so far as to move around the side of the bed when Jeremy tried to roll away from them. George, with a cut lip and a massively bruised left eye, tried to stand in Scott’s way only to be thrown over a bed by Stewart when he came too close. It threatened to start a brawl all over again but Scott held out his hand to Stewart, stopping the man from going any further. As the injured du Rennic knights backed away, huffing and posturing, Scott simply stood over Jeremy and visually examined his face. When he’d seen enough, he quit the barracks, motioning for Gordon and Stewart to follow.

“I have seen injuries like that before,” Scott said as they came outside. He turned to Gordon. “If that swelling does not go down, it will have to be drained. It may be pooled blood but Jeremy will not let me get close enough to tell. I am to take your daughter into town today but, while I am gone, you will follow my instructions – move Jeremy into one of the lesser-crowded guard rooms near the southern gatehouse. I will tell my men that he is to be moved there. Then, you are to make compresses out of the icy water from the brook that runs past Canaan and apply those cold compresses to Jeremy’s face throughout the day. I will have my surgeon stay with him and I will also have the man give him something for the pain, for something like that is very painful. When I return from town, I will look in on him and see if the swelling has gone down. If it has not, then you will have to hold Jeremy down while I lance the swelling. Do you understand?”

Gordon looked at him, fearfully. “Aye, my lord,” he said firmly. “Thank you for helping my son. I shall not forget it.”

Scott eyed the man a moment before shaking his head. “If your son was not an arrogant fool, I would not have had to teach him a lesson,” he said. “But I am not heartless. It seems that I have given him one of my better beatings but because of my respect for you, and only because of you, I will help him now. Do as I say, try to get him to drink some watered wine, and I will see to him this evening.”

Gordon understood. As the old man quickly headed back into the barracks, Scott turned to Stewart. “Tell Milo that Jeremy is to be moved to someplace quiet,” he said. “The man will not heal in the hellish bowels of the barracks.”

Stewart nodded sharply. “Shall I have him put under guard?”

Scott pondered that a moment. “I do not think that is entirely necessary,” he said. “These men are not our enemy, for Christ’s Sake, although I believe they have to be reminded of that. Just make sure he is watched. That is all for now.”

As Stewart headed off to relay orders to Milo, Scott caught a glimpse of blue from the corner of his eye and turned to see Avrielle emerging from the family’s wing. Dressed in a beautiful blue cote with a tightly swaddled infant in her arms, she was followed by her older children.

She could have been followed by a horde of avenging angels, but Scott wouldn’t have noticed. He had eyes only for Avrielle. With her hair attractively arranged, he’d never seen anything so magnificent and his heart began to thump against his ribs from the sheer delight of it. He could hear the blood pounding in his ears, but it was the most wonderful sound he’d ever heard. It told him that every minute, every hour, and every day he was becoming more enamored with Avrielle. It told him he was alive again. Before he could speak to her, however, Stephen ran at him.

“We are going with you!” he said excitedly. “Mam says we will see the man who gives us sweets!”

Scott was forced to tear his gaze away from Avrielle, looking down at the adorable little boy. He didn’t even pull his hand away when the child grasped it, tightly.

“That is true,” he said. “Your mother wishes to see him about some flowers.”

Stephen beamed with an open mouth full of little, white teeth. “I want sweets!”

Scott gave him a half-grin, amused by the lad’s excitement. “And you shall have them, young Stephen,” he said. Then, he looked up at the boy’s mother, now at closer range. He could have stared at the woman all day. “Good morn to you, my lady. I trust you slept well.”

Avrielle smiled at him and Scott swore his knees went weak. “I did, thank you,” she said. “And I am terribly sorry we are late. It seems that I must bring the baby because there is no wet nurse to be found and I cannot let her go hungry while we are away. I hope that is not too much trouble.”

Scott’s gaze moved to the infant, sleeping peacefully in her mother’s arms. He felt a connection to the child he’d brought into the world, a protective and prideful sort of connection. “It is no trouble,” he said. “But you should let me make a shelter on the back of the wagon so that you may ride there and be protected from the elements. I shall put the men on it immediately.”

Her gaze upon him was warm. “Thank you for being so considerate.”

Scott simply nodded, but his lips were twitching with a smile. Looking into her face made him want to smile very much. As he turned to order his men to erect an oiled cloth over the bed of the wagon, Stephen tugged on his hand.

“Can I help?” he asked eagerly.

Scott didn’t have the heart to deny him. The project would probably go a lot faster without a four-year-old boy in the middle of it, but Scott simply couldn’t deny the child. He nodded.

“You can help me tell them what to do,” he said.

Stephen was delighted. “I will give them commands!”

“Considering I have fought you in battle before, you seem to be very good at that.”

With a wink at Avrielle, Scott took Stephen with him so the boy could “help” with the oiled cloth over the rear of the wagon. It was a small thing but, to the little boy, it was not such a small thing. Nor was it to Scott; it reminded him of when his older boys were young and how much time he had taken with him. With Stephen by his side, it took him back to the days he had all but forgotten. It made him think of William and Thomas, now young men, and he wondered about them. Even if he tried to contact them again, would they be accepting? Would they tell him to go away? He hadn’t spoken to either of them in three years, boys he loved with all his heart but boys he couldn’t face, much as he couldn’t face the rest of his family. But interacting with Stephen made him realize just how much he missed them.

He was missing everything these days.

Even after the shelter was erected, and Avrielle and her children were loaded into the wagon, Scott’s thoughts lingered on the sons he hadn’t seen in so long. Odd how they were so heavy on his mind now, but perhaps not so odd. Young Stephen had unknowingly unearthed some fatherly regrets. As the party from Canaan headed out onto the road that headed south through the vale towards Kendal, Scott came to wonder if it wasn’t too late to reestablish his relationship with his sons or, at the very least, express his regrets in abandoning them. For he had, indeed, abandoned them, much as he had abandoned the rest of his family.

As the party plodded along and he saw the expanse of road stretch out before him, he came to realize that his road to regain what he’d tried to push away – his family – was going to be a long one, indeed. But thanks to a young, widowed mother and her sweet and eager son, it was a road he was possibly willing to take.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


“My lord, I fear there is a young lad trying to gain your attention.”

Stewart’s softly-uttered words had Scott fighting off a grin.

“How do you know?” he asked.

Stewart turned to glance over his shoulder. “He is looking at you most longingly.”

That statement caused Scott’s grin to break through. Riding at the head of the column beneath a bright spring sun, he finally turned around to see that Stephen, back in the wagon, was, indeed, looking at him with a pleading expression. The moment he saw that Scott was looking at him, he beamed that big smile that showed nearly every tooth in his head. The lad was sitting next to the wagon driver very politely, but it was clear he didn’t want to be there.

He wanted to be riding with the knights.

Scott faced forward. “He cannot ride with us,” he said flatly. “We are in armor and he is not. If we are attacked in any way, I’ll not have that child injured. He is going to have to be content with the wagon.”

Stewart turned to look over his shoulder at the boy again before returning his focus to Scott. “He is weeping now,” he said. “I fear you are going to have to tell him why he cannot ride with you. He does not understand.”

Scott groaned, his gaze moving over the landscape as they drew near to the large city of Kendal. “I cannot look at him.”

“Why not?”

Scott was forced to make an admission. “Long ago, there were two boys, named Will and Tommy, who would do anything to ride with the knights when we were on excursion,” he said, allowing memories of his older boys to come forth. It was something that seemed to get easier the more he did it. “I could not deny them; I never could. Tommy could almost always talk my father into it whereas Will would not waste time with talk. He once managed to steal old Ranulf Kluge’s horse and insert himself in a column of knights leaving for a border skirmish from Castle Questing. It was before you came into de Wolfe service because Will could not have been more than five at the time, but he somehow stole the horse from one of my father’s old knights and tried to ride to battle.”

Stewart fought off a grin. “Did you beat him or reward him for his ingenuity?”

Scott snorted. “I had to protect him from his mother, who did not think her son so clever to have done that.”

Stewart turned to look at young Stephen, who was rubbing his teary eyes. “There is a young lad among us who wishes to steal my horse and ride with you,” he said quietly. “I will have to stay away from him lest he accomplish his task and you congratulate him for it.”

Scott had to grin at the comment. Truth be told, this was one of the more relaxed moments he’d experienced with Stewart in the past four years. Usually, there was no talking between them whatsoever. Strict protocol was observed. But since their conversation yesterday when Scott had let his guard down, there was something more in the air now, something relaxed and almost pleasant. He’d forgotten that such moments with his men existed.

Still, Scott resisted the urge to give in to Stephen, maintaining a certain protocol of readiness as the escort made its way south. Even though he felt lighter of heart, of mood, than he had in a very long time, there was still a certain decorum to follow. He wouldn’t try to explain it to the child because he knew the boy wouldn’t understand, so he went about ignoring him as they headed into the outskirts of the berg. He was afraid any more glances at that sad little face might make him forget the protocol. Truthfully, there was nothing more he could, or would, do.

With Scott and Stewart at point, forty armed soldiers in the middle, and Jean-Pierre covering the rear, the road began to lead through clusters of small houses of wattle and daub construction, or wooden framed walls filled with clay or mud, or both, or purely constructed by twigs or branches. They were tiny homes, one room, with thatched or sod roofs, and at this time of day – midday – men were back from the fields. But instead of eating or resting, many of them appeared to be working on their homes.

With as brutal as the winter had been, Scott observed more than one man repairing the walls of his hovel as the wife helped him. Villeins had wagons in from the fields with spring produce in them, or wagons full of rock or sod, and everyone seemed to be working around them. This was a farming community and it was clear there was some struggle going on because of how difficult the season had been.

As the contingent from Canaan traveled down the road, hosts of pale and fearful faces turned to watch. Scott and the other knights ignored the stares for the most part but Stephen, riding on the wagon bench, was as curious of the peasants as they were of him. For a child that didn’t leave the safety of his fortress often, this was a rare experience.

“Mam!” he shouted, suddenly standing up and pointing. “That boy has puppies! I want a puppy!”

Avrielle, sitting in the wagon bed with her daughters on a comfortable seat that Scott had personally fashioned for her, tried to quiet her son.

“Sit down,” she hissed. “Be quiet!”

Stephen sat down but he couldn’t seem to stop pointing. He saw a boy with several small black puppies and he was clearly feeling deprived.

“Will you ask him if I can have a puppy?” he asked his mother. “Mam, please?”

Avrielle reached up and yanked Stephen by the arm, pulling him backwards off the wagon bench and forcing him to sit beside her. They could all hear Stephen’s weeping as his mother softly scolded him. Nay, he could not have a puppy and unless he behaved himself, he would not even get sweets.

Scott, lured by the sounds of a young boy crying, broke from formation and turned his horse around, heading back to the wagon where Stephen was sitting next to his mother, sobbing quietly. His attention moved between Avrielle and her devastated son.

“We have entered the outskirts of Kendal,” he said to Avrielle. “Where is your man who sells flower seeds?”

Avrielle had to rise to her knees to get a look at where they were. The hills were brilliant green and the road they were on was located on a bit of a rise, so she could see a populated valley spread out below. Everything was wet and damp from the rains they’d had but spring flowers were beginning to bloom along the side of the road, giving the area a lush and vibrant feel. In spite of the harshness of the season, the brilliant blooms were nature’s reward. She immediately pointed off to the southeast.

“There will be a road around this bend,” Avrielle said. “There should be a sign that says ‘Mealbank’. That road will take us into a village and right at the edge of the village is the man we wish to see. He will be easy to spot.”

Scott eyed her, a twinkle in his eye. “So you know what the road sign says? Can you read it?”

Avrielle nodded, smiling because there seemed to be some humor in his expression. “I can, indeed,” she said proudly. “Nathaniel taught me when we were first married. I can also do sums in my head. Are you surprised?”

He gave her a half-grin. “Nay, I am not. You are an accomplished woman.”

She laughed softly. “I wanted to learn so that when I conduct business, no man can get the better of me. If he thinks he is dealing with an empty-headed woman, then I am happy to show him otherwise.”

Scott’s expression turned warm. “Of that I have no doubt.”

Avrielle simply grinned, casting him what could have easily been construed as a flirtatious expression before settling back down on the cushioned wagon bed. It was a situation Scott hadn’t faced in many years, at least since he started courting Athena, and he had to admit he was a little out of practice. In fact, he was a little intimidated. The mere thought made him laugh at himself; what a fool he was.

Fool or not, he wanted to respond, but not with all of his men around. That last thing he wanted was for his awkward attempts at charming a woman to be observed by all. But he knew there would be a time and a place where he would have no such restraints and he intended to take advantage of the situation when it came. He would have to be ready and not intimidated like a silly squire.

He would have to learn to talk to a woman again.

With a lingering glance on Avrielle, he started to move away from the wagon but sniffles from Stephen caught his attention. The boy was wiping at his eyes, smearing dirt across his face, and Scott wanted to take pity on the lad. It took him back to the days when Athena, a strict disciplinarian, would deny his boys something they wished to do and he, as their father, would try to soften her up on behalf of his sons. Aye, he remembered those days well if he allowed himself to. He lingered on them, without the sorrow they usually provoked, as he made his way back to the front of the group where Stewart was riding at point. He rode up alongside him.

“The first road to the left coming up is the one we are to take,” Scott told him. “We are looking for a sign that says ‘Mealbank’.”

Stewart strained to catch a glimpse of the road beyond the bend and, perhaps, the very sign they were looking for. “Mealbank. Aye, my lord.”

It was shortly thereafter that they had made the turn on the indicated road and entered what was actually the northern end of the large, and longer, city of Kendal, into a district called Mealbank. It was on a rise above the city, situated among the rolling green hills. Once they made the turn, the road opened up and it was suddenly quite busy ahead of them. Very quickly, they were in the middle of a bustling village.

There were people everywhere, going about their daily business. Dogs barked, horses snorted, and children ran in the streets. Immediately to his left, he could see a property set back from the road with a moss-covered, stone house in the center of it and a good deal of agriculture spread around it. There were all manner of plants and wooden planter boxes, with a big pile of animal dung near the house. It was clear from the sight and the smell that it was some kind of agricultural business and Scott came to the logical conclusion.

“Look,” he said to Stewart. “That must be the place. Settle the men and the wagon here at the end of the road, out of the path of travel. I will fetch Lady du Rennic and take her to purchase her seeds.”

Stewart nodded, turning to motion the men over to the side of the road as Scott turned his horse around and headed back to the wagon. He’d no sooner turned around, however, when he noticed that Avrielle was already out of the wagon and making her way towards the gate that led to the green-stoned house.

In fact, Avrielle wasn’t paying any attention to the knights or the soldiers as they organized themselves off of the road. She had her own agenda to attend to. Making sure that Sophia was secure in the wagon holding her infant sister tightly, she took Stephen by the hand and headed for the house with the enormous dung pile next to it. But she was barely to the gate leading into the fenced yard when Stephen suddenly howled and pulled away from her.

“Mam!” he screamed with delight. “Look! The dogs are dancing!”

With that, he was gone like a flash and Avrielle took off after him, lifting her skirts to her knees so they wouldn’t drag through the mud.

“Stephen!” she cried. “Stephen, stop!”

But young Stephen couldn’t stop. He had his eye on the prize – a man who had at least five dancing white dogs, perhaps more, and a gaggle of children and eager adults gathered around him. The little boy was so excited that he was darting through traffic, around people, and beneath horses that were stopped on the avenue. He did that at least twice and both horses had startled, dancing around excitedly as Avrielle dashed around them. Stephen was just nearing the man with the dogs when a big figure abruptly intercepted him, lifting him off the ground. Stephen screamed as Scott picked him up and prevented him from making contact with the dancing dogs.

“Nay!” the boy cried. “I want to see the dogs! The dogs are dancing!”

Scott was out of breath from his sprint across the road. In fact, he was a little surprised with how fast he’d moved, but panic had caused the speed – all he could see was Stephen plastered against the mud by an angry horse, so he’d moved even faster than Avrielle had in order to catch up with the boy. Now, the kicking, squirming child was in his arms just as Avrielle caught up to them. The first thing she did was pull the boy out of Scott’s arms and whack him twice on the behind with her palm.

“I told you what would happen if you did not behave,” she said, winded and angry and frightened. “Now you must sit in the wagon bed while I conduct business.”

Stephen was sobbing as his mother hauled him away from the dogs. “Nay!” he cried. “I just wanted to see the dogs, Mam! Please let me see the dogs!”

Avrielle’s heart was still pounding from the scare. “If you had not run from me, I would have let you see them,” she said firmly. “Now you must sit in the wagon. Naughty boys are not allowed privileges.”

Stephen wept loudly all the way back to the wagon, being dragged by his mother as Scott followed behind. Truth be told, he was watching Avrielle as she dealt with her disobedient son and he admired her all the more for it. She was firm and she was in control no matter what Stephen did. It reminded him very much of Athena and he found comfort in that. But he was also watching the sway of her hips, inspecting the curvaceous line of her body from behind. She was quite delicious, in his opinion. But he didn’t say a word as she lifted Stephen up to the wagon bed and made him sit beside his sisters. As the miserable little boy sobbed and carried on, she turned to Scott.

“I am sorry he troubled you,” she said. “He will not leave the wagon again, I promise.”

Scott’s gaze lingered on her a moment before moving to Stephen, who had his face in his hands. Beside him, Sophia was looking at her brother with great concern while the baby in her arms slept peacefully.

“He was no trouble,” he said. “But I will admit, I had visions of one of those horses he darted beneath crushing him.”

Avrielle took a deep breath, clearly attempting to calm her anger and her fright. She smiled weakly. “As did I,” she admitted. “Thank you for saving him.”

He cracked a smile. “It was a close call. He is very fast.”

“Thankfully, you were faster.”

“My legs are longer.”

She laughed softly as they both experienced a surge of warmth between them, warmth that was coming more easily by the moment. It was becoming fluid, liquid, rushing between them, through them, and around them, binding them together until they could only see one another.

It was magical.

Here they were, standing in the middle of a busy road, and all Scott could see was that flawless face before him. He found himself wanting to say so much more to her but, thankfully, at the last moment he realized that he couldn’t. This was no place for anything sweet he might wish to express, the feelings of a man who was only just allowing himself to experience emotion again. It was difficult for him to control it. Feeling foolish, he labored to change the subject.

“This is your man?” he asked, pointing to the moss-covered house. “Mayhap you should go and conduct your business before the day grows too late.”

Avrielle hadn’t been oblivious to the warmth between them. It was difficult to look at the man and not feel her cheeks grow warm or her knees grow weak. And that fluid warmth he had experienced was coursing through her veins even now. But she tore her gaze away from him, looking at the house he was indicating.

“I will,” she said, gathering her skirts again to keep them out of the muddy road. “I shan’t be long, I promise.”

“Take your time. I shall wait here. Call if you need me.”

Smiling, she nodded and turned for the house again, picking her way through the muddied road and passing through the gate that led to the yard of the house. Scott simply stood there and watched her, wondering if he had the same silly smile on his face that she had and trying to straighten out his lips just in case. He really couldn’t tell. As he stood there and watched, Stewart came up beside him.

“It is a good thing you were faster than the boy, my lord,” he said. “I have a feeling had you been any slower, it could have been a disaster.”

Scott nodded, pulling his gaze away from Avrielle and turning to the children in the wagon. Stephen was still sniffling. He was still feeling some pity for the small boy who, he was sure, had simply been excited when he ran off more than he’d actually been disobedient. Still, he wouldn’t dream of undermining Avrielle’s parental authority by offering comfort or compromise to the child.

But… perhaps there was another way.

“Had the dogs not been so far away, we would not have had the issue,” he said. “Stu, go to the man with the dogs and see if he will bring them over here. That way, young Stephen can watch them from the safety of the wagon and so can his sister. The children will not have to go anywhere and there will be no risk of someone being run down by a horse.”

Stewart lifted his eyebrows at the surprising request, turning to look at the dog handler across the road. “Do you think Lady du Rennic will approve?” he asked. “After all, I heard her tell the boy that…”

Scott cut him off, quietly. “She told him that he would have to sit in the wagon whilst she conducted business,” he said. “She did not tell him he could not watch the dogs altogether. Go and get the dogs, Stu, or young Stephen may very well cry himself into a fit. That would not do.”

Stewart looked at Scott, seeing something in the man he hadn’t seen in a very long time – compassion. The Scott de Wolfe he’d known since that tragic day had no capacity for compassion or pity but, clearly, the man before him had changed dramatically and Stewart was still trying to take it all in. Truth be told, he liked what he saw.

With a grin playing on his lips, he nodded.

“As you command, my lord,” he said, turning on his heel and waving a hand at Jean-Pierre, who was still towards the rear of the column. “Du Bois! With me!”

As Scott kept an eye on Avrielle, who was now speaking to a very old man and a very old woman who had emerged from the mossy house, Stewart and Jean-Pierre took a stroll down the road to the man with the dancing dogs. Stewart had explained the command to Jean-Pierre, who was without any knowledge of de Wolfe’s changing behavior. He’d only been in service of de Wolfe for a couple of years and the commander he knew wasn’t capable of what Stewart was suggesting. He therefore thought the command to be quite strange but he did as he was told. He accompanied Stewart to the dog handler and, after exchanging several words with the man and passing him a few coins, the man and his dogs seemed more than willing to move locations.

With the crowd of children and adults following behind, the five white dogs and their round handler relocated to a spot that Scott had picked out, right in front of the wagon that held Stephen and his sisters. When Stephen saw the man and his dogs appear, his tears miraculously disappeared and, within minutes, he and Sophia were at the edge of the wagon, watching the dogs dance and cheering with delight. Even the soldiers were interested in the entertainment and soon the man and his dogs had a massive audience, cheering the canine cleverness.

Unfortunately, the noise and movement woke the infant, who began to wail lustily when her sister jostled her. Startled, Sophia looked at the child as if she’d done something wrong and she immediately sat back down and tried to soothe the frightened baby. Sophia was a very quiet, very meek little girl and Scott couldn’t honestly remember hearing one word out of the child’s mouth since he’d been a Canaan. She always seemed to be a silent wraith, shadowing her mother. Even as the baby wailed, Sophia didn’t speak to the infant, she merely rocked the babe gently.

But the baby’s crying brought forth the mother. Even as far away as she was, negotiating for seeds and plants with the plant vendor, Avrielle could hear her child crying. She’d been around the side of the house and hadn’t seen the crowd gathered near the wagon to watch the dog show, so coming to the front of the house and seeing the crowd was something of a surprise. She could hear her child wailing above it all. Leaving the plant vendor, she quickly scurried across the yard and through the gate, pushing through the soldiers in her quest to reach the wagon.

It was then she could see Sophia sitting in the wagon bed, trying to comfort the baby, but right next to her was Stephen hanging over the side of the wagon bed, excitedly watching the dog show. Avrielle was on the verge of becoming quite cross with her son when she noticed Scott standing beside the boy, his big arms folded across his chest as he also watched the show. There was a faint smile on his face, something that grew in waves every time Stephen screamed with delight.

It was entrancing, really. Avrielle couldn’t help but be deeply touched by the knight as he enjoyed the dogs right along with Stephen, who kept tapping Scott on the shoulder and pointing to the big dog that was dancing in circles. It was difficult to become angry at such a thing, seeing the delight in her son’s eyes and knowing that Scott was more than likely responsible for it. Knowing how Stephen had suffered in the wake of his father’s death, and knowing the loneliness he’d suffered… nay, she really couldn’t become too angry at all.

“So the dogs came to you, did they?” she asked her son, watching both Stephen and Scott turn to her. She cocked an eyebrow to express that she, perhaps, wasn’t thrilled that Stephen was being rewarded for running across the road but she didn’t say anything to that regard. She simply took the wailing baby from Sophia. “Go ahead, sweetheart. I am sure you want to watch the dogs, too.”

Grinning, Sophia knelt beside her brother on the side of the wagon, watching the dogs as Avrielle soothed the baby. Avrielle was so focused on the infant that she didn’t notice that Scott had come up beside her.

“Are you angry?” he asked quietly.

She looked up at him. “Why would I be angry?”

Scott cleared his throat, somewhat guiltily, and threw a thumb in the direction of the dogs. “Stephen could not go to the dogs,” he said, “but you did not say that the dogs could not come to him.”

Avrielle had suspected as much. She fought off a grin as she looked back to the baby. “That is true,” she said. “I did not say that. In the future, I can see I will have to be more specific.”

He didn’t say anything and when she looked up, he was grinning at her with a rather mischievous expression. She shook her head at him reproachfully, but there was no weight behind it. She thought it was rather sweet he should be so concerned for her boy.

“While you and my son were watching dogs, I struck a bargain with the plant vendor,” she said. “He has a good deal of seed left as well as plants he has grown for sale. He will start bringing them out to the wagon and I would be grateful if your men could load them.”

Scott nodded. “It shall be done.”

As Scott moved to his men and passed orders along through Stewart and Jean-Pierre, Avrielle had a more pressing concern on her mind. She was increasingly convinced that the baby was crying because she was hungry, so finding a private place to feed the child was imperative. It wasn’t as if she could wander off and not tell anyone, so she had to let Scott in on the situation. She would have to feed the baby before they took the road back to Canaan and she needed his help.

“My lord?” she called out to him politely. “A word, please?”

Scott, who had been speaking with Stewart, left the knight standing there and immediately went to her side. Perhaps too eagerly, but he didn’t notice and neither did Avrielle; they were fixed on each other and that was all that seemed to matter. She smiled at him as he came near.

“I must feed the babe,” she said, lowering her voice. “I can do it while your men load up the wagon bed so I will not delay our return to Canaan any more than necessary, but the problem will be finding a location to do it. A private location, if you will.”

Scott understood what she meant immediately. As the plant vendor and his wife began to lug out the bags of seeds and plants in wooden crates from their inventory, Scott happened to glance at the mossy house behind them. A thought occurred to him.

“Mayhap we should ask your plant vendor,” he said. “Mayhap he will allow you to use his home.”

Avrielle opened her mouth to agree but Scott was already on the move, heading to the old man and his wife as his soldiers swarmed around them, collecting seeds and plants. His men were lugging the items back to the wagon as the dog show continued onward, but Avrielle was watching Scott as he spoke to the old man and old woman, gesturing to Avrielle as he did so. She clearly saw when the old woman nodded and turned for the house, scurrying away. Scott headed back to Avrielle, avoiding the soldiers who were lugging plants around.

“The wife has offered you the use of her home,” he said, taking Avrielle politely by the arm. “Do you want to bring your children with you? Or are you comfortable leaving them here to watch the show?”

Avrielle looked at Stephen and Sophia, enthralled by the dogs that were now jumping over each other. “Unless I want tears and hysteria, I had better leave them here,” she said. “Your men will be mindful of them, won’t they?”

Just to be sure, Scott turned in the direction of Stewart and Jean-Pierre, who were organizing the items that were being loaded into the rear of the wagon. Emitting a sharp whistle between his teeth, Scott pointed to his eye and then to the children when Stewart turned in his direction. Stewart got the general idea that he was to keep an eye on the pair and Scott continued on towards the moss-covered house with Avrielle in his grip.

“Stewart has two young sons,” he said. “He will make sure your children are safe.”

Avrielle turned to watch as Stewart left his post and went to stand by the children, like a big guard dog. She felt comfortable with a man that Scott clearly trusted.

“I have not yet met your knight,” she said. “I have seen him around, of course, but we have never spoken. His name is Stewart?”

Scott nodded. “Stewart Longbow. He is a good and trusted man. I will introduce you to him.”

Avrielle simply nodded, holding the fussing infant as she tried to avoid the mud puddles. “And the other knight with him?”

“Jean-Pierre du Bois.”

“Has he been with you a long time?”

“About two years.”

They approached the entry to the house and Scott went in first, a precautionary measure that was simply a habit, making sure the room was safe before Avrielle followed. The old woman was inside, stoking the fire and waving them in. She pointed to a chair right next to the hearth and Avrielle made her way to it, settling down as the old woman finished stoking the blaze. Then the little woman scurried out of the room and shut the door behind her, leaving Scott and Avrielle alone. Avrielle grinned at Scott as she began to loosen her bodice.

“I am sure this is something that would not interest you so you needn’t stay to keep me company,” she said, watching him wriggle his eyebrows as if to agree. “But you would be doing me a great favor if you could return to the wagon for the satchel I brought with me. It contains more swaddling for the baby and I must change her into clean rags.”

Scott was already at the door. “It would be my pleasure, my lady.”

Leaving Avrielle alone in the plant vendor’s common room to nurse her child, Scott headed out to the wagon that was now half-full with bags of seeds and potted plants. Peering into the wagon bed, he spied the satchel beneath Stephen’s feet and had to lift the boy up so he could get at it. But Stephen’s attention never left the dogs and Scott had to grin at a child who was so singularly focused. Making his way back to the stone hut, he rapped softly on the door before entering so that Avrielle would not be startled.

“I would assume this is what you need,” he said, averting his gaze from her because a quick look when he entered the hut showed that she had the child against her bare breast. “Your son was standing on it so I hope there was nothing to be damaged inside.”

Avrielle had the quieted baby against her breast as the child fed eagerly. “Nay,” she said. “Only swaddling. Thank you for bringing it to me.”

“My pleasure, my lady.”

“And thank you for entertaining my son and daughter with the dogs. I am sure they are so entertained that they do not even realize the plant farmer has not yet given them sweets.”

Scott was facing away from her, putting the satchel on a table and unfastening the ties. “He will realize that as soon as we leave this place,” he said. “I would, therefore, suggest we find sweets before we leave or you will have an unhappy son on your hands.”

Avrielle watched him as he opened up the satchel and began to pull out the swaddling. “You know children well,” she said. “In fact, I have watched you with Stephen. You are very comfortable with him, and he with you. I have thanked you for your kindness towards him but I will do it again. It may not mean much to you, but to Stephen, it means a great deal. And to me.”

Scott slowed as he pulled out the swaddling and set it on the tabletop. “You are quite wrong,” he said quietly. “It does mean a great deal to me. In fact, I was thinking of something last night, something that is difficult for me to express. I was thinking that coming to Canaan has been an important event to me, in many ways.”

Avrielle was interested. “How?”

He sighed faintly as he pondered his answer, remembering his conversation with Stewart the night before. Much had been said during the course of that dialogue, things he wasn’t sure he wanted to tell Avrielle but things he somehow felt compelled to tell her. He felt so comfortable with the woman, a contentment he’d not felt in years. It was difficult not to give in to that sense of well-being.

But as he thought on how to explain himself, he relived the conversation he’d had with the king’s messenger and pondered the things he’d told the man. Nathaniel’s deathbed confession came to mind. He’d not yet had the opportunity to tell Lady du Rennic that her days of fearing a husband from Edward were over. At least, Scott hoped they were over. But for him, the troubles had probably only just begun.

“Coming to Canaan has been important, in a sense, because of the conversations you and I have had about grief,” he said, turning around and looking her in the eye as her bare breast fed the baby. “You know that my struggle with grief and guilt has been a long one but in coming here, in seeing that there was someone else who was going through nearly the same thing I was going through, it has given me the strength to speak on the subject. This is the first time I have been comfortably able to do so. And feel changed. I am not sure how yet, but… changed.”

Avrielle smiled up at him. “I hope it is for the better.”

“It is.”

“That is good.” Her gaze remained on him for a few moments before she looked down at the infant again as the baby tugged hungrily at her breast. “I feel the same way. I told you that yesterday and it holds true today. It will hold true forever.”

Scott watched her lowered head, thinking how beautiful the woman was by the firelight. He couldn’t help but look at the child, the downy hair standing on end, and wishing the babe was his. He found it somewhat erotic to watch her feed the baby, her full, plump breast illuminated by the firelight, wondering what it would be like to put his mouth to that breast and taste it for himself.

She had a beautiful, swan-like neck that gave way to the swell of her breasts and his mind began to wander to the taste and feel of her flesh. It was the strongest urge he’d ever known and he forced himself to look away, to focus on something else, because he could feel his loins grow hard. They hadn’t been hard in years and now, suddenly, he could feel them pulsing to life again. He quickly sat in a chair by the table.

Needful.

“I hope that is true and that your peace with your grief is everlasting,” he said, remarking belatedly on her comment as he struggled to think on something other than her supple breasts and his heated loins. “In speaking of your future, however, I’ve not yet had the opportunity to tell you that I spoke to the king’s messenger yesterday, as I told you I would. The messenger and I had a fairly serious conversation.”

Avrielle looked at him with concern. “Did you tell him I was unable to travel to London?”

He shook his head. “I did not,” he said. “It occurred to me that telling him that would only delay the inevitable, so I did not tell him that. I told him something else, something more… permanent.”

“What?”

“That you had remarried already.”

He could hear her gasp. “You did?” she asked, incredulous. “But… to whom?”

He looked at her then. “To me.”

As Scott watched, Avrielle’s jaw dropped and her eyes widened. “To… to you?”

“Aye.”

She clearly had no idea how to react. “But… but why? Surely by telling him that, Edward will become quite angry with you!”

Scott couldn’t tell if the idea of being his wife upset her or not. He was rather hoping she might actually appreciate the idea but her lack of an instant expression of joy had him feeling embarrassed and foolish. Now, he was feeling like an idiot.

“Mayhap he will,” he said, looking away quickly so she wouldn’t see the disappointment on his face. “In any case, he will not be too angry. He loves my father and he would not do anything to upset him. So, for the moment, I am safe and so are you. But, at some point, Edward might expect some kind of proof. He may even come to visit Canaan and if he does, then you and I will have to pretend to be happily married. I am sorry if that is distasteful to you, but I thought that by telling Edward you were already married, he would remove you from his political agenda.”

He was speaking rather quickly when he was finished, indicative of his uncertainty on the subject and the uncertainty of his feelings. If Avrielle hadn’t suspected his inner thoughts at the onset, now, she was coming to see that something was wrong. He was agitated, embarrassed even, and she was coming to think that it was because her problems had been too much of a burden to him.

“Oh… my lord,” she breathed as a terrible thought suddenly occurred to her. “I am so sorry you felt the need to do that. I am so sorry that I have been such a burden from the moment you came to Canaan. If I have caused you such trouble, please known how terribly sorry I am. I would have never knowingly caused you problems. But now, you have lied to the king and he will surely be quite cross with you when he finds out the truth. Mayhap… mayhap you should send word to him that we are not, in fact, married and that he may do with me as he wishes. I would not wish to put you in a position that finds you at odds with Edward.”

Scott lifted his head, turning to look at her and seeing how genuinely concerned she was. In fact, she almost appeared distraught.

“I can send him word, of course,” he said, “but it was my intention to spare you from becoming a political pawn. That is no life for you, Avrielle.”

She wasn’t sure how to respond to him. “But you cannot prevent such a thing,” she said softly. “If Edward wishes for me to marry a Scottish lord, then I have no say in it. Nor do you. I would live the rest of my life in terrible guilt if the king were to become angry with you because you tried to protect me. But know that I am deeply grateful for your efforts. You are a kind and gracious man to be so concerned for me.”

Scott listened to her soft voice, thinking that she didn’t sound so disgusted by his lie as he had originally thought. In fact, she sounded quite grateful for it. Hope blossomed anew in his heart.

“Concerned, aye,” he muttered. “But in a sense, your situation is my fault. Nathaniel died to save me. It is, therefore, important that I take responsibility for Nathaniel’s family. Edward would not be angry if my lie was not a lie at all.”

Avrielle cocked her head curiously. “What do you mean?”

“If we were actually married.”

Oddly enough, she didn’t react right away. She simply sat there and looked at him. In truth, Avrielle was in a bit of shock; thoughts of marrying Scott were not new to her but she had no idea he felt the same way. God’s Bones… was it really possible? Was he truly amiable to marrying her?

Avrielle remembered thinking that if she had to marry again, Scott would be an agreeable choice. He was handsome… God, the man was incredibly handsome… but they also had a bond that was difficult to deny. Not only did they share the same grief at the loss of a spouse, but the man had delivered Sorsha. He had cared for both her and her child in a situation that could have been quite devastating.

Aye, Avrielle was attached to Scott. She could admit it. Did she love him? In truth, she wasn’t entirely sure. She still loved Nathaniel, but the man was never coming back and she was resigned to the fact. It didn’t mean there wasn’t room in her heart for someone she had a great deal in common with, a man she admired greatly.

A man that, perhaps, she could love someday.

“Do you feel that we should be married?” she asked after a moment. “I do not want you to feel that you are obligated to do so. You have enough burdens in your life without taking a wife you do not want.”

Scott looked at her; really looked at her. He didn’t sense she was resistant to the suggestion but it was difficult to tell. He’d never been any good at reading women, anyway.

“If you are opposed to it, I will not suggest it again,” he said.

She shook her head. “I did not say I was opposed to it,” she said quietly, looking down at the baby when it began to fuss because her milk was running dry on that breast. “In fact, it would be a great honor. But I do not want you to regret it because you acted on impulse.”

It was actually a very wise response and Scott considered that as she put the baby on the other breast. He didn’t even look away, now gazing at her full naked breasts as the infant nursed. They were beautiful beyond measure. She was beautiful beyond measure. Unable to maintain his seat, he stood up and, very slowly, headed in her direction.

He simply couldn’t control himself any longer.

“I am not impulsive, in any fashion,” he said, his voice low as he came up beside her. “I cannot explain myself, Avrielle. All I know is that I could not stand the thought of you married to anyone else. There; I’ve said it. I do not want you to marry anyone. Edward intends to use you as a pawn in his political games and I could not stand by and watch you marry a lord who would treat you as property. You would never be respected; he might even abuse you. The Scottish lord is a man Edward is attempting to court and he has nothing to lose by raping Canaan for her wealth and leaving you to starve. I simply could not stand by and watch that happen. You deserve better. Mayhap I am foolish to think I am worthy of you, but I was a good husband once before. I would be again. And you would want for nothing.”

He was standing behind her at this point; Avrielle could feel him. She could feel his heat behind her and her breathing began to come in labored gasps as her heart fluttered wildly with excitement. He was watching her; she knew that, perhaps even looking at her naked flesh and the mere thought made her entire body tremble with anticipation. Both breasts were bare and although her daughter was nursing from one of them, it didn’t erase the fact that she was a virile woman and he was a virile man, of flesh and blood and feeling. A shudder ran through her.

“You cannot know how I have longed to hear this,” she whispered. “Although I adore Nat and I always will, you have been heavily on my mind. There is such pain in you but there is also a strong will to survive. You could have crumbled when your wife and children were killed, but you did not. You fought the only way you knew how, just as I did. Mayhap… mayhap we can understand this new world, together, for it would give me great pride to call you husband. And I would be devoted to you, and only you, until I die.”

Scott was standing over her, looking down at her head, the infant against her breast, and feeling his heart swell in ways he could hardly comprehend. He came around to the front of her, taking a knee and bringing himself to her eye level. The expression on his face was nothing short of raw as he gazed into her eyes.

“Swear it to me,” he breathed.

She nodded fervently. “I swear it.”

It was all Scott needed to hear. Those three words cemented something into his heart and soul that he would never again lose, cementing faith that he thought he’d lost. Faith that there would be happiness again in his life and faith that there was hope for the future. He thought he’d lost those feelings long ago, but Avrielle had somehow managed to bring them back. The realization nearly overwhelmed him.

As the babe nursed at her breast, Scott brought his hands up, cupping Avrielle’s sweet face. All he did was stare at her for a moment, feeling her soft flesh beneath his hands, hardly believing this moment was upon him. It didn’t seem real. Yet, Avrielle was very real in his hands, her skin warm and delicate in his palms, and those lips he’d admired from afar were calling to him.

This time, he answered the call.

His mouth slanted over hers, warm and gentle, as her scent filled his nostrils, intoxicating him. It was a defining moment for him because it spoke of untold promises, unspoken words, and a future he thought he’d lost. He could taste her sweetness upon his lips and he feasted on her, listening to her soft gasps of pleasure as he suckled her lips.

His kisses grew bolder, more demanding, but he knew this wasn’t the place for such things. This was only the beginning of what was to come and his mouth left hers, kissing her cheeks, her nose, her eyes, before moving down her neck. Gentle kisses rained over that beautiful neck and onto the swell of her beautiful breasts, feeling the soft and gentle skin against his lips.

As she quivered beneath his touch, he kissed her right breast, kissing the nipple and tasting her milk upon it, before moving to the left breast and kissing the infant that was latched to her. It was part of her and therefore something precious to him, even if the child wasn’t his. But in a sense, the child did belong to him, and he hoped that Nathaniel would approve that little Sorsha should grow up calling him her father. Somehow, he suspected Nathaniel would give his blessing. For any father, to have a decent man tend the family he left behind was the greatest of blessings, indeed.

When he lifted his head to say something to Avrielle, there were tears streaming down her cheeks and he paused, his brow furrowing with concern as his big thumbs wiped the tears away.

“Why do you weep?” he whispered. “Tell me.”

She smiled through her tears. “They are not tears of sadness,” she murmured. “They are tears of joy. I feel such joy at this moment that I could shout it to the world.”

A smile played on Scott’s lips. “We shall both shout it to the world soon enough,” he said. Then, he sobered. “For my part, it has been a very long time since I have felt such emotion. You will forgive me if, at times, I cannot adequately express it. I have spent the past four years ignoring any emotion that threatened to surface. It has been a habit with me to ignore rather than to feel. I hope you will be patient.”

Gently, Avrielle touched his stubbled cheek, caressing the stubble beneath her fingers. “You will have all of my patience and understanding,” she ensured him. “Mayhap we shall learn to feel things that neither of us has ever felt before. I can dream for such things, you know.”

His smile broke through and he leaned forward, kissing her forehead before finally standing up. “I like your dreams,” he said. “I will dream for the same.”

Avrielle smiled up at him, feeling the impact of the moment. It was surreal. But the child at her breast was finally satisfied and she forced herself to focus on the infant, pulling her bodice up even as she put the infant over her shoulder to burp the child.

All the while, however, Scott watched her with an expression she’d never seen before. It was as if that guard he always had in front of him, that shield wall he’d put there on the day he’d lost his family, was finally lowered.

For Avrielle, it was gone.

It was a new day for both of them.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Castle Canaan

With Scott and Stewart off to Kendal, Milo was in charge of the mighty bastion of Canaan. If was just after the nooning meal as he made his way around the battlements, vigilant as he watched the activity both outside and inside the castle.

Being that Canaan was built as a shell keep, meaning the living quarters, kitchens, and hall were built against the perimeter wall, the battlements were a narrow walk that went around the entire top of the walls. Reached by two sets of spiral stairs, designed to make it very difficult for intruders to mount the battlements, they were also dangerous because the parapet itself was only about three feet high. Men had been known to fall over the side, head first into the moat three stories below. Therefore, Milo was careful as he paced.

There were sections of the battlements that had fighting platforms jutting out from the walls. These, too, were rather dangerous and narrow, but it gave the defenders more room to work with. Scott and his men had seen that when they’d been locked out of Canaan those weeks ago because those platforms had held men more than willing to prevent them from regaining control of the castle.

A tactical move that Huntley had been paying for ever since Scott had retaken the castle.

But the situation was peaceful now for the most part. With the bright blue sky above and the vibrant, green hills surrounding them, it was quite sublime, as if the rebellious du Rennic knights were only a faded memory. As Milo looked over to the south side of the wall walk and relived the beating the du Rennic knights had been given, for it made for some arrogant recollection, footsteps came up behind him. He turned to see Stanley on the approach.

“Well?” Milo asked, breaking from his thoughts. “Did Jeremy Huntley survive the move from the barracks?”

Stanley nodded but it was clear he was perturbed which, for Stanley, was his normal state. “He did,” he grunted. “But from the posturing going on with his fellow knights, you would have thought we were sending him to his death. They did not want any of us to move Jeremy; they had to do it, but they are so injured from the beating we gave them that they could hardly move him. It was slow-going the entire time as Gordon tried to keep the peace. The man is a saint, Milo. Jeremy and those wild dogs that call themselves knights do not deserve his loyalty.”

Milo grinned. “I am sorry I missed it,” he said. “But someone has to keep watch. I’ve got a mix of du Rennic and de Wolfe soldiers on the walls, but you just never know when a fight will break out. The tensions still run deep, even after two weeks.”

Stanley knew that. He looked around, seeing de Wolfe soldiers in groups on the battlements and then du Rennic soldiers in separate groups. It was like a standoff.

“Do they not mix at all?” he asked, pointing to the two distinct factions. “God’s Bones, they are both on watch. Do they not know they are supposed to work together?”

Milo shook his head. “Evidently not,” he said, rubbing at his upper thigh where his groin injury was healing, but slowly. “In truth, I do not know if they will ever mix. There is bad blood here, Stanley. I am not entirely sure de Wolfe is aware of how bad.”

Stanley leaned on the battlements, his gaze moving out over the brilliant green landscape.

“Stu knows,” he said. “Surely he has told de Wolfe.”

Milo shrugged. “I am sure he has, but whether or not de Wolfe is listening is another matter,” he said. “He has had other things on his mind with Edward’s messenger and Lady du Rennic and that whole bloody political situation. I am not entirely sure he has the pulse of the men in his command.”

Stanley glanced at him. “He always knows what is happening. He is not out of touch.”

“Nay, not out of touch, but certainly not in the thick of it the way Stewart and I are.”

Stanley cocked his head. “Do you believe something is coming? A rebellion from the du Rennic men, mayhap? God, not another one.”

Milo really didn’t know. “It is just a feeling I have,” he said quietly. “I have been a knight many years. I have seen what divisiveness looks like. I fear that Scott has a bigger problem than he realizes.”

Stanley wasn’t sure what to say to that. Milo began to move down the wall walk towards the eastern side of the wall and he followed.

“Then Stu should make sure he understands,” Stanley said. “Why hasn’t Stu been more insistent with de Wolfe?”

“It is a delicate situation.”

Stanley had less tact than Milo had and spoke what they were both thinking. “Because for the first time since his wife’s death, Scott is showing interest in a woman?” he asked bluntly. “And not just any woman; Nathaniel du Rennic’s widow. Does he not know what the men are saying about him? That he is a following the woman around as if she is a bitch in heat?”

Milo looked at him, sharply. “It was explained to you why Lady du Rennic was seen leaving de Wolfe’s chambers,” he said. “Why are you so willing to believe poorly of de Wolfe? He is your liege, Moncrief. If I were you, I would watch my tongue when it comes to Scott de Wolfe.”

Stanley backed down. “I am only repeating what I have heard,” he said. “I have not repeated it to anyone. My loyalty is to de Wolfe and always shall be. But there is more going on at this castle than he is aware of.”

“Make no mistake. De Wolfe is aware.”

Stanley didn’t say anything more, mostly because he didn’t want to appear as if he were speaking ill of his liege. If that got back to Scott, it would go badly for him. As he thought on something else to say, because a change of subject would have been welcome as far as he was concerned, he caught sight of a horse and rider emerging from the northern gatehouse and heading straight into the heavy line of trees that surrounded the brook just to the north.

The rider was cloaked, and moving very quickly, disappearing into the winter-dead trees with great stealth. Had Stanley not been looking right at the northern side of the fortress, he surely would have missed it because the rider had moved just that quickly. Blink and he was gone. Curious, Stanley began to wonder if he even saw such a thing.

“Did you see that?” Milo suddenly hissed.

Stanley pointed to the trees. “Do you mean the rider?”

“Aye.”

Stanley nodded firmly. “I saw it clearly,” he said. “Who do you suppose that was?”

Milo shook his head, quickly making his way to the tower at the northwest corner of Canaan. The tower had better visibility than where they’d been standing on the battlements and there were two de Wolfe soldiers on the tower, both of them looking to the trees to the north. Milo spoke to one of them.

“Did you just see a horse and rider bolt from Canaan and disappear in the trees?” he asked.

The man, an older soldier, nodded. “Aye, my lord,” he said, pointing to the heavy trees that lined the brook, or beck as it was called, all the way up into the hills and disappearing over the summit. “A cloaked rider on a warhorse.”

Milo’s eyebrows lifted. “Warhorse?” he repeated. “Are you certain?”

The soldier nodded. “Aye, my lord,” he replied. “The horse was big and scarred.”

“Did you recognize it?”

The soldier shook his head. “Nay, my lord. The horse does not belong to de Wolfe.”

“How would you know that?”

The soldier looked at him. “I have been with de Wolfe for fifteen years, my lord,” he said. “I know all of the horses that the knights ride and more besides. It was not one of our horses.”

Milo’s puzzlement only grew, looking at Stanley, who was baffled as well. Together, the knights and the old soldier moved to the edge of the tower battlements, which protruded slightly. From this position, they could clearly see the exterior of the gatehouse and they could see that the portcullis was closing. It occurred to Milo that there were men who had seen the rider close up, men who were currently lowering the portcullis. Something more occurred to him.

“The north gatehouse has mostly du Rennic soldiers manning it,” he muttered to Stanley. “And that warhorse did not belong to any of us. That leads me to believe that a du Rennic soldier has just left Canaan and wanted to make very sure he was not seen by quickly losing himself in the trees before he could be identified.”

Stanley was greatly puzzled. “But why? That makes little sense.”

“Did you not say that there is still division between the men?”

Stanley wasn’t quite following him. “Aye, there is, but….”

“Think,” Milo cut him off. “De Wolfe has overpowered the Canaan soldiers. He has subdued the du Rennic knights. Essentially, they are defeated. What if someone has gone for help against de Wolfe?”

Stanley’s eyebrows flew up in surprise. “Seeking reinforcements?”

Milo was starting to feel the burn of battle in his stomach. “I can think of no other reason a lone du Rennic rider would leave Canaan. Can you?”

Stanley couldn’t. But he knew who had the answers. “I will go down and ask the soldiers on guard who it was,” he said, popping his knuckles in anticipation of having to use his fists on men who would not give him the answers he sought. “I will find out where the rider was going.”

Milo eyed him. “I would wager that they will not tell you, at least not quickly,” he said. “Find Raymond. He had the night watch so he must be sleeping in his chamber. Send him to me and I will explain the interrogation that needs to happen in the gatehouse. As for you – follow whoever that was and waste no time. I would know where that man is going. If Raymond cannot wrest it from the gatehouse soldiers, then I would have your eyes on him. Hurry, now; time is of the essence.”

Stanley didn’t argue with him. He was on the move, sending the first de Wolfe soldier he came across for Raymond, instructing the man to send Montgomery to Milo on the battlements. Something was up and it was time for the de Wolfe knights to band together and hold the line until Scott returned. With the uncertain situation between the du Rennic knights and the de Wolfe knights, nothing could be left to chance. No one had requested permission to leave Canaan, yet someone had.

…but who?

That was what Stanley intended to find out.

In less than ten minutes, he was charging from Canaan’s north-facing gatehouse while Milo and Raymond planned to put the soldiers responsible for letting the rider go free through an unpleasant interrogation.

Not surprisingly, the du Rennic soldiers in the gatehouse didn’t seem to know anything.
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Scott was afraid to look at Avrielle.

Not exactly afraid, but reluctant. Definitely reluctant. It all started when they were leaving town with the wagon full of seeds and plants, and Stephen had once again spied the villein boy with the small, black puppies.

Having just seen a dog show, the lad was clearly mad for dogs and, as Scott saw it, the peasant boy with the puppies surely didn’t need that many. He surely couldn’t feed so many dogs and as the party passed northward, out of town and heading for home, Scott paused long enough to speak to the villein boy’s mother about her son’s puppies. A short conversation about the dogs and then a silver coin for the mother, and Scott had himself a black puppy.

Or, more accurately, Stephen had himself a black puppy.

Oh, but there was joy in Stephen’s world now that he had a treasured pet. The lad had literally squealed with delight when Scott handed the puppy over to him and, even now, as Canaan loomed on the horizon below a sky turning shades of dusk, Scott could hear Stephen in the wagon with the puppy, petting it and hugging it and telling it how much he loved it. It did Scott’s heart good to hear that but he wasn’t so sure Avrielle felt the same way.

Hence, he was afraid to look at her.

Therefore, Scott rode at the front of the party with Stewart, not looking at Avrielle because he was certain he would see anger in her eyes. She might even make gestures suggesting she would strangle him at the earliest possible opportunity. It was, therefore, far better not to look at the woman.

Safer, too.

As Scott pretended he had no interest in the young boy in the wagon and the boy’s mother, Stewart had an interesting trip watching the dynamics of the whole thing. Having a wife himself, a woman he adored, he was wondering if Scott and Lady du Rennic had come to some kind of an understanding because the entire trip back from Mealbank, Scott hadn’t looked at the woman, not once. That was in great contrast to the trip to Mealbank, where Scott had looked at her quite often. It was puzzling, but Stewart thought it was rather amusing. He’d never seen Scott behaving in such a way so every hour, every minute, was something both surprising and, if he really thought about it, touching as well. Finally, the man with the heart encased in stone was smashing through those walls.

Stewart never thought he would live long enough to see that day.

With weary men from an all-day march to town and back, it was a grateful party that finally approached Canaan as the sun began to set, watching the heavy, iron portcullis lift to admit them entrance. The smell of burning rope and the sound of creaking chains filled the air with the grate lifting ever-so-slowly. Stewart and Jean-Pierre began shouting to the men, urging them to pick up the pace as they passed beneath the portcullis and into the cramped bailey beyond. With the sun setting, it was important to get inside and lock down the fortress for the night.

The wagon, surrounded by a sea of soldiers who were in the process of being dismissed back to the barracks, was finally removed to the stables where more soldiers, commandeered by Stewart, were waiting to offload the goods. In the hub of that bustle, Scott dismounted his warhorse and went straight to the wagon to offload the human cargo.

It was time to face Avrielle over the puppy scandal. Prepared for a verbal lashing, he made his way to the wagon where Stephen was standing in the bed, his face split in two by a massive grin as he held his puppy. When he saw Scott approach, he tried to lift the puppy up as if to show him.

“Look at my puppy!” he cried. “I have named it after you!”

Scott didn’t smile at the child although he wanted to. “Is that so?” he said, reaching up to lift the boy, and the squirming puppy, out of the bed. “I am not sure it is a good idea to have a dog with my name.”

Stephen’s face fell. “Why not?”

Scott could just hear the laughter of his men when a dog named Scott was whistled at. “Because it might be confusing,” he said tactfully. “I would hear my name and think you were calling to me.”

Stephen still wasn’t convinced. “But I named him Wolfe.”

Scott understood now. “Ah,” he said. “That is better than naming him Scott.”

“Why is your name Scott?”

“Because my mother is from Scotland. That is the name of her clan.”

Before Stephen could ask another question, Avrielle appeared at the end of the wagon and Scott reached up to lift her down, also. Sophia was still in the wagon bed, holding her baby sister, and she carefully handed the infant over to her mother once the woman was on solid ground. Scott reached in to help the little girl out of the wagon but she scurried down herself. That left Scott standing with Avrielle, meeting her gaze and knowing he should probably be the first one to speak.

“I find myself again asking you the same question,” he said quietly. “Are you angry with me? If you are, I apologize, but your son seemed so enamored with the dogs that I thought a puppy would make him happy. All young boys should have a dog.”

Avrielle looked up at the man, seeing that he was torn between defiance and remorse. There was far less defiance than there was of remorse and, in truth, she really wasn’t all that angry with him. He was only trying to be kind and she knew that. After a moment, she simply shook her head in resignation.

“You and Stephen are conspiring against me, no matter what I think,” she said, although she wasn’t entirely serious. “I see that he has you as his strong ally in all things.”

Scott smiled, a quirky sort of grin. “As I am your ally as well,” he reminded her. “But the dog seemed to make him very happy.”

Avrielle eyed her son, who had put the puppy down on the ground and it was now pissing all over the place. She sighed.

“I know,” she said, her gaze lingering on the boy. “Not much has made him happy since Nat died. I suppose I cannot become upset over it. You have brought joy back to my son, my lord. You have my thanks.”

“You are welcome, my lady.”

“Even though you did not ask me before giving it to him.”

“I stand rebuked.”

She looked at him, suddenly bursting into soft laughter. “Nay, you do not,” she said frankly. “You regret nothing.”

“I regret nothing.”

Avrielle continued laughing at him because he was shaking his head at her, being rather exaggerated about it. She was coming to think he could be very charming when he wanted to be. Of course she could not become angry with him; she probably never could, not when the man clearly knew he could get around her. There was a level of familiarity with them already that was deep with understanding. Instinct.

God, she loved that.

In her arms, the baby started to fuss, reminding her that the child needed to be given over to the nurse for tending. She’d fed the infant again on the trip home in the privacy of the wagon bed but the babe would soon need to eat again. She rocked the infant to quiet her, knowing that this was the moment when she would retreat to the family chambers with her children and Scott would go off and get himself lost in knightly things.

But she didn’t want to leave him. Avrielle spent the entire day with the man and it was difficult for her to let him out of her sight now that they were home. So much had been said between them and the understanding they’d come to had her heart singing. The entire way home, when she should have been annoyed with Stephen’s new puppy, all she could think of was marrying Scott de Wolfe. Never in her life had she had such silly, giddy dreams, but she certain had them now. Her heart was so light she swore it would float straight away if she let it.

“I suppose a knight of your stature would never have any regrets in any decision he made,” she said, her eyes glimmering at him. “I hope that means you do not have any regrets about escorting the children and me to town. I know it took you away from your duties here at Canaan, but please know how much I appreciate it. With all of the seeds and plants we procured, I will have the garden looking beautiful once again.”

Scott expression was bordering on warm. “I am sure you will,” he said. He hesitated a moment before continuing. “But remember you are the Lady of Canaan. You do not need to hoe and plant yourself. There are plenty of servants to do it for you. You can simply direct them. Every army needs a commander, you know.”

She smiled at him, rocking the baby because the fussing was growing louder. “I will remember,” she said. “But I do so like to plant flowers.”

“Have someone else dig the hole,” he said. Then, he lowered his voice. “I should not like my future wife digging in the ground like a common serf. I realize you find enjoyment in the garden, but leave the dirty work to those better suited to it. Will you do that?”

Reluctantly, she nodded, but her heart was leaping in all directions at his mention of their future together. “I will.”

“Promise me?”

“I promise.”

He winked at her. “Good,” he said. “Now, take the child inside before she screams herself into anemia.”

Avrielle nodded, looking at the red-faced daughter in her arms. “Where are you going now? Shall I see you later?”

There was hope in her tone and the corners of his mouth tugged with a smile. “You shall, indeed,” he said. “I have duties to attend to now, including seeing to your brother, but I will seek you later.”

She was curious. “My brother? Why?”

He lifted an eyebrow. “Do you recollect I told you of the battle between Nathaniel’s men and mine?”

She nodded solemnly. “I do.”

“Your brother took a very bad beating. He is not recovering well. As a favor to your father, I am tending to him.”

Avrielle thought that was all quite surprising – she had not expected to hear that Scott was tending to her brother’s fight wounds. But, then again, they’d not spoken of Jeremy or of the nasty fight that saw the du Rennic knights beaten down since it happened. She’d not seen her brother at all since then, mostly because she hadn’t wanted to. She didn’t want his violent nature around her children so she’d been keeping a distance. But now she was concerned that he wasn’t well.

“What is wrong with him?” she asked anxiously. “Can I help?”

Scott shook his head. Putting a hand on her shoulder, he turned her for the spiral stairs that led to the living chambers above. “There is nothing you can do that is not already being done,” he said. “Now, take the children upstairs. Get them away from this chaotic bailey. I will see you later.”

Reluctantly, Avrielle did as she was told, taking Sophia by the hand and calling to Stephen to follow. The little boy was more interested in chasing his puppy around than listening to his mother, but encouragement from Scott saw the lad picking the puppy up and following his mother up the stairs.

Scott stood there, watching them mount the stairs and waiting until they disappeared before turning his attention elsewhere. It was a futile gesture, really, because even though the woman was out of his sight, thoughts of her still lingered.

So did the smile on his face.

Quickly, he wiped it away, knowing his men were watching him. After the rumors regarding him and Avrielle, he didn’t want to throw any more fuel on the fire than he already had. Certainly his intentions were honorable, but that wasn’t anyone’s business at the moment. The growing feelings he had for her were his own, to be announced when the time was right. And that time wasn’t now.

But it would come.

The mass of men in the bailey disbanded as Scott made his way past the wagon, still being offloaded by soldiers who were carrying sacks of seed and potted plants into the old garden. Stewart was standing near the garden gate, directing the men, and when he saw Scott, he waved the man over. Scott headed in his direction.

“I am not sure where you want all of these stored so I am having the men put the sacks upon the stone bench so they will not become damp on the ground,” Stewart told him, pointing inside the gate to indicate the pile of seeds that was currently on the pretty stone bench. “Any potted plants are being put against the walls until Lady du Rennic decides what to do with them.”

Scott could see that all inside the garden was fairly organized. “I am sure she will be pleased with what you have done,” he said. “If Lady du Rennic is pleased, then I am pleased.”

It was a comment Stewart hadn’t heard before and he looked at Scott, seeing a relaxed liege before him. Normally, Scott was stiff, formal, in any situation, and Stewart was still becoming used to the new man before him, clearly increasingly smitten with Lady du Rennic. If Lady du Rennic is pleased, then I am pleased. Stewart tried not to grin about it; a comment like that was a sure sign that a man was far gone with his infatuation over a woman.

“Was she angry about the puppy?” he asked quietly.

Scott glanced at him, fighting off a grin. “She thanked me for making her son happy.”

“The lad was quite happy – that is the truth.”

“She also accused me of being in collusion with the boy.”

“A sure way to win over the mother is to be kind to the children.”

Scott’s smile faded as he looked at him. “Is that what you think I am doing?”

Stewart shrugged. “That is what I would be doing.”

Scott thought on that a moment. “I suppose that would be the usual tactic, but that is not why I did it,” he said. “I did it because it needed to be done. That child needed a dog and needed it badly. The poor lad is looking to adults for companionship and now that he has a puppy, the dog can be his companion.”

Stewart thought on that a moment. “You know the mind of boys,” he said. “I miss mine, in fact. I realize we have not been gone from Ravenstone overlong, but even a few days seem like forever sometimes.”

Scott could hear the longing in Stewart’s voice, which was unusual. The man usually kept himself guarded around Scott, strictly professional. He knew Stewart was attached to his boys and to his wife who was pregnant with their third child. It was always Stewart who manned Ravenstone when Scott would wander, although his wandering had been a lot less in the past year or so. That was how Scott knew that Stewart was attached to his family because he had seen it for himself. But the man never complained when the army went off on campaign, sometimes for weeks or months at a time. Not once had Stewart ever mentioned his longing for his family, no matter how long they were gone.

That realization gave Scott pause. Something in Stewart’s tone spoke volumes to a man longing for his family, now feeling brave enough to voice it.

Had he really been so blind all along?

“Has it been so difficult for you, Stu?” he asked. “Being my second in command, I mean. Where I go, you go, and if I stay away for weeks, so do you. Has that been so difficult to bear?”

Stewart was surprised by the question but in the same breath, he knew the answer. He simply wasn’t sure he wanted to admit it, not even now when he and Scott shared a more relaxed relationship. Perhaps there were some things he still shouldn’t voice.

“I am a knight and you are my liege,” he said simply. “It has been my great honor to serve you, my lord. My wife understands that.”

Scott thought maybe that was what Stewart wanted him to hear. “You did not answer my question,” he said. “Is it difficult to be away from your family so much?”

Stewart sighed and averted his gaze. “I miss them; that is true.”

Scott was starting to feel like a bit of an ogre. Loyal, devoted Stewart was a family man and, more than likely, all he wanted to do was spend his time by his wife’s side, watching his children grow. That wasn’t something that Scott had ever understood.

Odd; he realized he’d never felt like that with Athena. She was the daughter of a knight and she had married a knight, and Scott went off and did what he pleased while she remained at home with her sisters and mother and the children for company. She’d never complained about it. He wondered if it had ever bothered her that he’d been off on his knightly duties so much. He wished he’d had the chance to ask her.

But Stewart wasn’t like that. He had a strong sense of home and family. Scott thought he had that sense, too, but perhaps he hadn’t. Not like that. But now, he had to admit that the thought of going home – really going home, to Castle Questing – was very appealing right now. For the past four years, however, Stewart had been his only family.

And the man had never complained, not once.

Scott was feeling the need to show Stewart how much he appreciated the man’s loyalty through the years. As he’d told him, there had always been one constant in his life over the past four years and that constant had been Stewart. The man was more valuable to him than he could ever know.

It was time to show him how he felt.

“I have been thinking,” Scott said as he removed his helm and scratched the dirty hair beneath. “We know that Canaan is valuable and we know that I have lied to Edward about Lady du Rennic’s marital status, which means I must remain here at Canaan for the foreseeable future. But you do not have to stay. Once the castle is settled and the situation with the du Rennic knights is settled, there is no reason for you to remain. You may return to Ravenstone and stay there, in command, until such time as I return.”

Stewart listened with interest. “If you wish it, my lord, of course I will return to Ravenstone,” he said. “But if I go, who will carry out your commands here?”

“Milo can stay with me,” Scott said. “You can take your choice of junior knights back with you, but just one. I will need the others with me.”

“Very good, my lord.”

“And… when I do return to Ravenstone, I was thinking to give you the outpost of Ash Fell on the northern border of the Bretherdale lands. You know the place? The castle is rather small, but there are two villages within proximity of it. The income from them would be enough to sustain you and your family quite comfortably.”

Stewart looked at him with a good deal of shock. “Give me Ash Fell?”

Scott nodded. “You have earned it, Stu. For what you have put up with from me since Athena died, you have surely earned all of that and more.”

Stewart was clearly stunned. “Are you serious, my lord?”

“Never more serious in my life.”

Stewart just stood there, struggling to absorb this most unexpected turn of events. “I… I do not know what to say,” he said after a moment. “Your generosity… I am speechless.”

Scott slapped him on the shoulder. “I can afford it,” he said. “Remember that I will inherit Wolfe’s Lair and Castle Questing in addition to the Bretherdale properties. I will not be destitute in the least but I want to make sure you and your family are taken care of. For your service, it is the least I can do.”

Stewart suddenly grabbed his hand, squeezing it tightly. The expression on his face was one of astonishment as well as delight as he began to realize that Scott was very serious about all of this. It wasn’t a joke; his serious, brusque liege was starting to return to that gregarious, loveable man they’d all known and loved before that tragic event. Scott de Wolfe before that day had been wildly generous and well loved; Stewart could hardly believe that the man he knew so long ago might actually return. But the gift of Ash Fell Castle was an indication that, perhaps, the darkest of days were finally over.

Perhaps Scott de Wolfe’s heart was really warming, after all.

“You have my loyalty and my sword until the day I die, my lord,” Stewart said sincerely. “To thank you… it does not seem enough, but thank you. I am most grateful.”

Scott could tell that simply by looking at him. De Wolfe squeezed the man’s hand before letting him go. “It is I who am grateful,” he said quietly. “We will discuss the details at a later time, for now I must find Jeremy Huntley and see if the swelling on his face has gone down. Do you know if he has been moved from the barracks yet?”

Stewart was struggling to focus on the question; he was still lingering on the incredibly generous gift he’d just received. “I do not know but I know Milo was instructed to move him this morning,” he said. “In fact, I’ve not yet seen Milo but he must be here, somewhere. I shall find him.”

Scott shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “I can just as easily look for myself. I am smelling roast meat right now so I am sure we will see him at the evening meal.”

Stewart nodded but he was looking around, attempting to spot Milo or Stanley or Raymond anywhere. They’d only just arrived back at Canaan a few minutes before, but he still expected to see one of them. Milo, at the very least, should have met them when they rode in. He was just about to say something to Scott to that regard when he abruptly caught sight of Milo emerging from the northern gatehouse, heading in their direction. He pointed.

“There, my lord,” he said. “Here he is.”

Milo wasn’t simply heading in their direction; he was practically running, pushing through the men who had just returned from a day’s march into town and back, making his way to Scott and Stewart as they stood next to the old garden gate. As soon as he reached Stewart, he reached out and grabbed the man by the arm but his focus was on Scott.

“My lord,” he said, winded from evidently running from wherever he’d come from. “Something has arisen that you must be made aware of.”

Scott’s brow furrowed and he took a step closer to Milo, concerned by the urgency in the man’s tone. “What is it?”

Milo was looking around, clearly unwilling for their conversation to be overheard. “Mayhap we should speak somewhere more private.”

Scott shook his head and moved in even closer. “Nay,” he said. “If it is that urgent, you will tell me now. What has happened?”

Milo took a deep breath, laboring to calm his rapid breathing. He had, indeed, run all the way from the top of the southern gatehouse when he saw the de Wolfe party returning from Kendal. He’d been in the midst of interrogating the du Rennic gatehouse soldiers and, even now, Raymond was still with them, still trying to get to the bottom of things but it had been slow going. He tried to keep his voice down as he spoke.

“Around the nooning meal, I was on watch on the battlements with Stanley when we both saw a cloaked rider bolt from the northern gatehouse and disappear in the trees that line the beck to the north,” he said. “Normally, that would not be of issue but for the fact that no one had permission to leave and whoever did so clearly did not wish to be seen. I sent Stanley to follow the rider, but Raymond and I have spent the past several hours interrogating the du Rennic soldiers who were in the northern gatehouse at the time. It is clear that they are in collusion with the rider because they will not tell us who it is or why he left.”

Scott and Stewart were looking at Milo with some confusion before looking at each other, processing the information. “Odd,” Scott said after a moment. “A cloaked rider? And the sentries will not tell you who it was?”

Milo shook his head. His gaze moved between Scott and Stewart. “There is an undercurrent here at Canaan between the du Rennic army and the de Wolfe army,” he said, quieting down when a group of de Wolfe soldiers moved past them. He spoke again when they were out of earshot. “My lord, surely you realize that all is not well between our men. They will not work together, they will not eat together. These are men who have fought on the field of battle together, yet ever since we came to reinforce Canaan, they act as if we are the enemy.”

Scott knew as much; he’d seen it from the onset but it had never gotten any better. “It seems to me that they are coexisting but there is no camaraderie.”

Stewart shook his head. “It is worse than that,” he said. “I know what Milo means. There is still an undercurrent of rebellion here, not only with the knights but with the soldiers. It is quite possible this rider has something to do with that.”

Scott looked at him, seriously. “Explain.”

Stewart considered the request, glancing at Milo as he spoke to ensure the man was in agreement with him. “If I could guess – given the fact that the gatehouse sentries will not tell us anything about the rider – I would say that the rider may have been sent to summon allies of du Rennic. If there really is a rebellion brewing with the du Rennic men, then they would need help. I can think of no other reason the sentries would not tell you who the rider was or why he left.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Milo said. “We will know more when Stanley returns, but until then, I suspect we must be very careful. We cannot let our guard down if the du Rennic army is planning something.”

Scott couldn’t discount any of that because it made perfect sense. “It is better to be prudent than to be caught off guard,” he muttered. “That being said, you will separate our men from the du Rennic troops and you will tell them why. Tell them to watch themselves. And disarm every du Rennic soldier. Clean out their armories. I do not want them having access to any manner of weapon. I must go see to Jeremy Huntley as it is, but while I am there, I will speak with Gordon. Surely the man knows something.”

“Do you trust him, my lord?” Stewart asked. “He is, after all, a du Rennic knight. His loyalty is to his daughter and to his son, and ultimately to Nathaniel. I know he has been the only peaceful soul we have run into at this place, but it is quite possible that peace does not hold out where it pertains to us. I would not trust him completely.”

Scott knew that. “I will treat him with caution, but I want to know if there is something in the wind. I will not come out and ask him, but give me time… mayhap I can discover what is going on.”

Stewart and Milo nodded. “Aye, my lord,” they uttered in unison.

Scott cast them a pointed look. “Keep this information quiet, good knights,” he said. “I would rather have those with subversive intentions believing they will catch us unaware when the truth is that we will be more than prepared.”

Stewart and Milo were in full agreement. “That means we should keep the sentries we are interrogating away from the other soldiers,” Milo said. “If we release them, they will talk.”

“Agreed,” Scott said. “Keep them isolated. If they refuse to talk, there is nothing more we can do until Stanley returns, so let us go about our business as if everything is normal. We will reconvene at the evening meal.”

“Very good, my lord,” Stewart replied.

Before Scott departed completely, he addressed Milo. “Where did you put Jeremy Huntley?”

Milo pointed towards the eastern side of the southern gatehouse. “In one of the smaller guard rooms, my lord.”

Scott headed off without another word. Stewart and Milo also disbanded, already turning away to go about their duties. They had their orders and they intended to quietly, discreetly, fulfill them. There was a sense of purpose among the men but there was also a sense of patience because nothing could be done until Stanley returned. If the man had information when he came back, then they could act upon it. But if he didn’t have information, it would be more imperative than ever to either wrest information from the gatehouse sentries or somehow coerce Gordon Huntley into divulging what he knew.

As Scott headed off to the southern gatehouse, he didn’t want to entertain the thought that Avrielle might have knowledge of what was happening as well. But, in truth, it was possible. Anything was possible. She was Jeremy Huntley’s sister and Jeremy was at the head of any rebellion at Canaan. Was it possible she knew more than she let on?

The mere thought sickened him.

Scott could only hope Avrielle was just as innocent of subversion as she appeared to be because the alternative would be a blow he wouldn’t recover from.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


It had been a tricky ride over the Tarn Crag.

The rains had made everything a bog of mud, inches deep, even on the heavy sod that covered the Eastdale hills. What wasn’t mud was rock, and the horse had slipped twice on the ungiving surfaces as they’d made their way over the crag to Eastdale on the other side. Both times the horse had fallen, Stanley had gone down with the animal, only to help the beast to its feet again and continue on their way.

The only saving grace had been the fact that the day had been bright, with no rain in sight, and Stanley was easily able to follow the tracks left in the mud by the mysterious rider. He had left Canaan about fifteen minutes after the rider had and the man had been well ahead of him the entire way. All he could do was follow the tracks, all the way up the beck to the crest overlooking the vale on the other side.

That was where the situation became dicey.

It was so clear that Stanley could easily see the vale below with a large manor house and several outbuildings nestled amongst a copse of trees. He couldn’t see the cloaked rider at all but given that there was very little tree cover except far down in the vale, he could only surmise that the rider must have gone to the manor house. Stanley had a clear field of vision from one end of the vale to the other and the cloaked rider was nowhere to be seen.

Logic told him that the manor house had been the destination.

Unfortunately for Stanley, there were men moving in and around the manor house and the complex surrounding it, so he knew he would have to make his way down the mountain on foot. A man on horseback would be easily seen and from the angle of the sun, now in the early afternoon, the sunlight would be on the very mountainside he would be trying to descend. Therefore, he would have to be careful.

So, he retreated back to the beck and tied the horse up in the shadow of the trees, with plenty of fat grass to eat and the brook to drink from. With the horse tucked away, Stanley then made his way back to the crest of the hill overlooking the valley and planned his descent into the vale.

The wind was blowing now, from the west, gently moving the smoke from the manor house in his direction as the afternoon breezes began to blow. As high up as he was, it was more than a simple breeze, something that would move his cloak about, so he tossed the cloak on the ground and crept his way along the crest until he came to a fold in the rocks, like a small gully, that led all the way down the mountain. Once, it had been a stream but now it was just a trench. It would be a simple thing for him to conceal himself among the rocks so he began his descent on the slippery boulders lining the gully.

Down, down he went.

He was slightly north of the manor house now but still had a good view of it. There was a rock wall surrounding it but it was not very tall; it would be an easy thing for a man to climb over it. At closer range now, he could also see the outbuildings in detail; along with the two-storied manor house made exclusively of the stone from the vale. He also spied a long barn that backed up against the wall. There were ventilation holes in the top of it.

Stanley thought he might be able to scale the wall of the barn and insert himself into the ventilation holes in order to gain access to the complex. Perhaps the rider’s horse was even in the barn and he could wait for the man to return to see who it was. In any case, the barn seemed to be the smartest place to start in his search for answers.

Keeping a sharp eye out for the men he’d seen wandering the complex, he made his way out of the rocks in the gully and ran as fast as he could towards the wall, hiding behind groups of dormant trees now and again. The entire vale was littered with them and they provided some coverage for him.

Somehow, he managed to stay out of sight until he reached the rock wall surrounding the perimeter of the manor house. Now that he was close, he could hear voices coming from the other side of the wall.

There were men about. He knew that, but he could hear that they were very close. Maybe even on the other side of the wall. Staying very low against the rock wall, he crept along on his hands and knees until he reached the barn. By then, the voices were growing louder and as he stood up, cautiously, he began to realize that the voices were coming from inside the barn. In fact, the ventilation holes were amplifying the sounds.

Curiosity seized him.

Very carefully, Stanley mounted the wall and, in standing upon it, he was able to peer into the ventilation hole to see who was inside the barn. Immediately, he could see several men inside the barn but no one he recognized, at least from his angle. There was a man off to his right who was facing away from him and the man was speaking to someone Stanley couldn’t quite see. He had to change positions, very carefully, in order to see who was being spoken to.

And that was when he recognized the rider.

Adam de Ferrar.

“… and I still do not understand why we must speak out here,” Adam was saying. “I have escaped Canaan and do not have much time before I must return.”

The man with his back to Stanley spoke. “We must speak out here because my wife’s sister is here with her children and there is no place of peace in my entire house,” he said with annoyance. “If I want any privacy, I must conduct my business amongst the barn animals, so bear this humiliation well, young Adam. It will not last long. But do not change the subject; you said that Edward is sending a new husband to Lady du Rennic?”

“He is.”

The man’s movements were jerky with emotion. “But he has no right! It is not his place!”

Adam’s face still bore signs of the beating he’d been delivered two days before as he faced off against the de Wolfe knights. “You know that Canaan is strategic,” he said. “We have discussed this time and time again. When I was here last, I warned you about such a thing. I told you that there was a rumor that Edward was interested in Canaan. Now, a royal messenger has come to deliver a missive to de Wolfe regarding a new husband for Lady du Rennic. A Scottish husband.”

The man nearly exploded with frustration. “There will be no Scots in this vale!” he boomed. “I’ll not stand for it!”

Adam watched the man pace around. “You were supposed to solicit help from local barons to drive de Wolfe away, Lord Sadgill,” he said. “Well? Have you had any luck?”

Sadgill abruptly stopped his pacing and eyed Adam. Oddly, he seemed to calm drastically, scratching his head and eyeing the other men in the barn, men who were loyal to him. They knew as well as Sadgill did what the answer to that question would be. It wasn’t what Sadgill wanted to say nor would it be what Adam wanted to hear. There was some shame in speaking it.

“It seems that my allies fear Edward,” he finally said, far more subdued than he had been just moments earlier. “I have talked to a few. They fear that claiming Canaan will bring the king’s wrath, especially if Edward has his eye on it.”

“Then speak with other allies. Surely you have more in Cumbria.”

“I do, but the men with the most to lose do not wish to challenge Edward.”

Adam looked at the man in shock. “So you will do nothing?” he asked. “What about all of your talk about how Bretherdale is your home and de Wolfe had no right to it? You said you wanted Canaan and I am trying to help you, but I cannot do it alone.”

Sadgill leaned back against a support column, a lonely piece of wood holding up a section of the roof. “Of course I want Canaan,” he said. “You know I do. But without the support of my allies, I fear it may be impossible.”

Adam threw up his arms. “It is not impossible,” he said. “You must drive out de Wolfe and claim Canaan as you have planned. For all of the information I have given you over the months, you owe me that much. Is everything I’m doing to be in vain?”

Sadgill eyed him. “It will not be,” he said. “But will you ever tell me your motives behind this? I wonder who you are doing this for.”

Adam stiffened. “It does not matter what my motives are,” he said. “They are my own. Canaan is my due and you have promised me command.”

“Indeed I have. But without support of the allies, that may be out of the question.”

That wasn’t what Adam wanted to hear. “Look at my face!” he demanded. “De Wolfe and his men did that. They have beaten all of the du Rennic knights and have subdued the army. In fact, we do not need your allies. I know of a better way.”

“What do you mean?”

Adam was animated. “If I can convince the du Rennic army to revolt, we do not need any help at all.”

Sadgill was very interested but he was also dubious. “How can that be? They are loyal to de Wolfe and, consequently, Edward.”

Adam shook his head. “They are Nathaniel’s men,” he insisted. “They know Nathaniel died because of de Wolfe. There is no love for de Wolfe because of it, I assure you.”

Sadgill had to admit that he was more than interested to hear that. It would be a remarkable solution to a problem he had considered unavoidable; the unavoidable truth that he had no support from his allies any longer for the conquest of Canaan.

The past two weeks of trying to find cooperation for his plan to lay siege to Canaan had been met with resistance. Three of his neighbors – Bennet, Swinklebank, and Stockdale – had been with him when he’d attacked Canaan those weeks ago. But those three lords had been on the receiving end of a deadly de Wolfe offensive and they no longer wished to be party to whatever Sadgill wanted to do. As far as they were concerned, they would rather not lose more men and Sadgill had been grossly humiliated that his allies would not support him in his endeavor to gain Canaan.

But now this.

Was it really possible that Canaan’s army would turn against their liege?

“Do you truly believe the du Rennic army would resist de Wolfe?” he asked.

Adam nodded, with great confidence. “We did it two weeks ago when de Wolfe was purged from Canaan the night you attacked,” he pointed out. “It would take very little for my men to turn against him once more, especially now that he has taken Lady du Rennic to his bed. What kind of man would shame the widow of the man who gave his life for him? Nathaniel du Rennic died protecting de Wolfe and de Wolfe rewarded that selfless action by forcing the man’s wife into his bed. Of course the du Rennic army would do anything to rebel against de Wolfe. You underestimate their loyalty.”

Sadgill considered that. “It would be the only chance we have.”

“Given how much they hate him now, I believe I can convince them.”

Now, Sadgill seemed as if he were starting to feel some renewed hope. His dark eyes flashed. “Then we must act before the Scottish lord is able to reach Canaan,” he said. “Once the castle is in my hands, we will bottle up the fortress and drive all attempts to regain her away.”

Adam’s expression was one of relief, as he’d appeared to be convinced Sadgill was about to give up on the plans they’d had for so long. “I agree,” he said. “We must act swiftly. We must stockpile food and water and weapons to wait out whatever siege de Wolfe or Edward can bring upon us. Surely they will be turned away if we can hold out against them.”

Sadgill nodded, more vigor in his movements now. “Then return to Canaan and see who you can convince to join us,” he said. “Any men that you cannot convince… you will have to dispose of them.”

Adam’s brow furrowed. “Dispose of them?”

“You cannot have any resistance in your ranks, lad. If they are not with you, then they are the enemy.”

Adam pondered the depths of that suggestion. That would mean if Jeremy or Gordon did not support his rebellion, then he would have to take steps to ensure they didn’t stop him. But he was ready; he’d come this far. He could not turn back.

“I will do what is necessary,” he agreed. “I will return when I have more positive news to tell you. In the meanwhile… I have been thinking… mayhap you should tell your allies that if they do not help you gain Canaan, a Scottish lord will take over the vale and we shall be overrun by Scots. Surely that will make them want to lend their support.”

It was a clever suggestion, one that Sadgill seemed to consider. “They’ll not want Scots here,” he said, his voice low with confidence. “Leave it to me. Now that we know what Edward has planned for Canaan… mayhap I can, indeed, convince my allies to lend support.”

“It would be better than having Scots here.”’

Sadgill nodded. “I will do my best,” he said. “Now, you’d better return. You do not want your absence to be noticed. You have said that Huntley has been suspicious of you.”

Adam turned for the barn entry but his movements were slow. “He will not want to support a rebellion, you know.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because he is the only one who has shown de Wolfe any loyalty.”

Sadgill eyed him. “Then if he is not with you, he is your enemy. Remember that.”

Adam didn’t like the thought of turning against Gordon, in any fashion. He’d always shared a good relationship with the man and it was Gordon who had comforted him after his own father had died last year. Nay, he couldn’t turn against Gordon but he couldn’t have the man interfering in what needed to be done, either.

Adam’s thoughts remained on Gordon and on his return to Canaan as he moved outside to gather his horse. Once he thundered out of the compound, Sadgill turned to the men that were still lingering around him.

There was a serious tone in the air.

“You heard him,” he said to his men. “Edward is going to turn Canaan over to the Scots.”

The three other men grunted their disapproval, shifting around on their leather-clad feet. “A Scotsman in control of the Fawcett Vale?” a man with short, greasy hair snorted. “That is like putting a fox in command of a henhouse. He will draw wealth from the tolls and when the Scots want to attack south of Carlisle, he will let them go wherever they wish, all the way south to Kendal.”

Sadgill understood the implications better than his own men did. He was grossly displeased with it all. “Lads, I fear that the time has come to make some decisions,” he said. “If de Ferrar can rally the du Rennic army to rebel against de Wolfe and Canaan becomes my holding, there is no way I will allow anyone or anything to wrest the castle from me. Once it becomes mine, it stays mine. I shall live there and the proud name of Sadgill will fly on the battlements.”

His men gazed at him in the weak light of the low-ceilinged, smelly barn. “You only have four hundred men to help you,” the greasy-haired man pointed out. “Can you hold Canaan with four hundred men?”

Sadgill held up a finger. “You forget that the du Rennic army will be there, too,” he said. “Aye, I can hold it. And I shall.”

His men weren’t so certain. They glanced at each other, somewhat nervously. “What about de Ferrar?” another man asked. “He is to be in command of Canaan. You told him so.”

Sadgill shrugged, thinking on the young knight who was too ambitious for his own good. “It will be my fortress,” he said. “Young Adam may wish to command it, but that will never be. I only need his help to gain Canaan. After that, he means nothing to me.”

It was an honest statement from a man who tended to look at others as disposable commodities. His men agreed with him lest they become disposable as well. Although the three men eventually left the barn to attend their duties, Sadgill remained because he didn’t want to go into the manse that was overrun by women. He lingered in the smell, dim barn, pondering the day that Castle Canaan would belong to him and Scott de Wolfe would be a distant memory. He knew that Canaan was in the Bretherdale lordship, but that didn’t matter to him. He would be answerable to no one when he finally had his hands on the castle, de Wolfe included. But that day would come sooner rather than later to prevent it from falling into Scots hands.

In silence, he began to mentally perfect those plans.

Outside the barn, still pressed against the ventilation hole, Stanley had heard everything. It was shocking information and he knew it was vital that Scott should hear it immediately. Surprise aside that Adam de Ferrar was a traitor, there was some very bad dealings going on, but now the attack on Canaan those weeks ago was coming to make some sense. Scott had speculated that it could be the Cumbrian lords at the time and it turned out his instincts were correct.

The Cumbrians wanted Canaan.

Stanley continued to cling to the wall, listening, until Sadgill’s men left the barn. Only then did he carefully climb down off the wall and make his way back the way he had come. On the ground, taking refuge behind dead trees, he slithered his way back up the hill and back to the beck where he’d left his horse.

Thankfully, the horse had been camouflaged enough that Adam hadn’t see the beast when he’d followed the path back to Canaan. And for that, Stanley was grateful. He made very certain to stay a good distance behind Adam, following the beck and staying out of sight, knowing he would reach Canaan well after Adam did, but it couldn’t be helped. He had to make sure he returned to Canaan without tipping Adam off that he’d been followed, so in that respect he kept his patience and his stealth. Above all, Scott had to know what was happening.

And Adam had to think no one knew of his plans.

A rebellion was in the air…
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Jeremy wasn’t healing.

That was Scott’s first thought when he saw the man spread out over the pallet that had been fashioned for him in one of the smaller guard rooms near the northern gatehouse. He was initially asleep when Scott came in, breathing heavily and steadily, clearly indicative of a body that was trying to heal. As Scott stood over the man, he could see that the entire left side of his face was a giant, bloodied blister.

Gordon was with his son. He hadn’t left him since they’d moved him into the guard room and he came to stand next to Scott as the man visually inspected Jeremy.

“He has been sleeping since we moved him,” Gordon said quietly. “He will awaken if I shake him, but then he falls back to sleep promptly.”

“Is he with fever?” Scott asked.

Gordon shook his head. “I do not believe so, although the wound is warm to the touch.”

“Has he eaten anything? Did you give him watered wine as I told you to?”

“He would not drink it.”

Scott sighed faintly; the signs weren’t good. He still didn’t regret beating Jeremy to a pulp but now he was going to have to do something about it or Jeremy might not recover. It was Stewart who had mentioned that Lady du Rennic might not like that her brother was suffering, which was truthfully the only reason Scott was here. But now the situation was rather serious. The healer in him began to take over.

“I must examine his face,” Scott told Gordon, “but I am sure he will not be amiable to it so you will go and find his fellow knights. They may have to hold him down. Meanwhile, I am going to procure what I need to tend that swelling on his face. Return here as quickly as you can.”

Gordon, looking rather fearful, nodded and fled the room. With a lingering look on Jeremy, Scott started to follow the old man out of the chamber when a quiet, hoarse voice stopped him.

“What are you going to do to me?”

Scott paused by the entry, turning to see that Jeremy was awake. As Scott watched, Jeremy rolled onto his back and opened his eyes. He looked at Scott with eyes the same color as his sister’s; with Jeremy’s injury, the intensity of the color increased. Just by looking at the man, Scott could see the pain he was in. He made his way back over to the pallet.

“I must get a closer look at the swelling on your face,” he said quietly.

“Why do men need to hold me down?”

“Because you have a blister full of blood on the side of your head that must be lanced. It will not be without pain when I do it.”

Jeremy held his gaze a moment longer before looking away. “Let me be,” he muttered. “Mayhap the swelling and the pain will finish the job you started.”

“What job?”

“You want me dead, don’t you?”

Scott shook his head. “I do not,” he replied. “Huntley, you and I were allies once. We have fought together on several occasions. I am not entirely sure what has changed so much other than Nathaniel’s death that should see us at such odds, but I do not want you dead. I never did.”

Jeremy rolled onto his side again, staring off into the darkness of the chamber. “Can you honestly say you do not know what has changed between us?”

“I would not say it if it was not true.”

“A man died for you. The finest man I’ve ever known next to my father. You are not worthy of his death.”

“And I agree with you. But you were there; you saw what happened. I did not push Nathaniel into the path of the arrow. At no time did I ask him to sacrifice himself. He happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. I am not sure how you can blame me for that.”

Jeremy was silent for a moment. “Because it was meant for you.”

“Then if that is the case, you can blame every king who has ever lived for all of the men who died fighting for him,” Scott said. “Those battles were not personal to those men; they were meant for the king, yet men died just the same. Huntley, if I could have exchanged my life for Nathaniel’s, I would have done it without question. But I cannot, and Nathaniel is dead. The sooner you come to grips with the situation, the better it will be for all of us. Because of you, Canaan is in turmoil and her men, who are so desperate for leadership in the wake of Nathaniel’s death, have none because you are on the rampage. Do you think that gives them comfort to see that?”

Jeremy didn’t reply; he continued to stare off into space. But the truth was that he was reflecting on what Scott had said. It was difficult not to. He hadn’t considered Canaan’s army in all of this, only his own feelings of loss. He was in turmoil and didn’t care if anyone else was because of it, but he knew that he should be.

God’s Bones, was it possible that de Wolfe was actually making some sense?

“It does not matter now,” he finally said. “Longbow told me that I am to be exiled from Canaan when I have recovered. I will no longer be an issue.”

Scott folded his big arms across his chest. “If you did not behave so poorly, I would not have to exile you,” he said frankly. “If you cannot regain your wits and assume your post as the commander of Canaan’s army in a rational and wise fashion, what other choice do I have? If you were in my position and a man of responsibility was openly rebelling, what would you do?”

“I would try to understand his position.”

“Very well. Tell me your position.”

Jeremy turned his head slightly, looking at him. “I have already told you. You are not worthy of Nathaniel’s death.”

“And so I am not, but I am here nonetheless. I am appointed by the king to oversee Canaan. If you have issue with me, then talk to Edward. There is nothing I can do.”

“You can leave.”

Scott lifted his hands in a confused gesture. “And you think that would solve the issue? Your sister has already been gifted to a new husband. When he comes, are you going to throw a tantrum for him, too? He has ever legal reason to be here. I told you this once – you have no claim here. This is not your castle. I am not sure what you think your rebellious attitude will accomplish.”

Jeremy knew all of this; increasingly, he was becoming resigned to it but he was kicking and screaming all the way. He didn’t want to see Canaan in the hands of someone else. He wanted things to remain the way they had been. He didn’t like the change and he didn’t like taking orders from any man other than Nathaniel du Rennic.

That was really what this was all about – he didn’t want to take orders from others.

“Is that all you have to say?” he finally asked. “I grow weary of this conversation.”

Scott could feel his frustration rise. He was truly hoping, at some point soon, that he and Jeremy could have some kind of understanding.

“As do I,” he said, unfolding his arms and moving closer to the pallet. “It is the same conversation with you over and over again. I understand that Nathaniel gave you a good deal of power at Canaan and the truth behind all of your behavior is that you do not want to lose that power. It is unfortunate that you have not realized that it is already gone; you have no power. But it is because of your behavior. Had I come to Canaan and you had been respectful and receptive to the changes that are to come, then I can promise you that you would still be in command of Canaan’s army and in a position of respect. But you did this to yourself, Huntley – I had no choice to do what I did because you gave me no choice. I always thought you were a better man than that but I see that I was wrong. This will, therefore, be the last time we have this conversation. If you cannot amend your behavior, then you will, indeed, be exiled when you are feeling better.”

With that, he turned on his heel and quit the chamber, heading off to his own chamber where his saddlebags contained the things he would need to heal Jeremy’s face. But the whole time he walked, he was angry. Angry that Huntley was being so stubborn, angry that the man seemed to have his own reasons for his rebellious behavior. None of the reasons were logical and that was probably what angered Scott the most. One could not rationalize with an irrational man.

The bailey was cleared out for the most part of the men he’d taken with him to Kendal and the sky above was darkening, turning shades of purple and dark blue now that the sun was nearly gone. The smell of roast meat, the smell that Scott had pointed out to Stewart, was hanging heavy in the air along with a layer of smoke from the kitchen fire in the courtyard. But Scott moved through it all, his mind on his anger, taking the narrow, spiral stairs to the second floor and passing through the guard rooms on his way to the chamber he’d confiscated.

The moment he entered the short corridor that led to the family rooms, however, things changed. He could hear the puppy barking and Stephen yelling excitedly. He no sooner turned the corner than the puppy came running past him with Stephen close behind, and Scott had to throw himself against the wall to avoid crashing into the pair. When they ran past, he thought it might be safe but Sophia suddenly bolted past him as well, so he remained plastered against the wall as the two children chased the excited puppy up and down the hall.

“He will not stop!” Stephen stopped long enough to yell at Scott happily. “He wants to run!”

Scott nodded his head, a smile tugging on his lips. “I can see that,” he said. “But you must stop him and give him some food and water. He will be hungry and thirsty after his long trip.”

Stephen nodded and tore off again, chasing his sister who had now chased the puppy into another room. Scott could hear Avrielle’s voice lifted in surprise, now in irritation, and it made him grin. He even heard her shriek, which made him laugh. He was just heading into his chamber when Avrielle emerged from one of the rooms, the puppy in her hands.

“You!” she said when she saw Scott. “You did this!”

Scott found himself fighting off the giggles. “Aye, Madam, I did. I have already apologized for it.”

Avrielle’s eyes widened. “Fiend!” she hissed. “This creature has not only peed on my floor, but he has shredded Stephen’s breeches with his tiny, puppy teeth.”

Scott had to cover his mouth because he was in danger of laughing aloud. “My lady, I would be happy to assist you, but I have more pressing duties at the moment. Surely you can handle one small puppy without my help.”

Her eyes flashed. “Your day will come, Sirrah,” she threatened. “Just you wait. One day, this puppy will pee on you and I will not lift a finger to help you.”

Scott couldn’t help it now; he started laughing as she handed the puppy over to Stephen, who whisked the animal away from his angry mother. When the children dashed off, Scott spoke.

“I am sorry,” he said quietly, but he was grinning. “I truly thought the animal would give your lonely son some companionship. Do you want me to take the puppy away?”

Avrielle waved him off. “It would crush Stephen if you did,” she said, looking at him and seeing that he was laughing about it. She tried very hard not to laugh, too. “This is not funny, Scott. You should see the mud and pee that dog brought up from the bailey. It is all over Stephen’s chamber.”

Scott continued to snort, reaching out to grab the woman and pull her against him. He kissed her on the lips, deliciously, quickly releasing her before someone saw them.

“Be brave, Mother,” he said, licking his lips because he could still taste her. “Dogs and children are nature’s way of keeping us from growing bored with life.”

Avrielle was still feeling his kiss as Scott turned away and went into his chamber. She followed.

“What are you doing now?” she asked.

He tossed his saddlebags onto the bed and began digging through them. “I am off to help your brother,” he said. “The swelling in his face has gotten worse. I fear I may have to lance it.”

She came into the chamber, concern on her features as she watched him pull items out of his saddlebags.

“God’s Bones,” she breathed softly. “Is it really that bad?”

“It is.”

“We do not have a surgeon. Do you?”

“My surgeon does not have the skill that I do.”

It wasn’t an arrogant statement; it was the truth. Avrielle paused a moment before abruptly turning around and heading for the door.

“Then I am going with you,” she said firmly. “He is my brother. You may need my help.”

She was already out of the room in the chamber next to his and he could hear her banging about. “I do not believe it is necessary,” he said loudly.

“Nonsense,” she shouted from the other room. “Do you have bandages?”

Scott looked around his saddlebag, coming up with a very small wad of them. “Not many.”

“I do,” she called back. “What else will you need?”

“What do you have?”

There was a pause before she answered. “Mostly items to tend the children when they are injured,” she said. “I have a good deal of bandages. I also have blue bread and white willow powder.”

Scott knew what blue bread was; some healers used it to make something called “rotten tea”, which most often took away the risk of a fever and poison in a wound. It was a truly remarkable substance. “Bring it all,” he said. “I may need it.”

In just a few seconds, Avrielle was back in his chamber, her hands full of bandages and other things. Although Scott had second thoughts about bringing her with him, he reckoned that her presence might calm her brother so perhaps it was wise that she come. In any case, he wasn’t entirely sure he could keep her away. She seemed determined that way.

Checking to see what she had in her hands, Scott was satisfied with her supplies and touched her sweetly on the cheek before quitting the chamber. Avrielle scurried behind him, carrying her precious supplies. And as they left the family chambers, they could hear the nurse with the children, scolding the dog and lamenting the shredded breeches. But those sounds soon faded as they made their way down the spiral stairs and out into the cool spring night beyond.
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The lancing of the blister had been rather brutal.

By the time Scott and Avrielle returned to the guard’s room where Jeremy lay on a pile of old straw and blankets, he was surrounded by his father and most of the du Rennic knights. Scott immediately went to Jeremy’s head and knelt down beside the man, setting the stuff he’d brought with him aside. Since he hadn’t used his healing skills since before Athena’s death, he didn’t have as much with him as he would have liked. Even so, he intended to do what he could.

“Huntley,” he said. “I have returned.”

Jeremy was lying on his right side again, his left side exposed upward so Scott could see the injury clearly at this point. At the sound of Scott’s voice, he stirred.

“So you have,” he said, struggling to open his eyes. “What are you going to do?”

Scott looked at the injury. The initial swelling had somehow turned into that giant blister, filled with blood, and Scott knew it had to be lanced or Jeremy’s recovery would be greatly impeded.

“I have to drain the blood,” he said. “You must remain as still and quiet as you possibly can. I will try to work quickly.”

Jeremy grunted, his eyes closing again. “Do what you must, de Wolfe. I am sure you are taking great joy in causing me more pain.”

“Why do you say such things, Jeremy?” Avrielle demanded. She was standing over Scott’s shoulder, trying not to flinch at the terrible wound on her brother’s face. “He is not intentionally causing you pain. He is here to help.”

Jeremy opened one eye, peeping at his sister. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to help.”

Jeremy closed his eye. “Go away,” he muttered. “I’ll not have you seeing my agony.”

Avrielle’s brow furrowed but she didn’t retort and she didn’t leave. She remained there, looking at her brother’s swollen face and angry that he was being so stubborn. But that was normal with her brother, especially as of late. She leaned down and whispered in Scott’s ear.

“What can I do?” she asked. “How can I help?”

Scott began to arrange the items they’d brought – bandages, the blue bread, the willow powder, and other smaller items.

“You can put the blue bread in hot water,” he told her. “Go to the kitchens and get a small bowl of hot water. You can also bring back wine or ale; I do not care which. Hurry, now.”

Avrielle fled, leaving Scott to continue arranging what he needed in order to heal Jeremy. When he was finished with that, he leaned over Jeremy to get a good look at the blister on the man’s face. In fact, his entire face and jaw were swollen but Scott thought there was something more to it. It didn’t look like something that would have come from a beating.

After much coaxing, he convinced Jeremy to roll onto his back and open his mouth. With Gordon’s help as the man held a taper to light the darkness, Scott could see that the blows to Jeremy’s face had caused his teeth to puncture his cheek. The blister wasn’t so much a bruise as it was drainage from the wounds to the inside of his mouth.

Now fully aware of the damage to Jeremy’s face, Scott impatiently awaited Avrielle’s return with the hot water and the wine. But she arrived soon enough, panting because she’d run the entire way. Scott had Gordon rinse the blade of a razor-sharp dagger with the wine while Avrielle put the blue bread into water and let it soften and steep. They were all busy, preparing to help Jeremy any way they could.

As this was going on, the du Rennic knights were watching closely. There was some tension there, perhaps even some doubt, but they managed to keep their mouths closed about it. There was no angry posturing from them as there usually was. Adam was missing, but George and Kristoph seemed very interested in what was going on. It was in stark contrast to men who had been greatly resisting anything Scott had done since his arrival to Canaan. In truth, that had been Jeremy’s doing more than anything but, now, Jeremy didn’t seem so resistant to the man he professed to hate. It wasn’t as if he had much of a choice; he was hurt. De Wolfe was compelled to help.

The lines in the standoff between du Rennic and de Wolfe seemed to be blurring.

It was an odd dichotomy, really; the du Rennic knights spent so much time loathing and railing against de Wolfe that to see him helping a man that he had injured left them somewhat confused. The knight they’d fought alongside for some time, a man who Nathaniel du Rennic gave his life for, wasn’t someone to be reviled. Deep down, they knew that. But, still, it was an odd sight to see as de Wolfe bent over Jeremy, carefully touching the blister on the side of Jeremy’s face.

It was time to go to work.

“Now,” Scott said, looking up at Gordon and the du Rennic knights, George and Kristoph. “I am going to roll him onto his back while you three hold him still. Lady du Rennic, I will need you to hold the taper so that I will have light to see by.”

Everyone began shifting around as Scott and Gordon rolled Jeremy onto his back. Scott had a wad of bandages with him as he took the dagger that had been cleansed by the wine and took a position next to the left side of Jeremy’s head. Gordon, George, and Kristoph took their places around Jeremy and grasped his limbs, preparing to hold tight. When Scott saw that they were all in position, he doused the side of Jeremy’s face with the wine and took the sharp dagger to the very bottom of the blister. Quick as a flash, he nicked it.

Jeremy stiffened with pain but he didn’t utter a sound as Scott firmly pushed down on the blister, draining it all out into the bandages he held against Jeremy’s face. He was methodical and quick, but Jeremy remained coiled with pain throughout the process. When Scott was sure that all of the fluid had been drained from the blister, he doused Jeremy’s face with wine to ensure that any poison was cleansed from his skin. He’d been taught that wine and beer contained an agent that killed any poison on the surface and he used it liberally. He also had Jeremy rinse his mouth out with it. When all of the cleansing and draining was finished, Scott sat there with a wad of the bandages over the opening in the blister as it continued to drain and ooze.

“There,” he said quietly, looking to the men holding Jeremy firm. “It is over for now. You can release him.”

The men stood up, and that included Gordon, but he hovered over Jeremy with great concern.

“Thank you, my lord,” he said to Scott. “For helping him… you have my thanks.”

Scott simply nodded his head, holding the bandages over the blister and watching the oozing lessen. “I will not stitch this cut,” he said. “The wound needs to continue draining, so I will bandage his face for now. We will have to remove the scab now and again to let the wound continue to drain. Also, we will cleanse it with wine regularly and force him to drink the liquid from the blue bread. Do not let him refuse it; his life may depend on it.”

Gordon nodded eagerly. Then, he put his hand on Scott’s shoulder in a show of gratitude that words could not express. There was tremendous appreciation in that touch. Scott knew how much his actions meant to the old man and he wondered if now, finally, they might be able to move on from the two factions of angry knights in Canaan. Was it possible that his gesture with Jeremy might heal the rift? For his own sanity, he hoped so. He was just about to lift the bandages to take another look at the wound when he caught a glimpse of someone standing in the entryway.

Glancing up, he couldn’t quite see who it was until the man stepped forward into the dim light. Then, he could see simply by the shape of the man that it was Stewart. As Stewart came further into the room, their eyes met and Scott was immediately on guard. He didn’t like the look on Stewart’s face.

“My lord,” Stewart said in a low voice. “I realize you are heavily engaged, but do you have a moment to give? It is important.”

Given the conversation earlier with Milo, Scott could only imagine that something new had come about. He instructed Avrielle on how to hold the bandage to her brother’s cheek and left her in charge of Jeremy’s wound while he went to Stewart. But Stewart wasn’t content to speak in the small chamber; he pulled Scott out into the night beyond.

“What is it?” Scott demanded quietly.

Stewart spoke softly. “Adam de Ferrar has just returned riding on the very horse that two of our sentries identified as having left the fortress earlier today,” he said. “The one and only rider that has left the fortress, I might add.”

Scott looked at him with surprise. “De Ferrar?” he repeated. “He is a du Rennic knight.”

Stewart nodded. “He is.”

“So it is he who Stanley followed?

“Indeed, my lord.”

“Where is he now?”

“In the stables, tending to his horse,” he said. “But more importantly, Stanley has not returned.”

Scott didn’t like the sound of that at all. “I see,” he muttered. “Surely it is not possible that de Ferrar caught Stanley following him and has done something to him. Stanley is too smart for that.

Stewart shrugged. “I am sure anything is possible,” he said. “If Stanley does not return in the next few hours, then we should ask de Ferrar what he knows.”

Scott was becoming increasingly concerned about Stanley’s absence. “Agreed,” he said. Then, he sighed heavily. “I cannot believe that Stanley would be overwhelmed by a knight half his size.”

“If he was caught unaware…”

Scott understood the point, as much as it distressed him. “I hope you are not right,” he said. “Meanwhile, I have the rest of the du Rennic knights with me, helping me with Jeremy’s wound. I will keep them with me as long as I can. I do not want de Ferrar meeting up with them if there is some collusion going on. I believe it would be best to keep Adam isolated for now.”

“Agreed.”

“In fact, go ask de Ferrar where he has been. I am curious to know his answer.”

“You do not believe it will make him aware that we are suspicious of him?”

Scott shook his head. “The man left the fortress and was seen,” he said. “There are over a thousand men in this castle and surely one or more would have seen him leave. It is, therefore, a logical question, one that should have a simple answer if he is not doing anything he would not want us to know about.”

It made sense. With a knowing look, one that suggested he approved of that command, Stewart headed off to the stables to find Adam while Scott returned to the guard room with most of the du Rennic knights inside. Knights that could quite possibly be in collusion with de Ferrar, but something told Scott that whatever the young knight was doing was something strictly on his own. For the men he’d just worked with in helping Jeremy Huntley didn’t seem as if they were nervous or rebellious. In fact, they’d been just the opposite – he’d seen their concern for Huntley and Gordon had clearly been grateful for the medical attention Jeremy had received.

Nay, these didn’t seem to him like men who were planning something beneath his nose.

But he also couldn’t take the chance that they were.

He would have to plan his next move carefully.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


For a big man, Stewart moved in utter silence when he wanted to.

Right now, he wanted to.

Making his way into the stables where Adam had so recently disappeared, it was mostly dark inside but for a couple of oil lamps. To his right, a stable groom held an oil lamp while another man wrapped the leg of a horse and off to his left, far down the stable block, he could see that someone had lit a lamp and mounted it on an iron wall sconce. Like a great iron cup, it held the lamp far and away from anything flammable in an extremely flammable stable.

It was that lamp that had Stewart’s interest because he could see that it illuminated Adam. The du Rennic knight tended to his horse. In stealth, he made his way to the end of the barn, biting off the sneeze that threatened because it smelled heavily of hay and urine, and those smells always made him sneeze. But he fought it, instead, coming up on Adam without the young knight even realizing it. If he’d had a weapon, he could have killed the knight before the man even knew what had hit him.

“Where have you been, de Ferrar?”

Adam jumped at the sound of Stewart’s voice, turning with great surprise to see the man standing behind him. His eyes widened at the sight, then narrowed. It was clear that he was steeling himself and the hostility in his expression rose.

“I did not hear you come in,” he said, deliberately foregoing “my lord”.

Stewart’s gaze had a viselike grip on Adam; he wasn’t blinking and his eyes weren’t moving. He was just staring. “Answer my question. Where have you been?”

Adam eyed him; Longbow was intimidating. There was no doubt about that. And he was almost twice Adam’s size. But he was de Wolfe’s guard dog and Adam didn’t take kindly to the man or to his question. He returned his focus to his horse.

“Are you asking for de Wolfe?” he asked.

Stewart didn’t like the sense of disrespect he was getting from the man. “I am asking because you have been confined to the barracks or the hall,” he said. “You were not given permission to leave Canaan, which you did several hours ago. Did you think no one would notice? Furthermore, did you think no one would tell? The gate sentries told us that you had left.”

Adam faltered as he tended his horse. He had hold of a hoof that slipped through his hand and plopped back to the hard-packed earth of the stable.

“If I am under arrest, then throw me in the vault,” he said, rather angrily. “The last I heard, I was not a prisoner.”

“You are not a prisoner but you do not have freedom to leave. You know that. Now; answer my question. I will not ask you again. Any more delay and I will throw you in the vault. Do you understand?”

Adam didn’t like being harassed but he also didn’t want a beating from Stewart so soon after the last one. He still had loose teeth. Therefore, he didn’t flare. He kept his temper. It was essential in this case because he had to give Stewart a plausible answer, one that would be believed.

In truth, he hadn’t considered the fact that someone would have noticed his departure. He thought he’d been very careful about that but, in hindsight, it had been foolish of him to think otherwise. He knew Gordon had been suspicious of him and it was really only Gordon he’d worried about. Now, he found himself facing one of de Wolfe’s men and he quickly thought back to what he’d told Gordon about his horse – he’d told the old man that his steed had been lame. In case Stewart had asked Gordon about his whereabouts, Adam had to keep the story straight.

For his own sake, he had to.

“My horse has been showing signs of being lame,” he said, indicating the fetlock on the right front leg. “I took the horse up the beck because further up onto the mountain is a deposit of heavy clay. I packed it around the fetlock to draw out the swelling. And that is where I went, Longbow. There is no great mystery.”

It was a neat little excuse that made perfect sense, but Stewart didn’t believe him in the least. The horse’s leg didn’t look like it had been packed in mud; the fur was not matted or dirty. It looked clean to him. But he didn’t contest Adam’s explanation; to do so would make the man suspicious that they were on to him and that wasn’t what Stewart was here to do. Scott had wanted to know Adam’s explanation for leaving and now Stewart had it. Better to let Adam think that they believed him.

“You’ll not leave Canaan again unless Lord Bretherdale gives you permission to do so,” Stewart said. “Is that clear?”

Adam nodded. “Whatever you say.”

“Is that clear?”

Adam’s head snapped to him, perturbed. “It is clear.”

Wishing he could smack Adam on the side of the head, Stewart had to turn away lest his fist fly out of its own regard. Churlish young knights annoyed the hell out of him. He was just turning away when a big body suddenly entered the stable, drawing Stewart’s attention. Even in the dim light, he thought he recognized the hairy, burly figure.

Bringing his horse in for the evening, Stanley had finally made an appearance and judging from Adam’s reaction, which was disinterested at best, Stewart knew immediately that Adam had no idea that Stanley had been shadowing him. There was relief in that realization. But the expression on Stanley’s face told Stewart that whatever he had discovered about Adam was a serious matter, indeed.

That relief was now joined by apprehension.
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It was the first time that Scott had seen Avrielle in the hall for the evening meal.

Usually, she remained with the children in their chambers, keeping a distance from the men at Canaan, including her father and brother, but this night was different. In the cloying warmth of the hall, with the smells of smoke and men who hadn’t washed their bodies in many a month, Avrielle sat at one of the big feasting table with her father and the two older children, who were clearly thrilled to be with their grandfather.

It was a rather wonderful thing to watch, Scott thought. So much of his stay at Canaan had been wrought with turmoil and strife, of division between de Wolfe and du Rennic, so to see little Sophia and Stephen playing on their grandfather’s knee brought him a good deal of joy to watch. There was still happiness at this place, after all, and it reminded him of watching his own children play on his father’s knee.

William de Wolfe was a wonderful grandfather. Scott remembered very clearly how his father would play with Will and Tommy for hours, or at least as much time as he could spare, and his boys were the better for it. William also spent a good deal of time, when he was able, with Andrew and Beatrice when they were alive. His father always gave freely of his time to his grandchildren, all of them. Watching Gordon interact with Sophia and Stephen made Scott miss his father all the more.

More and more, he wanted to go home.

But that was something he would have to ponder at a later time, for he had more pressing issues at the moment. His time in the hall tonight was limited, as he had a patient to watch over and wasn’t quite comfortable leaving Jeremy’s side for any length of time. Gordon had offered to sit with his son but Scott could see that the old man was exhausted for having spent the days since the fight at Jeremy’s side, tending the injured man. Scott told Gordon to get some sleep and the old man had wandered off, but when Scott took a few minutes to go into the hall and procure himself some food, he saw Gordon at the feasting table with his grandchildren. Perhaps that was the best place for Gordon to be, away from the strife his son seemed to create. In fact, Scott didn’t blame the man in the least.

Grabbing the first servant he came across, Scott ordered food for himself and for Jeremy, hoping the man might eat something at some point. He had to keep his strength up. As he waited for the servant to return with food to take back to the guard room, he gravitated in the direction of the feasting table where Avrielle was sitting.

Truth was, he couldn’t seem to take his eyes from her. She was still wearing the clothes they’d traveled in that day, the two-colored blue dress that looked so beautiful on her. She was eating from her trencher, both hands free because her children were sitting with Gordon, but she caught sight of him as he walked up. Setting her knife down, a smile spread across her face.

“So you have come to eat with us,” she said. “I thought you were going to remain with my brother.”

Scott put a booted foot up on the bench next to her, leaning forward on his thigh. “He is sleeping at the moment,” he said. “I came to get some food to take back to him.”

Gordon was looking at him anxiously. “Is he sleeping peacefully, my lord?”

Scott shrugged. “As peacefully as can be expected.”

“Is he with fever?”

“His wound is still warm, but I have yet to see signs of a true fever.”

Gordon seemed relieved. Across the table, George and Kristoph were sitting and enjoying their meal, and they weren’t looking upon Scott with nearly the hostility they had in the past. Scott knew that his own knights were on watch; with the du Rennic knights basically confined to the barracks or the hall since the fight in the solar, Scott’s men were stretched thin, now with the absence of Stanley. That left Milo, Jean-Pierre, Raymond, and Stewart with a good deal of responsibility between them, and Raymond was currently out of the rotation because he was keeping the gate guards from earlier in the day isolated from the rest of Canaan until they got to the bottom of the mysterious rider.

Therefore, it was only du Rennic men at the table but Scott couldn’t feel any tension from them, which was rare. He was grateful for it, in fact, but he was still on his guard. Given what had happened with Stanley and Adam, he had to be. As he waited for his food to appear, he thought it might be appropriate and rather wise to comment on the absence of Adam and gauge the reaction of the du Rennic men. It could tell him quite a bit.

He took a chance.

“I do not see de Ferrar in the hall,” he said, looking around. “In fact, I did not see him earlier when I was lancing Jeremy’s face. I am curious to know where he is since du Rennic knights do not have freedom about the castle at the moment.”

Gordon looked up from his grandchildren. “His horse has taken lame, my lord,” he said without hesitation. “He asked me earlier today if he could go to the stable and tend the animal and I did not see any harm in it. He must still be there because I’ve not seen him this afternoon, but if you are displeased, I will send for him.”

Either Gordon was an extremely good liar or he really was ignorant of Adam’s activities, and Scott chose to believe the latter. He was fairly good at reading men and Gordon believed he was telling the truth. Scott glanced at George and Kristoph, whose manner seemed much the same way – casual about the subject and completely unconcerned. In fact, George was plowing through his meal and not paying attention to what Gordon was saying. It was then that Scott began to suspect that these men might not be complicit with Adam if, in fact, the knight was up to something. They simply didn’t have that look about them.

Because of those observations, Scott played off the importance of his question. He didn’t want his concern in Adam’s disappearance getting back to Adam. As far as he was concerned, he wanted the young du Rennic knight to believe he was unaware of anything out of the ordinary, at least until they could discover what he was up to.

“Nay,” Scott said after a moment. “A lame horse is a good enough reason as any to spend the afternoon in the stables. But see that he goes no further from the stables, Gordon. That is your responsibility.”

Gordon nodded. “I will seek him after the meal and make sure he understands that, my lord.”

With that business settled, Gordon returned his attention to his grandchildren and Scott turned his attention to Avrielle. She had been gazing up at him the entire time, looking at him with adoration in her eyes that made his knees feel like water. Do not smile at her, he told himself sternly. Do not smile at her! The men will see and it will be fodder for gossip! Do not…!

He broke down in a smile.

“My lady,” he said, trying to cover the fact that he was openly smiling at the woman and feeling like every man in the room was staring at him for it. “Am I to understand that you are without the puppy at the moment?”

Avrielle laughed softly. “It was a difficult battle, I assure you,” she said. “Stephen was convinced that the puppy wanted to eat with us in the hall, but I convinced him that it would be better to leave it in his chamber.”

Scott rubbed at his chin. “I am curious,” he said, “how you were able to convince your son of such a thing. Did you threaten him?”

“Of course not.”

“Did you bargain with him?”

She shook her head. But as she did so, she leaned towards him and lowered her voice. “I told him that hungry men might mistake the puppy for something to eat,” she said, putting her hand over her mouth to hide the grin. “Stephen does not wish to see his puppy made into a stew.”

Scott tried not to laugh at that. “Most devious of you,” he muttered. “And most brilliant.”

Avrielle sat back, collecting her wine cup. “I thought so.”

Scott fell silent but his gaze remained on her, warmly, imagining what it would be like to spend the rest of his life with the woman. More and more, he was coming to like everything about her, feeding off of it like a man needed food to survive. That moment at the plant vendor’s home had been such a pivotal moment for him and he was coming to think that he should marry the woman sooner rather than later. He didn’t want to go another day without her by his side, the woman who gave him a reason to live again.

The woman who made him breathe again.

His gaze traveled to Gordon, eating with his grandchildren, and it occurred to Scott that, perhaps, it would be the polite thing to ask Gordon’s permission to marry his daughter. Perhaps it would even be a good idea to consult Jeremy. It wasn’t Jeremy’s decision in any way, but the man was already fragile enough in the wake of Nathaniel’s death without Scott making it worse by marrying Nathaniel’s widow. If he assured the man he would take very good care of Lady du Rennic, Jeremy might see his way to giving them his blessing. If he was going to be related to Jeremy for the rest of his life, he didn’t want that relationship to be contentious. Perhaps if he even told Jeremy that he was in love with the woman, it might make a bigger impact.

In love…

The thought crept upon him rather subtly. Scott had loved before so he knew what it felt like; he’d loved Athena for as long as he could recall. When she died, that love for her didn’t die. That had been the problem – losing something that he’d loved. It had been too much for him to take. He still loved Athena, but it was the love of what she had been. What they’d had together. He was a man fully capable of love and as he looked at Avrielle, he was fairly certain that he’d fallen in love with her. Rather than be frightened by it, he found comfort in it.

Joy.

He most definitely felt joy.

As he pondered the unexpected course his life had taken, he looked up to see Stewart and Stanley entering the great hall. All thoughts of Avrielle were swiftly forgotten as a distinct sense of relief swept him. Stanley was in one piece and evidently uninjured. Scott left Avrielle’s side to push his way through the crowded hall until he came to his men.

“Stanley,” Scott said, relief in his voice. “You have returned. We wondered if you would.”

Stanley appeared quite grim. “Stu told me,” he said. “My lord, we must speak. Now.”

Scott was already on the move; he didn’t question Stanley in the least and especially not out here for everyone to hear. He quit the hall with Stanley and Stewart behind him, moving to the solar entry which was next to the hall but separated from it by a big, stone wall. As soon as they entered the solar, Stanley pulled the heavy door shut and threw the bolt. Scott turned to him, somewhat surprised at the move, but it was becoming apparent that Stanley didn’t want anything overheard. Stewart went to light the bank of tallow tapers near the hearth as Scott spoke.

“This must be damned serious,” he said. “Adam has returned, you know. Why were you delayed?”

Stanley didn’t waste any time. “I saw de Ferrar,” he said. “Stu was with him.”

Scott turned to Stewart. “Did you ask him where he’d been?”

Stewart nodded and opened his mouth to speak, but Stanley interrupted. “Whatever he has told you is a lie,” he said frankly. “I followed him through the trees, over the mountain, and down to the vale towards the west. There is a Cumbrian baron over there by the name of Sadgill. I heard them speaking, my lord; our suspicions were correct for the most part. There is a conspirator among us and his name is Adam de Ferrar. He is conspiring with the Cumbrian warlord to confiscate Canaan.”

So the truth was coming forth. Scott had to admit that he wasn’t surprised to hear this but he was very eager to know all of it. “Tell me everything.”

Stanley did. “I will tell you what I heard,” he said. “De Ferrar met with Sadgill in a barn and I was able to listen to what was said. De Ferrar told Sadgill about the missive that you received from Edward. Adam told him that Lady du Rennic is betrothed to a Scottish lord. Sadgill was outraged to hear it. He said that he would have no Scots in Cumbria and he doesn’t want de Wolfe, either. He wants Canaan for himself but he told de Ferrar that his local allies will not help him because they fear Edward. De Ferrar then told Sadgill that he would convince Canaan’s army to turn against you and purge you from Canaan so that Sadgill could take command.”

Scott was calm as he listened to the news. In fact, the information, or some form of it, was everything he’d expected. He’d been a knight too long not to expect some manner of betrayal or greed, or both, especially in a situation like this.

“So Sadgill must be the lord who attacked Canaan those weeks ago when we rode forth to engage them and Huntley locked us out of the fortress,” he said. “We suspected then that it was the Cumbrian lords. It looks as if we were correct. Is Huntley in on this, then? Did he attempt to kill us off with his Cumbrian allies and fail?”

Stanley shook his head. “Nay,” he replied. “I do not believe he is party to this. I heard them speak of the fact that Gordon would have to be eliminated if he was not in support of de Ferrar and Sadgill’s plan. Specifically, Sadgill said that if the man is not with them, he is the enemy. De Ferrar seemed reluctant to hear this which leads me to believe that he would be reluctant to do anything to Huntley.”

“Just Gordon? Or Jeremy, too?”

“I received the impression it was both of them. As I said, I do not believe they are part of this conspiracy. I am sure they know nothing about it.”

“Your instinct?”

“Based on what I heard, aye.”

There was relief on Scott’s part that the Huntleys were evidently not part of any potential rebellion. He trusted Stanley’s gut. It made the situation a bit less complicated but no less dangerous, however. There was still great danger with a conspirator within their midst.

“But what of the gate sentries?” Stewart said. “They were reluctant to tell Milo anything. In fact, he has them sequestered from the rest of the castle because he was not sure if they were part of this conspiracy. What about them?”

Stanley shrugged. “I believe that only de Ferrar is involved in this,” he said. “He never named anyone else and the way he spoke with Sadgill led me to believe that this is something only he is a part of. As for the sentries, it is quite possible that they are simply being loyal to de Ferrar and not necessarily privy to what he is doing. They are du Rennic men being loyal to a du Rennic knight.”

It made a good deal of sense, all of it. Scott was mulling over the situation now, knowing they had a traitor among them, knowing that this wasn’t something they could deal with on their own. This was something that affected all of them, du Rennic men included. In order to build a defense against it, they would need help. If Cumbrian lords wanted Canaan, then those at Canaan would have to present a united front or the defense of Canaan would fail. All of them would fail.

Scott de Wolfe had failed before on that spring day four years ago. He wasn’t going to fail again.

“So let me be clear on this – de Ferrar has somehow allied himself with a Cumbrian baron for the purpose of stealing Canaan away,” he said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “The du Rennic knights know nothing, the army knows nothing. The gate sentries are simply being loyal to a du Rennic knight and not covering for his activities, which they know nothing about.”

He was summing up the situation, thinking it through. Stewart and Stanley watched him as he began to pace.

“Do we call reinforcements from Pendragon, my lord?” Stanley asked. “If the Canaan army is asked to revolt…”

Scott cut him off. “They do not follow Adam de Ferrar,” he said, turning to look at them. “They follow Jeremy Huntley. Stanley, did they say how soon they planned to begin this rebellion? Was a timetable discussed?”

Stanley lifted his eyebrows to emphasize the time-sensitive nature of the situation. “Before the Scottish husband arrives,” he said. “They seemed most concerned about that. They know the messenger has returned to Edward. Give the man a couple of weeks to reach London and then give the Scots lord a month or so to arrive… whatever they do, they are going to do it sooner rather than later.”

Scott understood. “Then we have little time,” he said. “And we need help. But not from Pendragon or our local allies; it would take time to organize them and I fear we do not have enough of it. The help we need must come from inside Canaan. It’s my guess that Jeremy Huntley does not want to see Canaan overrun with Cumbrian barons any more than I do. I am afraid we will have to tell him and Gordon what we know and ask for their assistance in destroying this threat because I do not want to spend the rest of my life fighting off Cumbrian warlords.”

Stewart thought that sounded very much as if Scott were planning on staying at Canaan for a very long time. And given what he knew about Scott and Lady du Rennic, it only solidified to him what the future would now bring, one of Scott and a new life here at Canaan. It was a future that was much different from the one Stewart had been faced with for the past four years. Different, but not unpleasant. Still… he wasn’t sure about letting Gordon and Jeremy Huntley in on this bit of information. He was unsettled about it.

“Then you intend to go on the offensive?” he asked.

Scott nodded. “I will not wait for Adam to admit Cumbrian lords in the middle of the night to slit our throats.”

Stewart was hesitant. “Understood, my lord.”

There was something in his tone that made Scott look at him. “You disagree?”

Stewart was still hesitant to speak out, mostly because no man ever spoke out against de Wolfe. “It is simply that Jeremy Huntley and his men hate the sight of us,” he said. “Now… now we must seek an accord with them?”

“I feel it is necessary.”

“What if they refuse?”

“Then they will lose Canaan. I do not believe that will be an attractive option to them. Hate us or not, for the good of Canaan, they must cooperate or the results will be tragic.”

Stewart wouldn’t argue with him. He knew that Scott was doing what he felt was best and he’d never seen the man make a questionable decision. This was a de Wolfe, eldest son of the most powerful knight on the Scottish Marches, and that line of great warriors weren’t in the habit of making problematic choices.

“Do you have a plan in mind, then?” he asked.

Scott was chewing his lip thoughtfully. He looked at Stanley. “Given what you heard between de Ferrar and the Cumbrian lord, would you be comfortable speaking on this subject to Gordon Huntley?”

Stanley nodded without hesitation. “I would, my lord.”

“Then that is our plan,” Scott said simply. “We will speak to Gordon since there is clearly no time to waste. He is more than likely still in the hall with his grandchildren. Stu, you will summon him to the room where Jeremy is infirmed. Stanley and I will gather Milo and meet you there.”

There was a sense of urgency in the air now, as if they were racing against an unseen hourglass that was quickly draining. Rebels wanted Canaan and they wanted it badly enough to conspire with a traitor from within. As Stewart headed from the solar on his way to the great hall with its windows glowing with light against the dark spring night, Scott and Stanley headed towards the north and the guard chamber. Scott found himself looking up at the sky as they walked, at the battlements silhouetted against the moonlight. Such beautiful moonlight, which brought him to thoughts of Avrielle.

She was in danger now because of an ambitious young knight. The last time a woman he adored was in danger, he couldn’t help her. But he would fight to the death for Avrielle against the greedy Cumbrian lord who wanted Canaan so badly. Thoughts of the woman at the mercy of a man he didn’t even know brought such rage to his heart that it was difficult to control it.

And the children… they would be at the man’s mercy as well. Those sweet, helpless children would possibly be abused or even thrown over the fortress walls into the moat below. There were ancient tales of battles where children were killed by the enemy, tossed over fortress walls or heads smashed into the stone. But Scott wasn’t going to let that happen. He wasn’t going to lose those children, not while he had breath left in his body. Thoughts of ancient battles gave him an idea.

He knew how to fight this battle… and win.

God help whoever was threatening those he adored because the Black Adder, the viper of death and shadows, was about to strike and strike hard.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


“I knew something was happening with Adam,” Gordon hissed. “He would simply leave the fortress and not return for hours. And now you say that he is conspiring with Lord Sadgill for control of Canaan?”

The moment had come.

Scott could see that Gordon was genuinely upset at the news of Adam’s collusion. In the cramped guard chamber of the northern gatehouse, with Jeremy still lying on the floor, Scott, Stewart, Milo, and Stanley quietly informed Jeremy and Gordon of the situation that afternoon with the mysterious rider leaving Canaan, the refusal of the gate sentries to identify the rider, and then the subsequent conversation Stanley had overheard between Adam and Sadgill.

The entire situation had been succinctly laid out for them. Gordon went from shock to disbelief and finally to rage, yet his response wasn’t good enough for Scott. He wanted answers.

“That is the exact conversation between de Ferrar and Sadgill that Stanley heard,” he said. “You say that you knew de Ferrar was up to something; how did you know, Gordon?”

Gordon was growing red in the face, so angered was he. “The lad would ride off by himself at least once or twice a week. He would always leave when there was work to be done, or after we’d spoken of plans or of issues concerning the castle. In fact…” he suddenly trailed off, a look of horror crossing his face. “He rode off right after we received Stewart’s missive those weeks ago informing us of your imminent arrival to Canaan. I remember because we were assigning the night watch shortly thereafter and he was nowhere to be found. Jeremy, do you recall?”

Now, the conversation was turning in Jeremy’s direction and Scott had to admit that he was very curious to hear from the man. Jeremy lay flat on his back, his face heavily bandaged as he stared up into the ceiling and gave no reaction to what he was thinking. He didn’t answer his father right away; he seemed to be considering everything he’d heard.

Although no one wanted to be obvious about it, everyone in the room was watching him, wondering what his reaction would be to all of this. A knight under his command had been accused of a dreadful crime. Certainly, Adam’s behavior would reflect on Jeremy as the man in charge of Canaan’s troops, so there was a good deal of honor at stake.

His own.

“Adam has always been a wanderer,” Jeremy finally said. “He has been in my service for almost five years and he has always been a man who prefers his company to the company of others. He is a solitary man.”

“A solitary man with a grudge,” Scott muttered what they were all thinking. Folding his big arms across his chest, he leaned against the wall. “I suppose his reasons are his own for what he has done; that is not at issue. What is of issue is the fact that he is conspiring with this Lord Sadgill for control of Canaan. Do you know Sadgill?”

Gordon nodded. “He is a malcontent,” he muttered. “He had a strained alliance with Nathaniel and never really gave him any trouble, but he always seemed to be one step away from a fight. I suppose he accepted Nathaniel because his family had been in Cumbria for so long, so I believe he considered Nathaniel one of his own. Another Cumbrian lord. But with Nathaniel’s death, that seems to have changed.”

“Has he ever given you cause to believe he wanted to take the castle?”

Gordon lifted his shoulders. “Not specifically, no. But as I said, he is known to make trouble in the area to those he believed had no cause to live here. There was a lord to the south in Grayrigg who married the heiress of the Lamb family. When Lord Lamb died and the man inherited the castle, Sadgill waged war on him because he did not feel he belonged here.”

Scott thought on the faceless Cumbrian lord with an eye towards chasing those he felt unworthy out of Cumbria. “So he convinces one of the du Rennic knights to help him gain Canaan because it no longer belongs to Nathaniel?” he asked. “Is de Ferrar from Cumbria that he would know of, or have an alliance with Sadgill?”

Gordon shook his head. “Adam is from Dorset,” he said. “He is not from Cumbria. The only link that makes any sense to me is that Adam must have met Sadgill on one of the many times he wandered away from Canaan. I do not know how they struck such a bargain and I surely did not realize that Adam had those thoughts. As Jeremy said, he is a bit of a solitary man. I do not believe he has any friends within Canaan, not even among the knights.”

Scott thought on those words. “Motives or not, he is conspiring to help Sadgill take Canaan,” he said. “I do not care for his reasons, only that he is trying to take a property that does not belong to him. That is why I have made the decision to tell you all of this; knowing what we know, we must counter this scheme and bring Adam’s treachery to an end. If we do not, I fear Canaan will be in great jeopardy. If he manages to convince the Canaan army to turn against me, then the ensuing fight will raze the castle. Have no doubt; I will fight back. And I will win.”

Gordon shook his head, disgusted by the entire situation. “There is no disagreement here, my lord. I am glad you have confided in us for, in a sense, this is more our problem than it is yours. Canaan is our home, Adam and Sadgill must not be allowed to continue with their plans.”

On the floor, Jeremy suddenly made a sound that sounded suspiciously like a snort. “The army will not listen to Adam, no matter what he thinks,” he said. Because of the bandage on his face, his speech was muffled. “I suppose I find all of this shocking to say the least. Adam is a quiet man but he has never shown any disloyalty. I am having a difficult time believing he would turn against us.”

“I did not lie,” Stanley said, thinking the man was challenging his honesty. “I followed your knight and I heard exactly what I told you. But there is something I forgot to mention – once de Ferrar left, Sadgill was speaking to the men that were still left. One of his men reminded him that he told de Ferrar that command of Canaan would be his, but Sadgill said he only needed de Ferrar to gain the castle. After that, Adam meant nothing to him.”

That piece of information brought about an ominous tone to the entire situation. Over against the wall, Scott spoke. “Does that mean Sadgill will assassinate de Ferrar once he has completed his task?” he asked, incredulous. “That is a heartless man. But it is also a ruthless and determined one. It tells me that he will not give up until every last man is dead in order to gain his wants.”

On the floor, Jeremy shifted so he could at least make an attempt to look at Stanley. “I was not challenging your truthfulness,” he said in a surprisingly calm tone. “I am simply saying it is difficult to believe. When you know someone for years and work with him, provide a roof over his head, you assume he is loyal. What you are suggesting is a man of very bad character and I refuse to believe that I have been blind to it.”

“Based on what I heard and what I saw, Adam has meant that you should be blind,” Stanley replied. “As Lord Bretherdale said, there is no shame in that. Men change. Do you think de Ferrar considered you at all while he schemed with Sadgill? If he has been promised the command of Canaan, what do you suppose will happen to you? I heard Sadgill tell him that if your father did not support their efforts, then he would have to be eliminated. That goes for you as well, I am certain. They will kill you for resisting their plans and then blame you for it.”

Stanley had said it a little more forcefully than Scott would have liked, given how volatile Jeremy could be, but he made his point. Before Jeremy could respond, Scott sought to soften up Stanley’s statement.

“The situation is this,” he said to Jeremy more than to Gordon. “You have a traitor in your ranks. That is no reflection on your judgment in men; it is simply the fact that Adam has motives other than those of duty to you and to Canaan. It is his greed or ambition that has overwhelmed his common sense. I chose to divulge the information because it is no longer about de Wolfe and du Rennic. It is about having a common enemy and if we do not unite to defend Canaan, then Canaan will fall into their hands. This is your home and it is my holding. I can summon an army of tens of thousands to take back what is mine should Sadgill manage to capture it. But by that time, the damage will have been done. Possibly your father will be dead; possibly you will be dead. And what of your sister and her children? Do you think Sadgill will treat them kindly? I fear for their safety and I hope you would as well.”

Jeremy was looking at Scott at this point, absorbing his words. Nothing he’d said was untrue. But it was more than that; something in Scott’s eyes spoke of a deeper emotional tie to Canaan than what he was suggesting. Aye, it was his property. But when he spoke of Avrielle… Jeremy could see the flicker of change in the man’s eyes. An indefinable softness that hadn’t been there before.

But these were different times. Opinions were changing. Yesterday, Jeremy was still willing to spit in Scott’s eye and call it justice. But after his discussion with Scott today and after the man had overcome his own prejudice to tend the wound of an enemy, Jeremy was starting to feel his resistance fade.

It was true that he and Scott had always fought side by side in the past with no quarrels, no contention. Jeremy had always been impressed with Scott’s battle skills and his skills as a commander, for he could direct thousands of men with as little as the lift of a hand. It was true that Nathaniel took an arrow for the man and Jeremy still wasn’t over the fact. Was Scott to blame? Jeremy’s reasonable side knew he wasn’t. His reasonable side also recognized that Scott didn’t have to come to him with this situation; he could have just as easily arrested Adam and left the du Rennic knights out of the decision-making process entirely.

But he hadn’t.

It all came down to believing what Stanley had told him. Jeremy had known Stanley for as long as he knew Scott, a gruff and not-too-pleasant knight who was hell on the field of battle. He was trustworthy. Moreover, he had no reason to lie about this. There was no purpose in it that Jeremy could see. But it was still difficult for him to admit that one of his men was a traitor.

“Mayhap we should ask him,” Jeremy finally said. “It is your word against his at this point. Why not ask him what he was doing and tell him you overheard his conversation? Mayhap if confronted, he will confess.”

Gordon shook his head, one of many in the room to Jeremy’s statement. “You do not seem to understand,” he said to his son. “Adam has gone behind your back to conspire with others. Do you truly believe he will confess? He will not. I am sure he will not. Then you will throw him in the vault until he changes his mind. Meanwhile, Sadgill is still coming, with or without Adam, and if he does not come now, he will come at some point. It is inevitable.”

Jeremy looked at his father. “Then let the Scottish lord deal with him, the man that Edward has chosen for my sister,” he said. “She is to have a new husband, is she not? Canaan will be his. Why not let him deal with Sadgill if he is to assume the property?”

The last time they’d been on this subject, it had deteriorated badly and Jeremy had ended up with the wounds he had on his face. Scott found himself praying the man didn’t try bringing up Athena because he didn’t want to end up in a brawl again.

“Jeremy,” Scott said quietly, “you and I have discussed your behavior and the opportunity to remain here in command of Canaan’s troops. I told you that I did not wish to exile you but your behavior has given me little choice. I will not revisit this subject again except to say this – your sister will not marry the Scottish lord. I have made sure of it, which means Canaan’s defense is up to us. I would like for you to remain here in charge of Canaan’s troops because they respect you. Nathaniel trusted you and I would like to trust you. This is your home; the du Rennic men look up to you. They are your men. With everything you have been told, would you still not wish to defend it?”

Jeremy hadn’t meant to sound like he was still bleeding rebellion but, upon reflection, he supposed that was what he’d sounded like. Now, Scott was trying to mend the rift between them and the words encouraged him, as difficult for him as that was to admit. He also felt a great deal of relief to know that Scott had somehow broken any betrothal between his sister and the Scottish lord.

“How did you deter Edward from wedding my sister to the Scottish lord?” he asked, curious.

Scott waved him off. “A subject for another time,” he said, not wanting to veer off the situation at hand because Jeremy had asked a question with many answers. The time to speak of his intentions towards Avrielle would come at another time. “I would like to know I have your support in this, for I believe I have a plan to rid us of Sadgill once and for all.”

“You cannot get rid of the man once and for all.”

“Are you unwilling to try?”

“I did not say that.”

“If Nathaniel was standing here at this moment, would you refuse to help him protect Canaan against Sadgill?”

That brought Jeremy to a different perspective. He would fight to the death for Nathaniel and they all knew it. Therefore, there was only one answer he could give.

“I would not refuse him.”

“Will you refuse me?”

Jeremy’s gaze lingered on Scott a moment before looking around the room, seeing the faces of the de Wolfe knights, men he’d once considered allies but, as of late, they were a target for his grief and frustration. Then he looked to his father, seeing the anxiety and disappointment on the man’s face. He loved his father; he didn’t want to be a disappointment to him but he knew, deep down, that was what he’d always been.

Perhaps it was the fact that Jeremy had been a man with potential that he’d never fulfilled because of his dependency on wine. A penniless drunk, his sister had once called him. Or perhaps it had something to do with the fact that he had never wanted to marry. He simply wasn’t attracted to women. His tastes ran to strong young knights who were willing to explore their attraction to men. His father knew it, and perhaps his sister knew it, but they’d never made mention of it. It wasn’t something openly discussed, not even with family.

Perhaps all of the aggression and drunkenness that comprised Jeremy’s personality was to cover for that secret, something that was kept painfully buried. He was terrified his men would find out someday and there would be vicious whispers about him. He knew his men would see him through different eyes if they knew the truth. Did his father see him through different eyes? Probably not. Gordon wasn’t a bigot, so any suspicions of the man’s disappointment towards his son were for different reasons. All truths of his sexuality aside, Gordon was disappointed in a son who had never made anything out of himself. Jeremy knew he’d always been a disappointment to his father for a variety of reasons, but never more so than he was at that moment.

Jeremy could see it in his eyes.

He didn’t want to be a disappointment to him any longer, not now when he was needed. Canaan needed him more than it ever had.

I thought you were a better man than that, Scott had once said.

Perhaps it was time for Jeremy to show him that man.

“I will not refuse you,” he finally said. “But I would still like to know Adam’s side of the story.”

“If you listen to what I have in mind, I will prove Adam’s side. You will see for yourself.”

Jeremy had to go on trust at this point. “Very well,” he said. “What is your plan?”

One could almost hear a collective sigh of relief go up among the men. Jeremy had been resistant, but that had been expected. Still, he had the intelligence to realize that he needed to work with de Wolfe this time. Their very lives depended on it. It was a big leap of faith on Jeremy’s part, to believe that one of his men had turned against them based on Stanley’s testimony. But because Scott was so confident, Jeremy forced himself to trust the man.

And Scott knew it. Therefore, he didn’t take Jeremy’s trust lightly. “My plan is a test,” he said. “A test for de Ferrar.”

Jeremy was interested. “What manner of test?”

Scott was thoughtful for a moment. “In truth, it occurred to me when I discovered the plot,” he said. “As I was coming to tell you of it, I was looking at the fortress and thinking of your sister and her children, and the brutalities they would face if an enemy were to invade the castle. There is an old story about the Greeks invading the great city of Troy and throwing babies from the walls. And that had me thinking on the story of the Greeks and their ploy to gain access to Troy. When I was a squire, I had an uncle who was very fond of Greek tragedies and he told me the story of the Trojan Horse. Have you heard it?”

Jeremy looked at him rather blankly but Gordon nodded. “I have, my lord,” he said. “The Greeks could not breach the walls of Troy so they built a horse made of wood and hid inside of it. When the Trojans brought it inside their city walls as a trophy, the Greeks burst forth and were able to take the city.”

Scott nodded. “Exactly,” he said. “It is the element of surprise that will win in a battle such as this. Sadgill does not know that we know of his plans… and we shall use that to our advantage.”

“How?”

Scott moved closer to Jeremy, crouching down so his voice wouldn’t carry so. He didn’t want anyone outside of the chamber to hear him.

“We feed Adam false information to take back to Sadgill,” he said quietly. “We will make plans to leave Canaan, but we will not really leave. We will explain that an ally has called for help – let us say that it is St. Hèver at Pendragon – and I am taking all of the army with me. We will tell Adam he will be left in command. I am willing to wager that Adam will run to Sadgill with that information. What better opportunity to invade a fortress than with her army gone? Sadgill would be a fool not to capitalize on it. He will bring his army and we will be hiding inside of Canaan, waiting for him. Canaan herself will be our Trojan Horse. We can destroy Sadgill’s threat once and for all, and it will set an example to the other Cumbrian lords that Canaan is not to be trifled with.”

It was, in truth, a brilliant plan. Stewart and Milo were even smiling. “Magnificent, my lord,” Stewart said with approval. “We will trap Sadgill and his men inside the walls of Canaan and destroy him.”

“That is the hope.”

“But how would we hide so many men?” Jeremy asked. “I agree that it is a sound plan. If Adam takes the bait and goes to Sadgill with it, then I suppose my doubts in his part in all of this are for naught. But there are almost two thousand men here at Canaan and we already have enough difficulty housing them all much less hiding them.”

“We do not hide the entire army inside of Canaan,” Gordon said; he utterly understood Scott’s scheme. “We send half outside to hide in the area surrounding Canaan, staying out of sight when Sadgill arrives. As soon as Sadgill and his men enter the fortress, they come out of hiding and prevent him from escaping. Sadgill will be boxed in with nowhere to go.”

Scott nodded firmly. “That is precisely what I was thinking,” he said. “We shall have men both inside and outside the fortress lying in wait for Sadgill.”

It was a sound plan, one they could be sure of. “If I may interject,” Milo said. “I believe it is an excellent plan, no doubt, but in order to fully execute it, we will have to tell both de Wolfe and du Rennic men about it. How do we keep de Ferrar from hearing the truth of our plan? This whole scheme depends upon him believing we are vacating Canaan and reporting back to Sadgill.”

“Leave that to me,” Jeremy said. “I shall tell him that the army is vacating Canaan to assist Pendragon and he will believe me.”

Scott lifted a blonde eyebrow. “Can you be convincing enough?”

Jeremy’s lips twisted ironically, as much as they were able given the bandage on his face. “He already knows I am displeased with your presence here. I believe I can make a very good case for being both glad you are leaving and displeased you are taking my army with you.”

Scott grinned. “Excellent,” he said. “Make sure he understands we are removing the army at sunrise.”

“Leave it to me. If he really is the traitor you say he is, he will be running for Sadgill as soon as I tell him.”

“Even at this late hour?”

“If I tell him the army is departing at sunrise, he will have to make the trek at night to Sadgill. He will not have a choice if they wish to capitalize on our absence.”

There was hope in that statement. This whole plan hinged on how well Jeremy could convince Adam that the army was pulling out. “What of your other knights,” Scott wanted to know. “Kristoph and George? Do you believe they might know of Adam’s activities? Stanley did not seem to think so, but you know them better. What say you?”

Jeremy shook his head. “George would be closer to Adam than Kristoph would be, but George is so rigidly honorable that if he knew anything of this betrayal, he would have told me. I am confident that they don’t know of Adam’s plans and I am further confident that they are trustworthy in his matter. We will need their help to organize the men, so they must be told.”

It was Scott’s turn to place a little trust in Jeremy now. He didn’t know the young knights very well and would, therefore, have to depend on Jeremy’s knowledge of them. Looking around the group, he could see that his knights had nearly the same thoughts but didn’t voice their opinions. They would have to trust Jeremy when it came to the younger du Rennic knights as well. What mattered now was that they unite in the face of this threat, and that seemed to be happening.

As Scott pondered the impending battle, Jeremy was also considering what was to come. He looked to his father, who seemed more than willing to get on with it. In fact, the more Jeremy looked at his father, the more he felt some rage at a Cumbrian lord who would put all of them in danger. Those bastards usually kept to themselves when Nathaniel was alive, but now they seemed to believe the men of Canaan would be easily overcome. Jeremy decided at that moment that he wasn’t going to make anything easy for them; this was his home even if it didn’t belong to him. It was the only place he’d ever felt that he’d belonged and he wasn’t about to lose it to a greedy baron.

Much like Scott, he was going to fight back.

It was time to forget the petty quarrels and unite.

“Then it shall be done,” Jeremy said, struggling to sit up as both Scott and Gordon reached out to help him. Jeremy may have been injured, but it didn’t dampen his determination. “Papa, find Adam and tell him that I have a need to speak with him. You and de Wolfe can make your plans with the men however you wish, but send Adam to me. And watch for him if he flees. When he flees.”

Scott could hear the determination in the man. This was the Jeremy Huntley he knew, a man with a strong command presence and loyalty to his fellow men. The man he’d seen the past two weeks had been someone he hadn’t recognized. There was such relief in that knowledge but there was also a good deal of confidence in it. Now, he had Jeremy’s support, not his hatred. It was one less thing he had to worry about.

Now, he could do what needed to be done.

“Let us commence,” Scott said quietly. “I will handle the de Wolfe knights. Gordon, you will tell Kristoph and George of the situation. Then we shall speak to the soldiers in groups, spreading the word and telling them what is to happen. Do not mention Adam, however. I would strongly advise against it. Let it only be that there is a traitor among us and they are not to speak of it. I fear if we tell them who it is, the soldiers might try to demonstrate their anger against him. Once everyone is informed, we will decide who goes out of the fortress to hide and who remains inside. Stu, you and Milo will start pulling together senior soldiers from our army and inform them of what is happening. We will need their help to organize the men. Gordon, I suggest you do the same. I will find you in an hour or two to discuss your progress.”

There was a strong sense of purpose in the air as the men had their orders. Now, it was time to move. If Lord Sadgill believed he would catch them off guard, they would prove the man wrong.

Dead wrong.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Avrielle knew she was going to have trouble with Stephen this night.

He wanted to sleep with the puppy. It wriggled and peed and licked happily. After eating with their grandfather, both Sophia and Stephen returned to their chambers excited to see the puppy. Since they shared a bed, the dog was between them, under the covers, when Avrielle came in to make sure they were in bed. Originally, the dog had been on the floor near the hearth but, evidently, that wasn’t good enough.

He had to be on the bed.

So began the battle to keep Wolfe the puppy out of the bed. Avrielle had reasoned with her children and she had threatened. Nothing worked. Then, she’d simply taken the dog out of the bed over the protests of the children only for both of them to burst into tears. Frustrated, she knew they were excited about the dog and it was the animal’s first night with its new master. It was a dirty, annoying pup, but the children loved it so Avrielle began to rethink her stance. She wasn’t heartless. But the caveat to keep the puppy with them was that the children had to go to bed right away. This prompted both Stephen and his sister to quickly quiet down with the dog between them.

It was a victory of the sweetest kind.

The last Avrielle saw, Sophia was already asleep and Stephen nearly asleep as he petted the puppy. In fact, the puppy had been the only one to really obey her when she ordered everyone in the bed to go to sleep. The dog had settled down and promptly passed out. Avrielle stood at the door a moment, watching her children sleep, before quietly closing the door. With a smile on her lips at the joy her children were exhibiting after months of grief, she headed into her bedchamber.

The infant was being watched over by the old nurse and Avrielle sent the woman off to bed. A glance at the baby showed that she was sleeping peacefully so Avrielle would take the opportunity to sleep herself, knowing that the child would awaken in the next hour wanting to be fed. As a warm and bright fire snapped and crackled in the hearth, Avrielle went about preparing for bed.

The shift and cote came off, carefully hung on a peg inside the big wardrobe on one wall of the chamber. A sleeping shift was pulled forth from the same wardrobe and she pulled it over her head as she moved to the table that contained her personal toiletries – combs, horsehair brush, oils, and other items. Lighting a fat taper on the table, the soft glow filled the room as she sat down on a stool next to the table and uncoiled her hair from the heavy braid at the nape of her neck. As she began to brush her hair, her thoughts wandered to the events of the day.

So much had happened that it seemed as if it had been two or three days combined. The trip to the plant vendor, Scott declaring his intentions towards her, the puppy… all of it blurred together into perhaps one of the most monumental days of her life. There was so much about Scott de Wolfe that had her attention – her giddy attention – and she simply couldn’t think about the man and not smile. She supposed she should feel some guilt in that because Nathaniel had only been gone these few short months, but she didn’t feel guilty that her attention was with another man because she knew it was a man that Nathaniel would have approved of.

Nathaniel had told her on the last day she’d ever seen him alive of Scott’s tragic past and of his inner demons. But in that information, he also spoke of a man he had a good deal of respect for. It wasn’t empty praise because Nathaniel had been genuine in everything he said, so Avrielle knew that Nathaniel had meant it. To her, it was a seal of approval for Scott de Wolfe and, wherever he was, she was sure Nathaniel was glad that she was finding happiness.

Happiness with a man she’d once called stupid.

A soft knock at the door roused her from her thoughts and she stood up, the brush in her hand as she padded across the cold, wood floor.

“Who comes?” she called.

“’Tis Scott,” came the answer. “I must speak with you.”

Quickly, Avrielle opened the door, coming face to face with a man who made her heart soar as if it had wings. Her features bloomed with joy at the sight of him.

“Come in,” she said eagerly, stepping back to admit him entry. “And how is my brother this night? He has not taken a turn for the worse, has he?”

He looked at her curiously. “Why do you ask?”

She closed the door quietly. “Because you left the hall so quickly I thought that something was wrong.”

Scott realized what she’d meant. He’d nearly bolted from the hall when he saw that Stanley and Stewart had made an appearance.

“Ah,” he said in understanding. “Nay, nothing is wrong, at least not with Jeremy. His condition has not worsened. But we must talk. Something has come up that I must make you aware of.”

He seemed somewhat solemn and she indicated one of the chairs next to the hearth. “Of course,” she said. “Please sit.”

Scott did but, as he moved, he found it increasingly difficult to focus on the reason for his visit. Avrielle was in a shift, her hair long and unbound, and the mere sight was enough to cause his heart to flutter wildly. Everything about the woman made his heart beat wildly so it was a struggle to stay on task. He hadn’t even gone about any of the duties he’d discussed with his men in the darkness of Jeremy’s guard chamber; he’d simply come straight to Avrielle because he had to tell her what was happening. More than that, he desperately wanted to see her. He sat down as she pulled up a stool next to him.

For a moment, Scott simply sat and looked at her expectant face. God, she was a beautiful creature. Reaching out, he stroked her silken cheek.

“I am sorry to disturb you so late, but it is important,” he said. “But forgive me if I just take a moment to look at you. Your beauty by firelight is something poets could not adequately capture in a thousand years of writing.”

Avrielle blushed furiously. “You are too kind, my lord.”

He grinned at her. “It is the truth,” he said. His fingers trailed from her face to her hands and he collected one, holding it warmly in his big palm. “Before I begin, I must ask you something.”

“Anything.”

“Have you been in many battles? I mean here at Canaan. Have you seen action here?”

Avrielle shook her head. “Other than the battle when you first arrived, I have never seen a battle here. Why do you ask?”

“Because one is coming.”

The smile vanished from her face. “Here?” she asked anxiously. “To Canaan?”

He nodded, leaning forward in the chair so he was closer to her. “Unfortunately, there will be one, a small one if I can help it,” he said. “Since you must understand what is happening because it is important you are fully informed, I will explain the situation to you. I do not want you to be afraid. But I do want you to be vigilant and listen to me. Will you do that?”

She nodded eagerly. “Of course, Scott. I will do exactly as you say.”

He smiled and kissed her hand. “Good lass,” he said gently. “The situation is this – there is a local lord who has been conspiring with one of Nathaniel’s knights to steal Canaan away from me. We have discovered the plot and we must take action against it. A plan has been put into action on this night and it is well on its way to being completed.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that we have sent false information to those who wish to harm us. That information will cause their destruction.”

Avrielle’s eyes were wide with astonishment and some fear as she tried not to panic. It was terrible news, indeed.

“Who has betrayed us?” she asked.

He softened a bit, seeing that she was frightened. “Adam de Ferrar,” he said quietly. “You must not repeat that. It is not known to anyone but the knights.”

She nodded quickly, but she looked rather dazed. “I swear, I will not tell a soul,” she said hesitantly. “God’s Bones… it is Adam?”

There was something odd about the way she said it. He peered at her curiously. “Do you know him?” he asked. “No one seems to know much about him. Both Jeremy and Gordon said he was a man who preferred his own company to that of others.”

Avrielle glanced at him but she seemed to have trouble looking him in the eye. “I do not know him well,” she said. “I have had little contact with him. But he is actually conspiring against Canaan?”

“Aye.”

“You are certain?”

“There is no doubt,” Scott replied, but it was clear there was more on her mind. “What is it? Do you know something about him?”

She sighed heavily and hung her head. “I suppose I can tell you since Nathaniel is dead, but…”

“What is it?”

She was clearly uncomfortable as she spoke. “Adam has only been at Canaan for five years,” she said. “He was newly knighted when he came to Canaan, escorted here by another knight, an older man who knew Nat. I did not mean to eavesdrop, you see, but I heard them speaking in the solar when I brought them refreshments. From what I heard, it seems that Adam is Nat’s son, a product of an indiscretion many years ago. I never asked Nat about it because I reasoned that if he wanted me to know, he would have told me. But I heard him speaking to this older knight about it. Adam was conceived by a woman Nat had met in a tavern south in Dorset. I believe she was a bawd.”

She whispered the last word and Scott’s eyebrows rose at this surprising bit of information. “A whore?”

Avrielle nodded quickly, just once. “Aye.”

Scott shrugged. “That is not unusual,” he said. “Why did he not acknowledge him as his son?”

Avrielle was whispering again, as if fearful the very walls would hear her. “He was married to his first wife, Lady Maud, when Adam was conceived.”

That made more sense to Scott. “I see,” he said knowingly. “I believe I understand. He did not wish to shame his wife with a bastard. That is why Adam does not carry the du Rennic name?”

Avrielle nodded her head. “De Ferrar must be his mother’s name. I do not know and I have never asked.”

“Does no one else know his parentage?”

Avrielle shook her head. “Nay,” she insisted. “At least, not that I am aware of. I am sure if he told anyone, it would have spread all over Canaan. For some reason, he has not told anyone of his relationship to Nat, so you must not tell anyone, either. If Nat had wanted anyone to know, he would have told them. He never even told my father, to whom he was close. I only know because I overheard his conversation.”

Now, Adam’s subversion was starting to make some sense. In fact, it was making a good deal of sense. “Revenge,” Scott muttered. “He is betraying a father who refused to acknowledge him.”

He wasn’t really talking to Avrielle but she heard him. “I do not know how Adam feels about Nat,” she said. “But knowing how badly Nat wanted a family with Lady Maud, it must have been very difficult to have a son he could not acknowledge. When Stephen was born, he lavished so much attention on him. I remember thinking once that surely Adam must have seen that at times. Surely it must have hurt him.”

The situation, to Scott, was becoming abundantly clear. “Painful enough that Adam has made a deal with the Devil to gain what he believes is rightfully his,” he said, shaking his head at the motive behind all of this. “We only discovered it quite by accident, but we anticipate that there will be a battle for the control of Canaan. Your brother has been shrewd enough to feed Adam false information to take back to his co-conspirators and we fully expect them to be upon us on the morrow. That is why I asked you if you have ever been involved in a battle. There are certain things to know.”

Avrielle was focused on the fact that her brother seemed to be party to all of this. “My brother has given Adam false information?” she asked, surprised. “He knows of the situation?”

Scott nodded. “Absolutely. Canaan is his command and the men within that command are his responsibility. He has agreed to help. We are united to prevent Canaan from falling into enemy hands.”

Avrielle had to admit that she was astonished to hear that. So her brother was finally coming to see the light? She was vastly pleased. “I am so thankful to hear he is cooperating,” she said fervently. “I know you and my brother have had a turbulent time since your arrival here, but I told you once before that he is not wicked. Jeremy is… stubborn. And he is passionate. I hope this means the relationship between you both can be repaired.”

“It means that as long as Jeremy behaves himself, he shall have my respect.”

That was good enough for Avrielle. Considering how her brother had been behaving the past two weeks, it was better than she could hope for. “I am very glad,” she said. “Now, you were saying there are certain things I need to know about the coming battle. I will do whatever you tell me to do, so do not worry over me. I will listen.”

He smiled at her, pleased with her obedient manner in so serious a situation. “Then you will stay to this chamber with the children and you will not leave. You will bolt the door and not open it for anyone but me or your father or even your brother. No matter what you hear, you will not leave these rooms. Is that in any way unclear?”

He sounded ominous, which frightened her. “I will not leave, I swear it,” she said. “But what about food? Surely we cannot starve to death.”

Scott shook his head. “Do not worry about that,” he said. “I will have it brought up to you. I do not want you wandering the grounds, Avrielle. There is too much happening right now and I do not want you caught up in it. Bring the children in here with you, put them to bed, and bolt the door. I will have supplies brought to you. Whatever happens on the morrow, I do not believe it will last long. But I want to know you are safe and well-tended.”

There was something reassuring and caring in his tone as he spoke. Avrielle suddenly didn’t feel so frightened anymore as she looked at him, this powerful knight who had captured everything about her. Had he captured her heart? Increasingly, she believed so. Truthfully, he had. She couldn’t remember ever feeling the way he made her feel, not ever.

“And you?” she murmured. “Will you be safe and well-tended?”

He gave her a half-grin although the tone of her voice had his heart racing. The long-dormant feelings of lust and attraction were bursting out all over the place when it came to her. There was something so sweet, so luscious about the woman that it was difficult not to throw himself at her and gorge on her flesh.

“Battle is never safe,” he said, pulling her hand to his mouth as he spoke. “But I have survived this long. I am confident that fact is not in danger of changing.”

Avrielle watched his mouth as his lips moved over her fingers and her breathing began to grow unsteady. “Do you think there will ever be a time when you will not be drawn to battle?” she asked, although her voice was hoarse. “Or is this something I must prepare myself for year after year?”

He laughed softly. “I am a knight,” he said. “More than that, I am a de Wolfe. Do you have any idea what that means?”

“That you run in packs?”

His laughter grew but so did his lust. Reaching out, he pulled her right onto his lap, his big arms wrapping around her delicious body. “It means that I have a great destiny to fulfill,” he murmured, pulling her face against his mouth and kissing her cheek. “Wolves mate for life, Avrielle. It means I will be true to you, and only you, until I die. And I do not plan on dying for a very long time.”

Avrielle gave in to the heat between them, spurred on by his sweet words and his hot breath on her neck. Nathaniel had encouraged her to be responsive to him, even showing her how to please him, so she wasn’t naïve when it came to romance. She knew what it was to have a man make love to her. She liked being touched and she knew how a man could give her pleasure. All of these things were rolling through her mind as she wrapped her arms around his neck and ran her tongue over his lips. It was a provocative move.

In an instant, Scott was on her.

Avrielle was more than aware that she had given birth a mere two weeks before. Her body felt healed, and there was no pain at all, but a physic had cautioned her about resuming her wifely duties too soon after Stephen’s birth. A woman must be completely healed, he’d told her. Nathaniel was quite the obedient husband and waited until his wife was ready to resume her duties, but that was then. This was now. She had a virile and powerful man in her arms in Scott de Wolfe, so the idea of waiting for intimacy wasn’t something she was inclined to do. She didn’t want to wait. All of those new-mother humors flowing through her veins made her desperate to have a male member penetrate deep into intimate places.

As soon as Scott lifted a hand to gently cup a breast, her nipples hardened and her milk soaked through the shift, so she quickly yanked the shift over her head and tossed the offending garment aside. Completely nude, Avrielle was becoming the aggressor as Scott matched her kiss for kiss, touch for touch. Her breasts, full and beautiful in his hands, were leaking milk all down her body in what was quite possibly the most arousing thing he’d ever seen. Grasping her by the waist, he held her firmly as he licked all of the milk droplets off of her and, when the droplets were gone, he settled in on her left breast and suckled hard.

Avrielle gasped at the pleasure-pain of his suckling, throwing her head back as she experienced the ecstasy. But very quickly, she pulled her breast away from him because she knew, through her haze of lust, that the baby would soon awaken for her feeding and she needed to have enough milk to provide for the child.

“I am sorry,” she whispered, kissing him deeply and tasting her milk on his tongue. “But the baby will need to be fed soon. You cannot suckle me.”

Scott’s response was to growl and pick her up, carrying her over to the bed and tossing her onto her back. She was at the end of the bed and he dropped to his knees beside it, grabbing her by the hips and pulling her towards him. With her legs over his shoulders, he planted his face in the pink flower of her womanhood, glistening with moisture, demanding satisfaction.

“Then let me suckle you here,” he breathed.

His mouth descended on her sensitive core and Avrielle’s back arched as he went to work, pleasuring her with his tongue. Somewhere in the back of his mind, the healer in him knew that she was still recovering from the baby’s birth, although at second glance she looked completely healed to him. In fact, she looked perfect but he knew she more than likely wasn’t. He wanted to be careful with her but it was a struggle. His manhood was fully engorged, straining against his breeches, and all he could think of was plowing into her sweet body.

Perhaps he still could…

It was selfish of him and he knew it, but he didn’t much care at the moment. His mouth was still buried between her legs as he untied his breeches, letting them fall to his knees. If her womb could not take his manhood, then there was another part of her body that could. He could see her second maidenhead, slick with moisture, so he inserted a finger into it, carefully, as Avrielle gasped on the bed.

“Oh… God,” she gasped. “Please… I beg of you, my lord… fill me…”

Scott couldn’t help the seductive grin on his faced. “If I do, this is where I will do it.”

Avrielle’s eyes were closed, completely in tune with what he was doing to her body, with where his fingers and his mouth were. This was no maiden with a maiden’s fears; this was a woman with body made for a man’s pleasure.

“I am not afraid,” she whispered.

That told Scott that she had never been breached there before. Perhaps Nathaniel had taken her first maidenhood, but he would take her second. This wasn’t anything opportunistic; this was lust and passion like he’d never experienced, bonding him to her like nothing he’d ever known. Four years of encasing his heart in stone now saw that stone wasting to dust and blowing away. His heart was now free to love and that was exactly what he intended to do.

Love Avrielle.

Standing up, Scott flipped her over so she was on her hands and knees, her buttocks turned up in his direction. He’d never seen such beautiful buttocks and he found himself biting at them, nibbling her, listening to her groan with pleasure. It was enough to drive him mad. His hands were everywhere, touching her, acquainting himself with her silky flesh. Oh-so-carefully, he entered her second maidenhead, being as gentle as he could as she bucked and gasped. Shuddering with the pure pleasure of it, for she was deliciously tight around his manhood, he was just gaining headway when a loud wail came from behind him.

Both Scott and Avrielle froze as little Sorsha awoke, ravenous and angry. Avrielle looked at Scott with such chagrin that he burst out into soft laughter, realizing their moment together, such a beautiful and sensual moment, was destroyed by the demands of a hungry child. There was no question as to who would take priority. Scott was selfish but he wasn’t cruel. As difficult as it was for him, he removed himself from Avrielle’s body.

“So sorry, my dearest,” he said, stretching over her and kissing her lips as he arched over her back. “The call of a hungry child is the most powerful call of all.”

Avrielle kissed him in return, feeling his rigid manhood rubbing against her buttocks. “I suppose this isn’t completely unexpected,” Avrielle said, disappointment in her voice. “But I am so very sorry.”

He simply grinned at her. “Don’t be,” he said, depositing a lingering kiss on her temple. “Consider it a taste of what is to come.”

Avrielle could only nod, deeply disheartened that their activities had been cut short. As Scott stood up and fastened his breeches, she climbed off the bed and collected her shift from the floor, pulling it over her head as she scurried to the cradle. Gently lifting the fussing infant into her arms, she crooned to the child, soothing her.

All the while, Scott was watching her, seeing how tender she was with the baby. When she finally sat down and pulled her shift aside to feed the baby, he came to stand over her, simply watching. It brought him great peace simply to watch something so natural, so simple. He put a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“When you are finished feeding the infant, bring Stephen and Sophia into your bed,” he repeated what he’d told her earlier. “Keep them here and bolt the door. I will send someone up with supplies for the next few days, at least.”

She looked up at him, anxiety on her brow again. “But you said you would keep the battle short.”

He patted her shoulder. “I will do my best,” he said. “But sometimes these things cannot be controlled. Have no doubt that I shall not forget about you, however. You will not starve, I promise.”

She simply nodded, returning her attention to the infant as Scott made his way to the door. He had just put his hand on the latch when he heard Avrielle’s soft voice.

“I am sorry we did not get to finish,” she said, meeting his eye when he turned around to look at her. “I feel guilty even saying that because I was compelled to feed my child rather than… finish.”

He shook his head. “As I said, consider it a taste of what is to come. You are doing what is most important now.”

“I know. But I want to make sure you understand that, too. I did not stop because I wanted to stop.”

A smile played on his lips. “Nor did I,” he said. Giving her a wink, he opened the door. “I will return at some point to ensure you are locked in for the night, so do as I say. Bring the children in here soon.”

“And the puppy?”

“The puppy, too.”

She made a face and Scott laughed softly. “No puppy?” he asked.

She rolled her eyes. “My children would never allow it. Wolfe the Puppy is sleeping between them, even now.”

“That dog will watch over them. You will see.”

She softened, just a little. “I think a Wolfe is already watching over us.”

“Always,” he whispered.

The glimmer in his eyes as Scott left the chamber told Avrielle everything she needed to know at that moment. This man of strength and power was also a man with the capacity for great compassion and understanding.

And she knew, at that moment, that she loved him.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Roused from his bed, Sadgill was more than irritated. He was bloody well furious. A warm and wonderful bed had been his haven but, now, he was out of it because a frightened servant had summoned him. He was so mad that he nearly fell down the stairs in his haste, making it to the solar of his manse only to find Adam waiting for him.

His anger turned to surprise.

“Adam?” he asked, somewhat curiously. “It is the middle of the night, lad. Why are you here?”

“Because something important has happened,” Adam said. He appeared breathless and weary. “If ever there was a time to steal Canaan for yourself, now is the time.”

“What do you mean?”

Adam took a deep breath, laboring for calm. He’d ridden hard and fast in the middle of the night, beneath a full moon, and a hearty sense of urgency was pulsing through his veins. He’d nearly killed himself to get here, but it was imperative that Sadgill know what had happened.

Plans had to change.

“I was informed earlier this evening that de Wolfe has received a call for aid from Pendragon Castle,” he said, his tone laced with urgency. “Jeremy Huntley is still too wounded to go with the army, so he asked if I would remain behind with him and command what few men would be left when de Wolfe departs with the entire army.”

Quickly, Sadgill caught on to the importance of the situation. “The entire army is leaving?” he repeated. “God’s Bones, lad – when?”

“I am told they are moving out before dawn,” Adam said. “Jeremy mentioned that only a small contingent will be left behind, meaning you and your men could easily take Canaan while de Wolfe is away. The castle will be vulnerable. This is a perfect moment, my lord. You must summon your men!”

Sadgill couldn’t argue with that, overwhelmed with the sheer possibility that Canaan, after all of this time, might finally fall into his hands. It was an unexpected gift that had dropped into his lap on this night.

“Are you certain of this, lad?” he asked, grabbing Adam by the arm. “De Wolfe is truly pulling out?”

Adam nodded, feeling Sadgill’s excitement mingle with his own. “I am,” he said. “Jeremy is staying behind, but I believe I know how we can convince him that your presence is not to be feared. Mayhap I can even convince him that it is for the best. I thought to tell him that I summoned you for reinforcements since de Wolfe is taking most of the army with him. Surely a castle the size of Canaan cannot be without protection, and who better to offer protection than a Cumbrian ally.”

Sadgill’s features were alight with the possibilities the night had brought. “Wise, lad, wise,” he agreed quickly. “Mayhap I can convince him that our presence is necessary, as well. He has no love for de Wolfe, as you have said. Surely his loyalties are not with the man.”

Adam shook his head. “When he told me of de Wolfe’s departure, it was with good riddance to de Wolfe. He is glad to be rid of the man. In fact, I believe he was overjoyed for it.”

“Then mayhap he will be glad to see me.”

“I will do my best to convince him of that,” Adam said. “But we must hurry. If the army is pulling out before dawn, then we must be there to take the castle.”

“But why the rush?” Sadgill wanted to know. “It will take them at least a day to reach Pendragon and who knows how long the siege will be?”

“But what if they return immediately? Do you want to take that chance?”

He didn’t. Sadgill’s foul mood at being pulled from his bed had vanished completely with the delivery of Adam’s news. He was thrilled at the prospect, his mind already working on what needed to be done. Adam was correct; they had to move quickly on this because it was a rare opportunity. He couldn’t take the chance that the Canaan army would return sooner rather than later. Therefore, he began shouting to his servants, to his wife, and the entire house came alive as he bellowed for his men.

Servants, startled from their bed, began running to the outbuildings, summoning Sadgill’s soldiers, as the compound was roused in the middle of the night. Sleepy men, grumpy men, began pouring in from outside and Sadgill’s wife, a rather fitful woman, was irate at her husband’s men filling the ground floor of her manse. She didn’t like them inside with her sister and her sister’s children in residence, but Sadgill didn’t listen to her protests. He eventually slapped her to shut her up, and the woman ran off with her hand to her cheek, wailing unhappily.

Such was the chaos of the Sadgill manse.

It was chaos that was strangely organized, however. As Adam stood aside, Sadgill addressed his men, perhaps nearly one hundred of them that had crowded into the manse, all of the men he kept close to him, and those men were instructed to ride into the night and collect even more men from local houses, men Sadgill knew would ride with him. Most of these were serfs or tradesmen dependent upon their business with Sadgill, so he was confident that he could build his ranks.

But time was of the essence. Even though it would not take long for them to travel to Canaan, they had to make it by sunrise. With de Wolfe pulling out, they had to claim the castle as soon as he departed. Only then would Canaan be secured for the Cumbrian lord who lusted after it. The chance had to be taken.

Therefore, Sadgill’s men rode into the night, collecting those they could and returning to the manse as quickly as possible. With at least two hours to go before sunrise, they had managed to collect almost two hundred men from surrounding farms and tiny villages. With the other three hundred soldiers under Sadgill who stayed and organized the troops, Sadgill believed he had enough men to hold Canaan against the return of de Wolfe’s army. Canaan was so strategically built that it would take very few men to hold out against a siege. Sadgill was confident that this was the moment the mighty castle of Canaan would become his.

With the morning approaching, he and his rather ragtag army departed his manse and took the trail up over the mountain as the full moon sank low in the sky. It was still incredibly bright, bathing the landscape in a ghostly glow, so it was no trouble for men to find their way over the mountain by following the beck that ran straight to Canaan.

As the sky above began to turn shades of deep purple, glowing as the sun approached, the mighty bastion of Canaan came into view and Sadgill was quick to note that the castle was empty. There were no men on the walls that anyone could see and both drawbridges were down, indicative of an army that had recently departed. Those inside had not yet raised the bridges.

Open and vulnerable, greedy Sadgill had never seen a more beautiful sight.
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He’d run.

Much as Scott and Jeremy and the others had anticipated, Adam had done exactly as they’d planned. Shortly after Jeremy spoke to Adam of needing him to remain at Canaan because Pendragon had sent request for reinforcements against a neighbor who had them bottled up in a bad siege, Adam had taken the information seriously, swore he would maintain vigilance with the vast majority of Canaan’s army – and de Wolfe’s army – off to assist an ally. But within a half-hour of leaving Jeremy, Adam moved with great stealth to remove his horse from the stable and slip from the northern gatehouse.

They’d all been watching from various places of concealment throughout the bailey – Gordon, Stewart, Milo, Stanley, Raymond, and Jean-Pierre clearly saw him depart. So did Kristoph and George, who had been told of the situation by Gordon and refused to believe it until they, too, saw Adam flee in a manner that suggested he was clearly trying not to be noticed. If there had been any doubt in their minds, that doubt had been subsequently erased.

The sense of urgency grew.

The plan became even more detailed. Since Adam was gone, there was no reason not to be obvious about the defense of Canaan so Gordon and Jeremy, along with Stewart and Milo, gathered their armies in the bailey so that Scott could address them. The de Wolfe army numbered at slightly over one thousand five hundred while the du Rennic army was considerably smaller at almost four hundred, but they had an additional fifty men who were specifically trained as archers and they were very good at their craft. Along with Scott’s contingent of archers, the total archers among them numbered in the hundreds.

That was very important for their plan.

With the full moon illuminated a bailey that was filled with men and dotted with torches, Scott addressed the armies with Jeremy on one side of him and Gordon on the other. No matter what had happened over the past two weeks, it was time to put their differences aside and unite for the common cause of defending Canaan.

As the sergeants below began sectioning off two groups of men – those who would go outside and those who would remain inside – Scott explained that they were expecting an attack from Cumbrian warlords come the dawn so there was a serious sense of urgency. Beneath the full moon, it would only take Adam an hour to reach Sadgill so both Scott and Jeremy assumed that by midnight, Sadgill was already gathering his men to move on Canaan. He might even be calling on his neighbors, assuring them of a swift victory. There was no way of truly knowing so all Scott could do was prepare for the worst.

In the very early hours of the morning, the two groups of men separated. Those who headed out into the countryside beyond did so with the swiftness of a light brigade; no wagons, no quartermasters – they moved with men and what they could carry on their backs, and there were twelve hundred of them, leaving close to seven hundred, including the archers, inside the structure.

Those that left the castle were ordered to conceal themselves in the beck that ran to the north of Canaan and also in the heavy line of trees that were situated to the south, and wait for the command to rush Canaan. The contingent separated into two groups when they were outside the fortress, rushing to hide to the north and to the south. Both sides needed to be covered. Once the invading army arrived and entered the gates, a volley of flaming arrows from the archers would signal the army outside the walls to rush in to help.

In fact, the men were eager to face the threat. The du Rennic army blended with the de Wolfe army for the most part, but Scott made sure the majority of the du Rennic army remained outside the walls. He didn’t tell Jeremy or Gordon his fears, but the truth was that he wasn’t convinced beyond a shadow of a doubt that the du Rennic army might not be sympathetic towards their Cumbrian brethren.

Therefore, nearly two-thirds of the du Rennic men were outside with the group that had gone into hiding. De Wolfe men outnumbered them almost four to one, so even if they did revolt, the numerous de Wolfe soldiers could put down the threat quickly. Scott was fairly certain none of that would come to pass, but one couldn’t be too careful. His sergeants were under orders to watch the du Rennic men closely.

There was movement throughout most of the night, men moving out of the castle and the men inside moving into hiding. It was those concealed inside the castle that proved to be more of a challenge because wherever they hid, they needed to be near the bailey because they needed to see what was happening. They couldn’t be buried too far away. Therefore, men were positioned in groups all throughout the fortress, all of the groups with a view or at least a partial view of the bailey.

As men moved to conceal themselves, the knights were on patrol to make sure the men understood their orders and were properly concealing themselves in the nooks and crannies of Canaan. Because the knights wanted the men to blend in with the darkness to help the element of surprise, they were instructed to smear themselves with mud to conceal them as much as possible. Faces, hands, and hair were smeared with brown muck. Moreover, these men had the same trigger to begin their attack as the army outside did – a flaming arrow shot straight down into the bailey would signal them to ambush. Everything was planned down to the last contingency – if Sadgill entered the fortress, if Sadgill didn’t enter the fortress – between Scott, Stewart, Jeremy, and Gordon, there wasn’t any possibility that they had overlooked.

It took the men inside of Canaan some time to properly conceal themselves and as dawn approached, so did the sense of anticipation. Men were nervous but eager to charge, waiting for the Cumbrian lord who wanted to kill them all and take the castle. There was some mumbling among the men, wondering who the Cumbrian lord was and also who the traitor in their ranks was, and there was plenty of speculation. A few of the men were bold enough to ask Stewart or one of the other junior knights, but they all received the same answer – do not worry over a traitor. Focus on your orders and we shall live through this.

It was good advice and it was standard across the board. Even du Rennic men were hearing it from their commanders and not one of them happened to notice that Adam de Ferrar was the only knight missing. In truth, it didn’t matter, for today would see that threat eliminated and Canaan saved from a vengeful lord and a bastard knight.

Today would be a pivotal day in the history of Castle Canaan. An hour before dawn, the men of Castle Canaan fell silent.

All they could do now was wait.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


The puppy was wriggling in the bed, waking Stephen but Sophia and Avrielle slept right through it. Bundled up in his mother’s big bed with his sister and his mother sleeping peacefully, Stephen woke to the puppy licking him on the chin and he sleepily cuddled it. But the gentle hugs of a young lad didn’t soothe the puppy; it climbed all over Stephen, licking and nipping, playing now that he’d had several hours of uninterrupted sleep. Stephen tried to keep the dog in the bed but the puppy had other ideas.

Stephen sat up as his puppy jumped off the bed and began wandering around the room, sniffing. The boy rubbed his eyes, watching the dog wander around and remembering his mother telling him that the dog was only allowed to relieve himself outside. Fearfully, Stephen looked to his mother, who was sleeping with his sister cuddled up next to her. He didn’t want to wake his mother but he didn’t want the puppy pissing inside when he’d been warned about it. She might even take his puppy away.

Silently, Stephen slithered off the bed and went to the puppy. Wolfe jumped on him and licked at him. Picking the dog up, he shuffled over to the chamber door, which was bolted. He had to put the dog down in order to work open the bolt, which was iron and hard to move. He struggled at it as the dog ran away, back over to the hearth where the fire burned low and hot. Once Stephen managed to open the door, he ran over to the puppy, picked it up, and slipped from the chamber.

It was cold and dark in the corridor outside, a narrow passage that connected the chambers in the family’s wing. Stephen knew that his friend, de Wolfe, had taken the big chamber that his mother and father used to sleep in and he peered down the dark corridor to see that the door was shut. He was sure his friend was inside, sleeping, so he waddled past the door, carrying the puppy that was heavy to a little boy, and ended up in the guard room with the spiral stairs that led down to the bailey below. He knew he had to take the puppy down there to relieve itself so he made his way to the stone steps and sat down on them, taking the stairs one at a time, on his bottom, the way his mother had taught him so he wouldn’t fall down them.

Unfortunately for Stephen, he lost his balance and the puppy fell from his grip, running back up the stairs and down the corridor, back in the direction he had come from. Stephen scrambled off the stairs and ran after it, being rather loud as he did so. It was enough to wake Avrielle.

She thought she’d dreamed the sound at first. She lay there in the darkness, thinking she might have heard fading footsteps but she wasn’t entirely sure. Her sleep-groggy mind didn’t quite process the sounds until she heard a puppy bark and her head shot up, seeing immediately that Stephen wasn’t in the bed. Stricken with panic, she turned to see that the door to the chamber was open and that was all it took for her to fly out of bed. She hit the ground running.

In the passageway outside, Avrielle looked about in terror. From one end of the passageway to the other, her son was nowhere to be found. Her heart was racing as she chose to go to her left, towards the north side of the castle, but she hadn’t taken two steps when she heard the dog bark again only it was in the opposite direction. Bare-footed, and only in her heavy sleeping shift, she tore off down the corridor towards the sounds of the barking dog.

She caught sight of Stephen midway down the spiral stairs, scooting down on his bottom as she’d taught him and holding the puppy in his arms. She didn’t want to shout at him because the castle, as she’d noticed, was as silent as a tomb. She didn’t want to be screaming in the silence if something was happening.

A battle is coming to Canaan, Scott had told her. Glancing at the sky through a window that opened out into the bailey, she could see that the sky was turning shades of pink and purple, as a sure sign of sunrise. Hastening to catch up to her son, he slipped further down the stairs and she slid down after him.

But Stephen wasn’t aware his mother was behind him. As soon as he hit the bottom of the spiral stairs, the puppy fell from his arms and bolted off through an opening into the bailey. He started to run after his dog but he suddenly noticed men all around him, with mud spread over their faces to make them blend into the darkness of the walls, and it terrified him. Frightened, he ran after the puppy, out into the dark and eerily silent bailey to escape from the scary soldiers who were hiding near the stairs.

Avrielle was right behind him. She came flying off the stairs only to be grabbed before she could emerge into the bailey and, in a panic, she shoved her fist into the throat of the man who had tried to stop her.

It was Jean-Pierre. He’d been too slow to grab the boy or the puppy, but he’d had his wits by the time Avrielle ran past. He’d knew Scott would be grossly displeased for allowing the woman into the bailey, not now when they were waiting for the Cumbrian lord’s army to appear, but Lady du Rennic had other ideas. Now, he was struggling to breathe as she’d nearly collapsed his windpipe.

As Jean-Pierre was left with a wounded throat, Avrielle continued to run after her son, finally catching up to him as he neared the walled garden. When she grabbed the boy, he screamed and she slapped a hand over his mouth, silencing him, as the dog ran towards the kitchens. Stephen began weeping hysterically.

“My puppy!” he said through his mother’s hand. “I want my dog!”

Avrielle was beside herself. She was terrified to be outside, seeing that both gatehouses were wide open and there wasn’t a soul in sight. Something told her to get out of there immediately. Nothing was normal and a terrible sense of doom swept her.

“Hush,” she hissed in her son’s ear. “Be silent this instant, Stephen. Not a word!”

But Stephen was dreadfully upset. “My dog!”

Avrielle gave him a squeeze, a gesture to silence him. “Enough!” she whispered loudly. “Keep silent!”

But Stephen wasn’t listening. He was crying even as she raced towards the southern gatehouse and to the set of stairs she intended to take back to her chamber. She didn’t even see where the dog had gone; at this point, she didn’t care. All she cared about was taking her son to safety but she had to make it to the gatehouse in order to do that.

Just a little further, she told herself as she ran. Just a little further!

And then, she saw it.

Men were coming over the drawbridge and into Canaan, men on horseback moving rather swiftly. Avrielle could see how fast they were moving and she knew she had no chance to make it to the stairs before they entered. They would cut her off before she could get there. Coming to an unsteady halt, she turned to run the other way but saw men entering from that direction as well.

Oh, God…

Avrielle came to a halt with Stephen crying in her arms, backing away from the unfamiliar soldiers who were now filtering into Canaan’s bailey. The great hall was behind her and she knew if she could make it inside, she could take any number of servant’s passages up to the living level above. But she had to make it into the hall. She kept backing up before finally turning around and breaking into a run, held back from any real speed by her weeping son in her arms. But all of that came to a halt when she heard a shout from the northern gatehouse.

Someone was calling her name and it was a moment of horror that she would never forget.

Adam…
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Scott saw her.

God help him, he happened to be looking through a narrow arrow slit from his hiding place in the southern gatehouse when he saw a little puppy followed by a young boy followed by the boy’s mother, all of them running out into the cold, gray bailey. The puppy was doing what puppies do, which was running aimlessly, and Stephen was clearly trying to catch the beast. Avrielle, barefoot and in her heavy, sleeping shift, was running after the pair but she wasn’t calling to them and she wasn’t uttering a word. She was simply running, trying to catch up to them before they escaped her.

“My lord,” Stewart was standing on the opposite side of the room, looking out over the lands outside of the castle. “I can see someone approaching!”

Distracted, Scott’s heart was in his throat as he rushed to the arrow slit that Stewart was looking from. The bright moon was setting but the sun was beginning to rise, creating a surreal purplish color across the land. But in that color, against the backdrop of the coming dawn, he could see an army of men approaching from the west. Like little insects, they moved swiftly and in groups, moving ever closer like a dark, surging tide.

That which they had been waiting for was finally upon them.

God, they’d been waiting for this moment.

“It has to be Sadgill,” he hissed, being joined by Jeremy who had been on the other side of the gatehouse. “Just as we had hoped. Damn, I love it when I am correct.”

Behind him, Jeremy and Stewart were jockeying behind him for a clear look through the narrow slit opening. “Word is coming in from the north gatehouse,” Stewart said. “They are much closer on the north side.”

And Avrielle was in the bailey. Scott broke away from the window, rushing to the other side of the chamber where there was a door leading out into the bailey. Avrielle was still there. She had caught up to her son by this time, who was screaming for his dog.

“Christ,” he breathed. “She needs to get out of there.”

Jeremy heard him, coming up behind him as Scott moved for the door leading to the bailey. Jeremy grabbed him by the arm.

“Wait,” he said. “You cannot go out there. If they are too close to the north gatehouse, they will see you.”

Scott tried to pull away. “Your sister cannot be in the bailey when they enter,” he said. “God only knows what they will do to her. Damnation, I told her to stay to her room. Why in the hell…?”

Jeremy cut him off. “Too late.”

With great trepidation, they could both see Adam riding in through the northern gatehouse, emerging into the bailey astride his frothing steed. Avrielle had Stephen in her arms but she stopped when Adam said something to her. She was trying to make it to the great hall, clearly trying to make her way to safety, but Adam was following her with his horse. The more she moved, the more he moved.

And Scott was so coiled with fear that he was having difficulty breathing. He could see Adam moving after her, like a cat moves after a mouse, and he unsheathed his broadsword. But Jeremy still had hold of him.

“Wait,” he hissed, yanking on him. “You cannot go out there. If they see you, the element of surprise will be ruined because they will know you did not depart with the army. We cannot show ourselves until Sadgill’s army enters or all of this will be for naught.”

Scott knew that. God, he knew that, but he couldn’t stand by and watch Adam torment Avrielle. “Then what do you suggest?” he demanded. “I will not permit Adam to touch her. Someone must save her from him.”

There was something in his tone that caused Jeremy to look at him. He was speaking as if he had some personal connection to Avrielle, as if her terror was his terror. He was speaking like a man who had much to lose.

A man who was greatly concerned for a woman’s safety.

Your sister will not marry a Scottish lord – I have made sure of it.

Those words rang in Jeremy’s head and it began to occur to him what de Wolfe had meant. He was curious about de Wolfe’s intentions towards his sister but, strangely enough, not irate about it. Perhaps, at another time, he would have been. Especially during the past two weeks when he was so deeply convinced that he hated de Wolfe, but now… he could see that de Wolfe was deeply concerned for his sister. Or perhaps even more than that.

But he couldn’t reflect on that now. There wasn’t any time. Avrielle was being cornered by a known traitor and he, too, was gravely concerned for his sister. He pulled Scott back, away from the door.

“Listen to me,” he said. “I am supposed to be here but you are not. I will go out there and protect her. You stay here with the men and pass the word – I will stall until the majority of the army enters the bailey and when I know Avrielle is safe, I will turn my back on Adam. That will be your signal to charge.”

Scott struggled to calm himself, forcing himself away from the frightened lover to the commander of a precise operation. He would be no good to his men if he lost his composure now and he knew it. No matter how frightened he was, he had to control it. Taking a deep breath, he nodded his head.

“I understand,” he said. “Go now. Do not leave her to fend for herself with someone who would just as happily see us all dead.”

Jeremy nodded. “I will protect her,” he said. “I have been doing it for quite some time. At least, when she will permit it. She has a way of being very fearless.”

Scott thought there was something in those words, as if a man was commiserating with another man over a woman they both knew and loved. Does he know my feelings for her? Scott thought. Have I been so obvious? Once, Scott had been concerned about Jeremy hearing rumors about him and Avrielle but, now, he didn’t care much. He loved her and the sooner Jeremy knew it, the better for them all. But he simply nodded his head, watching Jeremy as the man disappeared through the passage that would take him to the great hall that Avrielle was trying to make a break for.

“Stu,” Scott said. “Pass the word to the men. Jeremy is going to speak to Adam and when he turns his back on the man, we charge.”

Stewart nodded, turning to the nearest soldiers and telling them to spread the word. As the men fled, Scott was riveted to the scene outside as Avrielle was being preyed upon by a knight who would be Scott’s first target when he emerged from his hiding place.

His sword would be thirsting for Adam’s blood.
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“Lady du Rennic!”

Avrielle watched in frozen horror as Adam rode up behind her on a frothing warhorse. She wanted to run from him but she couldn’t seem to manage it; all she could do was watch him as he came near. As dawn broke overhead, his face was as pale as death against the cold, gray dawn.

“Lady du Rennic, is something amiss?” he asked, pointing to Stephen, sobbing in her embrace. “What has happened?”

Everything that Scott had told her about Adam came tumbling down on her and Avrielle felt fear such as she had never known. A knight who was unscrupulous enough to betray his fellow men would surely have no conscience in killing a woman and child, especially the son of the father who had refused to acknowledge him. That realization terrified her.

She pulled Stephen closer.

“We… we lost his puppy,” she said. It was the truth. “The dog ran off and we were chasing it, but Stephen is much too upset now. I must take him back to bed.”

She turned for the great hall, quickly, but Adam stopped her. “I am sorry to hear that,” he said. “May I help you search for the dog?”

Avrielle shook her head quickly but she didn’t stop moving. “It is not necessary,” she said. “I must take my son inside.”

Suddenly, Adam was beside her, his big horse blocking her way. Avrielle stepped back, struggling against utter panic as she looked up at the knight.

“Please,” she said. “He is cold and tired, and I have no shoes on. My feet are cold. I must get inside.”

Adam eyed the woman; he could see that she was trembling. It was cold outside, but there seemed to be something more in her expression, something of terror. He began to realize that he needed to keep the lady calm if there was any chance of a smooth transition at Canaan. He had no intention of sending her away, or her children away. At least not at the moment. She was a good chatelaine and he would need one when he took command of the castle.

When he finally received his due.

“I am sorry to trouble you, my lady,” he said. “But, as you can see, I have brought men with me to man Canaan while the bulk of the army is helping Pendragon Castle. Canaan cannot be without an army to protect her. You remember Lord Sadgill, do you not? Lord Nathaniel knew him. I have asked him to help keep order at Canaan until the rest of the army returns.”

Oh, but it was a smooth lie. He made it sound so believable. Avrielle’s instinct was to deny him, to insult him and his sense of loyalty, but she bit her tongue. She had Stephen in her arms and she didn’t want Adam to take out his anger against Nathaniel on Stephen. She had to get the child to safety and that was her one and only thought.

“That was kind of you,” she said. “I… I do not see anyone so I suppose they have left. Now, allow me to pass, Adam. I must put Stephen back to bed.”

“Avrielle.”

The voice came from the great hall and both Avrielle and Adam turned to see Jeremy in the entryway. His face was bandaged and still swollen, but his eyes were bright as he fixed on his sister. He motioned her towards him.

“Come inside,” he commanded softly. “You and Stephen are going to catch your death out in the cold morning. Come inside this instant.”

Avrielle didn’t question her brother. She darted around Adam, carrying her son who was still crying for his dog. She just made it to the door when Adam’s voice stopped her.

“I hope to see you later today, Lady du Rennic,” he said. “Lord Sadgill is anxious to meet you. He has heard a good deal about you.”

Before Avrielle could reply, Jeremy spoke. “Sadgill?” he repeated, noticing that the bailey was flooding with men. “Who are these men, Adam? What are they doing here?”

Adam was cool as he spoke. “I was just explaining to Lady du Rennic that I have asked Lord Sadgill to reinforce Canaan while de Wolfe has taken the army to Pendragon,” he said evenly. “Being a good ally, Lord Sadgill has graciously complied.”

Jeremy had honestly held out hope until that moment that Adam’s suspected treachery hadn’t been the truth, but as he saw the bailey fill with unfamiliar soldiers, he realized, without a doubt, that everything he’d been told had been true. Adam had taken the information he’d been fed the previous night and he’d run straight to Lord Sadgill with it. Now, Sadgill’s men were filling the bailey and it was time to bring about their plan. All he had to do was turn away from Adam and that would be the signal. But he couldn’t seem to do it without telling Adam just what he thought of his betrayal.

“I never told you to do this,” he said to Adam. “When I told you last night that the army was departing and that you and I were to be in command in their absence, I never told you to seek reinforcements for Canaan.”

Adam didn’t falter; he looked smug, in fact. “I know you did not, but certainly we cannot leave Canaan without an army,” he said. “Lord Sadgill is our ally. I have brought him to help.”

Jeremy was increasingly disgusted with Adam’s farce. “Lord Sadgill is not an ally. He never has been.”

Some of Adam’s smugness slipped. “That is unkind, Jeremy. He has come all this way to make sure Canaan is not vulnerable.”

It was such a lie that Jeremy wanted to punch that smug expression right off of Adam’s face. He was about to say something even more unfriendly but realized his sister was still standing next to him, trembling. What he wanted to say to Adam, he didn’t want her to hear. Or, perhaps, he wouldn’t say anything at all. He would simply send her inside and out of harm’s way, and then turn away from Adam to begin the ambush. In truth, he had nothing more to say to the man.

“Go inside, Avrielle,” he said to his sister. “Go back where it is safe and warm.”

Avrielle did. Leaving her brother outside with Adam, she was verging on hysterical tears as she ran to the far end of the hall where a servant door led to a passageway to the kitchen. With muddied feet, cold, and in tears, she ran through the door and straight into Scott.

Startled by the enormous body standing in front of her, she started to scream but he put a hand over her mouth quickly.

“’Tis me,” he hissed at her. “Do not be afraid.”

The sound of his voice flowed over her, like warm honey, filling her and comforting her like nothing ever had. She burst into quiet tears.

“I am sorry,” she wept. “The puppy ran away and Stephen ran after him. I had to go after my son, Scott. I could not let him go!”

Scott could see her terror. Truth was, he’d just suffered some of the worst terror of his life and to have her in his arms, safe and sound, was more relief than he could handle. Throwing caution to the wind, he pulled her against him to comfort her.

“I know,” he whispered. “It is not your fault. I am not angry.”

Avrielle struggled to stop her tears. “I was so frightened,” she whispered. “Those men out there – Adam brought Lord Sadgill with him. He told Jeremy he had only brought Sadgill to help while Canaan’s army was away, but it is a lie!”

Scott knew that. God, he knew that all too well. Stewart wasn’t too far from him, watching what was going on in the bailey through an arrow slit in the wall, and Scott knew that all hell was about to break loose at any moment. The very second that Jeremy gave the sign, they were to move. He had to get Avrielle to safety no matter how much he wanted to comfort her.

“I know,” he said, turning her for the small stone staircase behind him. “All will be well, I promise, but you must go to your chamber at this moment and lock yourself in. Do you understand me? Stop for nothing. Run as fast as you can.”

Avrielle nodded, allowing him to herd her towards the stairs. But before she mounted the last step, she put a hand to his face. In full armor, the terrifying vision of Scott de Wolfe had her heart breaking.

“Take great care,” she murmured, gazing into his handsome face. “The last time a man left me to go to war, he did not come back.”

“I will come back.”

“Swear it?”

“With all that I am, I do.”

Scott gazed into her frightened eyes, feeling a pull towards her like he’d never felt in his life. She was concerned for him, worried for him, and he was more touched than he could express. He never thought he’d ever know a moment like this again, having a woman who was concerned whether he lived or died.

But Avrielle was concerned. Swiftly, he kissed her hand and practically shoved her up the stairs. Only when she was out of sight did he turn his attention back to Stewart. Before he could get to the lancet window to see what was transpiring outside, Jeremy must have given the signal because arrows began flying and every man hiding in the guard room began charging out to the bailey.

After that, chaos reigned.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Sadgill caught an arrow to the neck just as he was dismounting his horse.

The unfortunate man had just entered the bailey like a conquering hero when the projectiles began to fly. Mortally wounded, he collapsed to the mud of the bailey but his foot was still stuck in the stirrup. The horse, startled by the screaming and madness that suddenly exploded all around, took off at a gallop and dragged Sadgill through the mud, through the northern gatehouse, and out into the landscape beyond.

It happened so swiftly that no one tried to help him. In fact, no one could help him at that moment because as hundreds of men poured from the walls of Canaan, hundreds more suddenly burst from their hiding place to the north and to the south of the fortress, rushing at those who were trying to escape the pandemonium.

Exactly as Scott had planned, the split army from Canaan boxed in Sadgill’s meager forces. Now, it was a slaughter as Sadgill’s men perished in quick succession.

But it wasn’t instantaneous. There were pockets of fighting where Sadgill’s men were putting up a struggle, refusing to surrender to the superior Canaan numbers, and it rapidly became a bloody mess. Men were swing axes as well as swords and daggers, so pieces of men were being hacked off at every turn. Very quickly, the mud of the bailey turned into a blood-tinged swamp, littered with pieces of flesh.

It was noisy, too. Screams and grunts filled the air, men spewing hatred or men begging for mercy. And in the middle of it, Scott pushed through the writhing mass of men, heading for Adam who, because the senior knights had chosen not to tell the men of Canaan the identity of their traitor, was in the middle of it fighting against the very men he’d brought into Canaan. In order to save himself, he’d turned on those very men he’d hoped would bring him victory and that drove Scott mad with rage.

He had no intention of letting Adam get away with it. He was furious on many levels – on a personal level that the man conspired to help an enemy take his property away and on a general level for creating havoc for all of them. Any way Scott looked at it, Adam deserved to be punished. Then there was also the little matter of frightening Avrielle – of threatening her – which was probably the most important reason of all.

Sword in his hand, Scott charged through the bailey, shoving men aside and cutting down more than one soldier who turned a sword against him. Off to his right, he could see Stewart fighting in a group of soldiers while Milo, somewhat behind Stewart, was ordering some of the de Wolfe men to remove any fallen comrades. There weren’t many but there were a few. Milo was trying to get them to safety.

The rest of his men – Jean-Pierre, Stanley, and Raymond were in various positions around the bailey, either subduing Sadgill men or slaying them. In the northern gatehouse, Kristoph and George were clearing it of any fighting and lowering the portcullis to trap Sadgill’s men even further. The southern gatehouse was so clogged with men that there was no chance of anyone escaping. The du Wolfe and du Rennic men were gleeful, and thorough, in their destruction of the traitors, and it was everything that Scott could have hoped for in a battle. Finally, the de Wolfe and du Rennic men were united for a common cause.

A Sadgill fool trying to flee crossed Scott’s path and tripped into him in his haste. Scott drove his fist into the man’s face as a reward. As the man fell at his feet, Scott stepped over him. He wasn’t too far from Adam at that point but before he could move any closer, a body was in front of him.

“He’s mine, de Wolfe,” Jeremy said quietly. “I can see who you are aiming for, but Adam is mine. He is my knight and his betrayal must be dealt with – by me.”

Scott couldn’t think of a strong argument against that but he tried. “I have a claim on him, too,” he said. “He is the one who brought men to take my property. I am seriously convinced he meant to do your sister harm when he arrived. I do have a stake in this.”

Jeremy nodded, his gaze lingering on Scott for a moment while the world around them was pierced by cries and battle. It was an oddly still moment in the midst of the bedlam before Jeremy finally spoke.

“Are you in love with her?” he asked.

“Who?”

“My sister. Are you in love with her?”

Something in Scott’s eyes flickered, giving him away, although his expression remained unmoved. “Why would you ask that?”

Jeremy had to shove a combative soldier away by the face before answering. “I know you lost your wife,” he said, his countenance surprisingly subdued in the midst of combat. “I know I said… well, suffice it to say I should not have brought that up when we were discussing the king’s missive and I suppose, in a fair world, I got what I deserved when you reacted. It is not easy for me to say that, you know, but my father has tried to point out that you’ve had remarkable patience with me since your arrival at Canaan. I suppose he is correct.”

Here they were, in a middle of a battle, and Jeremy was evidently verging on apologizing for his terrible behavior over the past two weeks. Scott could hardly believe it but he didn’t question it. Perhaps it took something of this magnitude to bring Jeremy around. In that respect, it had been worth it if Jeremy was truly remorseful.

“We all have our difficulties,” he said. “I cannot say I am the easiest person to be around. For the past four years, I have been… hard. I realize you did not know me before my wife died but, when she was alive, I was not the man you see.”

“I have heard.”

“What I mean is that, sometimes, men change when grief is too hard to bear.”

Jeremy nodded, feeling embarrassed that he’d picked this moment to make peace with de Wolfe. He looked around, thinking on what he would say next but noticing that all around the bailey, the fight seemed to be diminishing. Six hundred Sadgill men were no match for over nineteen hundred Canaan troops. His focus returned to Scott.

“Nathaniel was the first man other than my father who treated me like I was worthy of his respect,” he said simply. “After his death, I was afraid to lose the respect he gave me. But in my anger, I ended up causing exactly what I had feared. You were right, de Wolfe – you were right all along. I did it to myself. But your compassion to tend a wounded man who had done nothing but make your life miserable showed me that, in spite of everything, you were willing to show some consideration to an enemy when he had shown you absolutely none in return. For that, I hope you will accept my apologies.”

So it came. The one thing Scott had never expected to hear from Jeremy Huntley – an apology. Faintly, he grinned.

“For that admission, anything that has happened since my arrival at Canaan has been erased from my memory,” he said. “But you asked a question earlier, the answer of which I hope does not change your mind.”

“What question?”

“You asked me if I was in love with your sister.”

“I did.”

Scott looked over Jeremy’s shoulder, pointing to Adam, who was now off of his horse and eagerly aiding a fallen Canaan man. “Do you think I would be moving to kill that bastard if I was not?”

Jeremy looked over his shoulder to see Adam dragging a man through the bloodied mud. With a smirk, he returned his attention to Scott. “I suppose my sister could do worse than you,” he said. “She was very fortunate with Nathaniel the first time. He was a good husband. See that her fortune continues.”

“I swear it.”

Jeremy turned slightly so they were now both looking at Adam. “As for him,” Jeremy said, “he betrayed my trust. He betrayed Canaan. It may be your holding, but it is my home. Will you permit me to do the honors?”

Scott relented. “Be my guest.”

With a lingering look at Scott, and perhaps a bit of a smirk on his lips, Jeremy turned for Adam, unsheathing his broadsword as he went. Adam had his head down, dragging the soldier out of the fighting, and didn’t see Jeremy coming up behind him. Scott watched with some satisfaction, knowing that Jeremy had the element of surprise, until Jeremy did something unexpected. The arrogant knight in him came forth and he shouted as he closed in on Adam.

“De Ferrar,” he boomed. “You are a traitor, you dirty bastard, and you shall pay for that treachery with your life!”

Unfortunately, it was enough of a warning for Adam, startled by Jeremy bearing down on him, to draw forth his broadsword. He did it in such a motion that as Jeremy came down on top of him, Adam came up from underneath and dragged the entire length of his broadsword across Jeremy’s midsection. Adam’s was such a deep cut that Jeremy’s innards began spilling out in an explosion of blood and guts. He collapsed into the mud as Adam stood there with a horrified expression on his face, as if he could hardly believe what he’d just done.

But no one was more shocked than Scott. He still had his broadsword in hand and he charged Adam in a fury, leaping over Jeremy’s supine body and grabbing Adam by the neck. Startled and terrified, Adam lost his grip on his broadsword and it clattered to the earth. In truth, the weapon would have been no use to him as it was because Scott was bent on murder. Even though he was holding his sword, the weapon ended up on the ground next to Adam’s because Scott had the young knight by the neck, both hands wrapped around it, and as he began to squeeze, hissing words emitted from his lips.

“For your treachery, you shall die,” he said. “But for killing a man you are not worthy of killing, you shall die a most painful death. Look into my eyes, de Ferrar; see my anger and my disgust towards you. I know who you are; I know who your father is. But I cannot believe such a vile beast would have come from Nathaniel du Rennic’s loins.”

Adam’s eyes were bulging as he struggled for his life. “You – you cannot judge!” he gasped. “You cannot know!”

Scott spoke through clenched teeth. “You have brought great shame to a great man,” he growled. “Look at me now; I want my face to be the last thing you see in this life and I want Jeremy Huntley’s angry spirit to be the first thing you see in the next. May he haunt you for eternity for what you have done, you worthless bastard, and may Nathaniel ignore you in the next life as he did in this one. You are unworthy to bear anything about him.”

With that, he threw the forearm of his right arm against the side of Adam’s head, snapping the man’s neck. But that wasn’t good enough. He was so enraged that he ended up twisting Adam’s head all the way around so that it was backwards on his shoulders. Only then did Scott release him, letting him fall into the bloodied mud of the bailey, dead from a twisted and broken neck.

Scott couldn’t even feel satisfaction at the sight. His rage was not quenched. But his attention shifted from Adam to Jeremy, who lay a few feet away, face down in the mud. Quickly, Scott rushed to Jeremy’s side and lifted him up to see if he was still alive.

He was.

Sickened, Scott knelt down beside him, pulling the man into his arms and seeing the devastation of the sword slice across his midsection. It was a gruesome sight. Wiping the mud from Jeremy’s face, he spoke quietly.

“Huntley?” he said. “Can you hear me?”

Jeremy’s eyes fluttered open. “Did… did you kill him?”

Scott nodded. “I ensured he suffered.”

“Brutal bastard, are you not?”

“I knew you would approve.”

A faint smile creased Jeremy’s pale lips. “Where is my father?”

Scott began looking around in a panic, searching for Gordon but not seeing him. “I do not know,” he said. “But I will find him for you. Hold on, Jeremy. I will return.”

Jeremy reached up, grabbing hold of his arm. “Nay,” he breathed. “There is no time. I cannot feel my body and I know there is no time left. Tell my father… tell him I am sorry I was a disappointment to him. All I ever wanted to do was make my father proud and I have failed miserably. You will tell him this.”

Tears sprang to Scott’s eyes. In Jeremy’s final declaration, he could hear his own fears in life – all I ever wanted to do was make my father proud. Aye, Scott understood those words all too well. He, too, had failed miserably to that regard. Like Jeremy, he feared he had failed his father in a very big way.

“I will tell him, I swear it,” he assured him. “But surely you know that a father’s love is unconditional. I know your father was proud of you.”

Jeremy looked at him and Scott could see the light fading from those brilliant blue eyes. “You have children, do you not?” he asked.

“I do. Two sons.”

“Do they make you proud?”

Scott broke down, tears popping from his eyes. “I do not know,” he said hoarsely. “I have not seen them in years.”

Jeremy’s grip on him tightened. “You must see to them,” he said. “Do not let them go through life not knowing if they have made you proud. It is a hellish way to live.”

Scott swallowed hard as tears coursed down his face. “I will not let them live that way, I promise,” he said. “I will see them.”

“Tell them you love them.”

“I will.”

“Tell my father that I was honored to be… be his… son…”

With that, the light in the blue eyes went out completely. Jeremy exhaled one last time and his body went still. Scott stared at him a moment, perhaps in shock at the unexpected nature of his passing, before pulling the man against his chest and holding him close.

He wept.

But he was not alone in his sorrow. A few feet behind Scott, Stewart stood there with tears coursing down his face, seeing Jeremy gathered in Scott’s arms as the man sobbed over him. Stewart had seen Jeremy fall to Adam’s sword and he’d come running but he’d been too late. Still, he heard the final exchange between Jeremy and Scott and it was something so tragic that he was weeping from the sheer devastation of it. There was so much of Scott’s life wrapped up in Jeremy’s painful words, reflecting his own life and his own sorrows.

But he was reflecting Scott’s sorrows as well.

Stewart knew for a fact that Scott hadn’t wept over the deaths of his wife and children. Everyone who knew Scott knew that fact. The man had hardened up, bottled up, and refused to let anything out. He’d run from his family because of it. It was the Scott de Wolfe who had turned into a stone statue, unfeeling and ungiving.

The Wolfe that lived in the shadows.

But now, that grief was finding an unexpected outlet from a knight who had more inner demons than even Scott had. In those last moments of Jeremy Huntley’s life, he and Scott were brothers, bonded to the bone, and it was a situation that had carved deep into Scott’s psyche. Perhaps there was something symbolic as Scott wept over Jeremy, holding his body, because Scott had never been able to bring himself to do that with Athena. He’d been afraid of losing control, of being consumed by grief. But now, that grief was coming forth for Athena and Andrew and Beatrice and Jeremy, all of it pouring forth in a waterfall, cleansing and healing as it went.

Jeremy Huntley’s death was the catalyst for Scott’s healing and Stewart could think of no greater gift from a man who hadn’t done much with his life. For in the end, he did more than he could have possibly hoped for.

He helped give a man his life back.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


It was the calm after the storm.

Gordon found Scott still sitting on the ground with Jeremy clutched against him. The battle was over and the dead and wounded were being tended to. Gordon had been outside of the northern gatehouse because so many Sadgill men had tried to flee that he had no idea what had happened in the bailey until George had come running for him.

Something about Jeremy, George had sputtered, and Gordon had taken off at a dead run, leaping over dead bodies and stepping on the living to make it into the bailey where he’d last seen his son. Amongst the dead and dying he saw both de Wolfe and du Rennic knights standing in a semi-circle over near the southern gatehouse, staring at something on the ground.

And that was when Gordon saw it.

Jeremy was dead. No one had to tell Gordon that; he could see it for himself. Jeremy’s guts were spilled out all down the front of him in grisly fashion as Scott embraced the man tightly, and Gordon stood there a moment, trembling, before taking the last few unsteady steps towards Scott in disbelief. He pitched onto his knees next to Jeremy, his hands going to his son’s white face as tears fell from his eyes. Like a river, they gushed.

“Nay,” he breathed. “Not my son. Dear God, not my son.”

Scott had been staring off into space, his mind numb, so much so that he hadn’t even seen Gordon approach until the man was upon him. He looked at the old man now, his eyes dull with sorrow yet inherent in his sympathy.

“He died well, Gordon,” he said hoarsely. “He died with honor. You should know that.”

Gordon bent over his son, the painful sobs coming as he kissed the pale face. “My son,” he wept. “I am so sorry, Jeremy. I am sorry for your unhappiness. I tried to be a better father but I could not be good enough to help you. Forgive me, my son. Forgive.”

Scott couldn’t help it; he put a hand on Gordon’s head as the man threw himself on Jeremy to offer what comfort he could. Gordon’s cries were cutting him to the bone.

“You cannot shoulder any blame,” Scott said quietly.

Gordon was distraught. “I tried. I tried so hard.”

Scott patted the man on the head. “Gordon, listen to me,” he said. He would have wept, too, at the terrible scene but he was all out of tears. He’d cried as much as he possibly could. “Jeremy told me to tell you something. Will you listen?”

Somewhere in the implosion of his mind, Gordon understood Scott’s words. He nodded. “My poor son,” he cried. “What did he have to say to me? Words of despair, of hatred? What did he tell you?”

Scott voice was soft. “He apologized for being a disappointment to you,” he said. “He was sorry he had never made you proud and he said it was an honor to have been your son.”

Gordon kissed Jeremy’s face again. “Did he truly say such things?”

“He did.”

“No anger?”

“No anger.”

Gordon stroked Jeremy’s dark hair. “He was not a disappointment,” he finally whispered. “He has secrets and fears that I could not help him with. It is I who have failed him, truly. I did not know how to help him.”

Having sons of his own, Scott could only imagine how he would feel if one of his own adult sons had perished. The son he’d lost, Andrew, had been so young that he’d not yet lived his life. There was sorrow in that, of course, but losing an adult son, a boy having grown into a man… surely that was the worst kind of grief and, in that sense, Scott understood Gordon’s pain as one father to another. He’d faced his own moment like this four years ago when his father had tried to speak to him through his haze of agony. He hadn’t listened to the man. Now, he could only hope that Gordon would listen to him.

“You did not fail him,” he said. “In his final moments, Jeremy was as brave as you had ever taught him to be. He was honorable in his actions as he went to punish the man responsible for all of this chaos, and he was strong and noble in his cause. He died a glorious death, Gordon. Mayhap he was not happy in life but, in the end, he was the man you wanted him to be. I saw it with my own eyes.”

Those words brought Gordon pause. First there was disbelief, but then there was joy. Through the mounds of grief heaped upon him, he heard Scott’s words and he lifted his head to look de Wolfe in the eye.

“He was brave?” he asked, his lips trembling.

Scott nodded. “He was gloriously brave.”

“Who killed him? Who was it?”

“Adam.”

Gordon seemed to stiffen, a tide of rage rising in his chest. He went from a sobbing mess to a man ready to kill, all in the blink of an eye. “Where is he?” he demanded. “Where is this coward who has killed my son?”

Scott didn’t reply, but Stewart did. “There,” he said, pointing a few feet away. “He is there.”

Gordon’s head jerked in the direction Stewart was indicating and he saw upon the ground a body with a neck twisted all the way around. The body was lying on its back but its face was in the mud, and Gordon recognized the armor. It was, indeed, Adam. It was a brutal, nasty way for the man to die and he stared at the body for a moment before looking to Scott.

“What happened to him?” he asked.

Scott looked the old man straight in the eye and spoke without hesitation. “For you, I killed him,” he muttered. “For Nathaniel, I killed him. We shall never speak his name again, for he is not worthy of our remembrance.”

Gordon was still trembling, still weeping, but the gratitude in his eyes was brighter than the sun. Reaching up, he touched Scott on the face.

“Thank you,” he whispered. “You have given an old man more comfort than you know. Now… you will please give me my son. I will take him.”

Gently, Scott handed Jeremy over to Gordon, who wrapped his arms around the body and began to rock him like an infant. He simply hugged him, eyes closed as he rocked. It was one of the saddest things that Scott had ever seen but it also brought him back to the day of Athena’s death when he should have done the same thing to her. He should have held her and bid her a farewell just as Gordon was doing to Jeremy but, alas, he hadn’t been strong enough then.

Now, things had changed.

Slowly, he stood up, his legs cramped from having been bent beneath him for so long. Stewart and Milo were behind him and they helped him to stand, helping him regain his balance. Scott put a hand on Stewart’s shoulder in thanks as he turned away from Gordon and Jeremy.

“Lady du Rennic will need to know the fate of her brother,” he said quietly. “If you have need of me, I shall be with her.”

With that, he trudged across the bailey, heading for the spiral stairs that led to the upper floor. All around him, the ground was littered with the dead and dying, but he didn’t notice. He was singularly focused, needing to feel Avrielle in his arms as he’d never needed anything in his life. Her warmth, her life, would reassure him that all was well in the world and grief, as he’d known it, was a thing of the past. Jeremy’s death had made it so, as if he’d somehow absorbed the man’s strength into his heart as well as into his soul. Somehow, someway, Jeremy’s strength was with him and he would honor the man with every opportunity.

He died a glorious death.

That was how Scott chose to remember him.

After a long embrace and a full cup of wine, gulped down, Scott found the strength to tell Avrielle the story of her brother’s glorious death.

Instead of tears of sorrow, she’d wept tears of joy for a brother finally redeemed.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Five Weeks Later

“If you teach the pup to sit down and give him a reward, he will learn much faster,” Scott said. “That is a smart dog. I believe you can train it to behave properly.”

Stephen wasn’t so sure. In the sunny bailey of Canaan on a brilliant spring morning, the weather was turning warmer as summer approached. Wolfe the Puppy was growing into a very big dog with big paws. The friendly dog loved everyone it came across. The dog was desperate to be petted and loved, and more than once had ended up on Scott’s lap when he was trying to sit down and eat a meal. But it was part of the family, so much so that Scott permitted the dog to attend his wedding to Avrielle.

Scott smiled to himself as he thought of that day, nearly four weeks ago, right after the battle for Canaan against Lord Sadgill. The wedding had taken place after Jeremy’s burial at St. Michael’s Church in the village of Shap, the same church where Nathaniel du Rennic and many of his ancestors had been buried. The old Norman church with the thick Norman columns had seen a good deal of life and death over the years, and Avrielle was determined to be married at the church so both her brother and Nathaniel, in a sense, could be witness. Scott didn’t contest her; he was pleased to have the spirits of his friends included as well.

He knew he had their blessing.

It had, therefore, been both a somber and a happy occasion, something that some would have been odd to observers. But considering the circumstances, neither Avrielle nor Scott thought it odd in the least. Theirs had been an unconventional courtship, anyway. Nothing had been the norm with them.

Even Gordon was touched by their desire to have their wedding near Jeremy’s freshly-closed crypt, as painful as it had been for him to bury a son, but he was comforted to be gaining another one in Scott de Wolfe. In all, he felt it was a joyous occasion of life moving forward, of a son who, at the end of his life, had redeemed himself, and of his daughter finding a husband who was clearly in love with both her and her children.

For Gordon, life had come full circle as it was meant to be.

But in spite of the happiness around him, Scott was still a man with some inner turmoil. Ever since Jeremy’s death, Scott had been talking about going to Lioncross Abbey Castle in Herefordshire to visit his eldest sons. He’d made that promise to Jeremy and he was eager to keep it, eager to apologize for the rift he’d caused and hoping his sons would be understanding. He feared that at their youthful ages, they might not be, but it was a chance he was willing to take. He’d known how foolish he’d been since Athena’s death and, if it took the rest of his life, he was going to try his hardest to make amends.

And those efforts also included his father.

William de Wolfe was heavy on Scott’s mind these days. He’d had a few long talks with Gordon about his father, late at night and over a pitcher of wine. Gordon was convinced that William would welcome Scott back with open arms. So was Stewart, who reminded Scott of the message he’d relayed from William.

You are his firstborn and no matter where you go, or what you do, he will wait every day for your return. You are his son, my lord, and there are no words to describe the pride he has in you. He says to tell you that he will wait for you no matter how long it takes.

The message gave Scott hope that all would be well with him and his father again, someday soon.

Now, five weeks after Sadgill’s destruction, Canaan was peaceful and serene once again, and those within her were living in harmony, including Scott for the most part. He and Avrielle were blissfully happy in their marriage, with the grief they had both suffered through for their respective spouses nothing more than a bittersweet memory. The only thing that gave Scott a moment of pause these days, or perhaps a moment of melancholy, was the trip he’d planned to Lioncross Abbey because he was loath to leave his wife behind, who could not take the infant on such a long journey. Avrielle had encouraged Scott to go without her because she believed this was a trip he needed to make alone, to focus on his sons and nothing else. He knew she was right.

But he still hated to leave her.

“Look!” Stephen suddenly cried. “Look at Wolfe!”

Scott shook himself from his reflections, focusing on the dog that was now sitting politely in front of Stephen. He grinned.

“He is being a good dog,” he told the boy. “Now you must reward Wolfe. Where is the meat I gave you?”

Stephen pointed to the dog. “I gave it to him.”

Scott lifted his eyebrows. “All of it?”

The boy nodded. Shaking his head with the humor of it, for he’d given the boy a good chunk of beef to use as rewards to train the pup, Scott pointed in the direction of the kitchens. “Go,” he said. “Get the pup more meat. But do not give it to Wolfe all at once. Give the pup small pieces only when it deserves a reward.”

Flashing him a toothy grin, Stephen ran off and the dog chased after him. Scott chuckled as he watched them go, thinking it was time for him to check the posts. He had duties to attend to but he’d been playing with Stephen and Wolfe all morning. Finally, he was taking some time in his life to simply enjoy it. As he headed off towards the southern gatehouse, he could see Milo heading towards him. In fact, Milo was trying to gain his attention.

“My lord,” he called out. “Word from Ravenstone!”

That had Scott’s immediate interested. “From Stu?”

“Aye,” Milo said as they came together near the gatehouse. “A messenger just arrived to announce the birth of a third son for Sir Stewart Longbow and his wife, Lady Susannah. Mother and child weathered the birth well. Stu says to tell you that they have named the child Scott.”

A smile spread across Scott’s face. “I am deeply honored,” he said. “Send the messenger back with my congratulations and tell him that his son had better be handsome. I want no homely baby named for me.”

Milo laughed as he turned for the gatehouse. “I will make sure the messenger does not tell him in front of his wife. She might not appreciate the humor of that statement.”

Scott waved him off, grinning as he thought on Stewart’s reaction to that jab. As promised, he’d sent Stewart back to Ravenstone Castle shortly after the Sadgill defeat and Stewart had taken about five hundred men and Jean-Pierre with him, leaving Milo, Raymond, and Stanley with Scott. Until the situation in Cumbria was fully settled, and because there were rumblings of Cumbrian lords unhappy with what happened to Sadgill, Scott planned to keep most of his army and knights with him for the foreseeable future.

In truth, he wasn’t particularly worried, but it paid to be vigilant. He was just about to take the stairs to the battlements when he heard the cry from the sentries going up, announcing incoming riders. That wasn’t unusual, for there always seemed to be someone going in and out of Canaan, especially because they were on the road leading from Carlisle to Kendal, so Scott didn’t give it a thought. If it was anything important, Milo would find him.

On his rounds, he got involved in a task in one of the former guard chambers that had been converted into an armory. Gordon was there, working with a smithy from Shap who had come to help repair some of the weapons from the Sadgill battle, and they paused in their duties to show Scott what they were working on. Stronger steel, better weapons. Scott was pleased.

Gordon was also in the process of designing another one of his ballistas, only this one would be a unit that could be broken down and quickly reassembled. Using small pieces of wood, he showed Scott what he meant because he felt a ballista that could be broken down would be far more feasible in battle than a big siege engine that had to be constantly moved by a ten-horse team. Scott liked the idea so much he became involved in Gordon’s scheme, making suggestions, until Milo entered the armory.

“My lord,” he said to Scott. “You have a visitor.”

Scott, trying to build a ballista model with Gordon, glanced at him. “Who is it?”

“I am not at liberty to give you that information,” Milo said. “I have been instructed to tell you to come to the hall immediately.”

Scott paused in his building and frowned. “Who is it, Milo?”

Milo shook his head. “My orders come from a higher source than you.”

Now he was perturbed. Handing the wood back to Gordon, Scott moved past Milo, giving the man an unhappy look as he did.

“There is no higher source than me,” he muttered.

Milo followed him as they took the stairs to the ground level. “My apologies, my lord, but in this case, there is.”

Scott came off the stairs, passing through the solar, which was linked to the hall by a narrow passage. “Did my wife send you to fetch me?” he asked. “What is she up to?”

Milo simply shook his head, which both frustrated and intrigued Scott. Marching through the solar and on into the hall, he fully expected to see Avrielle standing there, but his wife was nowhere to be found. There were, however, three big men being offered wine by a servant. They had their backs to him so Scott couldn’t see their faces until one of them turned slightly and he saw the profile.

It was his father.

Scott’s breath caught in his throat at the sight of William de Wolfe. In fact, he must have gasped or otherwise made a noise because William turned to look at him, startled, as did the other two men with him. Scott only had eyes for his father at first. But, inevitably, he looked to the other men, who weren’t really men at all as much as they were young men who looked a good deal like him.

William and Thomas de Wolfe had come, too.

Scott’s eyes widened at the sight of his sons and he clapped a hand over his mouth in utter astonishment. Beyond that, he wasn’t much capable of thinking clearly and he suddenly reached out, grabbing the face of the nearest young man, which happened to be young William, his eldest. The lad had grown by leaps and bounds and was now taller than his father, a soaring example of the de Wolfe lineage he so proudly bore.

“My God,” Scott rasped. “Will. Is it really you? And Tommy… Sweet Christ…”

He reached out to touch Thomas’ face, too, who had grown out of his awkward youth and now stood taller than his older brother, looking very much like his grandfather, Paris. The boys gazed back at their father with a mixture of apprehension, hope, and joy.

“It is us, Papa,” William said, his voice deep and steady. He glanced at his grandfather, hesitantly. “Grandfather said we needed to come. He said it was important. I am sorry if you are displeased to see us, but…”

Scott cut him off, tears streaming down his face at the sound of his eldest’s voice as a young, mature man. It was like music to his ears. He kissed the boy on the cheek, hugging him, as he pulled Thomas into the same embrace.

It was the best embrace of his life.

“Forgive me,” he whispered, trying not to weep openly. “Forgive me for running away when you needed me the most. Forgive me for being so selfish in my grief over your mother’s death. I know now I should not have run, but I was so afraid… I do not know of what. Of losing myself, of being overwhelmed with pain. All I know is that I should not have run from you and you can never know how sorry I am. Please, please forgive me.”

The boys fell into his arms, embracing him as they realized their father was pleased to see them. It was a reunion as they never imagined it would be – one of acceptance and delight. No anger, no gruffness. Simply joy. In fact, the very air around them was filled with the love and adoration of father to son, of son to father, something as timeless and beautiful as the world itself.

“We forgive you, Papa,” young William said, his voice cracking. “We love you. We only wanted you to know that we love you. That is why we came. We hoped you would speak to us.”

Scott was truly devastated by that statement, wiping at his face and kissing Thomas on the cheek. “I cannot begin to make up for those years we lost, but I swear to you that I will try,” he said. “A man lost in grief is not himself. I let that grief become who I was. It has taken time for me to realize that. I will never leave you again, I swear it. I am your father and there are no words to describe the pride and love I have for you. Please believe me. I shall never fail you again, not ever.”

William and Thomas were in tears themselves, but they were happy tears. Tears of young men who had been found again by the man they loved best in the world. Scott couldn’t seem to stop touching their faces, looking at his boys who had become such strong young men. He ran his hand through Thomas’ thick reddish-blonde hair.

“You look like a de Norville,” he said, laughing through his tears. “You have your Grandfather Paris’ face. How handsome you have become.”

Thomas grinned, looking very much like his grandfather in that gesture. “Grandfather Paris says I did not inherit the de Wolfe darkness.”

Scott laughed again. “Nay, you did not,” he said, his gaze suddenly moving to his father. “Nor did I. But I am a proud de Wolfe son just the same.”

William de Wolfe had tears in his eye as he looked at his eldest son. He couldn’t even speak. When their eyes met, his features threatened to crumble and Scott went to him, throwing his arms around the man and pulling him close. No words were needed between them because there was no greater satisfaction in the world than the embrace of a father and son. The emotions filling the room were palpable and Scott took a moment to simply savor them.

“Papa, I love you,” Scott whispered in his ear. “No matter where I go, or what I do, I will always return to you. I am sorry it has taken me so long to come to my senses. Please forgive me for being so foolish.”

William clung to him. “You are my firstborn,” he said hoarsely. “You are my pride and you are my joy, Scott. I knew you would come home someday when you were ready. All I ever wanted was for you to be happy and I knew that when you found your happiness again, you would be ready to return to me. Something in you had to heal before that could happen and I understood that.”

Scott released the man from his embrace, but he kept both arms around his father as he looked William in the eye. His father was older, his dark hair had hints of silver in it and his face was a bit more weathered. But to Scott, it was the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen. This was his father, his hero, the man he loved most in all the world. He smiled at him, teary-eyed.

“Do you know that I was planning on going to Lioncross Abbey to see Will and Tommy?” he asked. “And then I was going to go to Castle Questing to see you, too. There is so much to tell, Papa, I do not even know where to start.”

“Start by telling me about your new wife.”

Scott cocked his head curiously. “How could you know that?”

William wiped the tears from his one good eye. “Because I was in London when Edward received the missive that you had married again,” he said. “Edward sends his congratulations, by the way.”

Scott was surprised by the news. “He was not angry with me?”

William shook his head. “Not really,” he said. “Although there is evidently a Scottish lord somewhere who is demanding another English bride from him. Edward is trying to make an alliance with the Black Douglas, but that is a story for another time. Suffice it to say that he is pleased a de Wolfe is in charge of the Bretherdale Pass and of Castle Canaan. When I heard of your marriage, I knew you would not marry for convenience. You are not the kind. I therefore assumed it was for love and went to Lioncross Abbey to bring Will and Tommy here so they could congratulate you on your marriage and meet your new wife. I am rather curious about her, too.”

It was a concise explanation of his appearance and one that made perfect sense. With his arm still around William, Scott pulled his father and his sons towards one of the feasting tables.

“Please, sit,” he told them. “There is so much to tell about her, not the least of which is the fact that she is a magnificent woman. You will love her, Papa.”

William was handed his cup of wine by Thomas. “I have no doubt,” he said. “If she has been the one to help heal your grief, then she has my undying gratitude.”

Scott poured his own cup of wine from the pitcher the servant had left on the table. “It is more than that,” he said. “She understands me and I understand her. We have both suffered similar losses. And when I first met her, I began to realize that I was not alone in my grief. There was someone else who understood my sorrows. But my entire experience at Canaan has been one that has helped me to understand my selfishness. It has been… life changing.”

William smiled faintly at his son. “I can see that,” he said. “That is what I was hoping to hear. Are you truly happy, lad?”

Scott nodded fervently. “More than I knew I ever could be.”

“Then I am at peace.”

Scott looked around the table; his father, his sons. The men that were the most important figures in his life. Now that the shock and tears of their reunion was over, he felt as if he could talk and talk for days and still not tell them everything he wanted to. But somewhere in the past four years, his family had changed. They’d gotten older and life, for them, had moved on. Especially his boys; they had grown up while he was away. Reaching out, he clasped his eldest son’s hand tightly.

“I cannot begin to tell you how glad I am to see you,” he said. “I feel as if I am living a dream at this moment because you are older now and I feel as if I can be honest with you about the past few years. Those years… there was such darkness. I cannot describe the darkness because, unless you experience it, you cannot know it. All I know now is that I will never exist in such darkness again. I had to learn that I was stronger than the guilt and pain that consumed me. I had to learn what I was made of.”

William was listening closely as Scott spoke to his sons, empathizing what his son had gone through. When the young men didn’t seem to know how to respond, perhaps afraid to respond, William spoke quietly.

“I cannot fully know what you experienced, for I still have my wife,” he said. “All I can do is try to imagine, if I had lost her, the depths of your despair, but we must all grieve in our own way. Your way was to shut everything out. We understood that.”

Scott was feeling guilty because his father and his sons were being so understanding. “Did you never think to hate me for it?”

A flicker of a knowing smile crossed William’s lips. He looked over at Will and Tommy. “Could you hate either one of your sons if he had run away to deal with grief in his own way?”

Scott glanced at his boys as well. “Nay,” he admitted. “Never.”

“Neither could I.”

Scott pondered that grace; a father’s unconditional love for a wayward son. “How is Troy?” he asked.

“He is well. He misses you.”

“I miss him. Has he remarried?”

William grinned. “There is quite a story behind that,” he said. “Will you introduce me to your wife first before I tell you of your brother and his wild adventures?”

Scott could see humor in his father’s eye when it came to his twin. “He did marry, then?”

“He did.”

“Who?”

“A Scots lass that terrorizes him.”

Scott burst out laughing. “Then there is a God,” he exclaimed, watching his father and sons laugh. He reveled in the moment, in the laughter, something he had always hoped to experience again but wasn’t sure he would. “I will summon my wife now. I am anxious for you to meet her. And, so you know, she does not terrorize me.”

He stood up with the intention of going to fetch Avrielle when a big, black puppy suddenly ran into the hall followed by a young boy with a wad of meat in his hand. The dog ran under one of the feasting tables, barking, and Stephen ran straight to Scott.

“Wolfe will not listen to me!” he exclaimed. He held up the meat. “The dog does not want it!”

Scott had to grin at the boy, genuinely distressed with his disobedient dog. “Here, now,” he said, putting a hand on his shoulder and turning him towards the table where his father and sons were. “We will discuss the dog later. I want you to meet some people who will become very important to you.”

Stephen didn’t quite understand what he meant. But he could see three men sitting at the table. Before Scott could introduce them, Stephen looked right at William.

“You have something over your eye,” he said, putting a hand over his own eye to mimic William’s eyepatch. “What is that?”

William grinned at the curious child. “I lost my eye in battle many years ago,” he said. “That is to cover the hole.”

Stephen was both intrigued and frightened by a hole in the face. “You have hole?” he gasped. “Can I see it?”

As William laughed, Scott spoke. “This nosy young man is Stephen du Rennic, my wife’s son,” he said. “Stephen has a dog he is trying to train and you will never meet a more curious or bright little boy. Stephen, these two young men are my sons, William and Thomas. They are your brothers now.”

Stephen was wildly curious about new brothers. He plopped the wad of meat on the table and went straight to young William. “Are you a knight?” he asked.

Young William shook his head. “Not yet,” he said. “But soon.”

Stephen puffed up. “I am going to be a knight,” he said. “Will you fight me?”

Young William laughed, looking at his father for a suggestion on how to answer. “I suppose I could,” he said when Scott shrugged at him. “Where shall we fight?”

Stephen reached out and grasped William’s hand with his dirty hand, the one that had been holding the meat. “I have men and weapons and war machines,” he said, tugging on the young man so that he had no choice but to stand up. “You can build your fortress and I will knock it down. You come, too!”

He was talking to Thomas, who looked at his father for direction on what to do. But, again, Scott simply shrugged. “His grandfather is a marvel with building things,” he said. “He has more toys to play with than any child I have ever seen, but do not be fooled – his father has schooled him well on how to lay siege to a fortress so if you are not careful, he will defeat you.”

Young William looked at the boy who was pulling on his hand. “Surely he cannot defeat me,” he declared.

Scott snorted. “Many a man has made that same assumption, including me,” he said. But he reached out to stop Stephen from pulling young Williams’ arm off. “Stephen, you can come to know Will and Tommy later. If you ask them politely, I am sure they will play with you. Right now, please go and find your mother. Tell her to come to me in the hall right away.”

Stephen was a surprisingly obedient child. He dropped young William’s hand and promptly scurried out of the hall, heading for the stairs that would take him to the level above. As he ran out and the dog bolted after him, William turned to Scott.

“He seems like a fine boy,” he said.

Scott nodded. “He is,” he said. “He was very close to his father and is, therefore, fearless when it comes to summoning grown men to play his war games with him. My wife also has two daughters, including a newborn.”

William watched his son’s face when he spoke of his new wife; there was a softness there he hadn’t seen in a very long time. God, but it did his heart good to see it. Reaching out, he put his hand on Scott’s face.

“A new son and two new daughters,” he said. “It seems to me that mayhap God has decided you have suffered enough. He has brought back to you the children you lost as well as a new wife.”

Scott nodded as the mood turned softer, perhaps more emotional again. It felt like times of old, when he was free to laugh and free to feel, before the dark days following Athena’s death. Gregarious. That was how William de Wolfe had always described his eldest son and, for the first time in four years, Scott was certain he could be that man again. Gregarious – compassionate – and at peace with his life.

At peace with a good woman to love, and to be loved.

“God has been good, Papa,” he agreed softly. “I am back now. I swear I will never leave you again.”

William believed him. When he finally met Avrielle a short time later, who was very surprised to see Scott’s father, he believed it even more. Instantly, he could see why Scott was so smitten with her. She was beautiful, well-spoken, and gracious, and she was extremely kind to young William and Thomas. The boys responded to her politely and with interest. William could already see that the relationship between them was going to be a good one. He just had that feeling.

But he was far more interested in his observations of the behavior between Scott and Avrielle. It didn’t take long for him to see how deeply in love his son was with the woman. There was something between them, an indefinable something, that was rare between two people. It was love, aye, but there was something more to it – a glow about them, perhaps. A glow that made their love for one another obvious, something as pure as it was powerful.

William knew that kind of love because he had it with his own wife, Jordan, for over forty years. He was well-acquainted with a love so strong that it could move mountains.

Or heal hearts.

Definitely, Scott’s heart had been healed, made even stronger by the love of a good woman. As a father, it was the best possible thing William could have prayed for.

A son who had found peace.

A woman who adored him.

And a love story that was stronger than all of the grief the universe could bring.
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EPILOGUE


Christmas, 1281 A.D.

Castle Canaan

He was displeased.

Avrielle could tell simply by looking at her husband that he was displeased and trying not to appear so. In the great hall of Canaan, he was pacing around, distracted by small children when the occasion arose, but he was mostly pacing in thought.

On this day, there was much to think about.

It had been a brutal winter so far this year, with early snows in November that were heavy. They hadn’t let up and as the Christmas season came, the hills surrounding Canaan were solid white with the stuff. The pass from Carlisle to Kendal was mostly blocked because of it, meaning the Christmas celebration that had been planned with the de Wolfe clan was more than likely not going to happen.

The north of England, from what they’d heard, was socked in with snow as well and Scott had been certain that his elderly father and mother, as well as various brothers and sisters, would not want to travel in such weather. This year, they had all planned to converge on Canaan because Scott had wanted to host the holiday in his southernmost property where the weather was usually better than it was in the north. But the weather gods were not smiling upon him this year. Therefore, Scott was certain he would not see his family during the holidays. Not that he blamed them.

But it was more than an abundance of snow and the lack of seeing his parents and siblings. There was something else happening, something that had Scott pacing around as his children played at his feet. William and Thomas were due to arrive from Lioncross Abbey where they had both been serving.

At twenty years and one, William had been knighted last year by his grandfather and namesake. It had been a proud moment for William to be knighted by the Wolfe of the Border. Thomas, bigger and taller than his older brother, was on the verge of being knighted as well and, according to the Earl of Worcester, his liege, the young man already fought better than most knights. Paris de Norville, his mother’s father, had claimed credit for Thomas’ overachievements while William held the fact that he would knight the lad over his head. It was a good-natured rivalry between men who had been the best of friends for decades, but Scott and his brothers wondered if, in private, that rivalry hadn’t come to blows at times. Nothing like old men beating each other up just for the privilege of claiming victory.

And it was young William in particular where Scott’s troubles lay on this cold and blustery day. It had all started when he received a missive from the Earl of Worcester, Chris de Lohr, that Stephen du Rennic was given permission to come home for the holidays. Stephen had been fostering at Lioncross Abbey Castle for two years and, according to the earl, was doing very well in his studies and positively brilliant in military tactics. But that wasn’t the concerning part; the concerning part came when the earl went on to say in his message that the lad would be escorted home by his brother William and his new wife. The man went on to offer a hearty congratulations on the marriage.

A marriage that Scott knew nothing about.

Avrielle knew that Scott was deeply troubled by the fact that young William hadn’t bothered to tell him that he’d married. Scott had no idea to whom, or the circumstances, and more than anything he was hurt by the lack of communication from a son he’d been close to for the last seven years. A marriage was a terribly big thing and certainly too big not to discuss.

Therefore, Scott paced as Avrielle watched. They were in the great hall with their children, over near the hearth and away from the soldiers who had come in to get warm. Raymond was out on watch but Milo was in the hall with his wife of two years, a merchant’s daughter from Kendal, as was Stanley. Stanley didn’t seem to want a wife but he had no shortage of women in his bed, much to Avrielle’s annoyance. She didn’t like the man bringing women in and out of Canaan when her daughter, Sorsha, and her sons with Scott, Jeremy and Nathaniel, were old enough to wonder who the strange women were.

The children were naturally curious, of course. Sorsha had seen seven years, a sweet girl who was very attached to Scott, whom she called Father. Having never known Nathaniel, Avrielle and Scott had decided early on that she would know Scott as her father, although when she was old enough they planned to tell her the truth. There was no use in doing so now because it would simply confuse her.

Born when Sorsha was two years of age, Jeremy de Wolfe was the exact image of his father, followed a year later by Nathaniel de Wolfe, who was also the image of his father. Alexander de Wolfe was born two and a half years later, a dark-eyed brunette who looked a good deal like Gordon. With Scott’s two eldest boys already men, and Sophia and Stephen off to foster, there was no shortage of children in the de Wolfe household these days and, even now, as Scott paced around near the hearth, the three boys were torn between following him around and playing with an army of wooden soldiers that Gordon had made for them. In fact, they played with the same set of toys that Gordon had made for Stephen those years ago and now it looked like a mob read to take over the very castle.

“Dada!” Nathaniel called to Scott. “Build us a castle! Please, Dada!”

Scott stopped puttering around and looked at his son. He wasn’t in the mood to build castles but Nathaniel wouldn’t understand that. When he hesitated, Avrielle spoke.

“Build them a castle, Dada,” she said encouragingly. “It will give you something to do other than wear a hole in the floor.”

Scott looked at his wife; radiant, elegant, and gorgeous were the words that came to mind every time he looked at her. She seemed to grow more beautiful with age. Sitting in a chair near the hearth, she was knitting a blanket, appropriate in these freezing temperatures. With all of the good wool from Kendal, she had an endless supply.

“I am not wearing a hole in the floor,” he told her, rather annoyed, but he nonetheless moved to the kindling box to pick out pieces of wood with which to build a castle. “And I thought you would show more concern about this.”

Avrielle glanced up from her knitting. “About what?”

Scott frowned. “Do you seriously mean to ask that question?”

Avrielle fought off a grin. “I am not sure why you are fretting,” she said. “We have been through this many times as of late. William is a grown man. If he wishes to take a wife, then he can make that choice.”

Scott shook his head as if she knew absolutely nothing about the workings of the world. “He is a de Wolfe,” he said. “More than that, he is the eldest son of the heir to the House of de Wolfe. The woman he marries is very important. Politically, it is important and you know it.”

Avrielle sighed, trying to show some patience with this subject. They’d been discussing it since the missive from the House of de Lohr came the previous month. In fact, Scott wouldn’t shut up about it and she was ready to stuff her knitting into his mouth simply to quiet him.

“You are the heir to the House of de Wolfe and you did not consider politics when you married me,” she said quietly.

“That is not true,” he said, pointing at her. “You were the widow of Nathaniel du Rennic with a great castle and fortune attached to you. You were political, or do you not recall Edward trying to marry you to a Scottish lord?”

She stopped knitting and looked at him. “So you married me simply because it was a politically correct move? That is a terrible thing to say.”

Now it was Scott who was fighting off a grin. He went back to building his castle. “I do not know what I was thinking,” he grumbled. “I must have gone mad. Someone should have talked me out of it.”

Avrielle knew he was poking at her; they were so deeply in love that one could not breathe without the other. “Had I known this was really your attitude, I could have easily married the Scottish lord,” she said, returning to her knitting. “He was probably a big, handsome brute with a halo of red hair and eyes that breathed fire. What a passionate life we would have had. But alas, I had to marry a de Wolfe. I was a fool.”

Scott was getting a good deal of help from Jeremy and Nathaniel in building his castle. He rocked back on his heels, letting the boys take over, as he sneered at his wife. “You knew in your heart that you could not live without me, you ungrateful wench,” he said. “You are the most fortunate woman in the world to be married to me.”

Avrielle broke down into soft laughter. “God’s Bones,” she clucked. “You are quite proud of yourself.”

“And you are not?”

She looked at him, then. “More than all the stars in the heavens,” she said, her eyes glimmering at him. The love in her heart shone brightly in her eyes. Yet it didn’t last; she sobered quickly. “But you fret like an old woman over this situation with Will. He will be here any day and you can ask him for yourself why he did not tell you of his plans to marry. He adores you, Scott, you know that. I am sure he has a good reason.”

Scott knew she was right but he was still fretting. He watched Jeremy and Nathaniel build the castle while Alexander, who was not quite two, tried to help. “Mayhap,” he said, seemingly depressed by it all. “But it was de Lohr who had to tell me. Chris and I have known each other a very long time. You know our families are close. I cannot believe he did not tell me more other than congratulating me on my son’s marriage.”

Avrielle went back to her knitting. “You shall know soon enough,” she said. “The missive came over a month ago and I have been expecting them any day this week. Even in this weather, they should have arrived by now, so do not let yourself be troubled. You shall know soon enough.”

She was right. Scott sat down on the floor with his boys and Alexander ended up plopping himself onto his father’s lap. Scott looked at the little boy, running his hand through his soft brown hair.

“You shall not get married without telling me, will you?” he asked the little boy.

Alexander shook his head because Scott was shaking his head, but he really had no idea what his father meant. On the floor in front of them, however, Jeremy heard his father’s question.

“I will never marry, Dada,” he declared.

Scott looked at him, amused. “Why not?”

Jeremy wrinkled his nose up at his father. “I do not like girls!”

Scott laughed. “Someday you will, I promise.”

Next to Jeremy, Nathaniel piped up. “You smell,” he told his brother. “Girls do not like smells!”

Jeremy threw a piece of wood at him, clipping his brother’s shoulder, and Nathaniel launched himself over the castle. The castle crumbled into splinters of wood as Nathaniel landed on his brother and they started punching and kicking one another. Avrielle eyed her sons without missing a stitch on her knitting as Scott reached over to grab Nathaniel and pull him off his brother. Even though Nathaniel was younger, he was the more aggressive of the pair, much to the delight of his father. He had a special place for his bruiser of a son even though he pretended otherwise.

“What have I told you about striking your brother, Nat?” he said sternly as he put the boy on his feet.

“Not to draw blood?” Nathaniel said innocently.

Scott cleared his throat nervously, eyeing his wife. “I never told you that,” he said, seeing that Avrielle was grinning. “In any case, no more fighting with him, please. You will soon be too big for me to stop the fight and I do not want anyone getting hurt, least of all me. Is that clear?”

Nathaniel nodded solemnly although he was eyeing his brother angrily. “Aye, Dada.”

As the boys went back to rebuilding their now-destroyed castle, Scott stood up and went for a cup of warmed wine from the pitcher on the table next to Avrielle. He no sooner poured himself a cup than Raymond came in through the hall entry.

Icy wind howled into the hall as the door swung open, causing Milo, nearer the door, to shout at Raymond to close the panel. Raymond pulled it shut behind him but his attention was on Scott.

“My lord,” he said. “We have visitors. From Lioncross Abbey, I believe. We have identified the de Lohr blue and gold standards.”

Scott almost spilled his wine as he set it on the table. “They are here,” he said, already bolting for the door. “Finally, they are here!”

Avrielle set her knitting down in a hurry, grabbing Alexander by the hand as she rushed after her husband and sons. Sorsha, who had been sitting with her mother, had sprinted to the door before even her father got to it, nearly plowing into Raymond, who was trying to get out of the way of the stampede. Out into the bright, cold day they ran, straight into the bailey full of muddy slush and snow as the well-equipped party from Lioncross Abbey Castle, seat of the mighty de Lohr family, began filtering in through the southern gatehouse.

“Dada, look!” Jeremy cried, pointing to the heavily-dressed knights who were entering the bailey first. “They shine, they shine!”

Scott couldn’t help but smile at his excited boys. The plate armor and mail on the knights was, indeed, shining in the sunlight, reflecting the beams in bursts of stars as they moved. Six heavily-armed men entered the bailey first followed by not one, but two covered carriages, both of them heavily-armored conveyances. Following the carriages came dozens of men-at-arms, all of them filling up the bailey as the de Lohr party closed in. As de Wolfe men rushed out to help the party settle in, Scott picked up Nathaniel so the boy could see the “shiny knights” better.

But it was the carriages that Scott was more interested in. He wondered why there were two of them. As he watched, the rear of the first carriage opened and a big man with blonde hair climbed out. The man was wrapped heavily against the freezing weather and he stood by the rear of the carriage, holding out his hand and helping a woman dressed in furs out into the mud. Two more women climbed out behind her while in the second carriage, children seemed to be emerging. Avrielle’s sharp eye saw her son immediately.

“There he is!” she exclaimed. She waved her hand. “Stephen!”

Stephen saw his mother but didn’t wave back. He had been instructed not to. He remained with the others who had come out of the carriage, young men and women who were his age more or less. Avrielle’s smile faded as she watched as her son and the group of young people approach only to fall back when the man who’d climbed out of the first carriage took the lead. Everyone seemed to be following him and Scott knew why; he smiled at Christopher de Lohr, called Chris so he was not confused with his famous grandsire, as the man approached.

“Scott!” Chris said happily. “It is good to see you, my friend.”

Scott set Nathaniel down, reaching out to take the earl’s offered hand. “My lord,” he greeted, pleased but surprised. “I had no idea you were coming. The missive you sent said nothing about you coming to Canaan, so I apologize that I did not have an honor guard to greet you.”

Chris looked much like his grandsire with long locks of blonde hair and eyes the color of the sky. “Nonsense,” he said. “Since when do you put on airs for me? We are old friends, you and I, and if you try to treat me like a nobleman I shall punch you right in the face.”

Scott grinned. “Very well,” he said. “It is much easier to treat you like that bully of a boy I used to know. How are your brothers?”

“Well, every one.”

“Your uncles?”

“Getting old. Uncle Richard has not been well, unfortunately, but what do you expect for a man in his seventy-sixth year? He has lived a long and full life.”

Scott nodded. “I am sorry to hear he is not well,” he said. “I shall make sure to tell my father when I next write to him.”

“And how is your father?”

Scott wriggled his eyebrows. “He is ageless,” he said. “He is currently negotiating a marriage for my youngest sister, Penelope. You remember Penny, do you not?”

Chris nodded. “Indeed, I do. She took a sword to me once.”

“She still has that sword.”

“Then her husband is going to need a bigger one.”

“If my father is able to negotiate with the husband he wants for her, the man is the hereditary King of Anglesey. He has a very big sword.”

Chris snorted. “Then he’d better be prepared to use it,” he said, laughing because Scott was. But quickly, he sobered, stepping back to indicate the women and children who had come with him. “I am being rude. Greet my wife, Scott. She has been eager to see you.”

Scott stepped forward to politely kiss Lady de Lohr, the former Alys de Titouan. She was a beautiful woman with black hair and blue eyes, and she greeted Scott and then Avrielle as if they were her oldest and dearest friends.

“It is so very good to see you both,” Alys said sweetly. “I hope we are not intruding on your Christmas.”

Avrielle took the woman by the arm companionably. “It is a better Christmas already now that you have come,” she said. “Come inside, please. You must be exhausted from your journey.”

“Wait, Alys,” Chris stopped her. “Not yet. We must make introductions.”

Alys nodded as if very forgetful. “Of course,” she said. “We have so much to tell you.”

Now they were coming to the very subject Scott wanted to discuss and he jumped on it eagerly. “And I am impatient to hear it,” he said, sounding the least bit disapproving of what was to come. “Where is my son, William?”

Chris pointed to one of the “shining knights” Nathaniel had been so excited to see. “William!” he boomed. “Thomas! Greet your father!”

Two of the men quickly dismounted their steeds, flipping up visors as they moved. Scott found himself looking at both of his sons, big and powerful de Wolfe offspring. Thomas was first, receiving an embrace from his father, but when William moved in to hug his father, Scott held out a hand and stopped him.

“You,” he said, grabbing the man by the chest. “Do you have something to tell me?”

William looked at his father with a mixture of fear and joy, an odd combination. “Aye, Father, I do,” he said. “I apologize I’ve not told you before, but… it all happened rather suddenly and… uh…”

Chris stepped in, laughing. “You cannot blame him, truly,” he said. “He was pushed into it.”

Scott wasn’t following him. “Pushed into it?” he said, looking between Chris and his son. “What does that mean?”

Chris was still laughing when he moved back into the crowed of women and children behind him and pulled forth a young woman with long blonde hair, stunning brown eyes, and a curvy figure that not even Scott could ignore. She was astonishingly lovely and quite petite.

“He was pushed into it by me,” Chris said. “Scott, this is my daughter, Lily. You have met her before but I doubt you would remember. She was very young. She has been away at Thunderbey Castle, fostering, for the past several years. She only returned to us this past summer.”

Scott eyed the lovely young woman, wondering what she had to do with all of this. “Welcome to Canaan, Lady Lily.”

Chris shook his head. “It is not ‘Lady Lily’.”

Scott cocked his head in confusion. “I am sorry,” he said. “I did not…”

“It is Lady de Wolfe.”

Scott’s eyebrows lifted. Then, his eyes widened and his jaw dropped. He looked between his son and Chris. “Lady de Wolfe?” he repeated, pointing to Lily. “You married Worcester’s daughter?”

William nodded rapidly. He couldn’t tell if his father was pleased or outraged. “It happened quickly,” he repeated. “She returned from fostering and… well, it just happened.”

Chris was quite obviously overjoyed with the entire situation. “What he is telling you is that he and Lily fell in love and I gave them my blessing,” he said. “What he has not told you is that she is pregnant with your first grandchild. Now, are you truly going to make the mother of the next heir to the House of de Wolfe stand out here in the cold, Scott? Where are your manners?”

Scott was so surprised that, for a moment, he actually couldn’t move. He just stood there looking as if a mere breeze could have blown him right over. Beside him, however, Avrielle was overjoyed with the news and she rushed forward, kissing Lily on both cheeks.

“My darling lady,” she said fervently. “I am so pleased to hear this. Welcome to our family. We are so delighted to hear the good news!”

Lily was smiling weakly as Avrielle moved to William, kissing him on both cheeks as well. As she rushed around hugging everyone she could get her hands on, Scott just stood there looking at his son. His son. Now, to be a father to a son of his own. He tried to speak but he became so choked up that he couldn’t utter a sound. It was the most wonderful news he’d ever heard and, much like Chris, he was truly and utterly delighted. Only he had to overcome his astonishment first. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he moved to William.

William gazed back at his father, seeing the emotion in the man’s face. He’d seen that kind of emotion years ago on that day he’d come to Canaan after having not seen his father for so long. It had been an emotional day but one of the best days of his life. As Avrielle hugged the de Lohrs and excited congratulations went on all around them, he looked at his father and felt rather emotional himself.

“It was not something I wanted to tell you in a missive, Papa,” he said, his throat tight with emotion. “I wanted to tell you personally but Lily has been unable to travel because the pregnancy has made her ill. We came as soon as we could. I hope you are not too angry.”

Truth be told, Scott wasn’t. He cupped his son’s face, gazing into the eyes he loved so well. “I am not angry,” he said hoarsely. “I am overwrought with joy at the situation. Truly… I am speechless.”

William smiled tremulously. “I am glad,” he murmured. “I can only pray that I am as blessed as you were with my mother and as you have been with Avrielle. You have been twice blessed, I think.”

Scott leaned forward, kissing his son on the cheek. “I have been blessed beyond measure,” he murmured, looking to Lily, who was being swallowed up by Avrielle’s embrace. “May you be, as well.”

Putting his arm around his son, Scott walked him into the great hall of Canaan, following Avrielle and the Earl and Countess of Worcester, and a gaggle of children and young people, most of whom were related to the de Lohrs in some way. It seemed as if they had brought their entire household.

In the midst of the excitement, Stephen managed to saunter up to his mother and politely greet her, as he’d been taught, but Avrielle ruined all of that careful coaching by throwing her arms around her son and squeezing him until he nearly suffocated. But it was a joyous moment for all concerned, a Christmas that would never be forgotten, as the House of de Wolfe and the House of de Lohr were not only joined in friendship, but now joined by marriage as well.

Winter passed into spring, and spring into summer. When William de Wolfe finally heard the news, it was the month of June and a missive came from Castle Canaan to announce the birth of not only his first great-grandchild, but his old friend Paris’ great-grandchild as well. Much to their delight, they read the missive from Scott informing them of the birth of William and Lily’s first child, a little girl.

When Paris heard that they’d named the baby Athena, he wept.

* THE END *

Children of Scott and Avrielle de Wolfe

William (with Athena de Norville)

Thomas (with Athena de Norville)

Sophia (daughter of Nathaniel du Rennic)

Stephen (son of Nathaniel du Rennic)

Sorsha (daughter of Nathaniel du Rennic)

Jeremy

Nathaniel

Alexander

Seraphina

Jordan
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Kieran and Jemma Scott Hage
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Moira (married to Sir Apollo de Norville, has issue)
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Rose (widow of Sir James de Wolfe, has issue)

Nathaniel

Paris and Caladora Scott de Norville

Hector (married to Lady Evelyn de Wolfe, has issue)

Apollo (married to Lady Moira Hage, has issue)

Helene (married to Sir Troy de Wolfe, has issue)

Athena (married to Sir Scott de Wolfe, has issue)
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The Darkest Wolfe


From the Chronicles of Brother Audric, 13th c.

Discovered in Jedburgh Abbey’s archive

Original text:

Whyth th blud uf Saracyns, hs vane,

Premier uf th Wolfe.

Ayes uf gilt, hare uf night,

A hart uf stel.

He is bekum Legynd.

Translation:

With the blood of Saracens in his veins,

The boldest border Wolfe.

Eyes of gold, hair of black,

And a heart of steel.

He is become legend.
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PROLOGUE


April, 1270 A.D.

Castle Questing, Northumberland

She was cold to the touch.

She was also wet, wrapped in a blanket with the twins, who were also cold and wet to the touch. But it was more than the coldness and the dampness of their flesh; it was also the color. Gray, like the color of stone. There was an odd quality to it as well. It wasn’t the flesh he knew. It wasn’t the warmth of Helene as he knew it, and the faces of his children weren’t the lively and smiling faces he recognized.

Acacia was the older twin by several minutes. Her face was pressed into her mother’s torso and he couldn’t see it, but Arista – his blond, vivacious Arista – was lying next to her sister, her sightless eyes half-lidded, staring up at the ceiling. As he stood there staring at them, his father reached down and closed the little girl’s eyelids.

“I am so sorry, my son,” William de Wolfe whispered hoarsely, tears trickling from his one good eye. The other eye, patched, was something he’d lost years ago. “It was an accident. A terrible, terrible accident…”

His handsome face was lined with the fatigue of sorrow, something Troy had never before seen on his father. At least, not like this. Perhaps that, more than anything else, disturbed him because it conveyed to him the hopelessness and grief of the situation almost more than anything else could. If his father was in tears, and the man was the strongest man he knew, then surely the situation was as horrible as Troy’s disbelieving eyes were telling him.

Dead.

They were all dead.

An odd buzzing filled Troy’s head. It made the room swim. When he looked at the bodies of his wife and two younger children, his stomach started to lurch. Behind him, on the floor and lying on wet blankets, were the wife and two younger children of his twin brother, Scott. He’d seen the three of them when he’d first entered the stale, warm solar. In fact, he’d seen them before he ever saw his own family. Scott’s wife was lying on her side as if she were sleeping, her children lying right next to her as if they, too, were sleeping. But they were all wet, much as his wife and children were. They were all wet because not three hours earlier, they’d all drowned.

Troy’s knees buckled.

“God,” he groaned, gripping the nearest chair as if it could support his substantial weight. Hands were holding him steady, the hands of his parents, but he didn’t notice. All he could see was the lifelessness before him. “Nay… it cannot be. Tell me this is not true.”

William had a tight grip on his faltering son. “It is true,” he said, his voice hoarse as his emotions got the better of him. “It was purely by accident, Troy. No one is to blame.”

Troy still couldn’t grasp the situation, not entirely. “What happened?”

He spoke harshly and William glanced at his weeping wife before continuing. This was such a horrific moment for all of them, the death of children and grandchildren, and it was only by God’s good grace that William was able to keep his composure. He’d been the first to see the bodies of his daughters-in-law and grandchildren when they’d been brought back by their escort of soldiers, men who were weeping even as they told him the appalling story of what had happened.

As William listened in horror, he noticed that all of the soldiers were soaking wet to varied degrees. They’d all tried to jump in to save the women and children after the bridge collapsed and the carriage was washed down the rain-swollen creek, but their efforts had been futile.

Now, the dead had been returned home.

Therefore, William was prepared for Troy’s question, a father demanding the reasons for the precious lives of his family that had been suddenly ended. The husband who was now a widower. William could hear the anguish in Troy’s tone and it cut him to the bone.

“Your wife and her sister were traveling this morning to see Patrick and Bridey’s new son,” he said, trying to remain calm. “They have been planning it for weeks. You know this, Troy. That is why your wife came to stay with us last week and brought the children, so she could travel with her sister to see your brother’s newest son.”

Troy wasn’t getting the answer he wanted; his big body tensed. “I know,” he rumbled. “Stop telling me what I already know. Tell me what I don’t know, Papa.”

William sighed faintly, feeling his son’s pain through his words, through his tone. It was only growing worse. “They wanted to take the enclosed carriage because of the children and the cold weather, so I permitted it,” he said. “Scott was here this morning before they departed and he assigned a contingent of soldiers to go with them, so they were well protected.”

Troy was staring at the gray face of his dead wife, his hands quivering violently where they held on to the chair. “Scott?” he repeated. “Where is he? Did he go with them? Oh… my sweet God, Papa, tell me that Scott did not meet the same fate.”

William shook his head. “Nay, he did not,” he said quickly. “He is fine. I sent him on business to Northwood Castle this morning after the women left because I needed him to relay counsel to the commanders of Northwood. He was there the entire time.”

Troy didn’t know if he felt better or worse about that. His brother was safe, his wife was dead… he was being torn into a thousand pieces of pain, in all directions. “Then he does not know?”

“Not yet,” William said quietly. “I have sent for him. Troy, we did all we could to protect the women as they went on their journey, but there are things we could not have known. All of the rain we have had this spring has made the creeks and rivers very swollen, but that was not a concern where it should have been because…”

He trailed off, hardly able to continue, and Troy jerked his head in his father’s direction as the man stumbled over his explanation.

“Because what?” Troy demanded. “Tell me!”

William sighed again, struggling with his composure. “The soldiers who escorted Athena and Helene to Berwick said that when they reached the River Till, it was very swollen and they were uncomfortable with the bridge crossing. It seemed to them that the strong flow of water had weakened the bridge. When they told the ladies their concerns, their warning was not heeded.”

Troy stared at him as the realization began to settle. Now, the pieces of the puzzle were coming together. “And they went over the bridge.”

“They did.”

The tremble in Troy’s hands grew worse. His eyes widened as he understood, clearly, what had happened.

“Nay,” he hissed. “Nay! Helene would have listened. She would have heeded such advice. But Athena would have discounted the soldiers because the woman does not listen to anyone, not even to Scott. It was her! She did this!”

William held up his hands, hastening to calm his son before the situation went from bad to worse. “You will not blame her,” he said firmly. “By all accounts, both the women insisted on proceeding, so you will not blame Athena solely. It was everyone’s fault but no one’s fault. Surely they did not know this would happen.”

Troy didn’t seem to be listening. “Athena did this! She killed them all!”

William grabbed the man by the shoulders, trying to shake some sense into him before he went mad with grief. “Casting blame does not bring them back!” he implored. “Would you truly curse the dead, Troy?”

Troy was nearly incoherent with rage. “That bitch,” he snarled. “My children are dead because of her! My wife is dead because of her!”

“It is God’s will, Troy,” William said steadily. “You must believe that what happened is…”

Troy cut him off savagely. “There is no God,” he barked. “God would not have allowed small children to drown while their mother watched and could do nothing to help them. He would not have taken innocent lives so cruelly. Nay, Papa, speak not to me of God. He had nothing to do with this. This is Athena’s fault!”

William could see that his words weren’t getting through and he was genuinely afraid; afraid of what Troy would do because the man was quick to rage and even quicker to act upon it. He didn’t have the calm that most of William’s sons had. Troy was aggressive and deadly, the first man into battle and the last man to leave. It was a fearsome de Wolfe quality but, in this case, it would do him no good. The man was raging at a dead woman, blaming her for his misery. William was expecting Troy’s brother at any moment and he didn’t want Troy to attack his brother in a fit of insanity. Therefore, he did the only thing he could – he forced Troy to face the object of his rage.

Yanking the man up by the arm, which was no mean feat considering Troy’s size, he dragged the man towards the lifeless body of Scott’s wife. When Troy dug his heels in to stop his father’s momentum, William grabbed him by the hair and pulled him, hauling him the last few feet until Troy was looking down at Athena and her children. William got a hand in behind Troy’s head and shoved it down, closer to the bodies so he could truly see who he was angry with.

“There!” William boomed. “There she is! Tell her of your anger, Troy. Tell her how you blame her for the deaths of Helene and the girls. Go on – tell her how stubborn and foolish she is. Tell her you hate her!”

Troy found himself looking into his sister-in-law’s frozen face. He hadn’t taken a good look at her when he’d entered the solar but now that he was, he could see that she didn’t look as if she were sleeping at all. Her eyes were half-open, the blue orbs dull in death. But the first thing he noticed was the fact that her features seemed to be frozen in a permanent expression of terror. Her mouth was slightly open, the ends downturned, and when Troy managed to look at her arms, stretched over the children, he could see that her nails were broken and dark with blood, as if something or someone had shredded them. Troy had seen that kind of thing before; it occurred to him why.

My God, he thought, she tried to claw her way out of the cab. She tried to free them!

His anger turned to shock, and shock to grief. He suddenly fell to his knees beside Athena, putting his hand on her cold head, feeling the sobs coming forth. Or maybe not sobs; something was trying to bubble up from his chest but he wasn’t sure what it was. An explosion of agony the likes of which he’d never experienced before. Biting off a groan, he bent down and kissed her on her wet, dirty head.

Lurching to his feet, he yanked himself away from his father’s grip and staggered over to his wife and children. His mother was still standing beside them, weeping quietly, but he ignored the woman. In fact, he ignored everything but those three figures lying at his feet. Falling to his knees beside them, he reached down and gathered Helene into his arms, pulling her against his chest and burying his face in her neck.

Troy thought he might cry but, in truth, what he felt went too deep for tears. It cut through him like a knife, eviscerating him, carving him clean of everything he had ever felt or ever possibly could feel. He felt as if all of his insides had just been sucked out and there was nothing left but a hollow shell. That hollow shell was now holding what was left of the woman he loved.

He may have been living, but his soul was dead.

So, he held her and rocked her, unable to do anything else. Time passed, but he was unaware of it. He was locked in his own little world, yet somewhere in the midst of it, Troy heard someone enter the solar to tell William that Scott had arrived. William went to deliver the terrible news to his other son while his wife, the shattered mother and grandmother, remained with Troy. In fact, Troy could feel his mother’s warm and gentle hands on his shoulder but, still, he couldn’t acknowledge her. He couldn’t acknowledge anything but the agony that now filled his hollow insides.

He rocked and he rocked. Helene’s body felt like so much dead weight. She’d always been so warm and sensual and weightless in his arms that this was completely unnatural. All of it, so unnatural and, at some point, it occurred to him that he couldn’t breathe. He tried, but he couldn’t seem to inhale. Something about that dead weight in his arms wouldn’t allow him to breathe and as the room began to spin, he released Helene and stood up, thinking that he had to leave. He had to get out of that room. Maybe when he wasn’t looking at the vestiges of the life he once knew could he breathe again.

Blindly, he ran from the solar with his mother behind him, calling softly to him, but he wasn’t listening. He was heading for the open entry door and the bailey beyond. Once outside, the light seemed to blind him. He couldn’t seem to breathe any better. He caught a glimpse of his brother, Scott, as his father stood next to him. He could hear weeping sounds but he wasn’t sure who they were coming from; it seemed that everyone was weeping. He thought, perhaps, it was his mother.

He never realized that the sounds were coming from him.

A few feet away from the keep entry, he came to a halt and tumbled onto his knees. Whatever had been bubbling up inside of him came out in a rush, and he vomited all over the mud of the bailey, gagging and choking until nothing more would come. But even still, he hunched over and continued to heave.

It was all he could do to stay conscious.

Men were moving around him, speaking softly, and he heard his father call out to his brother repeatedly but he didn’t know why. He didn’t care why. All he knew was that he’d lost his life today, drained from him by the three bodies back in the solar.

For the rest of the day, Troy remained on his knees in the mud, surrounded by his own vomit, and refusing to move. He simply sat there and stared out into space, unable to move or think, unable to deal with his grief. Somewhere in the madness, his younger brothers, Edward and Thomas, came to stand silent vigil over him. He remained there all night and so did his brothers. But when the morning finally dawned, so did Troy’s understanding of what his future would now be.

Without a wife, without his younger children. It was his cross to bear.

That morning, Troy de Wolfe’s world became a dark and hopeless place.

The darkest Wolfe of all.
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CHAPTER ONE


Year of Our Lord 1272

September

Twelve miles southwest of Castle Questing (over the Scots border)

Whoosh!

A very large rock had sailed too close to his head and Troy immediately retaliated, managing to uppercut the Scotsman who’d tried to take his head off with a long dagger he’d pulled from a sheath concealed on his hip. It went straight into the Scotsman’s neck, his preferred target, and the man fell heavily into the grassy sod. Blood gushed onto the sweet Scottish earth.

But Troy didn’t stop there; he was a man of action and little rest, and once his opponent was down, he went after any man he didn’t personally recognize as being English. There was much at stake in this battle, not the least of which was some peace along the Marches where his outpost, Kale Castle, was front and center during these turbulent times. It was an outpost of Castle Questing, his father’s seat, and the first line of defense against the Scots in this area. It was a small but strategic tower castle that sat between Questing and Wolfe’s Lair, his father’s major outpost in the area. The de Wolfe holdings protected perhaps one of the most volatile stretches of the Scottish Marches.

In fact, that was what this particular skirmish was all about – subduing a particularly bad section of the border that was in rugged and mountainous land. A band of marauding Scots, an amalgamation of a few clans including Murray, Douglas, and Gordon, had been using a pele tower about twelve miles southwest of Castle Questing as a base from which to launch their raids. As far as his father had been able to determine, these reivers were not sanctioned by the clans they represented, but they were doing a great deal of damage and William wanted it stopped.

William’s order to his armies had been to capture this base, called Monteviot Tower, and hold it for the English. He was tired of losing men and material to these raiders, so he wanted to end it once and for all. He had, therefore, called upon a rather large army to purge Monteviot of her marauders, so men from the castles of Northwood, Kale, Wark, Berwick, Questing, and Wolfe’s Lair had moved on the isolated tower at dawn on a crisp autumn morning.

The Scots, taken by surprise, had been ill equipped to handle nearly two thousand English soldiers. So as the day neared the nooning hour, there were just a few pockets of holdouts, including the tower itself, where about forty Scots were holed up, keeping the English at bay.

But that wasn’t going to last. While the younger knights secured the big bailey of Monteviot, the older and more wily – or sneaky – knights were planning the incursion into the tower. Even as Troy concentrated on purging the Scots from a big stone outbuilding that also seemed to be the stable, he could still see his father, his Uncle Paris, his Uncle Kieran, and his Uncle Michael at the base of the tower determining the best course of action to penetrate it.

It was an auspicious gathering. These men were legendary knights along the border… William de Wolfe… Paris de Norville… Kieran Hage… Michael de Bocage… names that meant something on the Marches because they were the names of the men who had survived decades of skirmishes. They’d fought together for over forty years and even though they were well into their advanced years, it didn’t much slow them down. They still rode with their armies and they still participated in combat, although Troy and his brothers, Patrick and James, tried to keep their father out of heavy fighting while Paris’ older sons, Hector and Apollo, attempted to do the same with their father.

Kieran had his own sons, Alec and Kevin, who tried to keep their mighty father from getting hurt, which resulted in him being grievously offended sometimes. Even Michael, quite possibly the tallest man on the borders, had three equally tall sons who tried to ease their father’s load. But he, too, was insulted that they would even make the attempt.

Old knights who didn’t want to be reminded of the younger, stronger generation.

Troy was the oldest of all the next-generation knights and, by virtue of his age and skill, was always the man in charge of the siege. Therefore, it was Troy who eventually put the older warriors on planning the breach of the tower. As he and Tobias de Bocage, Michael’s eldest son, cleared out the stone outbuilding, Troy could see the elder knights congregating at the base of the tower in conference as they looked up the very tall, rectangular keep with small windows.

The apertures on the second level were barred with iron, making penetration impossible, but the levels above that – and there were at least two – had small windows for ventilation and light. It was a typical tower house, built for protection more than comfort. There was, however, a roof where the Scots were gathering and throwing projectiles down on the knights. That was where most of the resistance was coming from.

Troy had been watching that standoff, intermittently, for the last hour. Fortunately, the older knights knew to stay out of the way. At some point, the Scots ran out of ammunition and began to throw things from inside the tower – broken bed frames, pots, stools – anything they could get their hands on. That’s how Troy and the others knew the end was near. Once the Scots started doing that, there was nothing left to fight with or to fight for. They would soon be starved out if their situation didn’t change.

Then, it became a waiting game.

With Tobias and a few other knights handling the final purging of the outbuildings, Troy finally broke away and made his way over to the older knights as they congregated below the tower. He flipped up his visor, gazing up at the gray-stoned structure just as the others were.

“Well?” he said, shielding his eyes from the bright sun overhead. “I have finished my task. The outbuildings are clear. Why haven’t you rushed the tower yet?”

William glanced at his son; big, muscular, and terrifying when he wanted to be, William was particularly proud of Troy. He had such an easy command presence and was much-loved by the men, mostly because they knew that Troy would fight or die for any one of them without question. A noble heart inspired great loyalty, and that was what Troy had – a heart that was as true as the day was long. But he was also easy to anger, could make rash decisions, would punch a man for looking the wrong way at him, and argumentative. Therefore, William knew the question out of his mouth wasn’t a jest in any way; knowing Troy, the man was serious.

“We were just discussing the tactics,” he said evenly. Then, he pointed at Paris, standing next to him. “Paris wants to burn them out.”

Troy glanced at Paris, who was also the father of his deceased wife. Paris de Norville was the commander of Northwood Castle, a tall, blond, arrogant but deeply compassionate man whom Troy had known his entire life. He looked at Paris as a second father. But Paris always thought he knew best, and he liked to question everyone’s decisions, which irked Troy terribly. Even now, he could see an expression on Paris’ face that suggested he didn’t approve of the current command opinion.

“If you burn it out, you will also have an outpost that no one will be able to use,” Troy pointed out. “It would give the reivers no haven to hide in.”

“And it would give me an outpost that was nothing more than a burned-out shell.”

“Then what do you want to do?”

William pursed his lips in annoyance, in full disdain of Paris. “Determine a better way to remove the men inside. I am not burning it up.”

He sounded final. Troy sighed pensively as he looked up at the tower again, noticing that Paris and Kieran were now moving closer as if to inspect the tower personally. “I would not do that if I were you,” Troy warned them.

Kieran and Paris knew better, but they also suffered from an abundance of confidence brought on by years of experience.

“They cannot drop anything else on us,” Kieran said; a massive mountain of a man, he was still the strongest man Troy knew in spite of his advancing years and bad heart. He was also quite calm and gentle, a great contrast to his fiery Scottish wife. “There is nothing left unless they want to start demolishing the building itself to find material to throw from the windows.”

Troy didn’t share the man’s opinion. He looked at his father. “It will take one heavy stone to crash on Uncle Kieran’s head and then we will have a grave problem on our hands.”

William knew that, but he was siding with Paris and Kieran. He’d seen enough of these sieges to know.

“The Scots would not dare chip away at the stone and weaken the building,” he said, moving away from his son and towards his comrades. He called out to them. “What are you looking at?”

As Paris and Kieran began to point something out to William, and the older men did exactly what they pleased in spite of the warnings, Troy noticed that his brothers, Patrick and James, had made their way over. He glanced at his brothers as they came to stand on either side of him.

“There is a contingent of Scots bottled in the keep,” he said as Patrick and James approached. “Father is determining the best course of action as we speak.”

Both brothers looked up to the very tall tower. “Burn them out,” Patrick said. “What is he waiting for?”

Troy looked to his brother. Patrick was less than two years younger than he was, an enormous man with black hair and blue eyes, a brilliant knight who was the commander of Berwick Castle. It was a great responsibility but Patrick, known by the childhood nickname of “Atty”, was the perfect commander. Skilled and extremely powerful, he was also wise and fair, and Troy adored him. He also respected his opinion. Before he could speak, however, more knights came to join them.

“What are they waiting for?” Kevin Hage demanded. A very big and powerful knight like his father, he was also young and with that youth came enthusiasm for destruction. “All we need do is lob flaming projectiles onto the roof platform and start a blaze that will chase them out.”

Next to Kevin, Case and Corbin de Bocage, also very young men with a thirst for devastation, nodded eagerly. They were like wild bulls sometimes, and Troy held up a hand to ease their fiery blood.

“The wise elders are working on the problem, gentle knights,” he said evenly. “This is the task that has been assigned to them. Let them work through it.”

Although the more seasoned knights were willing to do that, the younger knights were very impatient. They liked fighting the enemy and the thought of thirty Scots hiding out in the tower was exciting to them. They wanted them out so they could defeat them, hand-to-hand. Nothing fed their bloodlust more than killing Scots.

“Ridiculous,” Kevin said, pushing past Troy and his brothers. “I will make them come out.”

Case and Corbin followed him, but Troy stood back with Patrick and James, watching and waiting. Undoubtedly, the three were going to do something foolish, something their fathers and the older knights wouldn’t tolerate. It was always great fun to see the arrogant younger knights get their ears boxed. Fighting off a smile, Troy folded his big arms across his chest and watched the situation play out.

“I will bet you two marks of silver that Kieran throws a punch at his son,” Patrick muttered.

Troy reached out, shaking his brother’s hand. “Agreed.”

“I want in on this,” James said from Patrick’s other side. Big, blond, and somewhat gentle, James was one of the kindest and most understanding men Troy had ever met. The man came across as quiet and reserved, but that was far from the truth – a fire raged somewhere in the man, a fire that saw him explode in the heat of battle. There was no one fiercer in a fight. “I will match your four silver marks with four of my own. Winner take all.”

Troy agreed. “What is your bet?”

“That Father moves against them before Kieran or Michael does.”

“Bloodied or no?”

“Bloodied, of course.”

“Broken nose?”

“I will bet against that.”

Troy and Patrick thought that was a fair bet. “Agreed,” Troy said. “Let us see how well we know our father and the others.”

With that, the three de Wolfe brothers stood back, watching with satisfaction as Kevin, Case, and Corbin pushed past the elder knights and headed straight to the tower. As the older knights looked on with some shock, the three younger knights came to within a few feet of the tower wall. It was close enough to have something dumped on them, or worse. It was far too close for comfort. But they didn’t seem to care, filled with a sense of self-importance as they were.

“We have killed your men and stolen your horses!” Kevin bellowed up for all to hear. “If you do not surrender immediately, then you are bigger fools than I could ever imagine. Come out of there at once!”

There wasn’t much of a response. Irritated, and perhaps embarrassed in the slightest that the Scots didn’t immediately surrender, Kevin looked at Case, who took up the cry.

“Fools!” he roared. “You are defeated! Open the door this instant and throw yourselves upon our mercy!”

Case planted his hands on his hips, waiting expectantly for the door of the tower to open and the Scots to come out with their heads hanging in defeat. What he received, instead, were several naked arses hanging over the side of the roof in defiant response, just enough to thoroughly irritate him and Kevin. While the elder knights stood well back and watched the spectacle, and Troy and his brothers stood even further back and tried not to burst out laughing, Corbin de Bocage took over the negotiations. He was certain he would succeed where the other two had failed.

“I see you are showing us your brains,” he shouted up to them. “Certainly, men like you keep your brains in your arses! Do you know what I am going to do when I get into that tower? I am going to kick your brains in! And then I shall thrust my sword into your gullets and take great delight in watching you drown in your own blood! Well? What have you to say to that?”

The reply wasn’t long in coming. Great buckets of piss were suddenly poured off the roof, right down onto the three English knights who had been lobbing insults and threats. Kevin managed to dodge most of it, but Case and Corbin were covered in it.

Roaring with fury, the de Bocage brothers ripped off their tunics and pulled off their helms, covered in piss and absolutely furious for it. They were jumping up and down, shaking their fists at the Scots even as they dodged more streams of piss. As most of the English laughed uproariously, Michael went to his smelly, humiliated sons and pulled them away, making them go to the well and wash off, while William and Paris and Kieran laughed until they wept. In fact, they were wiping away the tears when Troy, Patrick, and James came up to them.

“You had better do something quickly before Case and Corbin and Kevin scale those walls out of pure anger and get themselves killed,” Troy said to his snorting father. “The next time, we might not be laughing.”

William couldn’t seem to stop chortling. “You are correct, I am certain,” he said, “but I have been waiting many a battle to see those three have their comeuppance. Mayhap, they will not be so eager to rush things from now on.”

“That is doubtful.”

William sobered. “Probably,” he said, taking a deep breath to regain his composure. “But, God, it was worth it to see that.”

William’s satisfaction made Troy smile, glancing to his brothers, who started chuckling again. Soon, all of them were laughing again, but that quickly ended when William suddenly turned for the tower and called up to the Scots.

“You had every right to curb my enthusiastic men,” he shouted. “In fact, I applaud you for it. My name is William de Wolfe and I ask to speak to your commander.”

The mere mention of the man’s name had the Scots buzzing. Everyone could hear it, but Troy and Patrick didn’t think that had been such a good move on their father’s part. The Scot who killed William de Wolfe would be a hero to his people. With that in mind, Troy and his brothers rushed up to their father, essentially boxing the man in so that if anyone with an arrow decided to take aim, they would be the targets.

William knew what his sons were doing and he wasn’t thrilled that they’d made themselves human shields. He tried to move but no one would let him. When he tried to push Patrick out of the way, Patrick pushed back. Resigned, William called up to the Scots once more.

“Bring me your commander,” he said again.

More buzzing and grumbling from the Scots. They could see that there was some shuffling going on; men moving about on the roof and more than one head popped from the windows on the top floor. As the English grew increasingly impatient, a shaggy, gray head appeared on the roof, looking down upon them.

“De Wolfe?” the man said in a heavy Scottish brogue. “I canna see well, but I can see the mark on yer face. ’Tis the Wolfe in the flesh.”

He meant the eyepatch. Every man on the border knew that William de Wolfe sported an eye patch over a missing left eye. It was part of his mystique, part of his power. It was a mark that earned respect.

“Aye,” William replied steadily. “May I have your name?”

“Barden.”

William realized that his sons were moving him back, away from the tower, and he struggled not to trip on his feet – and theirs – as they pushed him back. He knew they were doing it for his own safety but it was still annoying. It made him look weak. Frustrated, he dug in his heels.

“Barden,” William said, coming to a halt and refusing to move any further from the tower. “Who is your clan?”

The Scotsman didn’t answer immediately. “Me own,” he finally said, to the titters of his men. “But I was born a Gordon.”

“And they sent you here?”

“No one sends me anywhere.”

“Then you have been raiding my lands for your own benefit.”

A pause. “I have been takin’ what I need.”

It seemed to confirm to William and the others that these men were not sanctioned by their clans. Knowing he was dealing with rogue Scots, men who cared not for honor or, more than likely, reason, William proceeded carefully.

“Barden, we are at a crossroads,” he said. “My men have invaded your bailey and captured your tower. Your men are either subdued or dead. That only leaves the tower at this point, and we shall take it eventually. We can, therefore, do one of two things; you can surrender and I promise you and your men shall not be harmed, or I will order my men to begin bombarding the roof with flaming oil. You cannot combat it and it will eventually burn everyone in the tower. You know this. I will, therefore, give you the choice of how you wish to proceed.”

Barden was seriously contemplating what he’d been told. De Wolfe was giving him the choice of what should be done, which saved his pride in a sense. Barden understood that, but he also understood that either choice would end in his surrender. He turned back to his men and snippets of angry conversation could be heard. It was several moments before he replied.

“We’ll not yield tae ye,” he said, “and most of this tower is made of stone. If ye must burn us down, then get on with it.”

That brought a bit of information William hadn’t known – most of this tower is made of stone. He could mean the walls and the stairs, but what of the floors? They could be wood or stone, or a combination of both. William wanted the tower intact, but maybe he could burn enough of it – whatever would burn – to smoke them out.

“Then you would die with your men rather than surrender and go free?” William asked. “I do not intend to take you prisoner but, in order to go free, you must surrender your weapons and leave. I’ll not have bands of armed Scots roaming these lands.”

Barden seemed to grow angry. “These are our lands, Sassenach,” he said. “Ye’re in our country and ye have no right tae be. If ye want a surrender, it ’twill not be from us. Ye’ll have tae kill us first.”

William was coming to see that there was no way around it. He had suspected this would be their answer and he was prepared. He was about to reply when an arrow suddenly sailed out of the tower, from the roof area, and hit James on the upper arm, penetrating his mail. It wasn’t a bad strike, but bad enough. The message was clear. When William saw the arrow protruding out of his son’s arm, it was all he needed to give the command for the archers to launch.

He would waste no more time.

Men began scrambling to fulfill his command and, soon enough, the sky was full of flaming arrows, hitting the stone walls of the tower but also hitting the roof, igniting both men and wood. William had brought two smaller trebuchets with him, war machines that had managed to burn a great deal of the interior of the bailey. And now those same engines were hurling flaming bombs of oil that, when smashing on the roof of the tower house, sent flames flying everywhere.

Very quickly, the siege turned into a raging inferno as the tower house began to burn. Screams could be heard from inside the stone structure as the English eased up on their bombardment. The flames were doing more than they ever could at this point. Troy stood with his father, watching heavy black smoke rise up into the afternoon sky and listening to the cries of the men inside. He shook his head sadly.

“Rather than surrender, they will die,” he said. “I cannot fathom that kind of zealous behavior.”

William watched the smoke pour from the windows. “Put men on chopping through the door,” he said. “Open it. At least if there are men who wish to escape, they can do so. It could be quite possible that they are being prevented from escaping.”

Troy looked at his father. “Opening that door could increase the flames,” he said. “Are you sure that is what you want to do?”

William cocked a dark eyebrow. “It does not matter,” he said. “Whether the flames grow stronger or weaker, they are burning inside. It is an ugly death. Mayhap if we cut down the entry door, some will be saved.”

Troy moved away from his father, grabbing Patrick and Tobias and telling them what his father had ordered. Very quickly, there were two very big men with axes chopping through the heavy oak and iron entry door to the tower, making holes in it, enough for terrible black smoke to escape. They could hear the Scots on the other side, coughing and crying out in fear but then cursing the English who were trying to break through. Troy, who was standing right behind the big soldiers who were doing the axing, began to shout at the men inside.

“Save yourselves!” he yelled, coughing as the smoke poured into his face. “Get out of there!”

More cursing, more chopping, until a portion of the door broke down and half-unconscious Scots began to push through the opening, one at a time. The knights standing at the entry, and there were several of them, began to pull the men out and away from the fire, which was gaining intensity. Only ten or so Scots made it out, leaving the rest to die in the inferno that burned long into the night. The smell of smoke and human flesh hung heavy on the air for days after that.

It was a smell not many of them would soon forget.

Monteviot Tower, or what was left of it, now belonged to William de Wolfe. As dawn broke over the following day, it was the green and black de Wolfe banners that flew proudly from the walls. But true to his word, William allowed those men who had escaped the tower to flee without taking them prisoner.

Flee they did, and word of de Wolfe’s victory spread very quickly in Southern Scotland. In particular, it spread to the clans who had an uneasy peace with de Wolfe. Fearful of rousing the man’s anger, no one sent any men to counter him. De Wolfe’s anger could bring tens of thousands of English, and no one wanted that.

But no one wanted him with another base in Scotland, either.

For a lesser branch of the Clan Kerr, it was a particular issue because Monteviot Tower was on their land. It was an issue they needed to deal with. Their lands bordered de Wolfe lands all along the border from Coldstream to Carter Bar. They already had to tolerate Wolfe’s Lair in their lands, mighty English bastion that it was, but now there was a second fortress for de Wolfe to gain a foothold.

Keith Kerr of Clan Kerr, chief of a smaller offshoot of the clan, was the one who mostly had to deal with de Wolfe. Known as Red Keith, he knew he couldn’t shake de Wolfe. It was better not to try. But he also didn’t like de Wolfe becoming greedy and taking a disputed outpost.

Therefore, he would have to deal with de Wolfe in a way the man would understand.

He would have to bargain with his very blood.
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CHAPTER TWO


Sibbald’s Hold

Home of Red Keith Kerr

Thirteen miles west of Monteviot Tower

“Pa, how can ye ignore what the Wolfe is doin’? Are ye blind to him, then?”

A very angry young woman dressed in hose and layers of tunics stood in the low-ceilinged hall of her father’s home, smoke gathering near her head from the hearth that was spitting sparks and gray ribbons into the darkened room. But the man she spoke to, sitting near the fire in his long tunic and coat of heavy, dirty wool, gazed back at her with some displeasure.

“De Wolfe was cleanin’ out the rebels from Monteviot Tower,” he muttered. “Those same men have been raidin’ his lands. We expected he would do this, so it is of no great surprise.”

The woman let her hand slap against her thigh in frustration. “So ye let the Sassenach remain? Now Monteviot becomes his holdin’?”

It was sunset over the land and, deep in the heart of the clan of the Red Keith Kerr, Keith Kerr eyed his passionate, strong, big-mouthed daughter with increasing disapproval. It wasn’t that anything she said was wrong in any fashion; the great Wolfe of the Border had, indeed, launched a siege on Scot lands and, technically, on one of his holdings.

Monteviot Tower belonged to Keith but he didn’t have enough men to hold it, so reivers had confiscated the property and had been using it for their base to launch raids into English lands. Most of those lands belonged to de Wolfe, so Keith had been expecting, at some point, that de Wolfe would come after Monteviot. The exchange for purging the reivers was that now de Wolfe had another holding in Kerr lands.

But there wasn’t much he could do about it.

“Lass,” Keith growled, perturbed that she was calling him out in front of his men, “ye know the situation. Ye know that I dunna have the men tae hold Monteviot much less take it back from de Wolfe. If ye can bring me a thousand Scots, I may be able tae reclaim the property, but for now… I canna do it by force.”

“Ye mean ye willna.”

“I mean I canna.”

Rhoswyn Whitton Kerr faced off against her father, feeling an abundance of shame and frustration. He didn’t seem willing to fight the English off of his very land and, to Rhoswyn, that was a sign of weakness.

She’d never known her father to be weak before.

And his excuse… that he didn’t have enough men to do it. Her father was chief of a smaller clan, an offshoot of the larger Clan Kerr that held most of the lands in this area. Why, all her father had to do was to call upon his cousin, the Kerr of Clan Kerr, and he could have those thousand men he needed to chase off de Wolfe. Never mind that her father and his cousin were at odds, and had been ever since her father had married her mother those years ago. His cousin had wanted the woman for himself and it had been the cause of an estrangement between them. But that was old history as far as Rhoswyn was concerned.

Couldn’t bygones be bygones?

“Ye could if ye wanted tae,” she pointed out. “But ye willna ask the Kerr for his help. It is a silly grudge ye hold against him and…”

“Silly?”

“Aye,” Rhoswyn pointed a long finger at him. “It has gone on for nearly twenty years now, since before me birth. It is time tae make amends, Pa. It is time tae pull together tae fight de Wolfe from our lands.”

Keith sighed heavily. It was his own fault that his daughter was the way she was. He’d only had one child – Rhoswyn – and for a man who had badly wanted a son, the girl bore the brunt of that longing. He’d raised her like a son, teaching her to fight, to track, to hunt, and any number of things that men did. She could drink most men under the table and she had been known to fight on occasion. It was something her mother, God rest her soul, had tried to balance out by teaching her daughter what she considered the finer points of being a lady – sewing, singing, and learning to both speak and read in three languages. Rhoswyn was a fine student, and very intelligent, but her natural personality had her thriving on the things her father taught her more than the ones her mother insisted upon. The result was a warrior all men feared, a woman who was as tough and strong as most men.

And she knew it.

But Rhoswyn was also a woman of exquisite beauty. Her hair was long and thick and straight, hanging to mid-waist, in a shade of auburn that looked like the shimmering color of leaves when they changed in the autumn. It was all shades of burnished reds and golds. She had the face of angels, her mother had said, and big brown eyes with a fringe of dusky lashes. With a dusting of freckles across her nose, she looked like a fine porcelain statue and incapable of anything other than softness and love.

That was what most men thought before she drove a sword into their bellies.

Aye, Rhoswyn was both his exquisite creation and his disaster. Finding a husband for her had been impossible because no Scotsman in his right mind wanted a wife who could best him in a fight. And it was that thought alone that caused Keith a good deal of sleepless nights until he’d heard that de Wolfe had taken over Monteviot Tower.

Then, an idea had struck him.

Keith knew he couldn’t beat de Wolfe in a fight. A show of force wouldn’t do. But perhaps an alliance of sorts would. If he couldn’t run the man off his lands, then he really had no choice but to join with him. If he could only trick de Wolfe… that is, convince de Wolfe into accepting Rhoswyn as a wife for one of his men, or better, one of his sons, then he wouldn’t have to worry about de Wolfe on his lands at all. Rhoswyn would be married into the man’s family and, therefore, they would all be considered family. It might even make his snobbish cousin, the Kerr, respect him just a little. An alliance with de Wolfe would make him more powerful in his cousin’s eyes.

But, in truth, an alliance like that wouldn’t be for respect. It would be for survival. It was far better to be at de Wolfe’s side than in his path.

Of course, Rhoswyn didn’t know any of this, nor would she until the time was right. Until then, Keith had to keep his scheme to himself. He couldn’t even tell his men, because he knew it would get back to his daughter. Nay, he had to bide his time on this one. He had to make peace with de Wolfe because he didn’t have the numbers to stand against him.

Rhoswyn was that peace.

“I am not sure we can,” Keith said after a moment. “Lass, ye know old angers die hard. The Kerr has never forgiven me for takin’ yer mother away from him and whenever he looks at ye, he sees her. Ye remind him of what he lost.”

“Then ye willna even try?” Rhoswyn asked, exasperated.

Keith held up a quieting hand. “It seems tae me that de Wolfe isna a threat,” he said. “He’s held Wolfe’s Lair for more than twenty years and the only threat he’s ever had, aside from an occasional Scots raid, is attack from the English. Ye were just a wee lass at the time but nigh ten years ago, Carlisle marched on de Wolfe and laid siege tae the Lair.”

Rhoswyn had heard of that battle, many years ago. It had something to do with Simon de Montfort at the time, and the fact that de Wolfe supported Henry, but she didn’t care about foolish English feuds. They were a ridiculous lot, anyway.

“I remember bein’ told,” she said impatiently, “and I dunna care. All I care about is gettin’ the man off our lands. If ye willna make amends with the Kerr, then what will ye do?”

There she was again, challenging his authority in all matters. Keith glanced to the men around him; his younger brother, Fergus, and Fergus’ sons Artis and Dunsmore. Fergus was even more of the passive type – the man didn’t like confrontation – while his sons were much more like Rhoswyn. The younger generation had the fire of ambition in them and the fuel of inexperience to feed it.

“I will do what needs tae be done, Daughter,” he finally said, with a firm tone that told her she’d better still her tongue. “Trust that, in all things, I will do what is best for us all.”

Rhoswyn heard the warning tone but she’d never been one to back away. “And what is that, Pa?”

Keith eyed the woman. He knew she wasn’t going to leave this alone unless he gave her a satisfactory answer. Rather than let her continue to publicly humiliate him, he stood up, straight into the haze of smoke that was hanging around the room. His eyes stung. But his gaze was sharp on his daughter.

“With me,” he said.

He was motioning to Rhoswyn and she immediately went to him, following him out of the hall and into the bailey beyond.

It was a small bailey, crowded with men and animals, and smelling like a barnyard. Sibbald’s Hold was a small but highly fortified tower that had been built about sixty years before by a man named Sibbald Kerr. As Keith’s father, he’d passed the fortress to his son and it became Keith’s permanent home after his falling out with his cousin. It was comprised of a tower attached to a hall that used two of the exterior walls of the fortress as part of the structure.

Everything was packed in so tightly into the bailey that there was little room for anything more than what they already had, including people. Keith turned to his daughter when he sensed they had a nominal amount of privacy.

“I’ll not have ye questionin’ every move I make,” he said, his tone low. “I have tae do what’s best for our people. If I charge de Wolfe, he will destroy us. Do ye not understand that?”

Rhoswyn did, deep down, but it wasn’t in her nature to relent. “But Pa,” she said. “If ye dunna challenge him, then mayhap the next time, he’ll come for Sibbald. What will ye do then? If ye let him gain more of a foothold than he has, then he’ll walk over us before we know it.”

Keith cocked a dark eyebrow. “Then what would ye have me do?”

Rhoswyn blinked in surprise; he didn’t usually ask her opinion. Even so, she was ready with it. “If ye send tae the Kerr…”

Keith cut her off. “I will not send word tae me cousin,” he said flatly. “He wouldna come, anyway. Ye can put that thought out of yer mind. Tell me again what ye would do.”

Truth be told, Rhoswyn didn’t have much of a backup plan. “What of yer allies?” she asked. “If ye send word, they will help ye.”

Keith shook his head. “’Tis a fool ye are, lass,” he said. “Do ye really believe the Elliot and the Armstrong would send men tae purge de Wolfe from a tiny outpost? And risk the wrath of all of the English lairds along the border? Nay, lass, they wouldna. Tae fight de Wolfe, we must be smarter than he is. And wolves are smart animals.”

Rhoswyn knew what he said about their allies was true; they wouldn’t risk angering de Wolfe because the man could very well take it out on them. But she hated feeling so alone and so helpless.

“How would ye be smarter than him, then?” she asked.

Keith held up a finger as if a grand thought had occurred to him. “By attackin’ the English the only way we can.”

“And do what?”

There was a glimmer in Keith’s dark eyes. “We can pick away at them,” he said. “I could send men every week tae pick at the outpost, tae steal their horses or their cattle, tae make their lives miserable. I may not be able tae bring a massive army tae their door, but I can make their lives uneasy. Now, by all accounts, de Wolfe is a reasonable man. He’s not given tae fits of fury or madness. Mayhap, I will invite de Wolfe tae Sibbald and discuss a truce. If he doesna agree, then we will pick at his men like vermin. There willna be many of us, but enough tae give them no peace.”

Rhoswyn was shaking her head, even as he spoke. “That willna matter tae them,” she said. “With their numbers, we would simply be flies buzzin’ around their heads. It would be annoyin’ and nothin’ more. They may even swat at the flies and kill one or two. Do we want tae risk our men like that?”

She had a point. Keith crossed his arms thoughtfully. “Ye have another idea, then?”

Rhoswyn thought on the situation seriously. Her only plan had been to send for allies, but clearly that wasn’t the answer. She had to come up with something else, something to hit the English where it would do the most damage.

Something to damage that fragile male ego. An idea took hold.

“The English have considerable pride, Pa,” she said after a moment. “I dunna suppose they could turn down a challenge, could they?”

He looked at her strangely. “What kind of challenge?”

She gazed at her father intently. “Would they accept a challenge that had yer best warrior against their best warrior?” she asked. “The winner would name the terms, and when I won, I would tell them they had tae leave Monteviot.”

Keith’s brow furrowed. “Yer terms?”

She nodded eagerly, thinking she was on to something brilliant. “Aye,” she said. “We could go tae Monteviot and challenge them, but I wouldna reveal meself until the battle. Once the English warrior sees I am a woman, he has tae fight me. It would shame him if he dinna.”

Keith scratched his chin thoughtfully. In truth, it wasn’t a bad scheme. Perhaps, he could coerce and insult the English enough that they would take on a single-combat challenge, winner take all. It would most certainly be a matter of pride. The only negative point to that entire plan was the fact that Rhoswyn was determined to be the warrior facing the English. Although his daughter was good – very good – he wasn’t sure he wanted to pit her against an English knight.

Still, she had an excellent point – not revealing her identity until it was too late. The English knight would have no choice but to go through with it simply to save his pride, woman or no. Or… he could surrender because fighting a woman would be beneath him.

One way, Keith might lose a daughter. The other way… he’d gain back his outpost and keep his child intact.

It was a difficult choice to make.

“And what happens if ye lose?” he asked quietly. “What then? They could name their terms, too.”

Rhoswyn wasn’t one to entertain defeat in any case, but she had to be realistic. “What is the worst they could do?” she asked. “Demand we go home? Demand we leave Monteviot Tower to them and never return?”

Keith was much older and much more experienced. He knew that a counter-demand could be much more serious than she was making it out to be.

“They could demand ye,” he said. “Or, they could demand we turn over Sibbald.”

Rhoswyn thrust her chin up. “Then we would be without honor because they couldna have me or Sibbald. We would run for home and hope they would not catch us.”

She was serious; Keith could see it. In his opinion, she wasn’t being reasonable. Still, in her suggestion, he could see that she was more than willing to sacrifice herself and that was the mark of a noble warrior. He appreciated that.

After a moment, he sighed and put his arm around Rhoswyn’s shoulders, giving her a squeeze. For just a moment, she was his little girl again and she hugged her father, tightly. But it was only for a moment; she quickly released him, embarrassed to show any emotion.

“Ye understand that I must do what I feel best,” Keith said to her, fingering a tendril of her hair. “In spite of what ye think of me, de Wolfe’s incursion will be answered. I willna cower from him. The man is on me land and I must let him know that I know.”

Rhoswyn nodded. “I know.”

“But I’m not sure I’m a-wantin’ ye tae fight their best warrior for the prize of Monteviot Tower.”

“There is no one better than me. Ye know that.”

Keith snorted softly. “There are a few, lass.”

“But they willna have the advantage I have – of being a woman.”

“That is true.”

“Then we will go on the morrow?”

He lifted an eyebrow. “Now?”

She nodded firmly. “Why should we wait? The sooner we go, the sooner they leave.”

Hesitantly, he nodded, and the plan was set. As much as Keith didn’t want to entertain the possibility, the more he thought on it, the more sense it was starting to make. Having his daughter challenge the English, winner take all, and then revealing her sex when they accepted the challenge. Those foolish English knights with their sense of chivalry might very well lay down their weapons rather than fight a woman. In fact, he was willing to bet that would be the case.

He was about to stake Rhoswyn’s life on it.

As Keith glanced at his tall, proud daughter, he began to think of the terms they would relay once she triumphed over the arrogant English. Not a few minutes earlier, he was thinking on offering her to de Wolfe to create an alliance. He still thought it was a good idea. And if the winner was the one to set the terms of victory, Keith had a different idea of terms set forth than his daughter did. His terms wouldn’t be that the English should clear out and leave Monteviot Tower.

His terms would be that the loser marry his daughter. He’d have his alliance, his daughter would have a husband, and all would be well in the world – even if her husband was English.

Rhoswyn’s plan to challenge the English was looking better and better.
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CHAPTER THREE


Monteviot Tower

The great hall of Monteviot smelled like smoke and burned flesh, but they were all so exhausted and hungry that no one seemed to care. Three days after the burning of the tower, the restoration of the grounds was already underway.

The bodies of the dead Scots had been piled outside of the walls of Monteviot and, at William’s request, Troy had sent to Jedburgh Abbey for a canon to come and pray over the departed souls. They waited two days for the holy man to come but at the end of the second day, the stench of the dead was so bad that Troy ordered the funeral pyre lit.

Of course, it was appropriate that the canon should come just as the sky filled with black, greasy smoke from the burning bodies and the wiry man with his skull suitably shaved to denote his piety arrived on an old palfrey and promptly launched himself from the horse to berate the English who were disposing of the bodies.

Hector de Norville, Paris’ eldest son, had been the first to receive the holy tongue lashing because he happened to be standing closest to the priest when he arrived. But Hector was much like his father in that he didn’t take most things too seriously; he knew his duty, he knew what was best, and he simply brushed the priest off when the man tried to tell him that burning the dead without a priest’s blessing was condemning the souls to Purgatory.

As Hector walked away, Troy watched from his position across the pyre. The frustrated priest seemed to be scolding any English knight he came in contact with but the knights were all following Hector’s example and either ignoring the priest or walking away.

As the priest came close to a tantrum as the flames of the dead burned brightly, Troy made his way over to the man who was now trying to berate the soldiers who were piling up the bodies. With the knights gone, the soldiers were the next targets, but the soldiers looked at the priest as if they had no care for his ranting. They continued their duty of stripping the dead and then throwing them onto the pile. They had their orders and no one, not even a Scottish priest with a heavy accent, was going to stop them.

“You,” Troy said as he walked up behind the frantic priest. “Are you from Jedburgh?”

The man whirled around, his eyes widening at the sight of the very big, very dark knight. “I am,” he said, breathless. “Ye sent for me. Now I am here and I find ye burnin’ the bodies of the dead?”

Troy held up a hand to calm the man. “We had no choice,” he said. “Some of them were burned already because they had been caught in the fire that burned out the tower. For the rest of them… it was starting to smell very badly around here. We had to do something.”

The priest threw up his hands. “Then bury them!”

Troy eyed the man before kicking at the ground. “In this?” he said, pointing. “Look at it; there is more rock than soil here. We could never dig through this. Or did you have in mind that we should take them in a caravan to Jedburgh so that you and your fellow priests could properly bury them?”

That seemed to bring some pause to the priest. His gaze lingered on Troy before looking to the ground, seeing what the knight had meant. It was extremely rocky ground, meaning it would have been very difficult to dig out a mass grave. Soil such as this was nearly impossible to cut through. Unhappy, the priest sighed.

“Then why did ye send for me?” he asked. “Ye’ve already burned the men. Ye’ve already done what needed tae be done.”

“I sent for you to pray for these men,” Troy said. “It was not by my choice, I assure you. My father requested it. All of these men are thieves and murderers, so prayer will not do them any good. Their paths were set in life and they are set in death. But my father requested that a priest pray for them just the same. It is a merciful gesture, I suppose.”

The priest scratched his head, fingers digging into thin hair that stood up like straw in places. He seemed to be calming after his initial flare up.

“Then yer father is a pious man,” he said, eyeing the big knight. “Who are ye?”

“Troy de Wolfe. My father is William de Wolfe.”

That brought a reaction from the priest. “The Wolfe of the Border?”

“Aye.”

Now, the priest wasn’t quite so irate. In fact, he seemed to be more interested in his surroundings. “A de Wolfe battle in Scotland?” he asked. “What goes on here, then? What happened?”

Troy looked up at the burned-out tower, at his general surroundings as the sky darkened into night overhead. The stars were starting to come out.

“This place was a haven for reivers,” he said. “We have eliminated the threat. My father is taking over command of this outpost and it will become English property. In fact, this tower is located between my father’s seat of Castle Questing and his major outpost of Wolfe’s Lair. Have you heard of the Lair?”

“I have.”

“Now we shall have two outposts on the Scottish side of the border.”

The priest was looking around, growing more subdued by the minute as he realized what had taken place and what it meant for the area in general; the Scots weren’t policing this part of the border very well so now the English were. And, knowing de Wolfe, he would not relinquish the property without a major fight, which no one in this area could give him.

The English were here to stay.

“I’d heard of some raids out here,” the priest admitted. “These are Kerr lands. Did ye know that?”

Troy nodded. “I did. So does my father. But the raids were not on Kerr lands; they were on de Wolfe lands.”

The priest looked at him. “But these lands belong tae Red Keith Kerr,” he said. “Does he know ye’re here?”

Troy shrugged. “Does it matter? He did nothing to control the reivers on his land so we had to take care of the problem. If he has issue with us being in his lands, then let him come forth and discuss it.”

The priest sighed heavily. “I’m sure he will.”

Troy knew that. He’d been fighting the Scots a long time and he knew of Red Keith and his band of Lowlanders. Troy had never had much action with the man, for he tended to keep to himself, but those incidents that Troy had heard of where Red Keith had been involved gave the man a legendary temper and men who were quite zealous. If Troy believed what he’d been told, then Red Keith had some fearsome warriors.

But it occurred to Troy as he pondered the reputation of Red Keith Kerr that this priest would possibly know the lands and the clans better than he did. It was true that William was quite knowledgeable about those who bordered his lands, and Troy was also very knowledgeable by virtue of the time he’d spent on the Marches, but this priest might know things they wouldn’t, including intimate details of Red Keith Kerr. An interest in what the priest might know had him behaving a bit more friendly towards the man.

“You did not tell me your name,” he said.

The priest glanced at him. “Audric.”

Troy looked at the man a moment, trying to gauge how to proceed. “Thank you for answering the summons to come and pray over the bodies of your dead countrymen,” he said, “but I am sure you could use some rest before you do. Come inside and meet my father. Let us discuss how to keep peace now that we’ve purged the reivers from Kerr land. I am sure my father would appreciate any advice you might have.”

He began to lead the priest towards the bailey. Audric sensed a change in demeanor with Troy but he didn’t say anything. He, too, was trying to get a sense of these English, and of what had occurred here beyond the purging of reivers.

Audric wondered if that was all there was, considering de Wolfe had at least two properties in the area that were a day’s ride or less away. Wolfe’s Lair was well-known in these parts, even to the clergy of Jedburgh and Kelso to the northeast, and Kale Water was known to house fanatic English who were fearsome fighters. Now, he had Monteviot Tower. Perhaps if Audric could find out what de Wolfe’s intentions really were, he could tell his superiors and even Scots lairds in the area who would want to know. These men were English, after all, and any peace with them was tenuous at best.

Aye… perhaps he should find out all he could. Let his visit here mean something other than saying prayers for those who didn’t need them now, anyway.

Let him find out what was really going on, for what affected the border affected the rest of Scotland as well.
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While the vast majority of the fortified tower smelled of smoke and burned bodies, the great hall had remained oddly untouched. It smelled of dogs and of smoke and of unwashed men, but it didn’t have the rank smell of burned flesh that the rest of the fortress seemed to have. Therefore, the meal that night could be eaten in relative comfort, and eat the English did.

It was the end of the third day after the conquest of Monteviot Tower and the English were relaxing somewhat. The cleanup was nearly over as far as the dead were concerned and some of the knights had begun what would be the restoration of the tower. Burned wood was hauled out and anything salvageable was set aside.

From Michael and his sons, who were to be deeply involved in the assessment and salvage of the tower, Troy had learned that the second and third levels were nearly undamaged. Those levels were the laird’s hall, which was a smaller hall, and then two bedchambers above it. A narrow spiral staircase built into the thickness of the wall had also been completely spared.

The majority of the damage had come from the roof collapsing into the fourth floor, and then burning men and anything else it could use for fuel. Most deaths had come from smoke inhalation rather than actually burning, although they did have their share of the burned bodies. Michael seemed to think that skilled craftsman could easily repair the roof and William vowed to send some of his craftsmen from Castle Questing to help with the repairs. In truth, the tower had been built mostly of stone, as Barden had said, and the structure itself had mostly survived.

As William had hoped, he still had a tower.

As evening fell and the night turned dark and crisp, the smell of roasting meat mingled with all the other smells of the tower, making for a rather pungent experience. A cow had been slaughtered and the men were greatly anticipating the meal. With the majority of the army in the enclosed bailey, with the repaired gates now sealed for the night, the knights and senior soldiers had found their way into the hall.

With the short, skinny priest at his side, Troy made his way into the rather crowded hall, full of men drinking and tearing their way through the beef that was being pulled straight off the roasting spit in the bailey. Somewhere off in a corner, a soldier had produced a mandolin, and songs of love and victory filtered through the smoky air.

There was a table near the open-pit hearth in the center of the hall and Troy could see his father and most of the other knights sitting there. He led the priest towards the table, catching his father’s attention as he drew close.

“The priest from Jedburgh has arrived, Papa,” he said, indicating the short man in the dirty brown robes. “This is Father Audric.”

Audric found himself under intense scrutiny as most of the table within earshot turned to look at him. In particular, at least three of the younger English knights were looking at him with extreme suspicion and he met their gaze, rather warily, wondering if they were going to rush him then and there. Hatred for the Scots burned deep in these young English warriors. Fortunately, Troy grasped him by the arm before any trouble could start and pulled him away from the unfriendly faces and over to a seat the end of the bench while he went around the table to sit with his father.

Audric sat down and someone put a wooden cup in front of him. There was a pitcher of liquid within arm’s reach and he timidly picked it up, pouring what turned out to be the dregs of the wine into his cup. It was cloudy and full of sediment, but he drank it anyway, thirsty. From across the table, William was the first to speak.

“You are from Jedburgh?” he asked.

Audric nodded. “Aye, m’lord.”

“We sent for you two days ago. What took so long?”

Audric sensed a rebuke in that question. He looked around at the table of men; he’d never seen such a collection in his entire life. They were big; some of them were even huge. Scarred, battle-worn, bruised and even a few that had bloodied hands or a nick to the face. Even so, they were the victors and that victory radiated from them like a stench. Sassenach men who had come to fight the righteous fight, to rid the land of a threat but, in that action, Audric could still sense conquest. It was in their blood, the English against the Scots, something that was seared into their souls from one generation to the next.

But in that understanding, Audric knew one thing – that he couldn’t show any fear. The English were intimidating and, truth be told, he’d never been this close to English knights before. Therefore, he answered William firmly.

“It took a day tae reach Jedburgh with yer message,” he said. “I came as soon as I could, as soon as the abbot gave permission. I am tae bless the dead and report back on the situation.”

It wasn’t quite the truth, but it sounded reasonable enough. He figured if he said he needed to report on the situation, then the English would know that he was expected back and not try to move against him. Kill him, even. It might keep the young bucks at bay. But he could see that William was unimpressed.

“The situation is that we cleared Monteviot Tower of a band of reivers who were doing a good deal of damage to my lands,” William said, his tone a bit testy. “I realize that it is the job of a priest to save souls, to save the souls of the good as well as the wicked, but it is my job to protect my land and my people. I did what needed to be done.”

The younger knights banged their cups against the old, worn table, loudly agreeing with William’s statement with a bit of bloodlust in their eyes. Audric looked down the table to see those younger knights again, eyeing him with hostility as if daring him to contradict the great Wolfe.

“No one is disputin’ yer need tae protect yer lands, m’lord,” he said. “Yer lands border these lands.”

“They do.”

“Surely ye have alliances with yer Kerr neighbors?”

William scratched his stubbled cheek thoughtfully. “My wife is from Clan Scott,” he said. “I have an alliance with Clan Scott but Clan Kerr is known to be their rivals. I have never had any trouble with them, however, so you could say that there is a tentative peace. They know me, I know them, and we simply stay out of each other’s way.”

Someone shoved a cracked trencher full of beef and bread in front of Audric. Gravy spilled from the broken side and onto the table, trickling onto his robes, but he didn’t notice. He was more interested in shoving meat into his mouth.

“As I told yer son, this castle and these lands belong tae Red Keith Kerr,” he said, “but I would assume ye already know that.”

William nodded. “There are two minor Kerr clans along this stretch of the border. I assumed this property was Red Keith’s because his lands are concentrated in this area.”

Audric continued to speak and chew, bits of food flying from his mouth. “Do ye know him, then?”

William held up his cup for Patrick to pour him more wine. “I have met him twice,” he said. “Once when there was a convergence of the border clans a few years ago and another time when I was traveling to Wolfe’s Lair. Both times, the man hardly said more than two words to me.”

Audric swallowed the food in his mouth. “That may change now that ye have another outpost on his lands.”

“I have two. Kale Water and now Monteviot. Troy is in command of Kale Water and he might know more about him than I do.”

Seated down the table from his father between James and Patrick, Troy was heavily into his meal. When he heard his name, and his father’s statement, he simply shook his head.

“He keeps to himself,” he said. “His home of Sibbald’s Hold is barely five miles from Kale, but I have seen the man about as much as you have. He does not venture from Sibbald’s and he has very few men. I heard tale that he is not welcome within Clan Kerr, so I suppose that explains why he keeps to himself.”

He was looking at Audric, expecting that the man would elaborate if he knew anything. The priest saw the expression and also noticed that William was looking at him as well. He could see that they were anticipating that he should add something more to the conversation. Audric cleared his throat and shoved bread into his mouth.

“I can only tell ye what I’ve heard,” he said. “Jedburgh is in Kerr lands and they are great patrons of the church. Ralph Kerr is The Kerr, the clan chief, and a great man he is. Keith is his cousin, and I’ve heard tale that Ralph banished Keith because he stole the man’s woman. That is all I can tell ye other than Red Keith is called that for his temper, not for the color of his hair. The man may keep tae himself, but he is nothin’ tae be trifled with. I have a feelin’ ye’ll soon find that out.”

Troy glanced at his father, but William didn’t seem too concerned about it. Without much more to say on the matter, Troy returned to his food. Audric did the same, hoping his interrogation was over for the moment. Still, there was information he wanted, and he waded carefully into that part of the conversation.

“Whether or not Red Keith actually shows his face, it ’tis the truth that ye know how tae deal with Scots,” he said to William. “But if Keith wants his holdin’ back, will ye give it tae him? These are his lands, after all.”

William took a long drink of his wine as he pondered his answer. “Troy says that the man has very few men,” he said. “That is why reivers were able to take over Monteviot in the first place. Therefore, in answer to your question, I will not give it back to him, not unless he can prove to me that he can keep it out of the hands of the outlaws.”

Audric thought that might be the answer. In truth, it made sense because, clearly, Keith Kerr was unable to police his own property. Still, another de Wolfe holding in Kerr lands would not go over well with the bulk of the clan. That could be trouble. As he pondered that possibility, Troy spoke to his father.

“I brought almost five hundred men from Kale,” he said. “I can leave two hundred of them here if you will leave another one hundred. That should be enough manpower for whoever you put in command.”

William was looking at his wine cup. “I thought to put you in command.”

Troy stopped chewing. “Me?” he said. Then, he shook his head. “You need me at Kale. The clans are going to be up in arms over the capture of Monteviot and you will need me at Kale to support Wolfe’s Lair. But you can put me in command of the Lair, Papa. You probably should.”

William didn’t say anything for a moment. “That is your brother’s post,” he said quietly.

Troy’s features tensed. “And Scott has not been at the Lair in over two years,” he said. There was no patience in his tone. “He is off to the south with Edward somewhere.”

“Even so, it still belongs to him.”

“When are you going to realize that he is not coming back?”

It was an extremely sore subject with both William and Troy. On that terrible April day two years ago when both Scott and Troy had lost their wives and younger children, each men had handled the grief very differently. Scott had run off and left everything behind, family included, leaving Troy to soldier on and endure grief no man should have to endure. Scott’s reaction was to shut down while Troy’s had been to live the agony every day and resent his brother for being too cowardly to face it.

Now, they were on that terrible subject and the men around the table, including Paris, quieted their conversation when the forbidden topic came up. As the father of the women who had drowned, and the grandfather of the children that were lost, Paris was especially sensitive to this manner of conversation. He knew how volatile it could be.

“He will be back,” William said calmly. “He is simply dealing with his grief differently than you.”

“He ran like a weakling.”

“You will not say such things about your brother, Troy.”

Troy slammed his cup on the table, splashing wine onto James. “Are we going to bring up this subject again?” he snarled. “By all means, let us do that. Wolfe’s Lair was Scott’s outpost because he is the eldest. By ten bloody minutes, he is your eldest son. Wake up, Papa; Scott has run off. He does not want anything more to do with you or me or the Lair, and now you have a massive outpost that is without a de Wolfe as a commander because you feel that Scott is going to come walking back into our lives someday. I am telling you that he is not, and you let that massive outpost sit there with Kieran to command it while you stick me at a smaller outpost as if it is a consolation in prize for your second-born son. As if I am not a good enough commander to helm the Lair. Oh, hell… do what you want. I am finished speaking to you about this. I am sick of the favoritism you show Scott, as if the rest of us do not matter.”

With that, he shoved away from the table, storming out of the hall, leaving the table sitting in awkward silence. Seated beside his father, Patrick stood up and put a hand on William’s shoulder.

“I will go and speak to him,” he said quietly. “I can calm him.”

William shook his head. “Let him go,” he said. “We have had this conversation too many times. He is correct. He does not understand.”

Patrick was gazing down at his father. After a moment, he sighed heavily. “Nor do I, Papa,” he said. “There is no reason why he should not have command of the Lair. He is more capable than any of us when it comes to command.”

William looked up at his son with pain in his eye. “And I have not given Troy all of my confidence?”

Patrick shook his head. “Not when it comes to that.”

He moved away from the table, following Troy’s path from the hall. As William watched his biggest son head out, James, too, stood up and followed Patrick. Both of them heading out to comfort Troy. William turned to look at Paris, across the table from him.

“Well?” he asked. “Do you think that, too?”

Paris was William’s oldest and dearest friend. They had seen so much in life together, the bonds of which were stronger than blood. Paris was careful in his reply, knowing that whatever he said, William would take to heart.

“I think you spend so much time praying for Scott’s return that you neglect the sons that have not left you,” he said quietly. “I have told you this, William. Scott has made his choice; he has chosen to leave and begin his life again elsewhere. Although I do not blame you for hoping he will return someday, you must not let yourself be consumed by it. It is Scott’s ghost that stands between you and Troy and the rest of your sons, and you are very clear about that. It is painful for Troy to accept.”

William didn’t want to hear the truth but, in hindsight, he knew Paris was correct. He spent a good deal of time anticipating Scott’s return, his prodigal son, and that included having a temporary commander at Wolfe’s Lair. Kieran was his second in command at Castle Questing but ever since Scott’s departure, Kieran had been in command of Wolfe’s Lair. Kieran was there because William couldn’t bear to give the command to another because, in his mind, that would be admitting that Scott was never to return. Therefore, there was truth to what Paris and Patrick and Troy had said – William was holding the Lair for Scott’s return. Perhaps it was time for him to accept that Scott wasn’t coming back.

But he couldn’t give up on a father’s hope.

“Let us get past the settlement of Monteviot and then I will reconsider the situation with the Lair,” William said reluctantly. “The truth is that I do want Troy here because he is the best man for the job, especially if Clan Kerr is unhappy with the fact that we are now in possession of this property. Troy has a relationship with the clan in that they know him and he knows them; if anyone can negotiate a truce, it is Troy.”

Paris lifted his eyebrows at him. “Then mayhap you should tell him that, William. Let the man know you appreciate him.”

William nodded faintly, feeling very badly that his own turmoil with Scott’s grief was clouding his relationship with Troy. “Of course I appreciate him,” he said quietly. “I draw my strength from him. Had he left as well, I am not sure I could have dealt with the pain.”

Paris looked to his right, seeing his own sons sitting there. They weren’t paying attention to the conversation with the older knight, or even Troy’s outburst. Hector and Apollo were in conversation with Kevin and Tobias, sitting across the table from them. They were laughing about something, as they often did. Further down the table were Kieran and Michael, old knights and the best of friends, lost to their own conversation while Case and Corbin, Michael’s two younger sons, were arm wrestling at the end of the table while some of the soldiers took bets.

Paris loved moments like this. He found such satisfaction in seeing his friends with sons of their own, all strong and intelligent young men, the future generation. There was a great deal of pride there. There were other sons, of course – Alec Hage had remained at Berwick with Adonis, Paris’ youngest son, while Patrick and Kevin heeded the call to battle. William had two younger sons, Thomas and Edward, and Kieran had his youngest son, Nathaniel, who was fostering at Northwood and hadn’t come on the battle march. So many young men, all of them ready and willing to continue the fight of their forefathers.

But there was one missing and it was a hole that all of them felt.

Paris understood William’s lament over Scott. Paris lamented the man’s loss, too, but he knew as William did that all men grieve in their own way. They could only hope that Scott would come to his senses at some point and return to the fold. Even with all of the young men, arm wrestling or laughing or eating, it was clear that someone was missing.

And Paris knew that no one felt that loss more than Troy.

Before he could reply to William, however, there was shouting down at the end of the table. Evidently bored with the arm wrestling, Case and Corbin had confiscated the mandolin from the soldier who had been wandering around, singing songs. Case managed to acquire the instrument but Apollo saw it and made a grab for it, yanking it from Case’s grip. When Case tried to take it back, the older and bigger knight shoved him back by the chest.

“Easy, lad,” Apollo said. He was very much like his father, suave and rather full of himself. With his bright red hair and stunning blue eyes, he was quite handsome. He was also an excellent performer. He began to strum the mandolin for all to hear. “Let me give the men some decent entertainment, de Bocage.”

Case was outraged. “I can entertain better than you!”

Apollo grinned slyly. “You cannot carry a tune,” he said. “Let me show you how it is done.”

As Case scowled, grossly offended, Apollo played a few chords and began to sing.

There once was a lady fair;

With silver bells in her hair.

I knew her to have,

A luscious kiss… it drove me mad!

But she denied me… and I was so terribly sad.

He was singing quite dramatically and, at this point, the soldiers around them were listening and cheering him on. They all knew the song and when the chorus came around, they all began to sing at the top of their lungs.

Lily, my girl,

Your flower, I will unfurl

With my cock and a bit of good luck!

Your kiss divine;

I’ll make you mine,

And keep you a-bed for a fuck!

It was a bawdy song, one that had the half-drunk men laughing and cheering. When Apollo started the second verse, which was as lewd as the first, half the room was singing along with him. Paris grinned at his son, who reminded him so much of himself. Apollo was never shy about anything and the men loved him for it.

As Paris turned around to collect his cup, he caught William’s expression. The man was staring into the dregs of his cup as if his mind were a thousand miles away and Paris’ good mood faded. It was hard to show joy when William was so worried about Scott and Troy. It was a terrible burden for a father. It was true that Paris had lost two daughters when Scott and Troy lost their wives, but somehow with their deaths, he was able to reconcile them. They were with God and they were at peace. But with William… one son was lost and the other in turmoil.

There was no peace for his sons.

“Go talk to him, William,” Paris said softly. “Atty and James can only comfort him so far. He needs to hear from you.”

William glanced up at him. “And tell him what?”

“Tell him that once things are settled here, you will be giving him command of the Lair. It is time.”

William gazed at Paris for a moment before simply nodding his head. But there was huge and heavy sorrow in that gesture, something that stabbed at Paris’ heart. There was such finality to it. Without another word, William set his cup aside and stood up, leaving the table and heading from the hall to find his sons. Paris watched him go, his gaze inevitably falling on Audric, who was still sitting at the end of the table, shoving food into his mouth.

But as Paris looked at the priest, his eyes narrowed. It occurred to him that the priest had heard everything that was said, including the discord between William and his sons. When Audric happened to look up from his food and make eye contact with Paris, the older knight took on a menacing expression.

“You heard none of that conversation,” he hissed. “Do you understand me?”

Audric quickly took on a look of both surprise and fear. “Hear what, m’lord?” he asked. “I heard nothin’.”

Paris scooted down the bench, grabbing the priest by the shoulder. It was a biting grip. “And that is the story you will adhere to,” he rumbled. “If I hear that you have been spreading rumors about unrest in the House of de Wolfe, I will cut out your tongue.”

Audric was trying not to cower. “I told ye, I dinna hear anythin’.”

Paris’ eyes narrowed dramatically. “Swear it?”

“I do.”

Paris released the man but he didn’t take his eyes off him. Audric spent the rest of the evening being glared at in a fashion that made him want to run from the hall screaming. It was only pure hunger that made him remain and finish his meal but, after that, he was fairly certain he would brave the dark night simply to make it home to avoid the big knight’s poison stare.

Truth be told, he’d lied. He had, indeed, heard the entire conversation and that told him a great deal about what was happening in the House of de Wolfe, the exact information he’d been hoping to glean. It may be risking his life to repeat it, but his superiors would hear about it.

A weakened House of de Wolfe might very well mean strength for the clan who wanted their property back.
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Out in the darkened baily of Monteviot, William could see his sons lingering near the main gate.

They weren’t hard to miss; three of the biggest men in the whole of England, and probably Scotland, too. Troy with his impossibly broad shoulders, Patrick with his sheer height and breadth, and James for his soaring height as well. It wasn’t as if William was a short man; he was a few inches over six feet, but his sons had either met that height or, in the cases of Patrick and James, had exceeded it. His boys had never been difficult to pick out in a crowd.

His sons. Men he loved deeply, each for their own special gifts. William felt so guilty that he’d let his longing for Scott overshadow his relationship with them, mostly Troy. Paris had been right; they’d all been right. William knew that but he didn’t know how to overcome it. For the sake of his relationship with his remaining sons, however, he knew that he had to.

As William approached the group, James caught sight of him. Tall, blond, gentle James. Held up a hand to his father in greeting but in the same movement, told his brothers that their father was on the approach because they all turned to look at him. William smiled weakly as he came into the group.

“I came to tell you that Adonis has the men worked up into a frenzy with his songs,” he said to break the ice. “James, he will need you. No one can sing like you can.”

James grinned at his father. “It does not work well when I sing with Apollo,” he said. “He tries to shout over me and eventually we come to blows.”

William began to laugh. “Not always,” he said. “I have heard the two of you do excellent duets.”

James swished a hand at him, a dismissive gesture. “Only when he feels like sharing the attention,” he said. “More often than not, Apollo wants to have all of the attention. I will not fight him for it.”

It was very true. William had to concede the point. “He is too much like his father,” he said. “You know how your Uncle Paris can be. If all eyes are not upon him, then he is not happy.”

“Then it must have made for an interesting experience working side by side with him since you were both young,” Patrick said. “It is a wonder you did not beat him to a bloody pulp at times.”

William lifted his eyebrows. “Who is to say that I did not?” he said. Then, he shrugged his big shoulders. “But beneath all of that pomp and bluster, Paris is the best man I know. He would do anything for those he loves and he is wise beyond measure. Do not tell him I said that.”

The men shook their head. “Never,” Patrick said. Then, he sobered, glancing at his brothers as he spoke. “Talk of Uncle Paris aside, Papa, we were just discussing our departure from Monteviot. I will be returning to Berwick on the morrow and James must return to Wark. Have you decided what you are going to do about the staffing at Monteviot?”

William nodded, looking straight at Troy. “There is no one I would trust more than Troy to man the tower at the moment,” he said. “Troy, the reason I asked you to remain here for a time is not to punish you, lad. It is because I do not believe there is anyone more capable. You know this area and you know the Kerr. If anyone can keep peace here, it is you.”

Troy was looking at his father with a rather guarded gaze. He sighed heavily. “If that is your wish, I will remain. But what about Kale?”

William cocked his head thoughtfully. “Your knights are in charge of Kale at the moment,” he said. “Brodie de Reyne and Cassius de Shera have the command and I am sure they are doing an excellent job. They will be able to manage things until you return.”

Troy had calmed after his outburst in the hall, feeling guilty that he’d yelled at his father but still feeling snubbed in the face of his brother’s absence. Still, he knew his father was only doing as he felt best. Troy knew his father didn’t think him incapable of commanding the Lair; it was simply that he held out hope Scott would return. Aye, Troy understood that even though it didn’t make the situation any more bearable. He still felt overlooked and underappreciated.

“If we are to have trouble with the Kerr at Monteviot, then I want Brodie and Cassius here with me,” he said. “Send Apollo or Tobias to command Kale until we are sure the Kerr will not try to dig us out.”

William nodded, thinking on the shifting of knights to keep his holdings protected. “If that is your wish, then send for them,” he said. “I will go speak with Tobias right now. I am not sure Patrick wants to part with Apollo.”

Patrick, brought into the conversation, lifted his big shoulders. “I would prefer not to because we must remember that if the Kerr are unsettled, it may spread on the border. We may all end up defending our posts against angry clans.”

William mulled over that thought. “It is a distinct possibility. Therefore, pulling Tobias from Northwood may be a smarter move. Uncle Paris has many knights who serve him there, so pulling one knight out of the group will not diminish his strength.”

“Agreed,” said Patrick.

William looked to James at that point. “And you?” he asked. “If the clans go to war along the border because of this, you are prepared to defend your post, are you not?”

James nodded. “I mostly deal with the Gordon and I have an excellent relationship with them,” he said. “I do not expect any trouble, not even if the Kerr go to war.”

Troy shook his head. “You are so amiable, no one would go to battle against you,” he said. “You’ve charmed the Gordon to the point that they look at you as a brother. In fact, if the Kerr went to war against de Wolfe, I am certain the Gordon would protect you. We should all learn a lesson in diplomacy from you, James.”

James smiled at his brother, reaching out to grasp the man affectionately on the shoulder. “That is because a man can gain his wants better with honey than with a blade,” he said. “I am not fond of confrontation, as you well know. Sometimes you must give a little in order to receive, and as the new commander of Monteviot, you would do well to remember that.”

Troy frowned. “There is nothing I can give other than my sword to a Scot’s belly,” he said. “But something just occurred to me.”

“What?” James asked.”

Troy looked around the bailey, torn up by the battle. “Rule Water Castle is called Wolfe’s Lair, Kale Water Castle is called Wolfe’s Den, Wark Castle is called Wolfe’s Eye, and Atty’s castle at Berwick is called Wolfe’s Teeth. I wonder what name the Scots will give to Monteviot now that it belongs to the House of de Wolfe?”

William simply shook his head, a smile playing on his lips, as James answered. “Remember when our brother, Thomas, spoke of naming his future command the Wolfe’s Arse?” he asked. “Mayhap this is the one. It is in the arse-end of Scotland, after all. Mayhap it is Monteviot who will shite upon the enemy as the Wolfe’s Arse.”

The four of them chuckled, but it was William who spoke. “Nay,” he said. “This place is not the hindquarters of a beast. In fact, it will cement us deep into this border land, creating a trio of castles that will ward off any Scots’ incursion. If it must be known as something, I’d prefer to call it the Wolfe’s Shield. The last line of defense between England and the Scots.”

It was appropriate. Monteviot Tower became Wolfe’s Shield and as Troy looked around, he wasn’t so opposed to remaining. It would be a volatile place until things settled down, and he was a knight. He needed to be where the action was. More and more, he was becoming resigned to his father stationing him there. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad, after all.

“The Shield it is,” he said quietly. “Papa, if you wish to discuss the organization of the outpost, then I am ready. I am assuming most everyone will be leaving, along with Atty, on the morrow?”

William nodded. “There is no longer any reason for the armies to remain and they are anxious to return, I am sure,” he said. “However, you mentioned leaving two hundred men from Kale here and asked me to leave one hundred from Questing. I will be happy to do that. And you will call forth de Reyne and de Shera from Kale to come to Monteviot?”

“I shall.”

“Then we can do no more. It will be crowded here, however. Do you have enough supplies?”

Troy shrugged. “I can take all you can send me. I shall have Brodie and Cassius bring provisions with them, but anything you can send me from Questing would be a blessing. You can also send me those men you promised to repair the tower. I would like to repair it as soon as possible.”

It seemed there wasn’t much more to say about the fortification of Monteviot, so James and Patrick excused themselves, returning to the hall so that William and Troy could iron out the smaller details. It was also a chance for them to mend any hurt feelings from their earlier tussle. Once James and Patrick were out of earshot, William spoke to Troy.

“When Monteviot is settled, I will send Edward here,” he said, speaking of his twenty-two-year-old son, his third youngest child in fact, who served at Wolfe’s Lair along with Kieran. When Kieran brought the army to Monteviot, he’d left Edward in command of the mighty Lair. “Edward has learned a great deal serving with Kieran and I believe he will be ready for command.”

Troy agreed; Edward was level-headed and steady, like the rest of them, in spite of his youth. “It will be a good first command for him,” he said. “I have every confidence that he will do well here.”

William nodded; he was looking at his feet as if considering other issues, other things. “When Edward comes to Monteviot, I will pull Kieran out of Wolfe’s Lair,” he said after a moment. “I find that I need him with me at Questing. I am getting old, Troy. I do not wish to bear the burden of my empire alone and Kieran is a great help to me.”

Troy looked at him. “That will leave the Lair without a commander.”

William shook his head, lifting it to look at him. “It will not,” he said softly. “I will put you in command of it.”

Troy stared at him a moment; there was disbelief and wariness in his eyes. “What about Scott?” he asked. “We just had this discussion. You said that it is Scott’s command.”

William’s features washed with sadness. “You are correct,” he said. “He has been gone these two years. Mayhap, he is never coming back. I should not wait for him so. He has made his choice but I suppose I simply do not wish to acknowledge it and removing him as commander of the Lair… in doing so, I am admitting my son is never coming home. That is the same as him being dead, Troy. I do not wish for your brother to be dead.”

Troy felt his father’s agony like a stab to the gut. Now, he felt so terribly guilty for being angry about what he perceived as a slight against him. Deep down, he supposed he always knew that his father loved him as equally as his brother, but the past two years had seen tumult for them all. They had all lived through so much emotion, making it difficult to remain steady over such matters. He sighed heavily.

“I am sorry I became angry with you, Papa,” he said. “I do not want Scott to be dead, either. He is my brother, the person I know best in this world. When he left, I lost a part of me. I had lost my wife; I did not need to lose my brother, too.”

William put a hand on his arm. “I know,” he murmured. “It has been so very hard on you. Scott ran to escape and you remained to take the brunt of it. I cannot tell you how much I admire your strength in all things, Troy. You are stronger than I could ever be in such matters.”

Troy looked at his father, the man he loved most. He had been the most patient, loving, and gracious father a man could have ever hoped for and Troy considered himself extremely blessed. His anger towards William dissolved away until all that was left were the remnants of guilt for having become so angry in the first place.

“I am not strong,” he said. “I simply did what needed to be done. Running from grief does not make it go away.”

William shook his head. “It does not, but it was easier for Scott to do what he did. You must not judge him for it. We all do what we need in order to survive, and he did what he needed to do. I still believe he will return. I cannot stomach the alternative.”

Troy wasn’t going to contradict him. Whether or not he believed that his brother would return someday was inconsequential; it was what his father believed that mattered. He wouldn’t destroy the man’s hope. He put his arm around his father’s neck and pulled him close.

“For your sake, I hope he does,” he whispered, giving him a hug. “And forgive me for being angry about it, but I am angry with him for leaving. I have been ever since that terrible day, but that is my cross to bear.”

William understood. He cupped his son’s face and kissed his cheek before releasing him. “Then I pray you find peace with it someday,” he said. “Scott did not leave because he did not love you, Troy. His leaving had nothing to do with you.”

They hadn’t spoken so openly and calmly about the subject in a very long time and Troy simply shrugged. “He left me behind to bear this burden of grief alone,” he said. “Mayhap, he did not think on it that way, but that was the end result. He left me alone.”

William suspected that was what Troy felt. When a twin departed, leaving the other twin, it was literally as if the man had lost half of himself. It had always been Scott and Troy, since birth, the two of them always together as if they were shadows of one another. The loss of one’s shadow was a difficult thing to reconcile. He patted his son on the cheek.

“You are not alone, lad,” he assured him. “You are never alone. You have me and Atty and James and Edward and Thomas. You even have your mother. How you think you could be alone with that brood, I will never know.”

There was a gleam of mirth in his eye as he spoke and Troy smiled weakly. “It does become crowded at times,” he admitted.

William moved softly and took him by the arm, pulling him back towards the hall. “That is true, but I would not have it any other way,” he said. “Now, come inside and finish your meal. Enjoy this night before everyone leaves and you really are alone. You deserve this night, Troy. It belongs to you.”

Troy let his father drag him back into the hall without much resistance. Truth be told, he was looking forward to more of that bitter wine and, perhaps, losing himself in a few hours of much-needed sleep. But for tonight, Monteviot was secure and, for a few brief and blissful hours, Troy would find peace. Peace was essential because one never knew what the morrow would bring.

That rang doubly true at Monteviot Tower, in the heart of enemy territory.
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CHAPTER FOUR


It was a cold, blustery dawn when they set out from Sibbald’s Hold, heading southwest to the isolated outpost known as Monteviot.

Autumn was descending with full force, for the cold winds were blowing and the leaves on the trees were scattering. Soon, the weather would give way to the snows of winter that would cover the mountains and vales through March. Winters could be long this far north, and even as the party from Sibbald’s rode south, following the rocky vale that would lead them to the border lands where they would head due east to Monteviot, they could see that the farmers were already up and tending to their fields and herds.

They, too, felt the change in seasons and it was imperative to make preparations for the coming winter. Late crops of barley and oats were in the fields, the majority of the fields having been harvested in August. But there would be a late harvest on some of them, as late as November or early December, or before the snow came in earnest.

Keith may have had a small fortress on the moors, but he was smart about what that fortress produced to keep them fed. A small village was established around Sibbald’s and there were also many farms in the surrounding area that Keith supported. He would pay for seed and the farmers would grow the crops, giving Keith about three-quarters of the yield. There were also farmers who raised the shaggy cows so prevalent to the area for meat and milk, and more sheep herders than they could count. The Lowlands of Scotland were rich, agriculturally, and Keith benefitted from that. It had made him rather wealthy, or at least wealthy enough to sustain what he had.

Fortunately, Rhoswyn had followed in her father’s footsteps with her financial savvy. She understood what it took to keep men fed and she was often in on business decisions but, beyond that, she knew nothing more about running a house or hold. Sibbald’s had a host of female servants that knew how to run a fortress, from stuffing mattresses to washing clothing to cooking sides of sheep. Rhoswyn had never bothered with such things. Her focus had been on the things her father had taught her.

Things regarding men and war. Even now, she was thinking ahead to the confrontation with de Wolfe. Astride her big black beast of a horse, Rhoswyn wore what she usually wore to battle, and she had seen a few. This felt like a battle. She had seen skirmishes with her father; not many, but enough that she had fought against men and she had killed against them, too. It had never been easy for her to kill, but there had been times when it had been necessary. She certainly wasn’t afraid to lift a dagger.

While her kinsmen wore the long tunics and braies, heavy cloaks against the cold wind, Rhoswyn wore leather hose because they were warmer and softer than the woolen braies. They also provided some protection against a sharp blade. Over that, she wore a heavy tunic of yellow – the fighting tunic, the men called it – dyed with expensive saffron her father had purchased. Still, over that, she wore a padded tunic and then a mail coat that her father, long ago, had stolen off of a dead Sassenach soldier during one of the battles at the border.

Along with that mail coat came a beautiful weapon and a helm, all of which now belonged to Rhoswyn. The helm had a metal strip down the center of it to protect her nose and, with her hair braided and shoved up into the helm, it was difficult to see that she was a woman. In fact, no one would know unless they heard her speak or got a close look at her. Considering she was about to challenge de Wolfe’s best warrior, she didn’t want them to know a woman was part of the challenge until it was too late.

Until their honor was at stake.

And she was eager for that moment. Rhoswyn could see her father riding at the head of the group, astride a horse that was starting to grow its winter coat. She knew he was uncomfortable, venturing out of Sibbald’s as he was, because Keith usually stayed to himself unless forced to ride out. Their clan had a few run-ins with a smaller branch of Clan Elliot over the years, and Keith had risen to the call, but he didn’t like to do it. He liked to stay to Sibbald, drinking his wine or playing games with his men. In spite of Keith’s temper, and it could be fierce, he really did prefer to live in peace. That meant the trip to Monteviot was a duty, not a want.

Rhoswyn understood that.

Looking around, she could see her father’s men riding with them. There were about fifty of them, men who had been with Keith or with Keith’s father. Some of them were quite old, but they were fearsome and trusted. They remembered the old days when the Kerr was in nearly every battle on this section of the border, and there were some who liked to relive those days. She could feel their determination, their hatred against the Sassenach invasion. Because of it, Rhoswyn was glad she had convinced her father to confront de Wolfe. Otherwise, he could have very well lost the respect of his men.

To a Scotsman, that would have been a fate worse than death.

In silence, they rode as the horizon in the east turned shades of pink and purple, brightening gradually to reveal a sky with darkened clouds off towards the north. A storm was approaching but it didn’t deter their path. They would continue on to Monteviot which, at this pace, they would see in a couple of hours.

The anticipation was building.

There was a creek in the center of the vale they were traveling in, with muddied ground and thick, green grass that the horses slogged through. The hills were gentle but rather tall; still, they could be crossed with some effort. It wasn’t difficult. The morning progressed and the party from Sibbald passed over a series of hills and into another vale. This vale, however, dumped out into the south end of the valley that contained Monteviot and they weren’t halfway across the vale when they began to smell smoke.

But not just any smoke; it was putrid and ghastly, hanging heavily on the land. The grass and the hills were full of it. Rhoswyn spurred her horse up next to her father.

“What is that terrible smell?” she asked, pinching her nose.

Keith’s expression didn’t register the trepidation he was now feeling. “That’s the smell of burned flesh,” he said quietly. “They must have burned the bodies of the dead.”

Rhoswyn looked at her father in horror. “Ye know this for certain?”

Keith nodded slowly; there wasn’t a doubt on his face. As Rhoswyn tried to reconcile herself to the smell of burning bodies and the horror it provoked, her uncle and cousins rode forward to join in the conversation.

“Och,” Fergus growled. “I dunna like this already. If they’re burnin’ men, then they could do anything. Mayhap we’d better think about this for a moment, Keith. We dunna want tae go chargin’ in if the Sassenach are burnin’ men.”

Keith reined his horse to a halt, turning to look at his brother. Fergus didn’t like any manner of confrontation, a trait that some men would call cowardly. But the truth was that Fergus simply didn’t have the fire in him that most Scotsmen did. Therefore, a comment like that was to be expected from him. It was his fear of conflict talking.

“Then what are ye thinkin’ of, Fergus?” he asked his brother. “I’ll not go back. Ye know I willna.”

Fergus shook his head, shaggy and red. “Nay; not go back,” he said. “But were ye proposin’ that we simply ride intae their midst?”

“Do ye have a better idea?”

Fergus nodded. “I do,” he said, turning to point at the men behind them who had now come to a halt. “Dunna show him yer numbers. Ye take Rhoswyn with ye since she’s determined tae fight, but leave the rest of us on the hill. Let them look tae the hill, see yer men, and wonder if there are a thousand more they canna see.”

It was actually good advice. Keith hadn’t thought much of showing all of the men he had to the English; he was simply going to confront them and issue the challenge. Perhaps not the most cunning tactic, but an honest one. But now that they were smelling burned man-flesh, he was rethinking his approach. Fergus was right; if they were burning men, then perhaps they wouldn’t think twice about burning him and his men. And his daughter. He’d never heard of brutal de Wolfe tactics but there was always a first time.

Perhaps it was better to be cautious.

“As ye say,” he said after a moment. “Take the men with ye. Rhosie and I will see tae the English.”

“And issue the challenge?”

“That’s why we’ve come.”

Fergus gazed at him a moment. “Are ye sure that’s what ye want tae do?” he asked quietly. “I never agreed with this plan from the start, Keith. Rhosie is an excellent warrior, but…”

“She’s the best.”

“She is, but she’s a woman. In combat with an English knight? She’ll be lucky if she survives.”

“She’ll survive. Dunna doubt her.”

Fergus sighed heavily. “But if this plan doesna work, ye’ll be sacrificin’ yer daughter.”

Fergus’ cautious attitude was starting to wear on Keith; he didn’t have time for it. “And if I do nothin’ at all, I’ll be sacrificin’ me honor,” he hissed. “We discussed this last night. I have no army I can turn tae, at least not one that will answer the call against de Wolfe. What we do, we must depend on ourselves for it, and if we can convince de Wolfe tae pledge one knight in a battle where the victor sets the terms, then I have tae do it.”

“Ye feel so strongly about it?”

“I do.”

There was nothing more Fergus could say. When he’d first heard of the plan last night, he’d tried to talk his brother out of such a thing but Keith wouldn’t be swayed, convinced that Rhoswyn’s plan of wagering the entire outcome of Monteviot on one challenge was the chance they needed to take. That his brother would take the advice of his daughter over anyone else was something that greatly disturbed Fergus, but he couldn’t fight against it. His attitude was one of extreme caution, whereas Keith didn’t share that same perspective. They’d never seen eye to eye on conflict or confrontation. But Fergus could have never imagined that his brother saw a greater hope in Rhoswyn’s victory, the hope of a marriage and alliance with de Wolfe. Perhaps if Fergus had known, then he might have understood Keith’s resolve.

But he wouldn’t have agreed with him.

Still, the fact remained that he knew nothing. No one did. They all thought Keith had gone mad, but it could not be helped. So Fergus simply shook his head and turned away, motioning for the men to follow him to the crest of the hill that overlooked Monteviot. He thought his brother was a bleeding idiot, but that could not be helped.

Keith was determined.

As Fergus and the men began to trudge up the rocky hill overlooking the vale of Monteviot, Keith watched his brother for a moment before turning to his daughter astride her big, black horse. She looked like a warrior, in fact; long-legged, wearing mail that concealed her womanly figure, she did, indeed, look like a warrior and, for a moment, Keith saw the son he’d always wanted.

It was just the flash of a vision, one that quickly faded. Then he felt guilty for it. But, no… he thought. It was his daughter he was preparing to pit against an English knight of de Wolfe’s choosing, or so he hoped. If de Wolfe wouldn’t let the outcome of Monteviot be decided in one-on-one combat, then there was nothing more Keith could do but leave his outpost in the hands of the English and his daughter would remain unmarried. There was no other alternative, so it was a moment like this that tested a man’s true bravery.

Or… a woman’s.
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“Troy!” Patrick hissed. “Scots approaching!”

The entire bailey was full of men preparing to depart, men spilling out of the gates and into the area outside of the walls as five separate armies were organizing to return home. The army from Berwick was spilling into the clearing outside of the gates and it was from the outside that Patrick had just come, running to find his brother, who was near the burned-out tower with his father and a few other men. But those hissed words from Patrick brought all conversation to a standstill.

“Scots?” Troy repeated; he was a little hungover from all of the wine he’d had the night before, now struggling to overcome both a headache and a muddled mind. “Damnation, then get your army back inside and close the gates!”

Patrick nodded his head. “I have already given the command,” he said. “Most of them are outside the gates, including the wagons, so we are moving as fast as we can. Fortunately, there are only two Scots that I can see.”

Troy abruptly turned for the gates. “You know as well as I do that it is the ones you cannot see that you must worry about.”

“Which is why I am moving them back inside.”

Patrick took off after his brother then, as did William, Paris, Kieran, Michael, and a very hungover Apollo. All of them moving swiftly for the gates where the Berwick men were starting to shuffle around nervously, trying to move back into the bailey of Monteviot. The knights pushed through the ranks to get a clear line of sight on the incoming Scots.

A day that had started off relatively quiet was quickly becoming wrought with apprehension as two Scots were sighted. The knights stood in front of the crowd of soldiers at the gate, watching the approach of the Scots. But not everyone was looking at the pair; William, too, felt that there were probably more than just the two Scots, so he sent men to the walls to watch for more clansmen. Perhaps this was a ruse, perhaps not, but the closer the pair approached, the more nervous the English became.

Enemies in an enemy land.

As activity went on behind him with his father and the other knights moving men about, Troy watched the pair come closer and it occurred to him that he wasn’t wearing most of his protection. He hadn’t put it on yet because he’d spent the morning with his father in the hall and then assessing the burned-out tower. He wasn’t expecting to go into combat. But it further occurred to him that his father wasn’t wearing any protection, either. William was planning on departing later that morning for the five-hour trip back to Questing and, like Troy, simply hadn’t fully dressed. Troy turned to his father, standing a few feet away and watching the men populate on the walls.

“Papa, mayhap you should return to the hall and put on your protection,” he said quietly. “If the Scots are planning an attack, I do not want you to be caught out here without any protection.”

William looked at him. “The same could be said for you,” he said. “You are as vulnerable as I.”

“Aye, but the difference is that my name is not William de Wolfe,” Troy pointed out. “We have discussed this time and time again. You would make a national hero out of the Scot who managed to kill you, not to mention the fact that Mother would murder me with her bare hands if I allowed anything to happen to you.” He turned slightly, putting a hand on his father and trying to force him back into the fortress. “Please, Papa, go back inside.”

William’s attention had turned from the wall to the Scots, who were now quite close. “You shame me, lad,” he muttered. “Do not act as if I cannot take care of myself.”

“That is not my intent. I simply do not want you to get hurt.”

William didn’t say another word. He knew that, but he was tired of his sons trying to protect him all of the time as if he were an old man who needed protecting. It was bad enough on the day they’d burned out Monteviot’s tower, and now they sought to protect him from a pair of Scots riders. He loved his sons, but they acted like old women sometimes.

As Troy watched, his father stepped forward, away from him, and held out a hand to the Scots who were, by now, about fifteen feet away. One was dressed like a soldier while the other one was simply clad in woolens and braies.

“Stop,” William said forcefully. “Announce yourselves.”

The man in the woolens and braies answered. “I will be askin’ ye the same thing, Sassenach,” he said. “Ye’re in me land. What are ye doin’ here?”

William studied the man; he had an excellent memory and it seemed to him as if he’d seen the man before. With the light of the rising sun coming over the hills, he had a fairly good view of the man with the thick auburn hair and bushy red beard. Ye’re in me land. It suddenly occurred to William where he’d seen the man before.

“You are Keith Kerr,” he finally said.

Spurred by the fact that the English knight recognized him, Keith peered closer, his features lined with confusion. But only momentarily; realization dawned. It was the eye patch that gave it away. Everyone knew there was only one English warrior on the border with an eye patch like that.

“De Wolfe,” he finally hissed. “I’d heard tale it was ye who confiscated Monteviot but I had tae see it with me own eyes.”

In his periphery, William could see that Troy was now standing beside him but he didn’t look at his son. He was focused on the elusive Red Keith Kerr. In truth, he wasn’t entirely surprised to see the man. They were on his lands, after all, and he’d dutifully come to see why the English had landed. He wondered if Keith would be surprised, in turn, to hear the truth.

“Then word traveled to you quickly,” William said. “We have only been here a few days.”

Keith’s gaze lingered on William before moving to Troy. Then, he looked at all of the Englishmen behind him, knights of the highest caliber, and more English soldiers than Keith had seen in a very long time, all cramming back into the bailey of Monteviot. It occurred to him that he’d been right; there was no way he could have summoned enough men to take back Monteviot, not even had he sent to his cousin. He hadn’t expected a force of this size. He gestured to the hundreds of men behind William.

“Why did ye bring so many men?” he asked. “Did ye expect so much resistance from a small outpost?”

William turned to look at all of the men behind him before answering. “I had to clear out the reivers who had been using Monteviot as a base to launch raids into my lands,” he said frankly. “Surely this is no surprise to you. You had to know that Monteviot was infested by reivers.”

Keith was feeling defensive as William pointed out something he already knew, very well. There was a message in his mild rebuke – you have failed to police your own lands and now I must do it for you!

“What men do on me lands is me own business,” Keith said. “And who says they were reivers?”

William could feel a stab of impatience; so the man was going to deny such a thing? “Because they have been raiding my lands and my men followed them back to Monteviot,” he said. “It is true that whatever happens on your land is your own business, but when the men from Monteviot ride into my lands and steal from my people, it becomes my business. Two weeks ago, they rode deep into England and burned a small village, killing a priest and burning out a church. You know as well as I do that I could not remain idle after that. Since you were allowing outlaws to live on your lands and did not do anything about it, I had to.”

Keith knew that all of this was true – every last word of it. But the way de Wolfe put it, it made it sound like Keith was a weakling and a fool, incapable of monitoring his own lands. While it was true he didn’t have enough men to supervise his lands, he was far from being a weakling. If nothing else, he was an opportunist, and what he saw before him with de Wolfe was an opportunity like none other. De Wolfe had come and now Keith wanted something. He dismounted his horse, taking several steps in William’s direction.

“So ye’ve appointed yerself judge and jury for not only yer lands, but mine,” he said. “I dunna fault ye for protectin’ yer people, but now ye’re in my lands. What do ye intend tae do with Monteviot now that ye’ve purged her of the men ye call outlaws?”

Oddly enough, it almost sounded like a civil question, as if Keith was genuinely curious and not simply outraged that the English had come. William hoped that meant they could keep the rest of the conversation polite, but considering what he was about to say, he doubted it.

“It belongs to me now,” he said. “I will not have it becoming a haven for reivers again.”

“I did not give ye permission tae stay.”

“That is of no consequence. Why did you let the outlaws settle here in the first place?”

The truth behind that was, of course, that Keith couldn’t have kept them out if he’d wanted to. But he wouldn’t admit it. Instead, he grinned, a most unnerving gesture.

“No one has proven tae me that they were reivers,” he said. “Bring forth these men so that I may see them.”

“I cannot.”

“Because they’re dead?”

“Most of them. Those that did not die in the siege ran off. I did not take them prisoner.”

Keith sniffed the air. “Did ye burn them, de Wolfe?”

William shook his head. “The tower burned, but what you smell is a funeral pyre. We had a priest come from Jedburgh to bless the dead.”

Keith’s eyebrows lifted; it was difficult to know if it was a condescending expression or one of respect. “A pious Sassenach, are ye?”

William took it as a condescending one. His impatience was growing. “Is that why you came here today?” he asked. “To find out if I am pious? Somehow, I do not think that is why you are here. State your business, Kerr. I have work to do.”

Keith’s smile faded. So much for pleasantries with de Wolfe; the time had come for the purpose behind his visit and there was no use in stalling. Looking over his shoulder, Keith caught sight of the hill to the south, seeing the small figures of his brother and nephews and the majority of his men on the crest. It made the hill look rather crowded, which would work to his advantage. He pointed.

“See me men up there?” he asked before turning to face William. “That is only a small portion of them. There are a thousand of us behind that hill, waiting tae charge Monteviot, but I dunna believe ye want another battle so soon after havin’ suffered through one. Yer men are tired and some are even injured. I dunna think ye want another battle, not now.”

William and Troy could see the figures on the distant hill and, in truth, they had no reason to believe there weren’t a thousand Scots behind the hill just as Keith said. The Scots rarely made their numbers known, instead choosing to travel – and fight – in stealth. As William considered that possibility in silence, Troy began silently cursing himself because the gates were still open and half of Patrick’s army was standing outside of the walls. That made them very vulnerable should the Scots decide to come down from the hill and make a run at them.

But Troy didn’t give a hint of what he was thinking. In his estimation, Red Keith Kerr had the advantage already and he didn’t want to give the man any more ammunition. He had to get the army back in the fortress and the gates closed, or this could go badly for all of them. Now, it was his turn to take over the negotiations.

“What do you want, Kerr?” Troy asked in a tone that didn’t hint at what he was thinking. “Be plain.”

Keith’s attention turned to the big, dark knight standing next to William. He could see the resemblance.

“And yer name, knight?” he asked.

Troy didn’t hesitate. “I am Troy de Wolfe, commander of Kale Water Castle,” he said. “Even if you do not know my face, you should know my name.”

Keith’s eyebrows lifted. “Kale Water Castle,” he said, sounding surprised. “Ye’re in Kerr lands, laddie.”

“That may be, but it is a de Wolfe holding. And there is peace with the Kerr neighbors.”

Keith’s jaw ticked. Now, he realized that he not only had William in front of him, but William’s son as well. Two de Wolfes; two powerful Sassenach border lords. Kale Water Castle was in Ralph’s lands and it was Ralph who permitted the House of de Wolfe to maintain their castles there. Perhaps it was out of a greater fear of stirring a hornet’s nest to try and remove them but, in any case, de Wolfe was there to stay.

But Keith wasn’t so fearful. He could be quite courageous when he wanted to be, when something mattered. In truth, he didn’t have as much to lose as Ralph did. But in this case, he clearly had what de Wolfe wanted. Or, at least, what de Wolfe wanted to keep secure. It was here where he would make his final stand.

“Ye say there is peace, yet ye come tae take me property,” he said. “If ye want tae keep it, then ye’ll have tae fight for it.”

Troy suspected it would come to this but he, too, held his ground. “If you have come for a fight, then get on with it.”

Keith looked at Troy, at William, and at the host of men standing behind him, men who were in various stages of dress. Most had returned to the bailey, but the gates were still open and some were still standing there, watching and waiting. Some had mail and protection on, but some didn’t. It was clear they weren’t prepared for a battle and Keith used that to his advantage.

“Look at yer men,” he said, pointing. “And look at yerselves. Are ye ready for a fight? Or did I catch ye unaware?”

“We are ready for whatever you have in mind.”

It was a confident answer, one that Keith believed implicitly. But he wasn’t ready for what they thought he had in mind. He turned to look at his men on the crest behind them.

“If we can settle this without riskin’ our men, would ye be willing?”

That wasn’t an offer Troy had been expecting and he was momentarily confused. “What do you mean?” he asked.

Keith shrugged his shoulders, a casual gesture, as if he really wasn’t concerned about the English giving him a fight. “I dunna believe ye want tae risk yer men against me thousand,” he said. “Yer men have seen a big battle. I can see it in them; they’re weary and they want tae go home. I want them tae go home. But I have brought a thousand Scots who have come to push ye off me land, so I can fight ye if I have tae. But I have a solution that is much easier and much cleaner than a big battle for this worthless piece of rock.”

Troy wasn’t sure what that could be. In fact, that kind of proposition didn’t make much sense to him. He’d never heard of a Scotsman so willing to bargain peacefully rather than bring forth pikes and swords against the English. He looked at his father before answering.

“What solution?” he asked.

Keith took a step towards him, fixing him in the eye. “Me best warrior against yer best warrior,” he said. “Only two men fight, not thousands, and the winner shall name the terms of surrender.”

It was not an unheard of proposal, but Troy was frankly surprised. He looked at his father, who looked at him in return. Immediately, he could see that his father was inclined to agree with the proposal but Troy was still puzzled by it all. He glanced at Keith.

“Man against man?” he clarified.

Keith nodded shortly. “Warrior against warrior.”

“And the winner names the terms?”

“Aye.”

Troy cocked a dark eyebrow. “And when we name the terms, you swear to abide by them?”

The corners of Keith’s mouth twitched. “Aye,” he said. “As long as ye swear ye’ll abide by the terms I set should me warrior win.”

It seemed like a sound enough proposition. In fact, Troy was rather pleased by it; surely he could lick whatever warrior Kerr brought forth. In fact, this seemed like the easiest way out of this situation.

“A moment, please,” he said to Keith. “Let me discuss this before we proceed.”

Keith simply moved away, strolling back over to his horse and the other warrior, still mounted. Troy grasped his father by the arm and turned the man around, motioning to his brothers and the other knights in the same movement. The English came together in a big huddle as Keith stood back by his horses.

“He wants to pit his best warrior against our best warrior to decide the fate of Monteviot,” Troy explained quickly to the host of curious faces gazing back at him. “Whoever wins will dictate the terms of surrender. I must say, I was not expecting that.”

Neither were some of the others. At least, the younger knights weren’t. They were looking at each other with some surprise as the older knights discussed the situation.

“If he is sincere, then that is the perfect solution,” Paris whispered to William. “Pit Atty or Troy against his warrior. They can destroy anything on two legs.”

“Do not forget about Kevin,” Kieran pointed out. “Or even Tobias. We have many fine warriors here that could easily take on a Scotsman and win.”

William held up a hand before this turned into a debate on who was the greatest warrior among them. “There is no question on that,” he said. “And, truly, pitting one man against another will save many lives, quite possibly including my own sons. If this is what Keith truly wants, then I am inclined to agree. It would be much simpler and cleaner to have a one-on-one battle.”

Michael, standing next to Kieran, shook his head. “S-Something is not right about this,” he said in his deep, rumbling tone. The man rarely spoke because he had a stammer in his speech, but when he did speak, it was for a distinct purpose. “Why would he pledge s-such a thing if he has a thousand S-Scots waiting to fight us?”

William lifted his eyebrows. “That has occurred to me,” he admitted. “It is possible he does not have the numbers he says he has but, then again, it is like a Scots not to reveal his numbers. We cannot assume that he is not telling the truth and if we can get our armies home with no loss of life, I am willing to take that chance.”

It made sense and the group was of the same mindset. If they could avoid a battle, then they would. But questions lingered.

“But what if we l-lose?” Michael asked. “He names the terms and you l-lose Monteviot, William. What about that?”

William pondered that possibility. “If I lose Monteviot, then I will make it clear to Kerr that my eye will be on it. Any more reiver activity and I will not hesitate to purge it again.”

It was a reasonable statement. With nothing more to say and with the questions satisfactorily answered, the group of knights seemed to all agree that accepting Keith’s proposal was the thing to do. All except for one last question.

“Then who will f-fight his warrior?” Michael asked what they were all thinking.

William knew that the decision was up to him and it wasn’t one he took lightly. He looked at the faces around him; Paris and Apollo, looking at him both apprehensively and hopefully, in that order. Paris didn’t want to fight, Apollo did. Then there was Patrick and James, trying not to appear too willing to lift a sword. They wanted the honor. Kieran and Kevin came next, both of them looking as if they very much wanted to do battle against the Scots, before coming to Michael, Tobias, Case, and Corbin. Michael didn’t appear too eager, but his sons did.

And then there was Troy. Standing next to his father, he, too, was waiting for William’s word. William sighed heavily when he realized there was only one choice he could make.

“This is to be Troy’s outpost until we settle on a permanent commander,” he said reluctantly. “It is my sense that Troy should be the one to accept the challenge. He is the one who needs to earn Red Keith’s respect, after all.”

Troy was the only one pleased to hear his father’s decision. Everyone else was disappointed to varying degrees, but it was Patrick who spoke.

“That is a wise decision, Papa,” he said. “You are correct; if Troy is to know any peace, then he has to earn their respect. But know this; if he falls, I will step into the battle in his stead.”

“And I shall step in if Patrick falters,” James said firmly.

William held up his hand to stop the declarations of bravery. “That defeats the purpose of single combat,” he said. “While I am sure Troy appreciates your bravery, there will be no second and third warriors to take his place. Although I will not let him become terribly injured, should he be unable to continue, then the Kerr wins the fight. Is that understood?”

The thought of losing a fight to a Scots didn’t sit well with the English knights, but they reluctantly agreed. They understood the rules of engagement, but there wasn’t one man who wasn’t willing to step in and ignore those rules. William looked most pointedly at Patrick and James, who weren’t happy about complying, before looking to Kevin, who would be the one to charge off regardless of what he’d agreed to. William even pointed at him.

“Give me your oath, Kevin,” he said.

Kevin frowned unhappily until his father elbowed him in the ribs. Only then did he answer. “Very well,” he said. “You have it.”

William wasn’t sure if he believed the man, but he had the courtesy not to dispute him, at least not openly. With that matter settled more or less, there was still more on William’s mind. He looked to Troy.

“Go and don your protection,” he instructed. As his son turned and headed back into the enclosure of Monteviot, William looked to Patrick. “Get all of your army back into the gates and make sure the gates are secured. I expect Troy to be the victor in this and I would not be surprised if Keith went back on his word and launched his army at us. Make sure Monteviot is as prepared for an assault as it can be. Paris, you and Patrick will be in command for now. My focus will be on Troy until this combat is over.”

The group broke up and began to move swiftly, as William turned his attention back to Keith. The man was still standing near his horse and was seemingly interested in what was going on with the English. The knights were yelling commands, moving the men who lingered outside the gates back into the bailey. William approached him cautiously.

“We accept your challenge,” he said. “Your best warrior against my best warrior. Although I have many warriors that are excellent, I have selected my son, Troy. He will be in command of Monteviot for the near future so you should know what kind of man he is. He will fight your warrior and he will win.”

Keith couldn’t say that he was all that glad to hear it. Troy de Wolfe was an enormous man, and if William de Wolfe was selecting him to fight above all of the other magnificent knights he had at his disposal, then it meant that Troy was the best of the best. The thought of Rhoswyn going against such a beast of a man unsettled him greatly, but he couldn’t turn back now.

“Very well,” Keith said, confidence in his voice that he did not feel. “Bring him forth. Let us get on with it.”

William’s gaze lingered on him and Keith was afraid that the man might have heard his hesitation. But Keith kept his expression neutral and William finally turned away, heading for the gates where everyone was cramming back into the fortress. When he was out of earshot, Keith turned to Rhoswyn.

“Did ye hear that?” he asked quietly. “Ye have tae fight the big man that was standin’ next tae de Wolfe. That is his son, Troy.”

Rhoswyn had, indeed, seen the man. In fact, she had seen and heard everything that was said in spite of being several feet back from where the conversation was taking place. But she wasn’t intimidated in the least. Such was her level of confidence in not only her abilities, but in the pride of an English knight. She’d been planning her assault since last night and she knew exactly what she was going to do. Her plan was going to work.

She had no doubt.

“Have no fear, Pa,” she said quietly. “He will fold when the time is right.”

“And if he doesna?”

Rhoswyn’s gaze was on the English as they were herded back into the keep. “Then I will fight him.”

Keith sighed sharply. “He is twice yer size and twice yer strength, lass. Dunna be foolish.”

Rhoswyn’s focus moved to her father. She could see how worried he was. Perhaps there was something wrong with her in that she was not worried in the least, but she truly didn’t believe there was anything to be concerned over. To entertain otherwise would cause her to doubt herself, and doubt could be deadly.

She wasn’t in the habit of doubting her abilities.

“There are other ways tae win a fight than brute strength,” she said. “De Wolfe canna outsmart me. I will win.”

She sounded very confident and Keith didn’t want to damage that confidence. But the truth was that he was frightened for her; frightened that the de Wolfe son would simply look at a female warrior as another Scot, another target, and he would take his hatred out on her.

Soon enough, they would find out.

Keith realized that he was very much dreading that moment.
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CHAPTER FIVE


The clouds from the north that had been visible at dawn, black and angry, had moved south and were now gathering overhead as Troy stood out in front of the closed gates of Monteviot, securing a glove as his father stood next to him. Thunder rolled and big splashes of rain came down now and again, spattering in the dirt at their feet. Along with that thunder came the pangs of apprehension and anticipation.

The air was full of it.

“I will not give you any final advice for this because you do not need it,” William said quietly. “But know that if you are disabled in any way, I have archers on the walls. They will take out your opponent before he can land a death blow.”

Troy tugged at the leather strap, tightening his left gauntlet just a bit. “And then what?”

“Then we must face Red Keith and his thousand men.”

Troy looked at his father, lifting an eyebrow at the irony of that statement. “You are in Scotland, after all,” he said. “They do not want us here.”

“That is their misfortune.”

Troy grinned as he finished with the strap. “Have no fear,” he said. “I will not be disabled. And this should not take long.”

That was arrogant Troy talking. Fortunately, he was rarely wrong and William didn’t expect this to be one of those occurrences. But he wasn’t taking any chances; he had the archers positioned but he also had something else up his sleeve. Help from the heavens, as it were. As he stood with his son, Audric emerged from the closed gates and headed in their direction. When Troy glanced up and saw the priest, he frowned.

“What does he want?” he demanded.

William cleared his throat softly. “I sent for him.”

“Why?”

“To say a prayer.”

Troy rolled his eyes, grossly unhappy and impatient, as Audric came to stand next to him. Then he proceeded to ignore the priest by fussing with his other glove. William cocked an eyebrow at his disrespectful son as he addressed Audric.

“I realize that you are a Scots priest, but you are a man of God over all, so your prayers should be good for English as well as for Scots,” he said. “I would be grateful if you could bless my son before this event.”

Before Audric could speak, Troy held out a hand. “I do not need prayers from a Scots,” he declared. “Besides, he could curse me. Do you really think the man is going to give me his blessing?”

William frowned. “If I thought he was going to curse you, do you really think I would ask him to say a prayer?”

Troy gave his father a long look. “You have become very pious in your old age, Papa. I do not need a witch cursing me in Gaelic. You could say a prayer over me and it will do just as well.”

William sighed heavily at his foolish son. “I say a prayer over you every day,” he said. “Prayer for strength not to throttle you.”

Troy thought that was rather funny. He turned away from the priest and his father, snorting, as he finished with his glove. He eyed Keith and the warrior the man had brought with him, a warrior still astride a rather handsome black horse. Finished fussing with the glove, he collected his shield, propped on the ground against some rocks.

“Well?” he boomed to Keith. “Let us get on with this.”

William and Audric looked to Keith, who immediately turned to the warrior beside him. As they watched, the warrior slid off the horse and removed a targe, or round wooden shield, from the back of the beast. The warrior moved gracefully, long-legged and bogged down with tunics and mail that was not Scottish-borne. He was not big by any means, certainly not as muscular or bulky as the English knights, which was surprising considering that Scots could be bred for size. Some of the biggest warriors William had ever seen were Scottish.

Of all the warriors to choose, Keith had chosen a lithe man of little bulk, but heavily dressed and protected. The helm on his head was decidedly English, of an older style, and the broadsword, from what he could see, was not Scottish, either. It was English, too. William was starting to wonder if the warrior wasn’t English-trained as well. It was all quite curious.

Little did he know that a curious situation was about to take a shocking turn.
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Across the clearing, Rhoswyn was fully aware that the English were inspecting her.

She could feel their eyes upon her, touching her like unseen fingers, probing curiously. Her skin was crawling because of it. She’d truthfully never been this close to the English before. She had the advantage of watching her father interact with de Wolfe and his son, and when the son had emerged dressed in full battle protection, massive and weighty stuff that fit his big body perfectly. In truth, she’d taken a good look at the man when her father had been speaking to him and, as far as the English went, he was quite handsome.

He was darker, though – his hair was like coal, his skin tanned. He didn’t look as if he belonged in a land of pale-skinned people. From what she could see of him, he had dark, serious brows and a square jaw covered with the beginnings of a beard. But it was the shape of him that had initially caught her attention – big neck, broad shoulders, massive arms and chest, and a trim torso. She could see it quite clearly in what he’d been wearing before – a simple tunic and breeches – but now that he was covered in mail and protection, his size was mammoth. It hardly seemed real that a man that size could actually exist.

And this was the man she was to fight.

“Rhosie,” her father spoke, capturing her attention. He even reached out to grasp her arm, preventing her from moving any closer to de Wolfe. “Tell me what ye intend tae do.”

Rhoswyn had been so focused on the English knight that the sound of her father’s voice startled her.

“Lift me weapon and then reveal meself,” she said quietly. “And then I relay the terms.”

Keith didn’t want her dictating anything; that would be his moment to ensure the security and future of his clan and he didn’t want her overeagerness to ruin that. “Nay, lass,” he said firmly. “I’m still yer pa. Ye will let me dictate terms.”

“But…!”

“Nay,” he cut her off. “’Twould look weak for a woman tae do it. ’Tis the clan chief who will make the terms for their surrender. Do ye understand me?”

Rhoswyn did. She wasn’t happy about it, but she understood. In truth, if she were to do it, the English might not even take her seriously so it would be best for the humiliating terms to come from her father. No one would dispute a dictum coming from Red Keith Kerr.

“As ye say,” she said reluctantly.

“Promise me ye’ll not speak a word of terms, lass. Promise me.”

“I promise.”

“I’ll speak the terms and ye’ll not contradict or question me, either. Ye’ll not say a word. Swear this tae me.”

“I told ye I would.”

Keith nodded, hoping she meant to hold to that vow. If she didn’t, it could ruin everything. But he patted her on the shoulder in a show of confidence in what she was about to do.

“Good,” he said. “Then get on with it.”

Rhoswyn gave her father a brief nod before turning her full focus to the English knight about twenty feet away from her. Was she nervous? Perhaps a little. But she was also quite determined. Now, it was time for her to shine.

It was going to be a short fight.

Taking a deep breath, Rhoswyn lifted her sword and began to stalk the English knight. But he saw her coming, immediately, and went into a defensive position. As they faced off, an odd stillness settled as men began shuffling around to get a better position to watch the fight. In the bailey of Monteviot, soldiers were even taking bets on how long it would take Troy de Wolfe to defeat the Scotsman. They had men on the walls, watching the unfolding battle, preparing to give them a report.

Everyone was waiting with great anticipation, wondering just how much blood would be spilled and by whom. Even Patrick and James watched from the open gate with some apprehension, watching their older brother square off and prepare to charge. They could see his body coil. But the Scotsman was being crafty; he was hanging back, waiting for Troy to make the first move. It was smart of him, and Troy didn’t disappoint. He charged forward but the Scotsman quickly lowered his sword in a clear gesture of submission or surrender. Puzzled, Troy came to a halt.

And what happened next was something men would speak of for years to come.

As Troy came to a halt, the Scotsman suddenly pulled off his helm. Or, more correctly, her helm. Braided hair, long and mussed, spilled out of the helm as she faced Troy without any fear. In fact, she marched up on him, getting in his face and making sure he understood it was a woman that he was preparing to fight.

But it was a distraction tactic and it worked. Troy was surprised enough that Rhoswyn was able to get the immediate advantage. As his face twisted with astonishment, and perhaps even outrage, she was close enough to lift a knee and ram it right into his groin.

Troy was wearing mail chausses, or mail trousers to protect his legs and groin area, but because the uniform of a knight was made so the men could easily ride their horses, the manhood of a knight was perhaps the least protected. He wore a split tunic, and a split mail coat, so once she lifted a knee into his groin, as hard as she could, she made contact and Troy staggered.

The element of surprise was his undoing.

It was a good hit. Startled by the move, and facing debilitating pain, Troy moved to lift his sword but Rhoswyn smashed her wooden shield right into his chest, sending him off balance. Another strike to the face and he ended up on his back. Rhoswyn pounced. In no time at all, she had a small dagger pressed into the side of his face.

The fight was over before it ever began.

“Dunna move, Sassenach,” she said in her deep, silky voice. “Surrender or I’ll drive me dirk through yer face.”

Troy could hardly believe it. He looked at the woman; God help him, he never saw this coming. Not even in his wildest dreams did he see it coming. But here he was, flat on his back, with a dirk tip poking him in the left cheek. Gazing up at the woman, he had no doubt she meant her threat. Scots women were rough and barbaric; he’d seen enough of what they could do in the aftermath of a battle to know just how brutal they were. He could easily see this woman cutting up the dead for the gold they wore or the rings they had on their fingers. She had that look.

And he knew he was sunk.

Slowly, he took a breath, settling down to think through the situation. He had two options at that moment; he could throw her off of him and brutalize her, but he wasn’t in the habit of brutalizing women. Not even Scots. Or, he could capitulate. And he knew that if he did anything other than surrender, it would be viewed as dishonorable. But, damnation, he was angry now. So very angry.

He knew he’d lost, and with it went Monteviot.

“So Red Keith lets a woman do his fighting, does he?” he rumbled. “I should be surprised but I suppose I am not. Only a coward and a weakling would dress a woman as a warrior and then hide behind her trickery. It is the only way he could win the battle.”

The woman’s features rippled with rage. “I can fight ye, English,” she hissed. “I dunna hide behind trickery.”

“You used dishonorable tactics to get me into this position.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Ye froze. ’Tis yer own stupidity that caused ye tae lose. Now, do ye surrender or must I use me dirk on ye?”

Troy eyed her. In spite of his anger, he could see that she was, in truth, quite lovely. Why, in God’s name, he should be considering her comely appearance at this moment was beyond him. All he knew was that the woman was quite pretty with her auburn hair and big brown eyes. He’d never seen a Scot that was so lovely other than his own mother and aunts and cousins.

But this lass… she was quite astonishing.

“If you feel the need to use then dirk, then I cannot stop you,” he said. “But know this; it may go through my cheek and it may injure me, but before you can do any serious damage, I will have my arm around your neck and snap it. If I must defend myself against you, then I will defend myself to the death. Do you understand what will happen now?”

To her credit, the woman didn’t cower. She looked as if she were considering her options. “I understand,” she said, “but do ye? Since I have won our battle, ’tis I who will tell ye what will happen now – and ye will surrender to it.”

“I will not surrender to someone who tricked me.”

“I dinna trick ye,” she said again, calmly. “And either way, ye’re on yer back. What will yer men say if ye try tae fight me once I’ve put ye tae the ground?”

Quick as a flash, Troy brought up a hand and smacked her in the side of the head, knocking her off him and onto the dirt. He flipped over and threw himself on top of her, pinning her as the dirk in her hand went flying. But the woman would not be easily pinned; she was a fighter. She got a hand free and poked a long finger into Troy’s left eye, causing the man to falter.

In spite of his stinging eye, Troy still held her tightly, at least tightly enough that she couldn’t get away from him completely. When she balled a fist and tried to club him, he simply grabbed her by the hair. She didn’t scream even though he held it very tightly, effectively subduing her. Blinking his poked eye to clear his vision, Troy rose to his knees with his left hand wrapped up in his opponent’s hair.

“Stop,” he commanded softly. “You are only hurting yourself.”

Grunting unhappily, she still tried to pull away from him. “Let me go,” she demanded. “I won. I beat ye fairly!”

As Troy tried to clear his vision, he could see a shadow approach and he looked up to see his father. William’s expression was grim.

“Let her go,” he said quietly. “Go on, Troy, release her.”

Troy wasn’t so sure. “If I do, she will collect that dirk and try to ram it into me.”

William sighed heavily. “She will not,” he said. “The fight is over and she is the victor. Release her.”

Frustrated that his father was declaring the wench the winner, truth though it might be, Troy held on to the woman’s hair just a bit longer – and even gave it a tug – before letting her go. He separated himself from her quickly and put distance between them, anticipating that she would collect her dirk and come after him as he said she would. He gave her a wide berth as he spoke to his father.

“It was not a fair fight and you know it,” he said. “She deliberately tricked me.”

William could see that Troy wasn’t merely angry; he was humiliated. William understood completely but it didn’t change facts.

“She used her sex to her advantage,” William said evenly. “She wanted to throw you off-balance and it worked; it was you who faltered. She used the element of surprise and you fell for it.”

Troy couldn’t believe what he was hearing. But the truth was that his father was right; he knew it, they all knew it. Now, he was angry at himself more than anything. That split-second of surprise when she revealed herself had cost him. As he growled and stomped his feet, turning his back on his father and the woman, Keith came up to the group.

“She is me best warrior,” he said, looking at the distraught knight and William, who simply seemed resigned to the situation. “The lass can fight, have no doubt. But she is also very smart; when she knows she is facing a greater opponent, she uses her brain. That is what she did today. It wasna meant tae shame ye. It was meant tae win.”

Troy didn’t say a word; he couldn’t. He just stood there with his hands on his hips, his back turned to them. Faced with a very unexpected surrender, William answered for his speechless son.

“What are your terms?” he asked.

Keith had been waiting for this moment. What he’d hoped for had actually come about and he was nearly beside himself with glee, but he dare not show it. The English were accepting the outcome and it wouldn’t do any good to gloat. Muttering to the woman, Keith sent her away, and she headed over to pick up her dirk before returning to her horse. Keith watched her go, making sure she couldn’t hear him, before turning to William.

“I will only discuss the terms with ye, de Wolfe,” he said. “Send yer son away.”

William didn’t even have to tell Troy; the man simply threw up his hands and stomped off to his brothers, who were ready to console him. William simply stood there, unsure what to say. He had to accept the terms graciously. There wasn’t anything else he could do.

“Now,” Keith said when it was just him and William. “Ye’ve agreed tae accept any terms I give ye.”

“Within reason.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I will not give you any of my properties, save Monteviot, and it means that I will accept a surrender within reason.”

Keith cocked his head. “Those werena the terms I was goin’ tae give.”

William looked at him, curiously. “I am assuming you want Monteviot returned to you.”

Keith shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “I want somethin’ more.”

“What more do you want?”

Keith was thoughtful. “An alliance.”

That perked William up somewhat; he wasn’t expecting that. “I am always willing to ally with a neighbor,” he said. “Are those the terms that you are setting?”

“In a way,” Keith said. “Yer son, Troy – is he a good man?”

“One of the finest you will ever know.”

“Does he have a wife?”

William hesitated. “His wife died two years ago.”

“He’s not remarried?”

“Nay.”

“Is he yer eldest?”

“I have twin sons that are my eldest. He is one of the pair.”

Keith turned to glance at the lady warrior, over by the horses. “That is me daughter,” he said to William. “I have no sons, ye see, so I raised her as one. Rhoswyn can fight and do anythin’ a man can do. She’s strong and intelligent and loyal. But the prospects for a husband are dismal, de Wolfe. There’s no man in me clan worthy of the lass and she’d make a fine wife tae a strong and honorable man. Ye ask me what me terms are? Me terms are for yer son to marry me daughter. As a man of honor, ye canna refuse.”

William stared at him. “A marriage?” he repeated. “Those are your terms?”

“An alliance through a marriage.”

William was genuinely speechless. This wasn’t something he had expected in the least. He turned to look at Troy, who was standing over by his brothers, as his mind raced with the possibilities – although a marital alliance hadn’t crossed his mind, the more he thought on it, the more he thought a marriage for Troy might be a good idea. The man had been alone these past two years and it simply wasn’t right for him to be so lonely. He’d even admitted it the night before; alone.

He felt alone.

But, on the other hand, William wasn’t sure he wanted to saddle Troy with a Scots bride who had tried to kill him. That would be worse than being alone. His attention returned to Keith.

“I am honored by your proposal, but I am not sure it is feasible,” he said. “Your daughter and my son just fought each other. There is bound to be a great deal of animosity between them. That would be a terrible way to start a marriage. I would rather give you back Monteviot.”

Keith shook his head. “Keep Monteviot,” he said. “I dunna have the men tae spare, which is why the reivers were able tae take her. Ye were correct, de Wolfe; I canna control Monteviot. It would be better in yer hands. But if ye want the outpost, ye have tae take me daughter, too. She’s a good lass; she’ll not be any trouble. And I’ll not let ye refuse me. We’ll feast here tonight and our children will come tae know one another.”

William pointed to the area where Troy and Rhoswyn had battled. “They have already come to know each other, and not in a good way,” he said with some irony.

Keith brushed it off. “Time will heal the sting of their first meetin’,” he said, sounding confident. “Will ye agree tae me terms, de Wolfe? Will ye make an honorable bargain as ye said ye would?”

William knew he had little choice. He’d already said that he would agree to any terms set forth, and here they were. Not exactly the terms he’d been expecting or even hoping for, but they were here nonetheless. Any refusal and he would be without honor, as Keith said. Besides… there was a large part of him, buried deep, that wanted to see Troy married. His son needed a chance for happiness again or if not happiness, then at least contentment. And marrying him to Red Keith’s daughter would secure an alliance all along the border, one he very badly needed.

Perhaps this wasn’t the best of terms… but it was a term that made sense. Heavily, he sighed.

“Aye,” he finally said. “I will agree to them.”

“The sooner the better. I will send tae Jedburgh for a priest.”

“No need. There is already a priest in my ranks.”

Keith was pleased to hear that. “Then we can have the mass said for them before the night is through,” he said. “I willna give ye a chance tae go back on yer agreement.”

“I am not in the habit of going back on my agreements. My son, on the other hand…”

He trailed off and Keith grinned. He could see how hard this was for de Wolfe, concerned for his son’s reaction to all of this. In truth, Keith was concerned for Rhoswyn’s reaction but it didn’t deter him. It was for a greater good and she would have to understand that.

“Then the marriage is today,” he said. “’Tis a great day, de Wolfe. A day we will long remember.”

William wasn’t sure how great the day was, but it was certainly one they would remember. “That remains to be seen,” he muttered.

As William walked away, Keith was forced to wipe the grin off his face. He had everything he wanted and he could not have planned this moment better. But, much like William, now he had to explain to Rhoswyn the course that the terms of surrender had taken. A great alliance had been agreed to and he wasn’t going to let her ruin it, any of it. Much as de Wolfe had to agree to the terms to remain honorable, Rhoswyn would have to realize that her honor was at stake, too. Her father had made a bargain that she couldn’t back out of.

Those weren’t the terms that Rhoswyn had been expecting. Not strangely, she didn’t see it that way.
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CHAPTER SIX


Keith had waited until he’d pulled his men off of the rise overlooking Monteviot and hustled them out of view of the English in a grove of pine trees before telling Rhoswyn of his bargain.

He wanted to do it in front of everyone because she was less apt to argue or fight him if there was an audience. Rhoswyn could be bold with an untamed tongue, but she did have some tact and decorum. That was her mother’s influence. Keith hoped that she had enough sense not to contest him on the bargain he’d struck with the English but, in hindsight, that had been too much to hope for.

When he announced the terms of surrender for the English, the fight was on.

“A marriage?” Rhoswyn repeated when her father’s words settled. “A marriage?”

Keith faced her firmly; he knew that was the only tactic to take. “Aye.”

“With me?”

Keith nodded. “It is the best possible solution,” he said evenly. “We know that we canna remove de Wolfe from Monteviot. He has it and he’ll keep it. The man has castles all along the border, all the way tae Berwick, so marryin’ intae his family is the best solution. It’ll make the man our ally and it will put ye in a place of importance in the House of de Wolfe, lass. Do ye not understand the honor?”

Rhoswyn stared at him, her face turning red with rage and embarrassment as she realized what her father had done. Now, it occurred to her why he’d been so insistent that he dictate the terms of surrender. He’d made her promise not to say a word and she hadn’t. Now, she knew why. God help her, she knew why her father had behaved as he had. He’d had plans she didn’t know anything about, plans involving her. When that understanding settled, it was all she could do not to run at the man and punch him in the throat.

She’d been a fool!

“These were yer terms all along,” she said hoarsely. There was much emotion involved. “Ye made me promise not tae speak terms upon me victory and this is why. Ye had this planned all along.”

Keith knew that his men were in support of the marriage to the English. It was the way treaties were conducted and there was nothing unusual about it. Except in this case, it involved a woman who was not quiet or obedient. It involved a woman who could fight with the best of them and being submissive wasn’t something she was good at. But these were terms her father had dictated and Keith had no intention of allowing Rhoswyn to deny him on this. He had to take charge before she did.

“And if I had, what is it tae ye?” he said, knowing his only hope was to be more of a bully than she was. “Ye’re not in command, Daughter. I am. I must do what is best for me clan and if that means an alliance with the English, so be it. If that means ye must be sacrificed for the greater good, then I am willin’ tae do it. Whatever made ye think ye had a say in yer future, Rhoswyn? Ye dinna from the day ye were born. Yer future has always been in me hands and now ye know what that future will be. Ye’ll be an ambassador of peace for yer people. That is a great callin’ for any woman.”

He made it sound so noble when, in truth, it was anything but noble. Sacrifice, he’d said. She was to be the sacrifice to the English so they wouldn’t overrun Kerr lands. At least, that’s how she saw it. Rhoswyn simply couldn’t believe this was her father’s true intention. It had never occurred to her that he would do this and along with her anger and revulsion, she felt the distinct pangs of betrayal.

“Ye care about the clan more than me,” she hissed. “That ye’d give me over tae the English… that ye’d been plannin’ it all along… why dinna ye tell me what ye planned tae do? Did I not have a right tae know?”

Keith lifted his eyebrows. “Would it have made a difference? Would it have made ye lose the battle? Let the English win? Tell me, lass – would ye have done anythin’ differently?”

Of course she wouldn’t have. Her pride wouldn’t have let her. “So ye betrayed me tae the English,” she said, realizing that she felt very much like weeping. “How could ye do this tae me, Pa? I thought ye loved me!”

“I do, lass.”

She threw up her hands, a frustrated gesture. “Ye loved me so much that ye bartered me like a prized mare!” she declared. Then, she pointed a finger at him. “Ye had no right tae do it without me consent.”

Now, she was challenging his authority in front of his men and Keith wouldn’t have it. Rhoswyn could only push him so far before he felt the need to push back. In this case, he had to push back – and push hard – because she was challenging him in front of his men. If he couldn’t control his own daughter, then his men would cease to have any respect for him. He already ran a fine line with that and he had for years. Therefore, he did what he had to do – he marched up on her and scowled into her red, angry face.

“When did ye ever think I had tae listen tae me own daughter?” he growled. “Ye have no say in anythin’, Rhoswyn. Ye do what I tell ye tae do, when I tell ye tae do it. I dunna need yer consent for anythin’ I do. We need this alliance with de Wolfe and ye know it. Ye’ll be marryin’ his eldest son. Do ye know what that means? It means when de Wolfe dies, ye’ll be the wife tae the head of the family. Are ye so stupid and stubborn that ye dunna see what an honor that is?”

Rhoswyn’s face was turning positively scarlet. “I dunna care what an honor it is!”

Keith was animated as he spoke. “Ye have tae marry sometime and I canna promise that I’ll find a man willin’ tae marry a woman who can best him in a fight, so this is the best option ye have. Or do ye intend tae become an old maid and let yer cousins and their heirs take what rightfully belongs tae me? It will be them that takes me place as the chief when I die because ye know as well as I do that a woman canna become chief. At least if ye marry de Wolfe’s son, there’s a chance that ye’ll bear a son tae carry on me bloodlines, a lad I can be proud of!”

Rhoswyn was so angry that she was shaking. “An English-born son,” she said through clenched teeth. “Is that what ye want? A Sassenach grandson?”

Keith’s jaw ticked. “’Tis better than seein’ me blood die off,” he said. “Since yer mother couldna provide me with a son, I expect ye tae do what she dinna.”

Gazing at her father, Rhoswyn suddenly saw, for the first time in her life, how disappointed her father was that she’d been born a girl. He’d never expressed that to her before, not ever, and she’d grown up thinking he’d been wildly proud of her. He’d raised her as a son and she’d excelled at everything he’d taught her. But he couldn’t teach her to be a man; that was the one thing she would never truly be able to do. Take over the clan and be the son he’d always wanted. It was like a slap in the face to realize that.

But Rhoswyn wasn’t going to give up without a fight.

Without another word, she turned on her heel and ran for her horse. Before Keith realized that she was trying to escape, she managed to mount the beast and take off at a dead run. Only then did Keith and his men swing into action. Keith didn’t want her injured, but he instructed his men to capture her at all costs and bring her back. She had a wedding to attend and if she had to do it bound in ropes, then that was her choice.

Keith wasn’t about to let this opportunity slip away.

It was close to sunset when Fergus and his sons managed to capture Rhoswyn, who had stopped by a stream to relieve herself. It was quite a fight, with Fergus coming away with a black eye and his son, Artis, with loose teeth, but three men against one woman eventually wore Rhoswyn down, but not completely. They were still forced to bind her.

Even when they reached Monteviot, keeping her bound was the only way she would not run again.

It made for a rather interesting evening.
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“This is the best we can do,” James said. “With most of this place stripped of anything useful, this is going to be a less than desirable marital bed.”

James stood with Patrick and Apollo on the third floor of the tower, in the one of the two big chambers that had survived the fire due to stone walls and stone floors. Although it smelled heavily of smoke, it essentially hadn’t been scorched. But heavier even than the smell of smoke was the prevailing mood in the chamber.

Gloom and apprehension were in the air.

While William, Paris, and Kieran remained with Troy, trying to help the man accept a marriage that he was literally being forced into, James and Patrick had slipped away at William’s instruction to prepare a chamber for the new bride and groom to spend their wedding night in. Being that there were no female servants at Monteviot, there was little choice but for the knights to try and accomplish domestic duties.

But it was a difficult task.

The reivers had destroyed nearly all of the furniture in the tower, but they’d left the mattresses intact. Also, there was a big wardrobe on this level that they oddly hadn’t broken up for projectiles or firewood, although the contents of it had long been emptied. The men had virtually nothing to work with, but they managed to find a crumpled-up mattress that they re-stuffed with old hay found in one of the outbuildings. Bedrolls and cloaks made up the bedding. It wasn’t much, but it was all they had. Patrick even started a fire in the tiny hearth.

“This is a piss-poor way to start a marriage,” he grunted as James finished with the mattress. “God’s Bones, I feel sorry for Troy.”

“Do not tell him that,” James said firmly. “He does not need to hear it. There is nothing he can do about this so do not make him feel any worse.”

Patrick waved him off. “I would not tell him that, of course. But the man has my sympathies. First to be publicly humiliated by the woman and then forced to marry her. She couldn’t have stripped him more of his manhood had she cut off his ballocks.”

“But imagine how a woman like that would be in bed,” Apollo said. He was trying to fix one of the doors on the wardrobe and when Patrick and James looked at him, he lifted his eyebrows. “We know she is a fighter. She is not afraid to put a man in the position of submission. Imagine how aggressive a woman like that would be in bed.”

Patrick cocked a dark eyebrow. “Troy has already been forced to submit to her twice – once in battle and once for the marriage offer. Now he will not even be able to dominate her in the bedchamber?”

Apollo gave him a rather lascivious expression but Patrick couldn’t agree with him, nor could James. In fact, James sighed heavily as he finished dragging the mattress against the wall next to the hearth.

“If I thought I could get away with it, I would help him to escape,” he said. “But Papa would have my head. ’Tis too bad that we cannot swap Troy out for another groom. Mayhap one of the soldiers. Do you think Red Keith would notice?”

Patrick grinned in spite of himself. “I think Red Keith had his eye on Troy the moment the man engaged his daughter. In hindsight, it could have been his plan all along. Did he truly plan on letting his daughter go to battle against a de Wolfe knight? I cannot imagine he truly believed she could win.”

James looked at his handiwork on the bed. It wasn’t wonderful, but it was all he could do. “I did not get a good look at her,” he said, “but she moved with confidence. She certainly attacked Troy with confidence. She knew if she did not take the man down at the very first, the battle would be over. That speaks of a cunning woman.”

“Or a ruthless one.”

James moved away from the bed, heading over to the fire that Patrick was blowing to life. “God help him,” he muttered. “I hope he does not kill her before the night is out. That will bring the Kerr in droves to the border and we will not be able to stop them.”

“He knows that,” Patrick muttered.

“Does he?”

Patrick stood up from the hearth, wiping his hands off on his breeches. “I am sure Papa is having that conversation with him even now.”

James looked at his brother, wondering if, indeed, their father was having such a conversation with Troy at the moment. For certain, the last time they saw Troy, the man was fit to be tied. Rage didn’t quite cover it. As James and Patrick debated on the mood between their brother and their father at the moment, Apollo came away from the wardrobe.

“Mayhap we had better go to the hall and see if we can be of service,” he said. “If not to tie Troy up so he can’t run away, to at least keep the peace. If Troy becomes angry enough, there is no telling what he might do.”

Patrick simply stood there, gazing into his fledgling fire. “He has been known to destroy things when he is angry,” he said quietly. “He is a man who allows his emotions to feed his strength. In fact, the first battle we faced after the death of Helene and Athena, I clearly remember Troy ripping a man’s head clean from his body. You were there, James. You saw it.”

James had. He thought back to that terrible skirmish about a month after the tragic deaths, a battle that had been a big misunderstanding. A lass from Clan Hume had run off with an English soldier and The Hume had believed Wark Castle to be the destination. James, in command of Wark, knew nothing of the lass or of the disappearance, but found himself in a very nasty fight with a band of rabid Scotsmen.

Berwick, Northwood, and Questing had ridden to their aid, including Troy, but he hadn’t been ready for that battle. Every pain, every anguish he’d been feeling since his wife’s death had manifested itself in brute strength and barbaric actions. As far as the others knew, he’d never used his sword once in that battle. Everything he did, he’d done with his bare hands, and it had been a bloodbath. That was the capability of Troy’s anger and they all knew it.

It wasn’t something they wanted to see again.

“I did, indeed, see it,” James said after a moment’s reflection. “But that was a different time, Atty. Helene had just died and he’d not yet come to grips with it.”

Patrick was still staring into the fire, watching the flames lick against the old wood. Thoughts of Troy, of that day, and of Helene filled his brain. There was a long pause before he spoke again.

“It was my fault, you know,” he whispered. “All of this is my fault.”

James knew what he meant. He sighed heavily. “Atty, nay…”

“They were coming to see my son,” Patrick insisted. “Had they not been coming to Berwick, none…”

James cut him off, slapping a gentle hand on Patrick’s chest to get his attention, to pull him away from a guilt that had consumed him since that day. He rarely spoke of it, but the family knew his feelings. He had been tortured since that day, no matter what anyone said to him. Even Troy had spoken to him about it but a brother’s absolution hadn’t alleviated that guilt.

That burden had been Patrick’s alone to bear.

“It was not your fault,” he said firmly. “Troy has never blamed you. It was a tragic accident and nothing more.”

Patrick’s jaw ticked faintly. “Mayhap,” he said. “But I cannot tear myself away from that guilt. I feel as if all of this… I am responsible for it. I am responsible for Troy’s pain and Scott’s departure.”

“That is not true.”

“Because of me, our family is fractured. True or not, that is the guilt I live with. The evidence is there.”

James patted him on the chest. “I cannot say that I would not feel the same way from your perspective but, someday, you must come to terms with the fact that you did nothing to cause any of this,” he said. “Things like this… they happen, Atty. Women die and men die. It is the way of life. But I would like to think that in the grand scheme of things, a death serves a higher purpose. Mayhap we do not understand what the purpose is when it happens but, in time, we will see the light. We will see that everything in life happens as it should.”

Patrick looked at his brother; James was two years younger than he was, a fine and noble man with a good heart. When the entire world was upended, James could always be looked upon for comfort and calm guidance. He had their mother’s gentleness and her uncanny wisdom. That was simply his gift.

“And you think Helene’s death has a higher purpose to Troy?” Patrick asked. “I am sure he does not see that.”

James nodded. “Mayhap not now but, in time, he will,” he said with quiet resolve. “Mayhap he was meant to marry the Scots lass to forge a larger bond with the Scots. Mayhap their son will be the greatest knight who has ever lived, a man who brings peace to the borders. Who knows? Only time will tell. I only hope I am around to see it.”

Patrick smiled weakly. “You will be,” he said. “And then remind me of this conversation when we are old. Let us look back on lives well-lived and see if everything really does happen for a reason.”

James smiled in return. “I can promise you that it does,” he said. Then, he looked around the chamber, seeing the pitifulness of it. It certainly didn’t look like the chamber of a newly married couple, but that couldn’t be helped. His smile faded. “But for now, I do not suppose there is anything more we can do here. Let us take Apollo’s suggestion and retreat to the hall.”

With great reluctance, the three of them headed back down to the hall where the future of Troy de Wolfe – and an alliance with Clan Kerr – were being forged in blood.

Troy’s…
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CHAPTER SEVEN


“I will not do it.”

William had been listening to those same five words since Troy’s humiliating defeat that morning. It was nearing sunset as he and Paris and Kieran tried to ply Troy with enough wine to make the man more malleable and receptive to the idea that he was to have a new wife. Not just any wife; the woman who had defeated him in full view of his men.

A woman who had humiliated him.

Perhaps that was part of the problem. Troy was being forced to marry a woman who, for a split-second in battle, had been smarter than him. The shame of it was more than he could bear. In fact, the shame was so bad that Patrick sent his army back to Berwick without him, instead choosing to remain behind to comfort his embarrassed brother. James, too, had sent the bulk of his men back to Wark while he, too, remained at Troy’s side.

The brothers were sympathetic; perhaps too sympathetic. That was why William had sent them away to prepare a bedchamber for the soon-to-be-married couple. He didn’t want Troy feeding off of the sympathy from Patrick and James, so it was important that he separate the brothers. William had made a bargain and Troy was expected to fulfill it, no matter how supportive Patrick and James were.

“Troy, I understand your reluctance, but we have been over this,” William said patiently. “The terms of your defeat were set forth and marriage was the term. You were specifically requested. It is important to the peace of this entire stretch of border and you will comply, like it or not.”

In a corner of the big great hall, Troy was literally backed against the stone. He sat with his back to the corner while his father and brothers tried to talk sense into him. At the table behind them sat Paris and Kieran and Michael and the rest of them, because no one was leaving while Troy was in such turmoil. More than that, they wanted to witness the wedding to the warrior lady who had kneed Troy in the groin and then pushed him to the ground. There was great morbid curiosity in their presence.

Troy knew that. He, too, would have had some morbid curiosity about the situation, if only it wasn’t happening to him. At the moment, he was beside himself with frustration and angst. He didn’t want to marry and he certainly didn’t want to marry a woman who had humiliated him in front of his men. But his father had made the bargain and he couldn’t refuse.

And he hated the very thought of it.

As Troy raged and the English formed a sympathetic cushion around him, Audric had been watching the entire happenstance with great interest. He would have quite a tale to tell when he returned to Jedburgh; Red Keith Kerr had come forth to confront de Wolfe for taking Monteviot and had cleverly had his daughter fight an English knight, the outcome of which would decide the fate of Monteviot.

But it wasn’t Monteviot that Keith had been interested in; it had been an alliance and a marriage for his daughter, who would now marry into inarguably the most powerful English family on the border. It had been a brilliant move by Keith and Audric had to admit that he was impressed. He was also vastly glad to see that the House of de Wolfe would be allied with the Clan Kerr.

If they could get the bride and groom together long enough to conduct the ceremony.

William had already asked Audric to remain and perform the mass. The best they could do was have it take place at the entrance to the hall instead of the entrance to the church, but there were over a thousand men still at Monteviot to witness the merger of the two houses. Audric was more than willing to conduct the wedding mass and as the day went on, he waited patiently, drinking and eating anything anyone would put in front of him. As evening fell and William tried to convince his stubborn son that a contract marriage was the right thing to do, there was some commotion over by the hall entry.

There was a fight going on.

They could all hear it. Some kind of brawl that even stopped the conversation between Troy and William. In fact, as Troy looked at the hall entry with some curiosity, a Scotsman suddenly hurled through the door as if he’d been punched or kicked. But the man regained his balance quickly and raced outside again, only to reemerge back into the hall carrying the legs of a trussed-up body. Two other men had the head and torso of the body, but the person wrapped in hemp ropes was struggling against them violently. It took Troy, and everyone else, a moment to realize that Rhoswyn Kerr had been brought to her marriage ceremony in bondage.

Troy’s jaw fell open in shock. As he watched, Rhoswyn bent up her knees, kicked out, and rammed the man who was carrying her feet again. The man faltered but he didn’t let go this time. He held firm. Behind the men carrying her, in came Keith Kerr, instructing his men not to hurt his daughter.

It was the most astonishing thing Troy had ever seen. He forgot all about his own reluctance as he watched Rhoswyn brought in like a prize. Or a prisoner. In disbelief, he went to stand next to his father as they watched a host of Scots carry in a gagged lady who was wrapped up tightly. She could hardly move, but move she did, and she was still giving them a fight. Troy looked at his father.

“Are you serious?” he demanded. “This is to be my wife? Are you mad?”

William had to admit he was rather taken aback by what he saw. If Troy was resistant to this marriage, then the lady was clearly hysterically opposed to it. He was coming to wonder what he’d committed his son to, but he didn’t back away from the bargain. A deal was a deal, and Troy could handle himself even in the face of a wild new wife. But he tried to remain calm, if only for Troy’s sake.

“Clearly, she is reluctant,” he said, looking at Troy’s reaction to his understatement. “Lad, if she walked in here happy and eager to marry you, then you would know it was a lie. At least this way, you know what you are dealing with.”

Troy’s mouth was still hanging open as he looked at the Scots with the lady between them, only he caught a glimpse of James and Patrick, Apollo and Paris. As he turned his head, he could see that they were all trying very hard not to burst out into laughter. Paris in particular; the older knight had a twisted sense of humor so he undoubtedly found a reluctant Scottish bride to be humorous. Anything that irked William and his sons was funny to Paris. That infuriated Troy but, in the same breath, the situation was so unbelievably ridiculous that he, too, fought off the urge to laugh.

He’d never seen anything like it.

“Papa, you cannot be determined that I should go through with this,” he said. “Would you really saddle me to a wife who is so violently opposed to this union?”

It was a legitimate question William could no longer deny. His confidence in the matter took a hit when he saw the lady twist so hard that she virtually threw herself from the arms of the men who were carrying her. She hit the hard-packed earth of the hall with a thud and when they tried to pick her back up, she simply squirmed and twisted so they couldn’t get a grip on her. He looked at Keith, several feet away.

“So you would marry a wild animal to my son?” he asked, sounding quite unhappy. “I did not make a bargain that my son should marry this… this she-devil.”

Keith met William’s gaze, unsurprised by the man’s reaction. “She is not a wild animal, I assure ye,” he said. “She is smart and compassionate when she wants tae be. But she is unhappy that I have made this bargain for her.”

“As I am,” Troy said. He was finished being silent about the situation. Pushing past his father, he came to stand over Rhoswyn as she lay, bound and gagged, on the ground. When men tried to pick her up again, he shoved them away, one of them so hard that the man ended up on his arse. Troy crouched down next to Rhoswyn and pulled the gag out of her mouth. “I mirror your reluctance, my lady, and it is unfortunate that our fathers have conspired against us as they have. This is not my doing.”

With that, he began to untie her, unwinding the bindings that had been all but cutting off her circulation. As the ropes fell away and Rhoswyn sat up, quickly, to pull the bindings free, Troy chased away all of the men that were standing over her, including her father. The Scotsmen didn’t want to move so quickly, but a glare from the big knight sent them falling back.

“Get back, all of you,” Troy commanded. “Get back before I throw you back.”

He had the de Wolfe air of command about him, one that men naturally complied with, English or Scots. In fact, it was a sense of command and control that Rhoswyn, pulling the ropes from her ankles, hadn’t heard before. Not even her own father had that same booming presence that all men naturally succumbed to. And that voice…

She’d never heard anything like it.

Like steel wrapped in silk, soft on the surface but hard and powerful beneath. She’d heard it at a distance when he’d been speaking angrily to his father earlier in the day, but the quality of it had been lost on her. Now that he was speaking directly to her, chasing men away from her, the rich timbre was evident. Moreover, his innately chivalric move to free her from her fellow Scotsmen had her attention.

It shouldn’t have; she shouldn’t have cared in the least. She was ripping the ropes off with every intention of running out of the hall, but something… she didn’t know what… was holding her back. She wasn’t leaping to her feet as fast as she should have been. In fact, she wasn’t moving swiftly at all. She heard the English knight threaten her uncle, who moved to tie up her feet again, and that had her looking at the man like he was the first man she’d ever seen in her entire life.

That voice had her attention.

What was his name again? Her father had told her but she couldn’t remember. But she did remember him as the man she’d kneed in the groin and then smashed in the chest with her shield. He was tall, at least a head-and-a-half taller than she was, and he was broader than her by twice. He had shoulders that were impossibly wide.

But it was his face that had her attention – as she’d noted before, he was darker than the pasty-faced men she’d come to know. He had an olive-skinned quality about him, something she’d seen once when a merchant from a land far away had stopped at Sibbald one night on his way south from Edinburgh. That swarthy man had the same darker quality to his skin that de Wolfe’s son had, but he hadn’t possessed de Wolfe’s eyes – they were probably hazel but they looked gold. And he was handsome… so very handsome. She’d noted that from the first, too, and that hadn’t changed. He was even more handsome when he was pushing men away from her.

She rather liked it.

That very foolish reaction to him had her dumbfounded. She was in the process of looking at him with a rather edgy expression on her face when he suddenly began pushing everyone far back from her. It wasn’t just giving her room to breathe; it was moving them several feet away from her. He pushed those who didn’t move fast enough, and suddenly, other English knights were moving in, pushing the Scots out of the way, and abruptly it became a big shoving match that had the older English knights jumping in to break it up before it turned into a brawl.

It was rather chaotic, in fact. Rhoswyn lurched to her feet, rubbing her hands where the ropes had chafed her, watching the man she was supposed to marry chase everyone away from her.

…why in the hell wasn’t she running, too?

“Clearly, you did not know what your father had in mind, did you?”

The man she was supposed to marry was suddenly standing in front of her, speaking to her with that delicious voice. A voice that could move mountains. Rhoswyn looked at him, feeling her heart leap strangely.

God, what was wrong with her?

“Nay,” she said, staying out of arm’s length so he couldn’t touch her or grab her.

Troy watched the woman as she moved away from him. She wasn’t running, as he had expected, but she was obviously unnerved by him, by the entire situation. To her credit, however, the hysteria seemed to have faded. Now that she wasn’t being treated like an animal, she wasn’t behaving like one. But he wondered if it was only temporary. He scratched his head, glancing back at his father and the other English who were mostly keeping the Scots at bay. But some were watching him.

An idea struck him.

“Would you be willing to have a private word with me, please?” he asked her. “It is impossible for you to run out of here and not be caught, so if you give me a moment of your time, mayhap we can come to an… an agreement that will not involve wrapping you up in ropes.”

Rhoswyn was still rubbing her wrists where her skin was chafed, eyeing him. “What could ye possibly have tae say tae me?”

There was both curiosity and defiance in that question. Troy wasn’t sure he could get her to come with him, to a quiet corner, so he simply spoke where they were standing even though there were men within earshot. It was a crowded, chaotic situation at best but, being a rational man most of the time, he knew they had to speak. Something had to be done and he wondered if he was the only one who could do it.

To calm the woman who was to be his wife.

“I have this to say,” he said. “My father has made this bargain with your father. You and I, unfortunately, are to be the pawns in their greater game. I do not wish to marry you any more than you wish to marry me, but to refuse would reflect badly on our fathers. My father would be a man who could not hold his word, and your father would be a clan chief who had no control over his own daughter. Do you agree with this so far?”

That voice. Rhoswyn was having difficulty not openly admiring what was music to her ears. Even if he did speak with a Sassenach accent…

“Me pa dinna consult with me,” she said. “I have every right tae refuse.”

Oh, but she was stubborn, this one, Troy thought. He could see it in her expression as she spoke, in a voice that sounded rich and silky. It was rather beautiful. Even if she did speak with a Scots accent…

“You have no rights at all and you know it,” he said, trying not to sound cruel. “Nor do I. Much as your father is your chief, my father is mine. It is the hierarchy of command – my father commands and, ultimately, I do as I am told. So do you. If men did not do as they were told, then there would be chaos. Everyone must take orders from someone. Is that a fair statement?”

Rhoswyn’s jaw ticked faintly; she sensed what he was driving at and even though what he said was correct, she wouldn’t agree to it. She couldn’t. But if she continued to refuse and dispute him, she would sound like an idiot in denial, an animal who did what she pleased, any time she pleased. It was, therefore, with the greatest of hesitation that she nodded her head, ever so slightly.

“Me pa is the clan chief,” she agreed.

“And he is in command?”

“Aye.”

Troy was surprised she conceded the point. “As my father is in command of the House of de Wolfe,” he said. “Let me ask you, my lady – if one of your father’s men was to refuse him as you have refused him, what would you do to the man?”

She snorted. “He would be beaten and sent away.”

Troy was quick to pounce on that. “Do you want to be beaten and sent away? Because you were close to that only a few moments ago when they brought you in, bound in rope.” He watched an expression of doubt ripple across her face and he took a step towards her, lowering his voice. “I do not want to marry you. I do not ever want to marry again. But I have no choice. And you; you do not have any choice, either. All you are doing now is embarrassing your father much as I am embarrassing mine. We are showing little honor in our fathers by denying their wishes. I love my father and I want to show respect to him; I hope you feel the same way about your father. With that said, we may as well let them have their marriage and get it over with.”

Rhoswyn eyed him nervously before looking to her father, who was standing about fifteen feet away with William. Both fathers were looking at their children with varied degrees of apprehension. All you are doing now is embarrassing your father. It took Rhoswyn a moment to realize that he was correct. But she couldn’t help it, so great was her resistance to this marriage. She didn’t want to marry a Sassenach; she didn’t want to marry anyone. But, as her father had pointed out, if she didn’t, then his title and lands would pass to Fergus and his worthless sons. The next chief of Red Keith’s clan wouldn’t have his blood. Or hers.

God… her father had been right.

Rhoswyn’s gaze returned to the English knight; big, handsome… if she had to marry, then she supposed she could do much worse than him. Perhaps he would even teach her the Sassenach warring ways. She forced herself to look on the bright side; perhaps it wouldn’t be all bad.

It wasn’t as if she had a choice. But in that understanding, she could feel the distinctive spasms of defeat.

She hated it.

“And then what?” she asked. “I marry ye, and then what? What happens then?”

It was a good question. “What do you want to happen?” Troy asked. “Do you want to go home with your father? You know he will make you remain with me. A wife remains with her husband.”

Rhoswyn was starting to lose her defiance. She was tired and upset, and the trials of the day were getting to her. She was a strong woman but even she had a limit. The thought of never going home again brought tears to her eyes, tears she angrily blinked away.

“Will… will we remain here?” she whispered tightly.

Troy could see that she was breaking down and he had to admit he was relieved. He sincerely did not want to marry a woman who might possibly put a dirk in his back while he was sleeping. Perhaps she would still try, but he had a feeling that if he could calm her down, and talk to her pleasantly, then maybe they could at least come to some civil coexistence. At this point, that was really their only hope as well as their only choice.

“For now,” he said. “Mayhap in time you could even go home and live with your father if you wanted to. I would not wish for you to be unhappy living here or at Kale Water Castle. That is my other holding. My lady… since neither of us has a choice in the matter, then let us get on with this and decide what is best for both of us after the fact. I promise that I will let you do whatever makes you happy so long as whatever it is does not shame me, my father, or your father. Is that agreeable?”

It was perhaps the nicest way to make a truly upsetting situation feel comfortable. Rhoswyn had to admit that she was surprised by the amount of compassion and reason the knight displayed. She had no idea that the Sassenach were capable of such a thing. But beneath all of her resistance and anger, she had to admit there was also a good deal of fear. Truly, she was afraid to be married, afraid of the Sassenach stranger.

Afraid of an unknown future.

But her father had set her on this path and there was nothing she could do. After a moment, she nodded her head, once, but it was enough of a gesture that Troy turned to his father and Keith. He lifted a hand.

“Bring the priest,” he boomed. “Do it now before the lady and I change our minds.”

Pulled away from the table and his fourth cup of cheap wine, Audric had never been forced to move so fast in his entire life.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


She wasn’t hungry.

After the hasty mass performed by the priest from Jedburgh, there was much food and drink to be had. It was surprising, considering the English armies had to bring their provisions with them, and that included sides of aged beef that had been carefully packed in straw to keep the temperature even and the meat dry. It was very dry, in fact, so much so that the men had taken to cutting it up and boiling it in a large cauldron they’d found on the grounds of Monteviot. The smells of meat were heavy all over the compound.

But Rhoswyn wasn’t hungry for it. She wasn’t hungry for anything, nor was she thirsty. Shock had seen to that. She sat next to her new husband at the bigger of the two tables in the hall of Monteviot, watching the English and the Scots feast on the boiled beef. Next to her, Troy – as she’d been reminded of his name by the priest who’d married them – wasn’t eating or drinking very much either, and he’d barely spoken to her through the meal. He was more intent on speaking to his Sassenach brothers and cousins, men he’d introduced to Rhoswyn but she’d forgotten their names as soon as he’d told her. The night was disorienting enough without having to remember names that would have no meaning to her.

She just wanted to get this night over with.

Artis and Dunsmore, her cousins, had brought her bedroll and possessions into the hall. They’d been strapped to her big black horse, which had been stabled for the night. Now, the big leather satchel and her neatly-bound bedroll sat next to her feet. On her right, Keith tried to speak to her now and again, but she ignored him. She truly didn’t have anything to say to the man. She was torn between being furious with him and not wanting him to leave her. But she knew, after this night, that her life would change and seeing her father would be rare. She missed him already. God, she just wasn’t prepared for any of this.

But facts were facts. This was her life to be.

Therefore, Rhoswyn supposed she had no choice but to make the best of it. So much that Troy had said to her rang deep – about not shaming their fathers, about doing what had to be done. He’d spoken to her politely, with that beautiful deep voice, and the truth was that he’d soothed her somewhat. The man possessed some kind of magic to do that.

“My lady?”

It took Rhoswyn a moment to realize that the young knights across the table were trying to capture her attention. There were three of them, big men, but their youthful faces belied their age. The oldest couldn’t have seen any more than twenty or twenty-one summers. Two of them were obviously brothers, with black hair and blue eyes, while the third one had a granite-square jaw and dark blond hair. When they saw that they had her attention, the younger black-haired knight smiled.

“My lady, we were wondering,” he said. “Where did you learn to fight? You were very skilled in your battle against Troy today.”

It was a polite question asked by a young Sassenach who had evidently had too much to drink. They were smiling, their eyes bright, and they seemed rather animated. But Rhoswyn was embarrassed to be the object of their attention and she lowered her gaze, quickly, hoping that if she didn’t give them an answer, that they would leave her alone. She didn’t realize that Troy had heard the question and now his focus was on the young knights.

“You will address her as Lady de Wolfe,” he growled. “And clearly, she learned to fight well enough that she managed to catch me off-guard. But I promise you that had you been in my position, the same thing would have happened. Or worse.”

Corbin had been the one asking the questions and he grinned as Troy admitted his shameful defeat. “I am not so sure,” he said. “I would not have faltered as you did.”

“Is that so? You have a big mouth and an even bigger imagination, de Bocage. She would have run you through before you would even realize what had happened.”

Corbin laughed, knowing he was provoking Troy but a little too young to care. “Untrue,” he said. “As soon as she revealed herself to me, I would have pushed her back by the face. ’Tis a bold wench who would challenge a man.”

He was talking as if Rhoswyn couldn’t hear him and his words were a challenge in themselves. Rhoswyn’s head came up and her eyes narrowed. She didn’t like the arrogant young knight’s assertion. She wasn’t going to let him get away with it.

“’Tis a fool who believes he can best me,” she said, entering the conversation. “Have ye ever fought a woman before?”

Corbin’s smile faded as Troy’s new wife spoke up. “Never,” he said. “I would never fight one.”

“How do ye know ye havena? Ye could have fought a very good one and ye just never knew it.”

“And you could have been beaten by her,” Troy put in for his prideful young friend. “In fact, you have probably been beaten by many women, Corbin. Hell, with the way you fight, my mother could beat you if she had a mind to.”

That brought laughter from those around them and Corbin frowned deeply. “No woman can beat me.”

Troy looked at Rhoswyn, who looked at him with a rather startled expression. Startled that the man was so close to her, his face now just a few inches from hers. Of course, she’d been sitting next to him all evening but only when he looked at her did she realized just how close he’d been.

Those eyes… she’d been right. They were hazel, but a very pale shade of the color that looked gold in certain light. It was the most beautiful color she’d ever seen. And his lips… he was smirking, but it wasn’t at her. It was at the knight across the table. When he spoke, there was some appreciation in his tone.

“This one can,” he said.

Before Rhoswyn could reply, he turned away and found his cup of wine. Rhoswyn watched him for a moment, unsure if there was approval in his voice when he’d spoken. She had no way of knowing; she didn’t know the man. She’d just met him and she’d just married him. He was her husband, but he was a stranger.

Was it possible that, somehow, the warrior in him was the least bit impressed with her?

“It is impossible for her to best me,” the young knight scoffed, disrupting her train of thought. “No offense intended, Lady de Wolfe, but you caught your husband off-guard. He has admitted that. It is the only reason you won. Do you know that Troy de Wolfe can tear men apart with his bare hands in battle? When his anger is roused, you have never in your life seen such a warrior. It was fortunate you caught him when you did. Otherwise, he would have torn you to shreds.”

Troy thumped on the table, loud enough to get his attention. “Cease your prattle,” he said. “It is over with. Change the subject and speak of something else.”

Corbin backed off, but not enough. He put his cup to his lips and drank deeply before speaking.

“If she was my wife, I would put her over my knee,” he said, muffled in the cup. “Now that she is your wife, you can punish her for ramming her knee into your…”

Case slapped a hand over his brother’s mouth, forcing a smile at Troy. “He has had too much to drink,” he said. “I will remove him.”

Troy eyed the two brothers. “You had better,” he said. “If that young fool rouses my anger, I will rip his head from his shoulders. Remember that.”

Case knew that Troy wasn’t serious – well, not entirely serious – but he pulled his brother from the table nonetheless, yanking him down the bench to where his father was sitting. Troy fought off a grin as he watched Case explain to his father why they had come to that side of the table, biting off a laugh when Michael smacked his youngest son on the side of the head. Corbin yowled.

“Would ye truly rip his head from his shoulders?”

The soft question came from Rhoswyn. Troy turned to look at her, realizing it was the first thing she’d said to him nearly all night. With a twinkle in his eye, he shook his head.

“Nay,” he said. “Not really. But it is enough of a threat to move him and his flapping lips away from you. I do apologize if he offended you. He is young and silly, but deep down, I believe he’s a good man. He will grow into himself in time.”

Rhoswyn watched as down the table, Corbin defended himself from his father’s anger. “He reminds me of the young lads that serve me pa,” she said. “They’re like young colts. Wild, playful, and no fear. They’re hard tae tame sometimes.”

Troy nodded. He, too, was watching Case and Michael scold Corbin for his behavior. It occurred to him that it might be better to retreat to the marital chamber now that the evening was deepening and the situation in general was calming. Certainly, the lady was much calmer than she had been earlier, which Troy hoped was a good sign for the night to come. He hadn’t been a bridegroom in eighteen years, not since he married Helene, and he should have been nervous about it. But he wasn’t; he was oddly resigned to it. There was no sense of sexual anticipation, only duty. He had a duty to fulfill.

And so did his new wife.

“Mayhap we should retire for the evening before the situation here gets out of hand again,” he said to her. “It has been a tiring day for us both, I am sure.”

Rhoswyn’s heart began to beat more rapidly, now nervous at what Troy was suggesting. She wasn’t a fool; she knew what a wife’s duty was. Her mother had schooled her on it when she had been about eleven years of age, right before Heather Whitton Kerr had passed away from an ailment in her lungs. That had been a terrible time in life to lose one’s mother, and Rhoswyn hadn’t missed her mother so much as she did at this moment. Wasn’t the woman supposed to be here with her, giving her daughter what comfort she could and last-minute advice?

But there was no comfort and no advice. Rhoswyn was alone in all of this and she grabbed her possessions at her feet and abruptly stood up. As Troy said his farewells to his father and the others, Keith realized that his daughter was about to depart. He turned away from his conversation with his brother and grasped her by the arm.

“Are ye leaving, lass?” he asked.

Rhoswyn nodded her head. She was trying very hard not to look at him, afraid she would embarrass herself with an emotional display.

“Aye,” she said. “He wishes it.”

“Ye mean yer husband?”

“Aye.”

The hand Keith had on her arm gave her a reassuring squeeze. “’Twill be all right, lass,” he murmured. “The Wolfe says that his son is the finest of men. He’ll make a fine husband. Be worthy of him. Obey him and be a good wife.”

She looked at him, then. “If he is a good husband tae me, then I’ll be a good wife tae him.”

Keith shook his head. “Yer husband can do as he wishes,” he said quietly. “Remember that ye’re a Kerr; we hold honor as the most valuable thing there is.”

Rhoswyn looked at him, pointedly. “If that is true, then ye should have told me about yer plans tae marry me off. Ye should have been honest, Pa.”

Keith wouldn’t admit that there was some truth to her words. But he didn’t regret what he’d done or how he’d done it. “’Tis over now,” he said quietly. “Ye’re married tae a de Wolfe now, the most powerful English family on the border. Ye’ll be respected and important now.”

That wasn’t exactly what Rhoswyn wanted to hear. She was about to leave her father, perhaps forever, and she wanted to hear something sentimental and reassuring. But she knew that was too much to ask. Ever since her mother’s death, Keith hadn’t been able to speak on his feelings.

Perhaps it was just as well.

“Think of me once in a while, Pa,” she said as she turned away, her throat tight with emotion. “Think of the daughter ye gave over tae the English.”

“Ye’ll thank me for it someday.”

Rhoswyn wasn’t so sure. All she knew was that she felt she was heading to her doom. As she stood there with her sack and bedroll clutched up against her chest, she realized that Troy was standing next to her, waiting. When she looked at him, uncertainty on her features, he gestured to the hall entry.

“This way, my lady,” he said.

He led and she followed, wandering through a maze of inebriated English soldiers, hearing strains of music somewhere as someone strummed a mandolin. It was a smoky hall, filled with dirty men, and the stench was enough to make her eyes water. But she clutched her possessions to her, terrified, as she followed her new husband from the hall.

They exited into the bailey beneath a clear sky and brilliant stars. The storm that had threatened earlier in the day had blown off somewhere, leaving a crisp evening. As soon as Troy hit the dirt of the bailey, he stopped and turned to Rhoswyn. But she came to a halt because he did, looking at him with suspicious eyes. He tried not to smile at the look on her face, as if waiting for him to do all manner of terrible things to her now that they were out of the hall and alone.

“I was waiting so you may walk beside me,” he said. “I do not expect my wife to walk behind me.”

Hesitantly, Rhoswyn closed the gap, looking the man in the face, wondering if he was really as kind and understanding as he seemed to be. This was the same man she’d beaten in a fight, the same one who had hit her on the side of the head and nearly knocked her senseless. The same man she’d kneed in the groin, as the young English knight had so thoughtfully pointed out. All of those terrible things had happened, but he didn’t seem to hold a grudge; at least, on the surface. Who knew what would happen once he got her alone.

She was apprehensive for that moment.

Troy could see the utter anxiety in the woman’s expression. He’d seen it all evening, since the priest had married them. She’d been silent and still all night, hardly moving, and he didn’t think she’d eaten very much, if at all. Not that he blamed her. Perhaps he was old and hardened, so much so that even a marriage didn’t get him too worked up. He had seen nearly forty years; he couldn’t imagine that his new wife had seen half of that. She was young, he was old. She was beautiful and he had wrinkles on his face.

It was going to be an interesting evening.

“My brothers have made up our bedchamber,” he told her as he led her towards the tower. “I cannot vouch for the comfort of the bed, but I know they did what they could. After the siege, there wasn’t much left to work with.”

Rhoswyn was walking beside him but she was about five feet away, clutching her possessions to her chest as she looked around the compound. “This is me first time tae Monteviot,” she said. “I canna see much tae it.”

Troy looked around, too. There was a big stone wall, an oddly large bailey, the tower, outbuildings, and a hall built next to the tower. Most Scottish towers didn’t have a hall, but this one did.

“It is not spectacular, but it is strategic,” he said after a moment. “But I am sure you already know that.”

She nodded. “Me pa said so.”

Troy pointed off to the east. “My father’s seat of Castle Questing is about twelve miles that way,” he said. “My own castle of Kale is five miles to the north, but Monteviot sits close to the English border. It is barely a mile to the south. The reivers that had settled here were making great misery for the English villages.”

They had reached the darkened tower and it loomed over them. But the stench of smoke and death was strong, and Troy reached out to open the entry door that had been repaired from scraps of wood that they could find. He started to go in but noticed that Rhoswyn wasn’t moving. He paused.

“Is something the matter?” he asked.

She was looking up at the tall, bulky tower. “The siege,” she said. Then she paused, hesitantly, before continuing. “That smell… me pa said ye were burnin’ men.”

Troy was honest with her; there was no reason not to be. “It was not by choice,” he said. “It was by necessity. The tower was the last holdout; we had control of the bailey, the outbuildings, and the hall, but there were about thirty Scotsmen holed up in the keep. We tried to get them out; we even promised to release them unharmed if they would only leave the tower. They refused so we burned them out.”

Rhoswyn understood; she knew battles. She knew how Scotsmen thought. “They would rather die than surrender.”

Troy nodded but he didn’t reply. She seemed to be rather depressed by the thought so it was better to not comment. He reached out a hand to her.

“May I take your baggage?” he asked.

Rhoswyn shook her head, miffed that he would think her so weak. “I’m capable of carryin’ it.”

So much for being polite. Troy led her up to the floor above the small solar, the level that had the two undamaged rooms on it. But the smell of smoke was heavier than usual and when Troy opened the chamber door, he could see why; the hearth had malfunctioned and there was a blue layer of smoke in the room. Coughing, he opened the door and went straight to the hearth that was happily blazing away.

“Damnation,” he muttered, coughing and kneeling down to tend to the chimney. “Did no one check the chimney when they started this blaze?”

Rhoswyn followed him into the chamber, her eyes burning from the smoke, and quickly set her possessions down against the wall. She noticed there was some kind of oil cloth on the mattress, which was lying on the floor, and she picked up the cloth, waving it briskly and driving the smoke out of the room. She coughed, Troy coughed, as they both struggled with the smoke.

“This was not how I’d hoped the chamber to be,” Troy said. “I cannot offer you much comfort, but I’d hoped we’d at least be able to breathe.”

It was meant to be a quip, but Rhoswyn missed the humor completely. She continued to fan, moving a good deal of the smoke out of the door. There were two small windows that someone had covered with oiled cloth, and she ripped the cloth free, letting the air from outside suck into the room.

“The smoke will be gone soon enough,” she said, though she coughed as she said it. “Considerin’ that the rest of the tower smells of smoke, I suppose it willna matter much. There is smoke everywhere.”

Troy wasn’t oblivious to the fact that she’d jumped right in to help with the smoke situation. She hadn’t stood by the door and cowered; this was a woman who was used to action. She’d loosened up through the evening and he thanked God that he wasn’t dealing with a wife who needed to be bound hand and foot in order to keep her from hurting others or herself. Moreover, she wasn’t trying to run anymore.

He saw that as progress.

“I think the smell of smoke will be here for some time to come,” he said, rising from the hearth, which was now properly evacuating the smoke out of a chimney that had been partially blocked. “We shall have to become used to it.”

Rhoswyn stopped waving the oiled cloth around because the air was much clearer now. She watched Troy as he went to the door and quietly closed it. Their eyes met when he turned to face her and an awkward silence settled. Troy lifted his eyebrows, thinking he should probably say something that would make them both feel at ease.

“Well,” he said, clearing his throat softly as he moved back towards the hearth. “Since we both find ourselves in an unexpected situation this night, mayhap it would be best if we learn something about one another. It might make you feel more comfortable considering we know virtually nothing about each other.”

Without the hundreds of English soldiers surrounding her, Rhoswyn was easing up considerably. It was just her and Troy now, and it was natural that she should be curious about him. They were to spend the rest of their lives together, a concept she was having a difficult time with. In truth, she’d never been close to anyone in her life, not even her father, so it was an odd notion. She had no friends, and she had no idea where to even start.

“I dunna know what more I need tae know of ye,” she said quietly. “Ye’re a de Wolfe. Me pa said that ye’re a fine man. What else is there?”

Clearly, she had no concept on what a marriage was like. Troy scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Much more,” he said. “More than you know. You should know something of me and I should know something of you.”

“Like what?”

“Who taught you how to fight?”

Her chin lifted in a gesture that hinted at defiance. “Me pa.”

Troy folded his big arms across his chest, leaning back against the wall. “And how long have you been fighting?”

“All me life.”

Troy’s eyebrows lifted. “Even when you were a young lass?”

She nodded. “Having no sons, me pa taught me how tae wield a sword and how tae fight. He said it came naturally tae me.”

“And you like to fight?”

Rhoswyn had to think about his question; it confused her. “What else is there?”

He shrugged. “I simply meant that most young ladies do not lift swords,” he said. “There are many things young women do that do not involve sharp blades or drawing blood.”

There was that dry sense of humor again, but Rhoswyn was oblivious to it. Her brow furrowed and Troy could see that she really had no concept of what he was saying.

“But… but this is what I do,” she said. “This is me.”

Troy studied her a moment, wondering what to say next. She didn’t seem to be much of a conversationalist, nor did he see much depth to her personality. He hoped she wasn’t some dullard; it would be terrible to be saddled to a senseless, foolish woman for the rest of his life, no matter how lovely she was.

“Did your father educate you?” he asked. “What I mean to ask is what more do you know other than fighting?”

She knew what he meant. “Me ma taught me tae sew and sing,” she said. “I can read and speak English, Gaelic, and Latin.”

That surprised him. “Who taught you that?”

“Me ma. She died when I had seen eleven summers.” Now, she was becoming bolder. She didn’t want to talk about herself anymore. “Can I ask ye a question?”

He nodded. “Aye.”

“Ye told me earlier that ye did not want tae marry again. Does that mean that ye’ve been married before?”

Troy thought on her question; he had said that, hadn’t he? He supposed there was no harm in telling her the truth. She would find out, eventually, given that everyone who knew him knew he’d been married before. Someone would tell her if he didn’t.

“Aye,” he replied, averting his gaze as he turned to look at the fire. “I was married very young. I had seen twenty-two years and she had seen fifteen years. We had three children together but only one has survived. My wife and two youngest children were killed two years ago.”

Rhoswyn found herself inherently sympathetic to that news. “Oh,” she said solemnly. “What… what happened?”

“They drowned.”

That sounded quite tragic to her. “But ye have one child left?”

He nodded. “My son, Andreas,” he said. “He has seen seventeen years and he is fostering at Norwich Castle.”

“Ye must be proud of the lad.”

“He is my shining star.”

Rhoswyn watched him as he spoke, his subdued manner. Even though his answers were without emotion, it was his expression that gave him away. Speaking about his dead wife and children was still upsetting to him even though he tried to cover it up. But oddly enough, his confession somehow made her more sympathetic to him.

It made him more human.

This wasn’t a single-dimension Sassenach warrior. This was a man who had suffered great loss but continued to push through it. She wondered if he felt terribly lonely, though. He seemed that way to her.

Then, the guilt began to set in.

This was the same man she’d fought, kneed, hit, and humiliated. Then, she’d refused to marry him so strongly that she had to be carried to him in ropes to their wedding. In her defense, she hadn’t cared what the man thought at the time. She still wasn’t sure she did, but now she was sliding into that gray area of awkward guilt over her behavior. Something inside urged her to show him she wasn’t the wild animal his father had accused her of being.

“Norwich Castle,” she said, attempting to continue the conversation. “Is that near London?”

Troy nodded. “It is not too far from it,” he said. “About a day’s ride.”

“Have ye been tae London, then?”

He grinned. “Many times. Have you?”

She shook her head as if she would rather be dead than set foot on the streets of London. “Nay, laddie. Never.”

He laughed at the way she said it, the term she called him. Laddie. His father called him that on occasion, but no one else had dared refer to him as a lad in a very long time. He rather liked to hear it in her sultry voice, so much so that he didn’t mind at all.

“Then we shall go sometime,” he said. “Surely you would like to travel out of Scotland and see other places, other people.”

She looked at him as if he’d just asked her to go to the moon. “Out of Scotland, ye say?” she asked, astonished. “What would I do out of Scotland?”

“You do not wish to travel?”

She shrugged. “I… I wouldna know how.”

Troy’s gaze lingered on her a moment. “Did you never go anywhere with your father?”

She shook her head. “Me pa doesna leave Sibbald’s. ’Tis our home, ye know.”

“I know. But why does he not leave?”

Rhoswyn shrugged. “He just doesna,” she said. “I canna recall him leavin’ more than just a few times in me life, so comin’ tae Monteviot was rare for him. I think he feels anxious when he leaves. He always wants tae go home.”

Troy already knew that about Red Keith Kerr; they all knew that the man rarely strayed from home. It could be because he simply loved his home too much to leave it, or it could be because he was afraid when he left home. Troy had seen men who couldn’t leave their homes or lift a weapon, anxieties of men who had seen too much battle. It wasn’t uncommon. Pushing himself off of the wall, he turned to the fire one last time.

“Well,” he said, “if that’s the man’s choice, so be it. But you may like to travel to London someday. Or we do not have to go to London; we can go to York or Carlisle, or anywhere else you might like to go.”

Rhoswyn had never considered anything like that in her life. Leaving her home, her father’s lands, had never even occurred to her.

“I say it is enough that I’m here,” she said. “I canna think on goin’ anywhere else. I’ve never spent a night away from Sibbald’s in me life.”

Troy poked at the wood, settling it down into a warm blaze. Her mention of spending the night outside of Sibbald’s reminded him of what was to come this night, of what was to be expected. He hoped she had an idea of it, too, because she seemed to have lived a rather sheltered life. He didn’t want her going mad with what he was about to tell her.

“Speaking of the night,” he said as he stirred the fire, “you understand what it is that married people do on their wedding night, don’t you?”

Rhoswyn looked at him sharply, realizing what he was asking, and then feeling her cheeks flame at the mere thought. Did she know? She certainly did. This was the moment she had been dreading.

“Aye,” she said. “I know.”

“What do you know?”

She frowned. “I havena done it before if that’s what ye’re askin’.”

He tried not to smile at her outrage. “That is not what I meant,” he said. “I simply meant… since I have done this before, if you would like me to explain the situation, I will be happy to.”

Rhoswyn had never been so embarrassed in her life. To speak of such personal things with a stranger! But Troy wasn’t any stranger; he was her husband. As of tonight, he would be a stranger no longer. But so much about this day had been in upheaval – her entire life was in upheaval, now with a husband who wanted to take her to London and explain the ways of men and women to her. It was almost too much to process and for the first time all evening, her composure was fracturing. Not in the sense that she wanted to run away again, but in the sense that she couldn’t comprehend a man who would be so understanding. Not after the day they’d had.

“Why?” she finally hissed, unable to look at him. “Why would ye do this?”

Troy turned from the fire to look at her. “Do what?”

She turned her head away completely. “Be so kind tae me,” she said. “Do ye not realize what I did tae ye today?”

“I do.”

“Yet ye show no anger?” She did turn around, then, looking him in the eye. “I wanted tae defeat ye and I did. I hit ye and I kicked ye and knocked ye tae the ground!”

“I know.”

That wasn’t the answer she was looking for. “But, still, ye have been kind tae me,” she said. “I dunna understand why ye would do such a thing.”

Troy stood up from the fire, scratching his head pensively. Then, he eyed her as he formulated an answer to what was a legitimate question.

“I suppose I did it because you were more upset about the situation than I was,” he said. “I am much older than you are, Rhoswyn. I have seen much in life. It is true that I can become angry rather quickly and it is true that you made me angry today with your tactics. But, as my father pointed out, you did not trick me. You simply used the element of surprise. I cannot become angry about that because, in hindsight, it was a smart tactic. As much as I did not like it, you did what you had to do. From one warrior to another, I respect that.”

Rhoswyn was looking up at him, listening to that deep, soothing voice. “I did it because I knew I couldna best ye any other way,” she said. “Ye’re bigger than I am and more powerful. I knew if I dinna strike ye down first, I would never have another chance.”

He nodded as he sat down on the edge of the mattress. “I realize that,” he said. “You ask why I have been kind to you? Because you were forced into this just as I was, but now that it is done, we must make the best of it. I would like for this union to be a civil one. I do not want to spend the rest of my life fighting with you.”

It was the rational way to look at the situation and Rhoswyn realized that she, too, didn’t want to spend the rest of her life fighting with him.

“If we must be together, then I would like it tae be civil also,” she said.

Troy simply nodded, pleased that she was at least agreeing with him. That gave him hope. With that, the conversation died off and he bent over a leg and began to unfasten a boot.

As Rhoswyn watched, the boot came off and he went to work on the other one, and she began to realize that he was undressing for bed. Or, at least, what was to come in bed. Feeling her nerves all over again, she turned her back on him and looked down at herself; she wasn’t one to sleep in her shift. In fact, she’d slept in her clothes since she was a child. It was her mother’s influence that made her bathe and brush her hair once in a while but, for that, she wouldn’t have cared in the least. And she’d never in her life undressed in front of anyone.

She wore three tunics and the heavy leather tunic on top of that. Her legs were clad in the leather breeches and, like Troy, she wore boots. She glanced over her shoulder to see that he was removing his heavy woolen tunic with the wolf’s head on it, so she thought she might as well remove the leather tunic she wore. It was more like an apron and she unfastened the ties, pulling it over her head and tossing it against the wall.

Sitting down on the mattress, she untied her boots, which were nothing like Troy’s boots. His were smooth pieces of leather, expertly sewn together and crafted, while her boots were simply pieces of leather attached to a sole that were then held to her leg by a series of ties. Glancing over her shoulder casually to see what state of undress he was in, she could see that he’d taken off his padded tunic, revealing a thin linen tunic beneath. Since he’d removed another piece of clothing, she did too.

Unbeknownst to Troy, every time he would remove something, Rhoswyn would. Vastly uncertain, she didn’t want to be dressed any more – or any less – than he was. When he was down to his thin linen tunic and breeches, she was, too. But then he pulled the tunic off and she could see his broadly-muscled back.

He was nude from the waist up.

The mere sight made her heart beat strangely. Illuminated by the firelight, she could see his muscles rippling as he moved. She’d seen the flesh of men before, but not like this. Never like this. It seemed to affect her breathing and her cheeks grew hot. Fearful she was about to embarrass herself greatly, she turned away just as Troy stood up and went to the other side of the bed, pulling back the makeshift coverlet.

“I cannot promise it is comfortable, but it is better than sleeping on the ground,” he said. But then he noticed that she was simply nodding, her back turned to him, and he knew why. He remembered a nervous bride eighteen years ago and he had another one now, although under these circumstances, Rhoswyn had every right to be nervous and upset. “My lady, if you are not comfortable doing what must be done tonight, then I will not force you.”

Rhoswyn was surprised by the offer but terribly grateful. She turned her head slightly, enough so that Troy could see her fine profile in the firelight.

“I have shamed ye enough today,” she said, so nervous that her voice was trembling. “Ye’ve shown kindness and patience. I would not dishonor ye further by refusin’ tae share yer bed.”

“No one would know but the two of us. If you do not want to, then we can put it off to a later time when you are more comfortable.”

He was giving her the option and it meant a great deal. Was the man so truly kind and patient? She’d never known anyone like him. But she honestly couldn’t refuse him what was his right. Everything was so new and uncertain right now but, even so, she’d not lost her sense of duty. She may have hated what the day had brought her, but that didn’t mean she was going to be a coward about it. What was it her father had said? Be worthy of him.

She was coming to think that she very much wanted to be.

“Yer suggestion is a kind one, but unnecessary,” she said. “I willna shirk me duty. But… ye’ll have tae tell me what it is ye want me tae do.”

Troy realized it was probably difficult for her to say that. He also knew that how he handled this situation would probably affect their entire relationship, forever. He wanted it to be civil, but didn’t want any more than that. Aye, she was beautiful and, with time, she would probably make an acceptable wife. But beyond that, he had no hopes or expectations. He’d had love, once, and he didn’t expect it or hope for it again. The love he had was for Helene, and that had not gone away these two years yet it had faded into something warm and comforting. When he thought of her, he remembered the feelings he had for her. He didn’t particularly want to feel those for anyone else, not even a beautiful Scottish warrior woman who had bested him in a fight.

But that wasn’t something Rhoswyn ever need know.

Still, Troy knew how to be kind. His mother had seen to that. The sweet and endearing Lady Jordan made sure all of her sons knew how to treat a woman, and Troy was particularly good at it as evidenced by the way he’d handled the situation with Rhoswyn. When he’d seen her fighting and kicking in the hall, bound in ropes by her own men, he knew that he had to be the one to ease her. It couldn’t have come from anyone else. He had to be the more reasonable person at that moment because she was incapable, frightened as she was. So he’d made the effort and now they found themselves in the same bed, on their wedding night.

All was calm and he intended to keep it that way.

“I will not tell you,” he said quietly, “but I will show you. Do you trust me?”

Rhoswyn thought on the question. Did she trust him? Strangely enough, she did. The man had proven himself to be kind and honorable so far, inevitably earning what trust she had to give. But given that he was a Sassenach, inherently, she was wary.

But that resistance was fading fast.

“Aye,” she said, barely above a whisper. “I do.”

“Good,” Troy said. “Now… just relax and let me do what needs to be done. Can you do that?”

“Aye.”

“And not resist?”

She let out a pent-up breath, as if she’d been forgetting to breathe. “Nay… I’ll not.”

Reaching out, he touched her on the shoulder, by her neck, and a wild fire ran up and down her spine, causing her breath to come out in a painful gasp. Rhoswyn had never known the touch of any man, so Troy’s warm hand against her shoulder sent sparks firing through her body like nothing she’d ever experienced. His other hand came up, touching her other shoulder, and she must have made some kind of noise that suggested she wasn’t opposed to his warm, gentle touch because the next thing she realized, his mouth was on the side of her neck.

After that, it all seemed to pass in a blur.

Rhoswyn closed her eyes because the sensations Troy was creating overwhelmed her, swallowed her, and the only way she could fully realize them was to close her eyes and digest the powerful experience. His mouth moved over her neck and onto her back, where he was kissing the flesh. Kisses that caused her body to tremble and her breathing to come in odd pants. As she sat there on the edge of the bed, his big body moved up behind her and his enormous arms went around her, pulling her back onto the bed.

She was on her back now, smelling the stale hay from the mattress as Troy covered them up with a blanket that smelled of horses. It was scratchy and rough, but Rhoswyn wasn’t paying attention. Troy was straddling her somehow – she didn’t dare open her eyes and look – but she could feel him hovering over her.

And his hands were moving.

Surely, confidently, they were moving. Stroking her arms, moving to her hands and pulling them to his lips. He was kissing her fingers and she could feel his hot breath on her flesh. Then he was nibbling on her hands, her wrists, and he dropped her hands long enough to yank her thin linen undertunic over her head in one swift movement.

He almost yanked her head off with it and Rhoswyn gasped with surprise as she ended up naked from the waist up. Pulled from feelings of warmth and excitement, a flood of embarrassment filled her at her nakedness and she thought to protest but she quickly remembered that she’d promised him that she would not resist. He’d asked her to trust him, so she had little choice. But thoughts of resisting and embarrassment abruptly faded when he came down on top of her and his heated mouth began to suckle on a warm nipple.

Witchcraft!

That was all Rhoswyn could think when he fondled her breasts, suckling between them, and she liked it. Aye, she liked it! Somehow, the man had bewitched her into liking what he was doing to her. Trust took on a whole new meaning as his mouth, his tongue, moved over the flesh of her torso while his fingers now pulled at her hardened nipples, tugging at them, and every time he did it, she would gasp and groan. Her body seemed to be making the sounds all on its own, as if she had no control over what was coming out of her mouth. Something else seemed to have taken hold of her, for things like shame and fear had fled, leaving a quivering and willing shell in their wake.

She had no will of her own.

For certain, Troy seemed to be a man possessed. Along with the kissing and suckling he was doing, she could hear him inhaling deeply, as if sucking in her scent, breathing in her very essence. He was feeding off of it, suckling and biting at her torso, dragging his tongue over her belly. Her breeches were the last frontier, a garment that was laced at her hips to keep them tight, but Troy yanked the ties free and, with one hard pull, drew them all the way down to her ankles.

As he pulled off one of the legs, leaving the other leg still bunched up around her ankle, he shoved his face into the thatch of dark curls between her legs and inhaled deeply. It was intimacy in the most basic way, a man acquainting himself with what belonged to him. It was the scent of his woman.

Then, he went into a frenzy.

Troy’s fingers began to probe wet, intimate places. Shocked at the unexpected move, Rhoswyn forgot her promise not to resist and she put her hands on his, trying to pull him away. But Troy wouldn’t let her remove his hand; he bent over to kiss her arms, her wrists, before pulling her fingers away to suckle on them. The action forced Rhoswyn back into the realm of warmth and arousal, feeling a strange heat between her legs and having no idea what it was or how to quench it. All she knew was that there was a hunger there now that she’d never had before, and when Troy finally put his manhood against her threshold and thrust slowly but firmly, she began to understand what that hunger was, because he was beginning to feed it.

It was a primal need that took over her instincts. To Troy’s surprise, Rhoswyn thrust her hips forward, awkwardly, and he slid into her warm, wet body nearly his entire length. He also quickly realized that she had no maidenhead, probably lost somewhere in the years of riding horses, as sometimes happened with women. But her tight body and grimacing expression told him that she was, indeed, a virgin and he withdrew, coiling his buttocks and driving his full length into her. As Rhoswyn groaned with the unexpected and slightly painful experience, he began to move.

His thrusts were deep and measured, and the pain quickly subsided, leaving that same strange hunger that seemed to grow every time Troy thrust into her. Rhoswyn lay on her back, legs parted and gripping Troy around the neck as he continued to move in her, grinding his pelvis against hers when he was in too deep to go any further. The grinding of the pelvis caused sparks to fly and her body to quiver, and as Rhoswyn was trying to absorb all of the pleasurable and strange new sensations their lovemaking had to offer, the hunger between her legs seemed to roar.

The tremors of that roar rippled through her body as she experienced her first release, bringing a cry to her lips at the exquisite ecstasy of it. Rhoswyn held on to Troy tightly, feeling as if she needed an anchor. Surely if she didn’t hold on to something, the effects of that roar would blow her all over the chamber. Gasping, she held on to him as hard as she could, hearing his soft grunt in her ear as he found his release as well.

It was over, but it wasn’t over. Troy remained on top of her, still moving in her, still touching her. His lips were on her forehead, kissing her tenderly, and somewhere in the kisses, his soft voice told her to sleep.

Rhoswyn didn’t need any prompting; her body was already halfway there, languid and boneless. She couldn’t have moved if she’d tried. All cuddled up in Troy’s enormous, warm embrace, it was as if nothing else in the world mattered at that moment. She was safe and she was warm, and she was content. She’d never known such satisfaction of the soul in her entire life.

Witchcraft, indeed.

When she awoke the next morning, Troy was gone.
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CHAPTER NINE


“A marriage.”

“Aye… a marriage.”

The muttered words came from Fergus and Artis, sitting with Dunsmore outside of the hall near a fire they’d built themselves, unwilling and unable to sit inside with a host of Sassenach soldiers while Rhoswyn was married to one of them.

This wasn’t the outcome they’d hoped for.

Fergus most of all. He was grossly disappointed by it and grossly insulted that he hadn’t been consulted on such a matter. It had been a shocking decision on Keith’s part and nobody was very happy about it – a marital alliance. Had Keith told him what he’d been planning all along, Fergus would have done his best to talk him out of it. Protested if he had to.

Tie the man down and beat some sense into him if it came down to it.

But there had been no chance for protests because the deed was done. Rhoswyn was married to a de Wolfe son and was even now in the tower with her new husband, doing things that would bring about a de Wolfe heir and a potential claimant to the wealth of Clan Kerr. It was true that because of the laws of tanistry, or the Gaelic succession rights, no female or the offspring of a female could inherit the chief’s position, meaning that a de Wolfe grandson couldn’t become the chief of Red Keith’s clan. But Keith could certainly gift the child, and his daughter, with what fortune he had accumulated. That would split the clan’s wealth with a half-Sassenach bastard and no one wanted to do that.

Therefore, those meant to inherit what Keith had were quite displeased with the recent turn of events. But what to do about it was the question.

It was true that Fergus was a man who avoided conflict. It wasn’t that he was a truly peaceful man; it was simply that he had a cowardice streak in him, something his brother overlooked. He was family, after all, but that cowardice streak was why Fergus had remained on the hill with Keith’s men when Keith and Rhoswyn had gone to confront the English. That was the brutal truth of it. But now Fergus was wishing he hadn’t remained behind given the bargain that Keith had struck.

“I canna believe he’s done such a thing,” Artis said, poking at the flames with a stick. “I never thought the man capable of betrayin’ his lands and his people.”

“These are our lands!” Dunsmore banged his hand against the hard-packed earth. “He’s given them tae the English. He’ll give it all tae the English!”

Fergus listened to his passionate sons. “He willna give him our lands,” he said, his speech slow and weary. “When me brother dies, it will be me who inherits Sibbald’s. When I die, it belongs tae Artis. Keith married Rhosie tae the English but that doesna mean all is lost. I’ll talk tae him and…”

“No more talk, Pa,” Artis interrupted angrily. “Rhoswyn said that Red Keith cared more for the clan than he does for her, but that’s not true. He has somethin’ else in mind by marryin’ her tae the de Wolfe son. I can feel it!”

Fergus sighed faintly. “Ye canna know that.”

“He wed Rhosie tae the English and ye knew nothin’ about it until it was too late,” Artis pointed out hotly. “We know that Red Keith never does anythin’ without a plan. And ye heard him today when he told Rhosie that he wished for English grandsons? Ye were there! Grandsons tae come and take over the clan!”

Fergus shook his head. “They have no legal claim.”

Artis pointed a finger at him, jabbing it in his face. “Mayhap they dunna, but until Red Keith is put in the ground, his wealth and lands belong tae him. He can do as he pleases. Who is tae say he willna give them over tae his English relations now? We’ll lose everythin’!”

Fergus was tired of listening to his sons rage about the implications of their future now that their cousin had married into the House of de Wolfe. He was frustrated enough about it without them stirring the pot. Unwilling to listen to their unsubstantiated speculation, he stood up, stretching his legs. Artis glanced up from the fire when his father stood up.

“We’re not finished, Pa,” he said. “We have somethin’ tae settle.”

Fergus shook his head. “We’ll not settle it tonight, lads. And I’ll not listen tae any more of yer foolish claims.”

“Then where are ye goin’?”

Fergus gestured in the general direction of the stables. “Tae piss out all of this foul English wine,” he said. “And tae think. I canna think with the two of ye raging as ye are, so I need tae be alone. I need tae think this through.”

Dunsmore started to say something but Artis put a hand on his brother’s arm, silencing him. Dunsmore looked at him curiously but kept silent as their father wandered away. When Fergus was out of earshot, Artis turned to his brother.

“He willna do anythin’ about this,” he mumbled. “Ye know that. Our pa is a coward and he willna stand up against his brother. That means we must do somethin’ about this.”

Dunsmore looked at him with some confusion. “Do?” he repeated. “What can we do?”

Artis returned to poking the fire, the wheels of thought churning in his mind. “Rhosie doesna want tae be married tae the English,” he said. “Ye saw what we had tae do tae take her tae her own weddin’. Ye saw how she fought it.”

“Aye, I saw. But what can we do?”

Artis’ gaze lingered on the fire for a moment. “We help her,” he said simply. “Mayhap she’ll want us tae do away with him.”

Dunsmore’s eyebrows lifted as he realized what his brother was saying. “Do away with him?” he repeated. “Kill him?”

“Aye.”

Dunsmore thought that was a very bad idea. “But ye saw the man, Artie. He’s a knight. More than that, he’s a de Wolfe. Would ye bring the entire House of de Wolfe down on us?”

Artis looked at his brother. “Rhosie bested him,” he said. “He canna be so indestructible if she bested him.”

Dunsmore still didn’t like what his brother was suggesting. He was the weaker of the pair, easily frightened, and his brother’s suggestion had him scared. “So what do we do?”

Artis stopped poking at the fire as he seriously considered the question. “We will talk tae Rhosie,” he said. “We can come up with a way tae rid her of de Wolfe. If she has no husband, then she’ll have no children, and there will be no one Red Keith can give his fortune tae.”

It sounded rather simple, but Dunsmore knew there was far more to it than the simplistic way Artis was presenting it. He hated it when his brother schemed like this, but part of him was glad for it. He knew that Red Keith’s wealth would stay where it belonged if Artis had anything to say about it.

It wouldn’t go to the damnable English.

“We canna talk tae her now,” he said, pointing to the tower. “She’s with the man she married.”

Artis nodded, leaning back against the cold stone wall of the hall. “Not now,” he said. “Later. Let us go home with Pa and then we’ll come tae visit. By then, surely Rhosie will be a-wantin’ us tae help her. The more time she spends with him, the more she’ll hate him.”

It was an interesting thought, one that, hopefully, would prove true. If Artis and Dunsmore wanted to protect what was theirs, then surely drastic measures had to be taken. But Dunsmore wasn’t so sure they should take them against a de Wolfe because it was a potentially devastating situation should de Wolfe seek vengeance on them for a murdered son.

Still… Dunsmore wasn’t so sure they had any other choice. If they wanted to protect what was rightfully theirs, then something had to happen.

The de Wolfe son had to be removed.
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“Well? Did all go well last night?”

The question came from William. Troy had just emerged from the tower before dawn to find it full of men ready to depart. In fact, the shouts from the bailey had roused him from his sleep, a sleep so blissful that to pull himself away from it had been difficult. He hadn’t experienced that kind of contentment in a very long time.

With Rhoswyn’s long, warm body pressed up against him, it had been heavenly, feeling like he was whole again. Losing Helene had taken something from him that, last night, Rhoswyn had unwittingly put back.

And that scared him to death.

Because of that, his father’s question startled him. He looked at his father, approaching through the darkness of the early morning, and he resisted the urge to spill out his confusion. It was confusion, because last night he’d sworn he didn’t have any hopes or expectations of the marriage, but this morning might have seen that opinion change.

“It proceeded without incident,” he said, unable to stifle a yawn.

William came to a halt, eyeing his son. “She did not become hysterical again?”

Troy shook his head. “She did not.”

William was pleasantly surprised. “Then that is good news,” he said. “I will admit that we were worried.”

Troy’s brow furrowed. “We? Who is ‘we’?”

“Me,” Paris said as he came up behind William, dressed in full armor at this time of the morning because of the troop movement. “I was worried. God’s Bones, Troy, that is no ordinary woman you married. In my daughter, you had a gentle and obedient woman, but the warrior woman you took to your bed… God help you.”

Troy looked at his former father-in-law, sensing that all was not well with him. He’d not spoken to him much about the marriage other than right after the bargain his father had made. All four of the older knights had closed in on him, trying to convince him that the marriage to the Kerr heiress was the wise thing to do. But the more Troy thought on it, the more he realized that Paris, throughout the night, hadn’t said much of anything about it. His father and Kieran had been doing all of the talking.

That told him that something was amiss.

“It will be fine,” William said, looking pointedly at Paris. “Troy is married to the woman and that marriage will create a strong alliance.”

Paris still didn’t seem apt to discuss it. He simply turned away, calling to Apollo to ensure the troops from Northwood were ready to depart. Both Troy and William watched him go.

“What is it with him, Papa?” Troy asked. “What is wrong?”

William sighed as he returned his attention to his son. “I am not entirely sure, but if I could guess, he does not wish for you to remarry,” he said quietly. “He seemed in support of it initially, but as the evening progressed and he ingested too much wine, he started lamenting over Helene’s memory.”

Troy looked at his father, puzzled. “What about her memory?”

William lifted his big shoulders. “Mayhap he sees it being wiped away with your new wife,” he said. “I cannot be for certain that is what he is feeling, but I suspect that might be the case.”

“Did he tell you that?”

“Nay, but I have known Paris for most of my life. I know how he thinks.”

“And he thinks I am disrespecting Helene’s memory by taking another wife?”

William could see that Troy was working himself up. He put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Nay,” he said flatly. “He has not said anything to that regard. You know that he would not. But you are Helene’s husband and to see you married to another… certainly, Paris must feel torn about it.”

Troy stared at his father a moment before charging off, pushing through the crowds of men who were gathering in the pre-dawn. He was following Paris and the man hadn’t moved too far away before Troy was behind him, putting a hand on his shoulder and pulling him to a halt. When Paris looked at him, surprised that he had so forcefully pulled him to a stop, Troy got in the man’s face.

“Is that what you think?” he hissed. “That my marriage to Rhoswyn is disrespectful to Helene’s memory?”

Paris was taken aback. “Who told you that?” he demanded. “I never said such a thing!”

“Is that what you think?”

It was evident that Troy wasn’t going to back off or back down. There was an intensity in his eyes that only Troy de Wolfe was capable of. He had his father’s hazel eyes that, when aroused with anger, took on an almost animalistic gleam to them. Something hard and unnatural. That was what Paris saw now and he hastened to clarify the situation.

“I do not think that,” he said honestly. “But it does seem… sad that you now have a wife who is not my daughter. You married her when she was so young, Troy. It has always been you and Helene. And now your father has used you to forge an alliance with Red Keith. I will admit, it did not bother me in the beginning, but I have had time to think on it. It will be strange knowing you are married to another woman and not my daughter.”

Troy gazed at the man a moment before dropping his hand from his shoulder. In truth, he could see Paris’ point of view. He understood it well.

“Mayhap I am married to her, but she will not take your daughter’s place,” he said quietly. “She is a wife in name and nothing more. Have no fear. She can never wipe Helene’s memory from me, not ever. It is ingrained in me as surely as the stars are ingrained in the heavens. That will never change.”

Perhaps that was something that Paris needed to hear at that moment. These were days of change for him as well. It was bad enough losing his daughter but now he felt he was losing her memory as well as her husband took on another wife. But he didn’t voice that; it wouldn’t do any good.

Patting Troy on the cheek, he turned away from the man and continued on to his troops where Apollo was organizing the party. Troy watched him go as William came up behind him.

“Thank you for telling him that,” William said softly. “I think he needed to know that.”

Troy turned to his father. “You heard?”

“Aye.”

Troy drew in a deep breath, the air full of morning dew and free of the smoke that had been so prevalent the last few days. He looked around the bailey, so full of men, and found himself rather disappointed that he wasn’t going with them.

“No one likes what you have done, Papa, least of all me and Uncle Paris,” he said after a moment, “but we both understand why you did it. I will make the best of it and so will Uncle Paris. Now, how long do you wish for me to remain at Monteviot? Now that we are allied with Red Keith, there is really no reason for me to remain. I can just as easily put another knight in charge while I return to Kale Water.”

He was changing the subject away from the emotional part of the situation and on to the reality of it. William simply went with the shift, unwilling to discuss the marital aspect of it any longer because nothing could change it. Troy and Paris would accept it, as they had to, and that was all he cared about. He’d been in command of his empire for so long, but it was moments like this that made him feel old and worn and tired. He didn’t like playing with people’s lives but, at times, it was necessary.

Such was the burden of command.

“You mentioned that you were going to send for Brodie and Cassius,” he said, moving with the change in focus. “Do you still intend to do that?”

Troy shook his head. “As I said, since we are now allied with Red Keith, I see no reason to overly fortify Monteviot, and that includes pulling my knights from Kale Water. But I might send Brodie here when I return to Kale. I would like to have at least one of my knights in command.”

The gates of Monteviot began to swing open; the sounds of grating iron and chains could be heard all across the compound. The troops for Berwick were up near the gate, Patrick’s troops, and Troy knew that they would depart first.

“I would bid farewell to Patrick before he leaves,” he said. “While I am gone, think of what you would have of me here at Monteviot. Tell me if there is anything you wish for me to accomplish. I am eager to return to Kale Water and do not want to spend too much time here.”

William nodded. “You’ll spend enough time to see everything properly repaired and the area settled,” he said, grabbing on to Troy’s arm when the man went to move away. “And you will speak with Keith before you go back to Kale Water. You will at least try to form some kind of bond with the man, Troy. You are his son now and it is important, for the sake of peace and the sake of family, to have a relationship with him.”

Troy nodded, distracted. “I will,” he said. “Let me see to Patrick and then we shall speak more before you depart. And where is James? I must see to him as well.”

William let him go, watching Troy as he headed towards the gates. The land was now starting to turn shades of purples and pinks as the sky above turned colors from the rising sun. As he turned back to the troops from Castle Questing, which were to the rear of the bailey, he caught sight of Audric emerging from the hall.

The priest ate and drank himself into oblivion the night before, so William was surprised to see that the man was up and moving so early. As Troy went off to bid his brothers and friends a good journey, William made his way over to the priest, who seemed to be rubbing his eyes and staggering somewhat. In fact, by the time William reached the man, he had to grab him to steady him. Audric looked up at him, blinking his eyes.

“Och,” he said, seeing the rather amused expression on William’s face. “It seems that I canna drink Sassenach wine and not feel the effects of it the next day. What do ye make it with? Poison?”

William kept a straight face. “The blood of unpleasant priests.”

Audric eyes widened but he saw the flicker of a smile on William’s lips so he broke down into a grin. “I always said the English were a wicked lot.”

“I cannot disagree with that, but we’re no worse than the Scots.”

Audric sighed faintly, nodding but realizing that hurt his head, so he quickly stopped. “That be true, in many ways,” he said. Then, he spied Troy near the gates, talking with a pair of big English knights. “So yer son survived the night, did he? I had me doubts.”

William’s gaze moved to Troy also. He was speaking to Patrick and James. But as he watched, Corbin and Case came over to his son, as they were preparing to depart also, and Troy slapped Corbin on the side of the head and the others laughed. Considering how the young knight had harassed Troy’s new wife last night, the smack was well deserved. William fought off a grin at the camaraderie – and the irritation – of old friends.

“I had my doubts also,” he admitted, returning his focus to the priest. “But he says that everything is well this morning.”

“Have ye seen his wife tae ask her the same question?”

“Nay,” William said. “But I am sure she will show herself soon enough. Her father is preparing to leave, also.”

He was pointing off to the southern end of the hall – the exterior of it – where Red Keith and his men had spent the night, wrapped up in their dirty tunics and sleeping beneath the stars. Audric snorted.

“Could nothin’ ye say convince the man tae spend the night in a room full of Sassenach?” he asked.

William shook his head. “Not even when I promised to sleep between him and my men,” he said. “There was nothing I could say to convince him otherwise.”

“It seems he dunna trust those he’s now allied with.”

William knew there was some truth to that. “That is what I wish to speak to you about,” he said. “I think it is important for you to remain here for a time, at least while my son and his new wife are coming to know each other. Your counsel may be crucial to this marriage being a success. Will you consider it?”

Audric looked at him with some surprise. He hadn’t been expecting such a request and was therefore unprepared with a firm answer.

“I dunna know if I can,” he said. “I am expected back at Jedburgh.”

“I will write to your abbot and ask permission, then. I feel that your presence here is important, Audric. You know the couple; you have seen how they met, how they married. You understand the situation. They may need you.”

Audric did, indeed, and it was a volatile one. After a moment, he sighed. “I suppose I could spare some time tae remain,” he said. “But send the missive tae the abbot today. I dunna want the man wonderin’ where I’ve gone.”

William felt some relief that the priest had agreed to remain behind. “Good,” he said. “I will send the missive off before I leave here this morning. Let me attend to it now. Meanwhile, go and tell Keith Kerr that you will be remaining for the sake of his daughter. I am sure he will find some comfort in that.”

“Unless he thinks I’m here tae give her or her husband last rites when they tear each other tae pieces.”

William grinned. “I am confident that will not happen.”

With that, he turned on his heel and headed off into the collection of English men, his destination the provisions wagon from Questing that held all of his possessions, including his writing implements.

Audric watched him go, thinking the man held a strong belief that the unexpected marriage between his son and Keith’s daughter would succeed. He could hear it in the man’s voice. From what Audric had seen, he wasn’t so certain, but he’d been asked to stay and mediate. Or counsel, as de Wolfe had put it. Either way, he was in a position to help this alliance and he didn’t take that lightly. He didn’t think his superiors would, either. Somehow, he suspected that peace along this entire stretch of border depended on it.

Not surprisingly, Keith was glad to hear of Audric’s plans. But he didn’t wait for his daughter to show herself, thinking it would be better if he didn’t. After her first night as a married woman, he might not like what she had to say, so he and his men left Monteviot as the big contingent from Berwick flooded from the gates.

Keith felt like a coward for leaving his daughter without finding out how she fared with her new husband but, in hindsight, perhaps it was best if he didn’t know.

As he’d been saying all along… it wasn’t as if he could change things.

Rhoswyn would have to find her own way now.
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CHAPTER TEN


For some reason, Rhoswyn didn’t want to bid her father a farewell.

She’d awoken, alone in the makeshift bed and feeling momentarily disappointed that Troy hadn’t remained with her. But the moment she sat up, she saw that the fire had been stoked and her clothes, which had been piled up in the corner, were lying on the floor before the fire to warm them before she put them on. That was an incredibly thoughtful gesture and one that brought a rather bashful smile to her lips. Even if Troy had left her sleeping, he’d still thought of her.

Somehow, that meant something.

So, she rose from the bed and pulled her warm clothes on, going to the window of the tower to see the northern part of the bailey and the fact that it was full of men and wagons, men preparing to depart Monteviot. She knew her father was out there, somewhere, but she didn’t feel much like seeing him. She knew he would ask her questions about the night, and if the marriage had been consummated, and that wasn’t something she wanted to share with anyone, least of all her father. She was still trying to process what had happened last night because, for the first time in her life, she felt like a woman.

She’d never felt that way before.

It was quite a paradox – the woman who had only ever wanted to fight like a man versus the sensual woman that had emerged under Troy’s expert touch. The way he’d touched her, kissed her… was that what it meant to be a woman? To feel warmth and excitement and tenderness? No one had ever told her that aspect of it although, in hindsight, she thought her mother might have tried, but she’d been too young to understand. Certainly, she couldn’t have grasped all that had happened last night. All she knew was that she liked, very much, what had happened last night and she was both ashamed to admit it and eager for more.

It made for a very confusing state.

But she didn’t want to talk to her father about it. She’d seen the man the previous night and he said all he needed to say to her – or, at least, all she wanted to hear. She didn’t want to spoil her memories of last night with her father’s questions or last minute advice, and she waited in the chamber as the sun rose until the last of the English troops filtered out of her line of sight. By that time, she could only assume that nearly everyone had left, including her father, so it was then that she put her boots on and made her way down to the entry level of the tower.

But she was hesitant about going outside. She stood in the doorway, peering out into the brisk early morning, and seeing that there were at least a few hundred English soldiers who hadn’t left. Some were cleaning up the clutter and debris left behind by the armies while others were repairing part of the stables. She even saw the priest who had performed the wedding mass going into the stables, perhaps to tend his horse. Everyone seemed to have assigned duties so Rhoswyn stepped out into the morning, keeping an eye out for Troy. She found that she very much wanted to see the man, but she was nervous to see him in the same breath. It made for a strange quandary as she headed for the great hall, thinking he might be there. She was nearly to the door when she heard her name being called.

“Rhoswyn!”

Sharply, she turned to see Troy heading towards her, jogging across the bailey from the direction of the stables. He was wearing almost all of the armor she had seen him wearing yesterday when she’d defeated him, but now with the sun glistening off of the steel mail, it glimmered like light reflecting off the water. There was some kind of surreal quality to it and her heart began to thump against her ribcage at the sight of him. Would he be happy to see her, too? Or would he realize what a terrible mistake they’d all made? She held her breath as he came close.

“How did you sleep?” he asked as he came to a halt. “I was up before dawn because my father and his men were moving out, but I did not want to wake you.”

That voice. Rhoswyn knew now that it wasn’t merely the sight of the man causing her heart to race, but that voice. It affected her like a potion, something that made her feel and react as if she had no control over it.

“I slept well,” she said, but the conversation stopped after that and she felt as if she should say something more. “I… I saw the men movin’ out earlier. It willna take long for yer father to reach his home?”

Troy shook his head. “Castle Questing is twelve miles from here,” he said. “They will be home before supper. Now, my brother, Patrick, will take longer than that. He will not reach home until tomorrow.”

Rhoswyn simply nodded. She wasn’t very good with small talk, especially to someone she didn’t really know. She’d never been very good with the art of conversation in general although, in this case, she wanted to be. She didn’t want Troy to think he’d married an idiot.

“I… I remember meetin’ yer brothers but I must confess, I dunna remember much about them,” she said, grasping for things to say. “Mayhap someday they will return and I will come tae know them better.”

Troy thought that sounded rather encouraging; he, too, had feared that he might meet with a wife full of regrets this morning and was pleased to see that, at least on the surface, it wasn’t the case. He had to admit that he was rather pleased to see her this morning. It had been a long time since he’d had the opportunity to greet a wife in the morning, although Helene hadn’t been much of a morning lover. She was up early, usually grumpy, and that didn’t wear off until midday. Funny how he found himself comparing Rhoswyn to Helene, noting one against the other.

With Rhoswyn, he was about to embark on a whole new world.

“Not only will my brothers return to Monteviot, but we shall also go to them,” he said belatedly. “I know you said that you have not traveled much, but I should like for you to see where my brothers live and meet their wives. Everyone will want to meet you.”

She looked at him, her expression torn between suspicion and apprehension. “Why?”

He laughed softly. “Because you are part of the de Wolfe family now,” he said. “My mother calls it the de Wolfe pack, you know. You shall hear it referred to that often.”

He said de Wolfe pack with a heavy, and perfect, Scottish burr and Rhoswyn’s eyes widened. “Yer mother says it that way?”

He noted her surprise. “She’s Scot,” he said. “Her father, my grandfather, was the chief of Clan Scott. Now, the chief is a close cousin, but my mother is much like you – she is also the daughter of a chief.”

Rhoswyn was astonished. “Is it true?” she said. “I dinna know yer mother was Scots. Ye dinna tell me.”

Troy shrugged. “We could only speak on so much last night,” he said. “You cannot learn everything about me all in one night. As the days go by, we’ll learn more of each other, including my mother being Scots. My brother, Patrick, married a Scots, too, as did my Uncle Paris and my Uncle Kieran. We have family ties to the Scots more than most, so my marriage to you really isn’t anything shocking in the annals of my family. In truth, it’s quite natural.”

Oddly enough, Troy didn’t seem so much of a Sassenach now that Rhoswyn knew his mother was a Scot, and there were evidently a host of other Scot wives in his family. That thought gave her a great deal of comfort, in fact. She was already warming to him, but that bit of news seemed to warm her even more.

“Then I shall be pleased tae meet yer mother someday,” she said. “But if she’s from Clan Scott, they dunna get on well with Clan Kerr. Did ye know that?”

He nodded, a smile playing on his lips. “Hopefully, that will not pertain to you and me,” he said. “I know our introduction was brutal, but I hope we get on well, in time.”

That soft comment sent her heart beating so fast that she was coming to feel faint. It was flattery, she thought, or at least could have been. It was such a sharp contrast to yesterday and the chaos of the day that she had no idea how to gracefully deal with it. Rhoswyn was accustomed to dealing with men, with battles, with commands and fighting, but introduce flattery into her world and she was at a loss.

Having no knowledge of how to respond to that, she simply looked away, looking across the bailey and saying the first thing that came to mind.

“It seems that everyone is workin’,” she said, sounding nervous and hating it. “I can work, too. What would ye have me do?”

Troy could hear the trembling in her tone and he fought off a grin. He made her giddy with kind words and she wasn’t accustomed to them; he could tell. He thought it was rather sweet in a way he’d not experienced in a very long time.

“You have a very big job, Lady de Wolfe,” he said.

She looked at him as he addressed her by her title for the first time. Of course, she’d heard it last night, from others and from his command to the other knight, but it was the first time Troy had addressed her directly.

Lady de Wolfe.

She rather liked the sound of it.

“I am not afraid,” she said firmly. “What would ye have me do?”

Troy’s eyes twinkled at her before he turned to point at the tower and the hall. “All of this is your domain,” he said. “There is a nooning meal to be planned and then an evening meal. Stores must be inventoried and food must be cooked, and then you must do it all again tomorrow. You are chatelaine now and that is the biggest duty of all.”

Rhoswyn stared at him. Then, she looked to the enormous tower, the hall, and she felt a rush of anxiety.

“But…” she said, stammering over her words. “I… I dunna know anythin’ of managin’ a house. I wouldna know where to begin.”

Troy looked at her, seeing that she’d literally gone pale over the past few moments. It was the first time he’d really seen fear in her expression.

“You are being modest,” he said. “Surely you know something.”

She shook her head, her fear growing. “Nay, I dunna.”

“But you said your mother taught you things that ladies should know. Did she not teach you how to manage a house?”

As Troy watched, tears sprang to Rhoswyn’s eyes, tears that she very quickly blinked away. “I was never in the kitchens,” she said. “Me pa dinna want me tae do woman’s work. But… but I can repair the roof of the stable. Would ye let me do that instead?”

Troy wasn’t particularly surprised to hear what must have been a difficult confession. She’d been raised as a son; he knew that. He just didn’t know how deep that training ran. Now, he could see that it more than likely ran very deep and Rhoswyn was either terribly embarrassed to admit it or afraid to admit it. In either case, she was looking a little shaken, afraid that she couldn’t fulfill what he’d asked her to do.

“I do not need you to repair the roof,” he said. “I need you to handle the kitchens and the chatelaine duties. You were truly never taught?”

She shook her head, looking miserable. “Nay. I… I am sorry. Are ye sure there’s nothin’ else I can do?”

Troy felt rather sorry for the woman. Was it really possible that, trained in a man’s world, she knew nothing of a woman’s place in it? It seemed far-fetched, but perhaps not so outlandish in Rhoswyn’s case. He didn’t know a lot about kitchens or tending the house and hold, but he’d seen his mother and wife go about their duties. He supposed he could help Rhoswyn figure it out because, for certain, he didn’t want her doing things that his men could do.

“Rhoswyn,” he said, rather seriously. “I have men to mend roofs and repair walls. I have men to shoe horses and tend the weapons. What I need is a wife who will tend to my house and hold, and make a comfortable home for me. If your father would not let your mother teach you some things, then that was unkind of him. A woman’s place is to please her husband and tend his home. You do understand that, do you not?”

Rhoswyn looked rather lost with his question. After a moment, she shrugged. “I remember watchin’ me ma as she went about her duties,” she said. “But I was always with me pa, learnin’ from him. And after me ma died, the servants took up her duties. I never learned.”

Troy cocked a dark eyebrow. “Then you are about to learn,” he said. “That is where I need you most. I believe you are an intelligent woman and you will learn what needs to be learned. Are you at least willing?”

Rhoswyn looked into his face, thinking that if she wasn’t willing, then it would disappoint him. Yesterday, she wouldn’t have cared, but this morning… she cared. Her father had told her to be worthy of her new husband… but, God’s Bones, she wasn’t. She knew she wasn’t. She only knew how to fight and not how to be a wife. Was she willing to learn? For the first time in her life, she was willing to learn what a woman did. And it wasn’t to lift a sword.

She was embarking into new territory.

“Aye,” she said after a moment. “I am willin’.”

He smiled faintly at her in a gesture that made her knees go weak. “Good,” he said. “I do not know very much, but I think I know the basics of it. Come along with me; let us determine what it is you need to do.”

Taking a deep breath for courage, Rhoswyn followed.
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“I suppose these are the kitchens.”

Troy said it as if he didn’t quite believe it. They were at the rear of the tower, in a small, walled area, but the entire area was torn up. There were farming implements scattered on the ground and two big iron pots laying in the mud. A couple of chickens were scratching about and there was a nanny goat with a kid nibbling on anything they could get their lips on. Troy scratched his head.

“Well,” he said thoughtfully, “I suppose the first thing to do is to determine what you have to work with. Pots and that kind of thing. Then, you should probably make sure these animals have feed. The feed, I would guess, is in the barn or around here somewhere. Pen up the chickens and see if they’ve laid eggs somewhere. You will need those eggs.”

Rhoswyn was trying very hard not to feel overwhelmed. She looked around at the utterly neglected area, seeing that the goats looked a little skinny. She’d always had a soft spot for animals so she went to the pair before she even looked to anything else, petting the little kid and running her hands over the nanny’s body.

“Poor wee beasties,” she said. “They’re hungry. I’ll go find their feed right away.”

Troy didn’t stop her; she was already disoriented enough so he didn’t want to upset whatever balance she was trying to find. If she thought the goats needed tending first, then he would let her. But he remained in the yard, finding three eggs, while Rhoswyn was off finding something for the goats to eat. It didn’t take her long because she pilfered from the horse’s feed, the dried grass and grains that Troy had brought with him in his provisions wagons. As Troy found a fourth egg in the ruined yard, Rhoswyn came rushing back with a sack of grain in her arms.

“Here we are,” she said as she rushed over to the goats and dropped to her knees, setting the sack to the ground. She tried to rip at the sack but she couldn’t break the seams, so Troy pulled out a small dagger and handed it to her. Smiling gratefully, she slit a small hole in the sack and poured the grain onto the ground. “Eat, wee sweetings.”

The goats began to munch hungrily and Troy herded the chickens towards the grain so they could eat also. With the animals being fed, Rhoswyn set the sack of grain against the wall of the tower, since the kitchen yard backed right up to it, and brushed off her hands.

“There,” she said, as if feeding the beasts was the most important thing in all of this. “Now, what more would ye have me tae do?”

The fact that she would feed the animals before anything told Troy that Rhoswyn had a softer heart than she let on. A little something more he was learning about her. He put his hands on his narrow hips, looking around the yard.

“As I said, inventory what you have here,” he said. “I found four eggs and put them in the hen’s pen over there. That looks as if it can use some repairing, too. Mayhap you could fix that so your chickens do not run away or get eaten by hungry men. Once you have cleaned this area up, find me and we shall determine what needs to be done next.”

“Next?” she repeated. “How will we even know what tae do next? Although I appreciate yer help, I feel as if one blind man is leadin’ another in this matter. Neither one of us knows much about kitchens. Mayhap I should send tae Sibbald’s for one of the womenfolk tae come. At least I could learn from her.”

Troy scratched his head. “That is a possibility,” he said. Then, he cocked his head thoughtfully. “But I have a better idea; I will send for one of my knights and he can bring his wife. I was not going to bring any of my knights here but, in this case, I think I should. His wife can teach you how to run a house and hold, at least the way I am used to things. Would you be willing to learn from her?”

Rhoswyn looked at him dubiously. “An English lass?”

“She could teach you well.”

She mulled it over, suspecting it might make him happy if she agreed. She’d married an Englishman so perhaps she’d better learn the English way. Therefore, she nodded reluctantly.

“As ye say,” she said. “But… but she willna think me a fool, will she? For not knowin’ what I should probably know, I mean.”

Troy smiled. “She will be very kind and patient with you, I promise,” he said. “Shall I send for her, then?”

“Aye.”

“Good.”

“When will she come?”

He glanced up at the position of the early morning sun. “If I send a swift rider to Kale Water now, she can be here by sup, more than likely. Kale Water Castle is only ten miles to the north.”

It all sounded reasonable to Rhoswyn. She looked around the yard, at the mess around them. It would be a daunting task for anyone. “Ye’d better warn the lass of what she’s comin’ intae.”

There was some dry humor in that statement and Troy grinned. “No warning needed,” he said. “English women are not as weak as you seem to think they are. But until she arrives, you can tend to the animals and repair what you can around here. Then we need to discuss what to do about an evening meal. My men will be hungry.”

Rhoswyn simply nodded. In truth, she didn’t feel so overwhelmed as she had earlier, knowing that help was on the way. If this was to be her lot in life, with a handsome husband she was more than intrigued with, then she was willing to learn. Even from an English woman.

“Then I will do what I can for now,” she asked. “When I am finished, where can I find ye? I mean, where will ye go?”

Troy looked at her. Did he hear longing in her voice? Of course not. He’d known the woman less than a day. It was far too soon to hear anything sentimental like that, even though part of him wanted to hear it. But the other part of him was deeply reluctant, convinced that this would be a civil marriage and nothing more. He didn’t want to feel anything for Rhoswyn. He refused to. Any feelings he had, as he’d told Paris, were for Helene, still. They always would be.

He was firm in that.

“I am not sure where I will be, but it is not a big complex,” he said. “You will easily find me somewhere. Ask one of my men if you cannot locate me; they will know.”

Rhoswyn’s features tensed with some uncertainty. She looked in the direction of the bailey, seeing the English moving around in the distance.

“They dunna know me,” she said. “I am only a Scots tae them.”

Troy shook his head. “You are my wife. They know that.”

She looked at him, then. “And that alone will cause them to respect me? Nay, laddie. I must earn their respect, I think.”

Laddie. She’d said it again. That little term that he rather liked hearing from her lips. “Why do you call me that?” he asked.

“What?”

“Laddie. I’m not a lad, you know.”

She gave him a half-grin. “I dunna know,” she said. “A habit, I suppose.”

He lifted his eyebrows. “You call all men laddie?”

She laughed softly. “Nay, but me pa does,” she said. “’Tis a kind term, I suppose. Pa uses it with the men he likes. It’s when he doesna call ye laddie that ye should worry.”

He could see the humor in her words. He was coming to see that she did have a sense of humor, and he was glad. If she was willing to let it come through, then perhaps she was, indeed, becoming resigned to the situation and the way things were. It was one more step in a series of small steps that she had to take in order to become accustomed to her new life. But she was moving forward, in any case. Troy took a step towards her, leaning down so he was more on her level.

“If ye want tae call me laddie, then I’ll answer,” he said, mimicking her Scots brogue. “I’ll come tae whatever ye wish tae call me.”

With that, he winked at her and headed out of the yard, leaving Rhoswyn struggling to catch her breath again. Oh, what that man could do to her!

And the way he walked… he stalked, really. Long, smooth strides. It was a proud sort of walk. She watched him walk out into the bailey and disappear from sight but, still, she stood there like an idiot, thinking of that wink he gave her. There was that flattery again, something she wasn’t used to but something she knew she could grow to like. It made her feel special in a way that no one ever had.

Laddie. Perhaps that made him feel special, too. As if they were starting to understand one another.

A grin played on her lips as she turned around and went back to work.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


Kale Water Castle

It was a brisk autumn day as Lady Sable de Moray de Shera sat in front of a warm fire, working on a tiny little tunic. One of the serving women at Kale had just delivered a healthy son and Sable, who was very good with a needle and thread, was finishing up on the warm little garment for the child. She was a thoughtful woman, to friends as well as servants, and well-loved at Kale. She was overwhelmingly loved by her husband, who even after a year of marriage, was as besotted with his wife as he was the day he married her.

With brown eyes, brown hair, and a porcelain face, Sable was exceedingly lovely and possessed graceful manners. Finishing her last stitch, she cut the bits of thread from the garment and held it up, looking at her handiwork. Pleased with it, she considered sewing another one, as she had enough fabric to do so, when the old oak door to the solar pushed open and her husband appeared. Sable smiled at the man as she set the little tunic to her lap.

“Well?” she asked. “What brings you to me? Did you miss me so terribly that you could not stand being parted from me, not even since breaking our fast?”

Cassius de Shera grinned at his wife. A very large man with broad shoulders, dark green eyes, and wavy dark hair, he was a son of the great and powerful House of de Shera. The patriarchs of the family were three brothers who had fought with Simon de Montfort during the tussle for the throne against Henry III. Lords of Thunder, they’d been called for their prowess and power in battle, and Cassius was a tribute to that reputation. He was the bastard son of the middle brother, Maximus, but the family had never treated him as if he was any less because he’d been born out of wedlock.

In fact, Cassius was as well-trained and well-loved as the legitimate offspring, hence his presence here in the north. His father had sent him north to train with de Wolfe and learn the ways of the Scots, part of his broader training as a knight, and Cassius was hungry to learn all he could. He’d come to Kale Water right after his marriage to Sable, about a year prior, so they’d spent their entire married life up here in the wilds of the north.

It had been as wonderful as both of them could have ever imagined.

Which made Sable’s question something of the truth. Cassius couldn’t go for more than an hour without seeing his wife if he could help it, and she felt the same. They were eager lovers, deeply devoted to one another, and he went to her and kissed her on the top of the head as she sat in her cushioned chair.

“Y-You know I cannot stand to be parted from you, in any case,” he said. Cassius had been born with a slight catch in his speech, something he’d worked very hard to be rid of. These days, it was barely noticeable. “But I did come with another purpose, believe it or not. A messenger has just come from Troy, bearing great news. The reivers have been chased from Monteviot and the tower is now a de Wolfe holding. William has asked Troy to remain for a time to secure it.”

Sable was looking at him with some surprise. “So they were successful!”

“Aye. T-They were victorious.”

She smiled with relief. “I am very happy to hear that.”

Before Cassius could reply, another big body appeared in the solar door and they both looked over to see Brodie de Reyne filling up the portal, his fair face alight.

“Did you hear?” he demanded. “The armies were victorious at Monteviot!”

Cassius nodded patiently. “Aye, we’ve heard,” he said. “I was just telling my wife”

Brodie was grinning broadly. A tall and muscular man, he was from the prestigious de Reyne family, a very large family that had roots in Northumbria and York. He had a vivacious personality, something that ladies took to quite easily, and he had no shortage of female admirers.

With his blond good looks and bright smile, Brodie de Reyne had quite a reputation as a lady’s man, something that had worried Cassius until Brodie once said something to Sable that she construed as flirtatious and she’d belted him across the mouth in outrage. After that, Cassius worried no more and Brodie was very careful what he said to Lady de Shera. Any daughter of the great Bose de Moray undoubtedly had her father’s fighting skills, so Brodie didn’t push Lady de Shera any more than necessary.

In truth, he was afraid of her.

Therefore, when he came into the solar, it was to shake Cassius’ hand as if to congratulate them both on Troy’s victory, but he made no move to shake Lady de Shera’s hand. She might stab him with her needle, anyway.

“I had little doubt theirs would be a great victory,” Brodie said. “With so many armies converging on that little tower, the reivers never stood a chance.”

Cassius nodded. “T-True enough,” he said. Then, he held up something he’d been holding in his left hand, a roll of yellowed vellum. “The messenger that came from Monteviot to deliver the news of triumph also brought a missive from Troy. It seems that the de Wolfe victory over the Scots was not the only big event to have taken place.”

Brodie’s smile faded. “What do you mean?” he asked. “What does the missive say?”

Cassius wriggled his eyebrows, perhaps hinting at the shocking nature of the missive, as he unrolled the vellum and looked at the scribed words. He’d already read them once but he did so again for the benefit of his wife and Brodie.

“I-It would seem that Red Keith Kerr showed up at Monteviot after the battle and demanded de Wolfe’s best warrior against his best warrior,” he said. “A warrior-against-warrior battle to decide whether or not Keith would demand his outpost returned to him or if de Wolfe would keep it. William evidently pitted Troy against the Kerr warrior.”

Brodie’s eyebrows lifted. “And?”

Cassius glanced up from the missive. “Troy lost.”

Brodie’s face went slack with shock. “Impossible,” he hissed. “Troy de Wolfe cannot lose. The man is too skilled and too powerful to lose to a Scotsman!”

Cassius held up a hand to ease the man’s disbelief. “From what Troy says, all was not as it seemed,” he said. “He was asked to fight a Kerr warrior who turned out to be a woman. Troy was so surprised that it gave the woman the upper hand and she was able to force him to submit. At least, that was how Troy tells it.”

Brodie’s mouth was hanging open. “I do not believe it!”

Cassius’ gaze lingered on the vellum for a moment longer before rolling it up and handing it to Brodie. “Believe it,” he said. “Red Keith’s terms were not the return of Monteviot, however; the terms he set forth were that a man of William’s choosing would marry Red Keith’s daughter to form an alliance.”

Brodie’s shock was gaining. “A marriage?” he scowled. “Who was the hapless fool to be forced into that agreement?”

“Troy.”

Now, Sable’s disbelief joined Brodie’s. She leapt out of her chair and snatched the vellum from Brodie’s hands. She could read, in fact, and she began to read Troy’s handwriting carefully.

“A wife!” she gasped as she scanned the words. “I cannot believe it! Now Troy has a wife?”

Cassius nodded. “A-Aye, and he needs help with her,” he said. “You will note on the missive that he has asked you and me to go to Monteviot. In particular, he asks that you come to help Lady de Wolfe with her new duties. He asks that we come right away.”

Sable could read that part. Like Brodie, her mouth popped open in shock but she quickly shut it, looking to her husband with wide eyes.

“We are going to Monteviot, then?” she asked.

Cassius nodded. “Troy has asked it of us,” he said. “I-I do not know how long we shall be there, so you had better pack everything you need to be away for a few weeks at least. Brodie, you are in command while I am at Monteviot.”

Brodie nodded, taking the missive back from Sable when she finished with it. As he read the missive one more time, Sable was already thinking on what she needed to take and how quickly she could pack.

“I shall have the servants bring my trunks down from the storage room,” she said. “I shall bring clothing and personal things, like bedding. But I wonder what more I should bring?”

Cassius shrugged. “Monteviot has undoubtedly seen a serious battle,” he said. “T-That means that the outpost itself will be damaged. Even the smallest things, like kitchens and stables, will see damage. I would suggest we bring all we can, expecting to find the place in ruins. I cannot imagine, with the size of de Wolfe’s army, that much of the place is still intact.”

Sable thought about all of the trunks she had in storage and of all the things she could pack in them. A woman with an innate sense of determination in all things, she nodded firmly and turned on her heel.

“I will go now and begin preparations,” she said.

Cassius stopped her before she could get too far away. “How soon do you believe you will be ready?” he asked. “Troy has asked us to come right away, so you cannot take days. You can only take hours.”

Sable nodded smartly. “I can have everything packed and ready to go in a few hours,” she said confidently. “How long will it take us to reach Monteviot?”

“No more than two or three hours.”

Sable thought quickly. “It is not quite the nooning meal yet,” she said, thinking aloud. “Give me two hours. I believe I can have everything ready by then. We will need a wagon, however.”

“A-Aye, my love.”

“And I want to bring Eda and Hazel,” she said. “You do not think there are any house servants at Monteviot, do you?”

Cassius shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “T-The army would have only brought servants and trades related to the army. I would wager to say there is nothing by way of household servants at that outpost.”

“Then I shall bring them,” Sable said decisively. “I will need their help.”

With that, she blew her husband a kiss and rushed off to complete her task, leaving Cassius and Brodie with the contents of the missive lingering between them. When Sable’s footsteps faded away, Brodie looked at Cassius.

“He had to marry a Kerr wench?” he hissed. “God’s Bones, Cass. That sounds like a nightmare. He could not have done it willingly.”

Cassius could only imagine Troy’s reluctance at such a thing. Furthermore, he was surprised that the man’s father, William, would have suggested it, knowing how Troy was still grieving for his first wife. At least, that was always the impression he got from the man. He honestly couldn’t fathom how Troy was handling the situation, but he was soon to find out.

“First he is defeated by a woman in a challenge, and then he has to marry a woman he does not even know,” he said. Then, he cocked his head curiously. “G-God’s Bones… do you think it is the same woman?”

Brodie was appalled at the mere thought. “I hope not,” he said. “If it is… God help the man is all I can say. My grandmother was Scots, you know. Clan Kerr, in fact. She died several years ago but the woman was a spitfire up until the end. As children, we were terrified of her. I think all of the women of Clan Kerr must be fearsome creatures.”

Cassius, too, was concerned for Troy and his forced marriage to a Scots woman. “I do not think I have ever heard you mention your grandmother.”

Brodie nodded. “Cari was her name,” he said. “I remember that she and my grandfather were deeply in love, so I suppose there is some redeeming quality in a Scots woman. But she was terrifying, by God.”

Cassius smiled faintly at the real fear Brodie displayed, even after all of this years. “Well,” he said, taking the missive back from Brodie. “I-I suppose all we can do is hope for the best and hope that Troy’s new bride is not as frightening as your grandmother. But I will admit I am rather concerned with what I will find at Monteviot. Troy is undoubtedly extremely unhappy with this marriage and…”

“And it could make for a miserable situation,” Brodie finished for him. “It sounds selfish of me to say this, but better that you’re going than me, old man. Best of luck. I fear you will need it.”

Cassius simply cocked an eyebrow at the man as he fled the solar, away from Cassius as if fearful the man would rope him into going to Monteviot, too. It sounded like a perfectly ghastly situation at the fallen outpost, one that Cassius and his wife would soon be entering. But Troy had asked for help and they had no choice but to answer the call.

Cassius had to admit that he wasn’t looking forward to it.

Any of it.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Monteviot Tower

The more Rhoswyn worked, the more at ease – and the more determined – she became. In lieu of the chaos she was faced with in the kitchen area, it was simply a matter of picking a place to start, and she did.

She started with the animals.

The nanny goat and her kid were her priority at first. They had a little shelter, she could see, but the roof had been ripped off of it, perhaps to make projectiles or even to be used as firewood, so she walked the bailey of Monteviot in a hunt for scraps of wood or rocks to use to repair it. The wood was scattered from the projectiles the reivers had made from furniture in the tower, pieces of bed frame or legs of a chair.

On her walk, Rhoswyn came across the priest, and Audric offered to help her. Unused to help of any kind, she wasn’t sure how to deter the priest who seemed undeterrable, so she simply kept hunting for wood and other materials while Audric followed her around and picked up pieces on his own.

As they hunted, Rhoswyn paid no attention to the man, but that didn’t discourage him. He was determined to help her whether or not she wanted him to. Soon enough, they had quite a bundle of scrap wood and they headed back to the kitchen where Rhoswyn was forced to explain what she was doing. Audric wasn’t going anywhere so she could no longer ignore him. He was more than happy to help with her projects and while she fixed the roof on the goat enclosure, Audric worked on the chicken pen, which was also damaged.

Between the two of them, they managed to repair the housing for the animals. Rhoswyn put the goats back into their pen and then she and the priest hunted down all of the chickens, which turned out to be nine more of them, including a cock. They also found more eggs on their hunt, mostly in the buildings behind the kitchen which might have been a buttery or butchery at some point. In all, they collected twenty-one eggs and eleven chickens total, and put the chickens back into their pen while the precious eggs were set aside.

The entire time, Audric kept up a steady stream of conversation while Rhoswyn remained mostly silent. She was wary of the priest from Jedburgh but, more than that, with her conversational skills lacking and not having any friends, she was unaccustomed to being with someone on a friendly basis. Comfortable companionship had no meaning to her. Every time the priest would talk about something, she would look at the man as if greatly annoyed – or greatly confused – by his presence.

But Audric soldiered on. He suspected that the lady was leery of him because of the part he played in her wedding, but it didn’t dissuade him. William de Wolfe had asked him to remain and lend counsel to the couple, and that meant earning their trust. Audric had been a priest for ten years but before that, he grew up in the church and was educated by the priests at Jedburgh. An orphan at a young age, the church was the only family he knew and he took his duties very seriously. He knew what it meant for his flock to trust him.

Therefore, he had to earn the woman’s trust.

So, he kept up a stream of conversation as they rebuilt the habitats for the animals and collected more eggs, putting them with the four that Troy had found earlier in the day. He continued to follow the lady as she went to the stable to bring hay for the goats and chickens to bed down with, and he stood by and watched her make cozy little homes for the animals. By then, it was after midday and both of them were growing hungry. At some point, they had to think about food and preparing a meal for the evening to come.

As Rhoswyn stood by the goat’s pen and looked as if she wasn’t sure what to do next, Audric went around the kitchen yard and began to collect the pots that were strewn about to put them all in one place.

“The bread oven looks as if it has survived, my lady,” Audric said, pointing to the beehive-shaped structure made entirely of stone. “Mayhap we should build a fire to start the oven?”

Rhoswyn looked at the oven as if it had come from another world. “Why?” she asked. “I canna make bread.”

Audric looked around the yard. “Surely there is grain to grind into flour,” he said. “Look, there; a sack of grain. We can use that…”

She cut him off. “That is for the animals,” she said. “I took it from the English provisions wagon.”

Audric went over to it, peering inside. “’Tis barley,” he said. “We can make flour out of it and bake bread.”

He was forcing Rhoswyn into an embarrassing admission. “I dunna know how tae make the bread,” she said. “Even if we had everythin’ we needed, I’ve never made bread in me life.”

Audric understood now; it wasn’t that she couldn’t make the bread, it was simply that she had no idea how to do it. In truth, he wasn’t surprised – this was the lass who had bested an English knight. He’d seen it. A lass like that had to be trained, for years, and Audric was coming to think that Red Keith had made his daughter a warrior and nothing else. For certain, she seemed very lost in a kitchen. She’d rather take care of the animals and repair their pens than prepare food, and now he found out why.

But Audric was unconcerned.

“Ah, but I have made bread before, many times,” he said confidently. “When I was young, one of me duties was in the kitchens at Jedburgh. I can make bread. Would ye have me show ye how?”

Would it be admitting she was helpless if she agreed? Rhoswyn didn’t have much choice. He was offering and it was a skill she needed to know. Swallowing her pride, she nodded, once. And it was difficult for her to do that.

“Aye,” she said.

Audric beckoned to her. “Then come along,” he said. “I will show ye what we need tae do. First, we must build a fire in the bread oven. Can ye do that? If ye do, I’ll find what we need tae start the bread.”

Starting a fire was something Rhoswyn could, indeed, do and she quickly took to the task. She went out to collect more scattered wood, bringing it back to the kitchen yard while Audric went on the hunt for what he needed to bake the bread. He needed a mortar and pestle, or a grinding stone at the very least, and he went about looking for such things but was unable to find them. When Rhoswyn returned with the wood for the fire, he explained his problem and she was able to improvise two rocks for him to use to grind up the grain.

As Rhoswyn started the fire in the oven, she watched Audric grind the barley for flour and she didn’t feel quite so helpless because she’d helped him make the flour in a sense. She’d come up with the rocks for him to use, so she had a vested interested in this process. But she watched him closely as he worked and when the fire in the oven was burning brightly, she went to help him grind up the grain by using another set of stones, wiped off with the hem of her tunic to remove the surface dirt.

It was hard work, but satisfying. Rhoswyn and Audric ground a good deal of the barley grain into a coarse flour, which they piled into a wooden bucket they’d found. It was good for their purposes and into the coarse flour that looked like sand, Audric added two of their precious eggs, a bit of the nanny goat’s milk, and enough water to make it a paste.

Bread was in the making.

Rhoswyn was rather thrilled to see how easy it was. Audric sent her on the hunt for salt and she ended up in the bottom level of the tower where there were some food stores. She found baskets of dried, dirty carrots, turnips, dried beans of some kind, and meat that had blue mold on it. In one of the last sacks she checked, she came across the salt she was looking for, as salt was as necessary to men as was the air to breathe. No good Scottish house was without it. She rushed the salt sack out to Audric, who mixed it in with his bread dough. Then, they began to make the flat discs of bread.

It was really very simple and Rhoswyn was eager to do it. She mimicked Audric as the man made flat discs of dough, about the size of man’s splayed hand, and laid them on the hot stones of the oven. Once he showed Rhoswyn how to do it, she was making dough discs at an alarming rate, confident in her newfound skill. But Audric called her off of the bread making to go start another fire in the pit in the center of the yard, where it looked as if much of the cooking had been done. The pit was deep and full of charcoal.

While Audric watched the baking bread, removing discs that were finished and replacing them with those that needed to be baked, Rhoswyn started the fire in the pit. At Audric’s instruction, she rinsed out both of the big iron pots they’d found, making sure they were free of grit on the interior, and filled both pots up with water from the well. There was one other bucket that they’d located, a smaller one, so it took her some time to do it, but soon there were two pots of water sitting on the pit. Audric had her put all of their eggs into the smaller pot to boil.

In truth, Rhoswyn felt as if she had accomplished a good deal as she watched the pots begin to steam. Soon, they would boil. Looking around the kitchen yard, she noted the fixed animal pens, the bread oven that was working, and the yard in general that had been cleaned of its clutter for the most part. She’d even organized the garden implements and other iron tools she’d come across. Aye, she’d accomplished something today and she felt rather proud of herself.

She wondered if Troy would be proud of her, too.

Oh, but it was a secret and silly wish. That she should look for approval from a Sassenach was foolish, indeed, but she harbored that secret hope. As the smell of baking bread filled the air, she was coming to feel as if taking care of a house and hold wasn’t such a difficult job, after all. If the priest knew how to cook, surely he could teach her, too. Surely she could learn to mend clothing or stuff a bed, or any of the other chores that ladies did.

Her confidence in herself was growing.

As Audric continued with the bread, Rhoswyn went back into the bottom level of the tower and brought out the carrots. She pointed them out to Audric, who encouraged her to cook them in the second pot of water that was coming to a boil. She did, dumping several big handfuls into the water before Audric realized she was doing it without washing the carrots of their grime. She’d just dumped quite a few dirty carrots into the water and seemed quite proud of herself, so he was gentle in telling her that she should have washed them first. As he was trying to explain the way of things, Troy entered the yard.

The smell of baking bread had lured him and he entered the yard, looking around with great surprise. He spied Audric, by the bread oven.

“What are you still doing here?” he asked the priest, surprised. “I thought you left with the armies this morning?”

Audric pulled two baked discs out of the oven, tossing them into a basket he had at his feet that was collecting the baked bread, and burning his fingers in the process. He blew at his fingers as he answered.

“Yer father asked me tae remain, my lord,” he said. “He thought… that my presence would be best served here for a time.”

Troy had no idea what the man meant. “My father asked you to remain? But I do not need a priest.”

Audric moved away from the bread oven, brushing at his scorched hands. “Yer father thought I could be of help with… with the lady,” he said, lowering his voice so Rhoswyn couldn’t hear. Then, he raised it again, loudly. “The lady and I have been bakin’ bread and preparin’ a meal. She has done very well.”

Troy looked at Rhoswyn, who was standing over two steaming iron pots. When their eyes met, she smiled timidly and Troy felt his heart leap, just a little. Flush-faced because of the fire, she was pink-cheeked and radiant. He thought she looked quite beautiful.

“I thought you did not know how to run a kitchen?” he asked her, sweeping his arm at the yard in general. “Now I hear you are baking bread and making a meal?”

Rhoswyn’s rosy cheeks flushed even more at what sounded like praise. “The priest has done most of it,” she said quickly. “He has been tellin’ me what tae do.”

Troy smiled at her. “I am sure you are being modest, my lady,” he said. “The bread smells wonderful. And what is in the pots?”

Rhoswyn peered down into the simmering water because he was. “Eggs,” she said. “We found more eggs and are boilin’ them. And I found carrots in the vault – I am boilin’ them, also.”

Troy could see a film of dirt on the top of the water with the carrots in it. It looked as if she was boiling them in mud but he didn’t say anything – he was simply glad she had tried. Not that he had expected less; from what he’d seen, Rhoswyn was industrious. He was glad she was doing what she could, muddy carrots and all.

“I have more provisions in the stables that I shall have brought over here,” he told her. “You say you’ve been in the vault? Is there room for more stores?”

Rhoswyn nodded quickly. “Indeed, there is,” she said. “Can I help with the provisions?”

He smiled at her, a sweet gesture because she was so eager to work. He appreciated that quality. “I shall have them brought to you and then you can decide where they go in the vault,” he said. “Remain here with the priest and continue with what you were doing. I shall return shortly.”

Rhoswyn simply nodded, watching him walk away, before returning her focus to her boiling pots. But as she bent over the carrots, realizing there was a great deal of dirt in the water, she heard Troy’s voice again.

That voice…

“Lady de Wolfe.”

He was calling to her and her head snapped up, looking at him as he stood by the kitchen gate. “Aye?”

His smile broadened as his gaze lingered on her. “You have tried hard today,” he said. “I am pleased.”

With a wink, he headed off, leaving Rhoswyn struggling to catch her breath again. Every time he said something kind to her, she had difficulty breathing. What was it with the man that he could make her feel so weak and giddy with a few simple words? It was enough to bring a smile to her lips but when she looked over and saw that the priest was looking at her as well, she wiped the grin off her face and quickly lowered her head.

She didn’t want the priest to see anything. Whatever was stirring inside of her for Troy de Wolfe, that was for her and her alone.

She didn’t want to share it.
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More food was brought in by the provisions wagons, which had been kept in the stables. It was more food than Rhoswyn had ever seen in her life.

As Audric continued to bake the discs of bread in the oven that gave off a tremendous amount of heat, Rhoswyn found herself directing several English soldiers, her husband included, as they brought the stores into the ground level of the tower. It was cold and dank down there, smelling of earth, but it was a perfect storage area for preserving food.

Big pieces of salted, dried beef and mutton that had been in the wagons and layered with straw to keep them protected were brought into the vault along with sacks of rye and wheat, beans, peas, onions, and garlic. Big bags of salt were also brought in along with wheels of cheese that had been wrapped up tightly in hemp sacks.

In truth, it was a great deal of food, enough to supplement an army on the move and certainly enough for the fortress, at least for a little while. Certainly, they could address that issue after more of the pressing issues had been solved.

Pressing issues like where to bed down all of the men that had come with Troy. Monteviot just wasn’t made for the numbers Troy had brought with him, so as Rhoswyn went back to the kitchens to finish with the coming meal, Troy discussed the situation of bedding down all of his men so they weren’t sleeping outside, as they had since their arrival to Monteviot. He wanted everyone under a roof. So once the provisions were all put into the ground floor of the tower, Troy and his senior soldiers headed out into the bailey to decide what was to be done with bedding down an army of this size in a fortress that wasn’t designed for so many men.

But he didn’t leave before casting Rhoswyn a little smile, something that made her feel warm and giddy all over. Having never had such feelings, she had no idea how to control them or even how to hide them. He smiled and she felt like so much mush, feeling embarrassed and thrilled all at the same time.

Fighting off a grin, Rhoswyn remained in the vault for a little while after he left, moving sacks around, organizing everything. She had a bit of an orderly streak in her and she liked things to be just so. With the foods grouped into meats, grains, and dairy, she had three of the English soldiers help her carry one of the big slabs of beef into the kitchen yard where food was being prepared for the coming meal.

Since the eggs were finished boiling, she used a big wooden spoon to remove all of them and set them aside before retrieving a dirk from her possessions in the tower and using it to cut the slab of beef into chunks. It went into the same water that had been boiling the eggs.

Audric, nearly finished with the bread, came to help her when the last of the bread discs ended up in the big basket. With all of the flour they’d ground, there were a little over a hundred of the bread discs, probably not enough for all of the men that evening, but it would have to do. There were just the two of them to prepare the meal, so the big bread trenchers would have to be shared.

Even though Rhoswyn wasn’t an expert at tending a house and hold, even she could see that they needed assistance. They needed kitchen servants and probably servants for the tower and for the hall, and she made a mental note to speak to Troy that evening. Surely he could send for servants from any one of the de Wolfe properties. All she knew was that, even at this early stage, it was too much work for one person.

She needed help.

As Rhoswyn cut the last of the beef and threw it into the water along with a handful of salt at Audric’s prompting, she felt rather as if she’d accomplished a great deal on this day, probably more that she’d ever accomplished in her life. In truth, she didn’t think she’d ever worked so hard and she had new respect for the chatelaines all over the world because, certainly, their lives weren’t entirely simple. Working in the kitchens was hard work, and she hadn’t even touched anything that had to do with milking goats or making cheese or butter. She’d accomplished the bare minimum as far as kitchen duties were concerned. She truly had no idea how or where to start on more tasks, but perhaps Audric would.

The thought of the priest who had helped her so much crossed her mind and she looked over to see the man as he carefully stirred the steaming pot of beef to make sure all of the meat was covered with the boiling water. He’d followed her around most of the day, talking to her, instructing her, even as she did her best to ignore him. She was rather glad her attitude hadn’t discouraged him because she wouldn’t have been able to do any of this without his help.

Truly, he’d been a Godsend. As she stood there and wiped her hands on her tunic, she cleared her throat softly.

“It looks as if the men willna go hungry tonight,” she said.

Audric was carefully stirring the pot of beef with a big wooden spoon, then using his fingers to shift pieces of meat around. “Nay,” he said. “And it looks as if they have enough in stores for a few days, anyway.”

Rhoswyn nodded as an uncomfortable silence settled. “Ye… ye’ve been a great help,” she finally said. “I dunna know what would have happened had ye not lent me yer assistance.”

Audric looked up at her; it sounded suspiciously like some form of gratitude, which surprised him. Proud Lady Rhoswyn didn’t seem the type to thank anyone, so he was rather touched by it.

“I’m glad tae help,” he told her. “I’m glad tae see that ye’re tryin’ tae please yer new husband.”

Rhoswyn’s first reaction was one of displeasure at that statement but in the same breath, she realized that the priest was correct. She was here to please her husband and she had no function other than that. It was the lot of a wife and she was now among those women who were sworn to please their husbands. Perhaps if she’d married anyone other than Troy, she might have violently opposed the priest’s statement. She’d been a strong woman her entire life, not dependent on a man. She didn’t need a man. But because she’d married Troy… aye, she wanted to please him. He’d told her that he was pleased with her and she liked the feeling his approval gave her.

As if she were worth something.

“’Tis me duty now, I suppose,” she said, glancing up at the enormous tower and shielding her eyes from the afternoon sun. “Makin’ me husband happy. But I’ll admit that yesterday, I never imagined this would be me life today. Married tae a Sassenach? If anyone had told me, I would have called them a bloody liar.”

Audric suppressed a grin. “Does it seem so bad, lass?”

She looked at him, wondering if she was brave enough to admit that, so far, it hadn’t been bad at all. At least, for her it hadn’t. Priests were sworn not to repeat confessions, weren’t they? They knew how to keep their mouths shuts, didn’t they? Rhoswyn had never in her life had anyone to confide in, about anything, and at times that had made for a lonely existence. But the priest had been helpful all day, so perhaps he wasn’t just hanging about to annoy her. Perhaps he was someone she really could talk to.

“Were ye here yesterday when me pa and I arrived?” she asked.

Audric nodded. “I was.”

“Did ye see the challenge?”

He knew what she meant. “Ye mean when ye kicked de Wolfe in his man parts?” he asked. When she nodded, a rather horrified expression on her face by his blunt description of what she’d done, he continued. “Aye, I saw it.”

Rhoswyn eyed him, half-embarrassed. “I told him I had tae do it,” she said. “Had I not tried tae disable him at the first, he would have destroyed me.”

Audric shrugged. “Ye did what ye had tae do, lass.”

“Do ye think he’ll forgive me for it?”

“If what I saw today was any indication, I think he already has.”

Rhoswyn was very interested to hear that. “Do ye believe so?”

Audric nodded. “I do,” he said. “I had time tae speak with de Wolfe yesterday a little, before ye came. He seems like a reasonable man, for a Sassenach. I think ye could have done much worse for a husband.”

Rhoswyn was vastly grateful and vastly relieved to hear the priest’s opinion. She looked around the kitchen yard, to the steaming pots, to the pile of boiled eggs, and felt fortified by what she’d been told. If it was true that Troy had forgiven her for their rough introduction, then that was all she could ask for.

“I suppose time will tell,” she said, a note of hope in her tone. “Let’s show him how the Scots can make a meal, shall we? I’ll finish out here if ye’ll go intae the hall and make sure it’s ready for the food. And make sure there’s a fire in the hearth?”

Audric nodded. “Are ye sure ye wouldna like to go do that? I can tend the food.”

Rhoswyn shook her head firmly. “Ye’ve helped so much already and I’m very grateful. But he’s me husband… I’ll bring his food.”

Audric wasn’t entirely sure he should leave her alone with the final preparations for the meal, but he didn’t dispute her. She wanted to do it herself, so he would do as she asked. Heading out of the kitchen yard and towards the hall, he truly hoped Troy would appreciate all of the trouble his new wife was going through for him. She was trying very hard, and Troy had noticed, but Audric thought he might say a little something more to the knight to let him know just how hard she had worked. For a lass who knew nothing of kitchens or cooking, she’d put in a tremendous effort.

William de Wolfe had asked Audric to remain and help the newlywed couple, and Audric took that request to heart. Before he headed to the hall, he sought out Troy to tell the man of the great effort his new and inexperienced wife had gone through, just for him. Perhaps it would endear the lass to her new husband, just a little. For certain, for the effort she’d put in, she deserved it.

Whether or not the food was any good.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


It wasn’t.

Troy sat at one of the three big tables in the hall of Monteviot, looking at the meal that had been placed before him.

The food wasn’t any good.

The beef hadn’t been cooked long enough and the carrots were mushy and full of grit. The bread didn’t seem too bad, but that was the only thing edible that was put in front of him. Rhoswyn herself had put the trencher of food in front of him and even now, smiled bashfully as he looked up at her. Troy could see just how hopeful she was that he approved of the meal she prepared. God, he just couldn’t break her heart.

“You did this all yourself, did you?” he asked.

Rhoswyn shrugged. “The priest helped me,” she said. “I dunna even remember the man’s name, but he helped me a great deal.”

Troy looked down at his food again, a steaming mess of inedible slop. “Audric is his name,” he said, scratching his neck as a delaying tactic. He knew he had to eat it but he wasn’t eager to get started. “So… you did the cooking yourself, did you?”

He couldn’t think of anything else to ask, but Rhoswyn didn’t notice. She thought it was more of his flattery. She had another bowl in her hand, something she’d brought into the hall along with Troy’s trencher, and she set it on the table in front of him.

“I boiled the eggs meself,” she said. “There are not very many, so I thought ye could have yer fill of them before offerin’ the rest tae the men.”

Troy grabbed at the eggs immediately; he took at least six. They were still in their shells so he had to peel them, which was no great hardship. Thank God there was something edible at the meal! He cracked one on the table top and began to peel it.

“Could you bring me some salt for these eggs?” he asked politely.

Rhoswyn nodded eagerly and dashed from the hall. But it was a tactic, really, to get her out of there. Troy waited until she had fled the chamber before standing up with his trencher in hand. There were already a few dozen men in the hall, who hadn’t yet been served, and he emitted a piercing whistle between his teeth to get their attention. When they looked at him, expectantly, he held up the trencher.

“Listen, lads,” he hissed loudly, as loudly as he could without shouting. “You’ll not repeat what I’m about to tell you, do you hear me? You are about to be served inarguably one of the worst meals you will ever know, but if one of you makes a disparaging comment about it, I’ll cut your tongue out and heave you over the walls. Lady de Wolfe has tried very hard to make a good meal, so on her effort alone, we shall not be cruel. Eat what you can and give the rest to the dogs. I’m afraid you’ll go hungry this night.”

The men looked at him with a combination of confusion and apprehension, mumbling to each other.

“What’s wrong with it, my lord?” one of the men asked.

Troy tried not to roll his eyes; there were many answers to that simple question. “You will know when you see it,” he said. “But not a word, do you hear? Be polite.”

He was about to say something more when he could see movement by the hall entry and Audric entered, carrying two big trenchers of food. Quickly, Troy turned his back to the priest and dumped half of the meat and most of the carrots onto the edge of the fire pit. The dogs were hovering and, smelling the meat, raced to wolf it down. Troy then rushed back to his seat at the table just about the time Rhoswyn came back into the hall, carrying a small bowl of salt. Troy smiled pleasantly at her as she returned to the table, handing him the salt.

“Thank you, my lady,” he said, resuming cracking and peeling eggs as she hovered over him. “Will you not sit and eat with me?”

Rhoswyn nodded. “I will once yer men have been served,” she said. “We have no servants, ye see, and someone has tae serve them, and… well, I was hoping that we might have a few servants at some point soon. It would make me work easier. Do ye think ye can send for some?”

Troy nodded. “Indeed, I will,” he said. “I can send to Kale Water or even Questing and have a half-dozen sent over to help you, including a cook. Would… would you like to have a cook?”

A cook! The thought of having a real cook was terribly attractive and Rhoswyn tried not to respond too eagerly to the suggestion. She thought Troy might be disappointed in her willingness to work if she did.

“Aye,” she said. “I believe that would be very helpful. I am not a very good cook and yer men need someone who can make them a good meal. I am afraid I can do very little.”

Troy muttered a silent prayer – thank God she is willing to accept a cook! At least the woman was willing to admit she needed help. That made his life much, much easier because too many days of not eating what she was trying to feed them would leave him with starving men. The Scots could attack and they’d be too weak with hunger to fight them off. Or perhaps that had been Rhoswyn and Keith’s plan all along… had he been the suspicious type, he could believe that.

It would have been a brilliant plan.

Starve them all out with bad cooking!

“You have done a remarkable job for someone who has never worked in a kitchen before,” he praised her, watching her flush. “Go on, now; finish serving my men so that you may sit and enjoy your meal with me.”

Rhoswyn flashed him a grin and was off, seemingly happier than Troy had ever seen her. It was remarkable, really. He watched her as she quit the hall before turning back to the eggs that would undoubtedly be his only food that night. But in doing so, he happened to look at his men who had been served food.

Now, they understood what he’d meant.

The men were looking at their trenchers as if dead puppies were lying all over them, eyebrows lifted and fighting off expressions of disgust. Troy felt guilty that he was the only one with the eggs, but such were the privileges of command. He was going to stuff himself with the eggs and be thankful for them. He had just salted one liberally and shoved it into his mouth as Audric came by his table.

“M’lord,” he said, eyeing the room. “I dunna know if ye’ve noticed, but sup tonight is… is…”

“Inedible,” Troy said quietly. “I noticed.”

“She wouldna let me help with it after a certain point. I couldna do anythin’ for ye.”

Troy sighed faintly. “Do you know how to cook?”

“I do. I worked in the kitchens of Jedburgh as a lad.”

“Thank God. Is there anything else you can cook while I keep her away from the kitchens? My men need to eat something and I do not wish to upset her when she realizes we cannot eat what she’s prepared.”

Audric nodded. “I saw the cheese in the vault,” he said. “I’ll bring that out and I’ll make more bread. A couple of yer men are bringin’ out a barrel of wine, so the cheese and bread and wine should be enough tae get them through the night.”

It was better than nothing at all and Troy nodded. “Very well,” he said. “Do what you can. She is trying very hard to help and I do not want her hurt or offended, but we must do something for the sake of my men.”

“Agreed, m’lord.”

“See to it.”

Audric nodded and wandered off as Troy watched some of his men try to eat the gritty carrots, spitting them out back onto the trencher. The dogs were happy as the men fed them the poorly cooked beef but, to the credit of the men, they were doing it under the table so the lady wouldn’t see.

Troy had to admit that he was rather pleased to see that his men were following his command and unwilling to upset his new wife. Being that they’d been stationed on the borders for many years, at least most of them, many of them had lost friends and family to the Scots over the years. But it was also true that they served the House of de Wolfe and William’s wife, Lady Jordan, was a Scot.

As Troy had pointed out, there were many Scot wives, now including Rhoswyn, so his men were accustomed to treating the wives of their lords, Scots or not, with respect. Troy was pleased to see that Rhoswyn immediately fell into that category.

Troy was on his fourth egg when he heard a commotion from outside in the bailey. He could hear men shouting at each other, enough so that it captured his attention and he swallowed the food in his mouth, rising from the table and heading to the door about the time Rhoswyn was coming in with two more trenchers in hand.

Rhoswyn’s attention was on the bailey but she caught sight of her husband as he came to stand next to her.

“I think ye have visitors,” she said. “The gates are openin’.”

Troy nodded. “Hopefully, my people from Kale Water have arrived,” he said. “Remember? I told you I would send for my knight and his wife?”

Rhoswyn looked at him, full of uncertainty now. “They would come so soon?”

He shrugged. “It is not far from here, as I said. It will only take a man at a normal pace a couple of hours at most to arrive here, so I am sure these visitors have come from Kale.”

Rhoswyn’s attention returned to the riders and wagons that were coming in through the gate. It occurred to her that if there were any visitors at Monteviot, then it was her job, as chatelaine, to make them comfortable. That realization brought on a whole new set of worries.

“Then I… I suppose I must make sure they are welcome,” she said. “Where will they sleep? Never ye mind. I’ll find a place. And sup! Surely they must be hungry!”

With that, she quickly set the trenchers she was carrying on the nearest table and before Troy could stop her, she was rushing off to bring more bad food for his guests. But she was doing it so eagerly. Slightly mortified at the thought, Troy headed out into the bailey to see who, exactly, had arrived.

The bailey of Monteviot was lit by a dozens of brightly burning torches, staving off the dark Scottish night, as the party from Kale Water Castle entered. As Troy approached the first wagon, he could see Lady Sable de Shera sitting on the bench next to the driver while her husband, Cassius, was at the head of the column astride his big gray rouncey. Cassius caught sight of him and swung his horse around, calling to Troy and bringing the man to a halt.

“My lord!” he called, lifting a gloved hand. “C-Congratulations on your great victory over the Scots!”

Troy wasn’t surprised that it was the first thing out of Cassius’ mouth, because he knew the man would praise the victory over the reivers before even mentioning what else he’d been told, about the surprising marriage to a Kerr lass. Troy stood there, a smile playing on his lips, as Cassius reined his horse close to Troy and dismounted.

“It was not much of a battle, to be truthful,” he said as Cassius came close. “We managed to breach the walls easily but the tower was something of a challenge. That was what took the most effort.”

Cassius listened with envy; he’d very much wanted to go on the battle march to Monteviot but Troy had forced him to remain behind with Brodie in case there was trouble at Kale or the Lair as a result of the action down at Monteviot.

“What happened?” Cassius asked with great interest. “D-Did the reivers refuse to surrender it?”

Troy nodded. Then, he sniffed the air. “Smell it?”

Cassius sniffed, too. He could smell a hint of smoke. “I think so,” he said. “D-Did you burn it out?”

Troy glanced up at the big, block-shaped tower. “We burned the roof, which collapsed, but the interior is mostly made of stone, so smoke did most of the damage. However, we did have some burned bodies. It was not a pretty sight.”

Cassius looked up at the tower because Troy was. “I w-wish I had been here to see it,” he said. “It must have been a glorious sight.”

Cassius was young and still looked to battle as glorious and thrilling, something that the older knights had since gotten over. Troy lifted his eyebrows. “It was especially glorious when the Scots poured buckets of piss on Corbin, Case, and Kevin from the top of the tower because those three were verbally harassing them, shouting ridiculous demands. That was the best part of the entire battle.”

Cassius’ eyes widened. “Say it is not so!”

Troy started to grin at the mere memory of the enraged young English knights, covered in piss. “Believe me, Cass. The three of them deserved it.”

He chuckled as Cassius thought on the thoroughly un-glorious mental image. “K-Knowing them as I have come to, I must say that I do not doubt your word, but it must have been quite humiliating for them,” he said. Then, he eyed Troy. “Speaking of humiliation – the challenge Red Keith Kerr put upon you…”

Troy knew that subject would come as the focus of the conversation shifted. “It was interesting, to say the least,” he said, casual in his reply as if it were nothing to get worked up over. “He proposed a man-on-man battle, the winner of which would relay the terms for Monteviot. Assuming that Keith would ask for his fortress returned, my father pitted me against a warrior of Keith’s choice, who happened to be the man’s daughter. She was smart about it; she knew she could not best me in a fight, so she used the element of surprise. Damned if she didn’t catch me off-guard and, in that brief moment, she won the challenge. It was Keith who dictated that a warrior of my father’s choosing should marry his daughter.”

Cassius was looking at him with a good deal of chagrin. “Then you did marry the lass who bested you?”

“I did.”

Cassius shook his head, unsure what more to say. He didn’t want to make Troy feel badly about what had happened, but the truth was that Troy wasn’t behaving as if he felt badly at all. In fact, he didn’t seem upset in the least. That left Cassius somewhat confused.

“I brought Sable because you said your new wife required help,” he said. “Troy, your new wife isn’t… belligerent, is she? I do not want Sable exposed to a woman who wants to tear her hair out simply because she is English.”

Troy understood the man’s fear. “She is not belligerent, but she’s not a meek and submissive woman, either,” he said. “She is trying very hard to adapt to this marriage, as am I, but the truth is that Red Keith Kerr raised his only child as a warrior. Rhoswyn is a fighter, Cass. She has no idea how to do anything a woman should know how to do, and Sable is the best woman to teach her. Your wife is kind and patient, and I believe Rhoswyn will respond to that.”

Cassius was still dubious. From the corner of his eye, he could see Sable being lifted out of the wagon by one of the soldiers, so he went over to collect her. Troy followed, and soon it was the three of them standing next to the wagon as Sable smiled at her husband’s liege.

“My lord,” she said, bobbing a curtsy because it was protocol even though Troy was a dear friend to both her and Cassius. “Congratulations on your mighty victory.”

Troy dipped his head at the woman; he genuinely liked Sable, a very lovely and kind woman. “Thank you, Lady de Shera.”

“And your wife? Should I offer congratulations on that, as well?”

Troy broke into a wry smile at the very honest question. “I am not sure if congratulations are in order, but you can wish us well as we both embark on a marriage that was unplanned to say the least,” he said. “As I was telling your husband, my wife seems to be trying her best to become accustomed to what has occurred, but she desperately needs your help.”

Sable was very serious. “Of course, Troy,” she said. “Whatever you need, I am more than willing to help. What is it?”

Troy puffed out his cheeks, lending clue to Sable that she perhaps had a daunting task ahead of her. “Everything,” he said. “She needs help with everything. Her father had no sons and raised her as a warrior, so she does not even know where to start as chatelaine. She is genuinely at a loss, although she has been trying very hard today to accomplish something. But I cannot say it was all successful.”

Sable thought that sounded ominous. “Oh?” she asked. “Why would you say that?”

Troy sighed heavily, with some embarrassment on behalf of Rhoswyn, because he was about to confess her failings. He felt bad doing so.

“She tried to cook sup,” he said, lowering his voice. “Now, keep in mind that she tried very hard, but she has had absolutely no experience with this kind of thing and there are no servants here to help her. She made carrots and boiled beef, but they are inedible to say the least. My men are under instructions to not complain about the food. I do not want her to be upset. But just now, she ran off to prepare some of this terrible food for you, so I wanted to warn you off. I know it is terrible; everyone knows it is terrible. But she does not know it is terrible.”

Sable looked at him with big eyes, feeling a distinct amount of pity for Troy’s new wife. “God’s Bones,” she finally muttered, looking over Troy’s shoulder to the hall beyond, where men were milling about. “Then we shall be gracious with whatever she provides, but I brought two of my own servants and a good deal of food provisions, so mayhap we can set about a preparing a proper meal for the men while not hurting Lady de Wolfe’s feelings. I am not sure how we can do it, but we can try.”

Troy thought that sounded like an excellent solution. “Do not worry about tonight,” he said. “Beginning with the morning meal shall be sufficient. She knows you have come to help her and I am sure she would be more than willing to defer the food preparation to someone who knows more about it, so I would not worry. But thank you for being sensitive to the situation.”

Sable simply nodded, looking around the compound as if in search of the mysterious Lady de Wolfe. “And your wife?” she asked. “Where is she?”

He motioned towards the hall. “More than likely in the hall,” he said. “Meanwhile, settle your men and bring the provisions wagons over to the tower. There is a chamber there you can use but this entire place has been stripped by the reivers, so we really have very little by way of comfort.”

Cassius grunted. “I-I thought so,” he said, looking to his wife. “I told Sable to bring everything she could.”

Sable looped her arm through her husband’s elbow as they began to head across the darkened bailey. “I have a great deal packed in the wagons,” she confirmed. “Mattresses, linens, coverlets, pillows, stools, pitchers, wash basins, and a variety of other things. I brought everything I could think of but if we are missing anything, we can send to Kale for it. I thought I would decide what was needed first before bringing anything big like bed frames.”

They were approaching the hall. “We will need it all,” Troy said. “As I said, the tower has been stripped, so there is virtually nothing to use.”

Further conversation was cleaved as the open hall door yawned before them. They could feel the heat coming from the chamber, entering the large room that was crowded with men who were trying not to eat the slop they’d been served.

Several of the men greeted Cassius, who was well-liked by the de Wolfe men, but Sable wasn’t looking at the soldiers – she was looking at the food on the table in front of them. As they crossed over to the table where Troy had been sitting, Sable paused by one of the trenchers that had been discarded, one that had the bread half-eaten but the meat and carrots still intact. She peered at it closely and even stuck her finger into the carrots to taste them, immediately seeing what Troy was trying to tell her.

They were terrible.

That made her feel even worse for the new Lady de Wolfe. Following her husband and Troy to the table, she allowed Cassius to seat her on the bench before taking a seat next to her. Troy sat on the other side of Cassius, the three of them settling down when a woman blew into the hall with more trenchers in her hand. She headed straight for the table where Troy, Cassius, and Sable were sitting, seemingly very busy and out of breath. Troy stood up as she came near.

“This is my wife, Rhoswyn Whitton Kerr,” he said to Cassius and Sable. “Her father is Red Keith Kerr of Sibbald’s Hold. Rhoswyn, this is Sir Cassius de Shera and his wife, Lady Sable.”

While Rhoswyn smiled timidly, Sable took a good look at the woman, mostly out of shock; she was rather tall for a woman, with skin the color of cream and luscious auburn hair that looked as if it hadn’t been brushed properly in weeks. It was rather bushy, hanging all the way down to her hips, and she was dressed in a series of tunics with a pair of leather breeches covering her legs.

But her face… Sable could hardly believe how beautiful the woman was beneath the messy hair and grime on her face. When the woman looked at her with her wide brown eyes, reminiscent of doe’s eyes, Sable smiled graciously and stood up.

“I am very happy to meet you,” she said. “Troy has told us that it is you who have made this wonderful feast possible.”

Rhoswyn found herself looking at a young woman who looked like an angel. Everything about her was so perfect, from the top of her beautiful brown hair to her small hands, clasped primly in front of her. She wore a lovely cloak and beneath it, she could see a hint of a dark green traveling dress. Everything about her looked perfect and ladylike.

And Rhoswyn felt so very, very self-conscious.

“I… I did me best,” she said. “Ye must be hungry so I brought ye some food. I will fetch the wine now.”

She dashed off again, leaving Sable and Cassius looking to Troy as if uncertain of what they’d just seen. It was Sable who finally gathered her wits and sat down, pulling her husband down beside her.

“She is beautiful, Troy,” Sable said. “But she seems so… nervous.”

Troy sat down, feeling rather guilty in all of this. “Because she is,” he said quietly. “I fear it is too much for her. She has never done this before, so I fear it is overwhelming to her. I suppose I should not have expected so much.”

Sable looked at the man; he seemed genuinely remorseful, which surprised her. As if he was sympathetic to the woman he’d been forced to marry. Truthfully, he seemed to have had that attitude from the start – why else would he have sent for someone to assist his new wife? Sable was coming to think that there was more here than met the eye, at least as far as Troy was concerned. Was it possible that he actually had kindly feelings towards the woman who had bested him after only a day?

That wasn’t the Troy that Sable had come to know. The commander of Kale Water Castle, the second eldest son of the Wolfe of the Border, was a man who had never come across to her as being particularly compassionate. Fair, aye; the man was fair. Exceedingly fair. But he was also quick to temper and those at Kale lived in fear of rousing that temper. But compassion and gentleness? That was never the impression she’d ever received from Troy de Wolfe, which made her seriously wonder about the woman he’d married.

Perhaps the only compassion the man had ever shown was reserved for his new wife.

“Not to worry,” Sable said after a moment, looking at the food on her plate and put off by the sight. “Tomorrow, I shall do what I can to help her. All will be well, Troy. Do not be concerned.”

Troy knew he’d made the right decision by bringing Sable here. Already, he felt better about it. But he noticed that Cassius and Sable hadn’t yet touched their food and he knew why. Heaving a sigh, he took the bowl on the table that still had several hard boiled eggs in it and put the bowl between them.

“Eat these,” he said. “At least you will have something in your belly.”

As Sable and Cassius began to peel the eggs, across the hall at the entry, Rhoswyn had taken a pitcher from one of the soldiers who had brought forth the big wine barrel from Troy’s provisions. Most soldiers traveled with their own cups so there was no stash of drinking vessels to use. Rhoswyn had to hunt around in the kitchen yard and in the vault of the tower to find something to drink from, and she found a small collection of clay cups in the vault.

They were dusty but she blew at them, cleaning them of surface dirt, and prepared to provide them to her guests. She felt verily proud of herself for having found the cups at all. Topping off the pitcher of wine when she returned to the hall, she was just passing one of the tables when she heard the soldiers speaking on the meal.

“Slop,” one man hissed to the other as she passed behind them. “We’d be better eating what the horses are eating than trying to stomach this slop!”

His companion elbowed him. “You heard what de Wolfe said,” he muttered. “If anyone complains, he’ll throw them over the wall. And he will!”

The first man groaned. “But this isn’t fit for a man! The meat is like chewing on leather and the carrots are full of mud!”

His companion hushed him loudly and they both went back to drinking their wine while utterly ignoring the food. Having heard every word, Rhoswyn came to a halt behind them. Then, she looked around the hall to notice that no one else was eating the food she’d prepared but the dogs seemed to be quite well fed. They were moving from table to table, and men were taking their trenchers off the table for the dogs to eat on. As she realized no one was eating, reality dawned.

The food she’d served wasn’t fit to eat.

Mortified, Rhoswyn could only think of the fact that she had just served Troy’s knight and his lady wife a completely inedible meal that would surely embarrass her husband. And she’d worked so hard today; he’d even told her he was pleased with her. But now, with this terrible meal, surely he was anything but pleased. He was most certainly embarrassed about his inept wife.

Rhoswyn couldn’t face him.

Quickly, she spun on her heel and fled the hall, still carrying the cups and pitcher. She didn’t want to go to the kitchens because Audric was there, baking more bread, and she didn’t want to face the man, either. Certainly, he’d known the food was inedible but he hadn’t told her. He’d let her embarrass herself. Well, she didn’t want to see him at all. She’d made an utter fool of herself and she didn’t want to see anyone.

Verging on tears, Rhoswyn rushed into the tower and ran up the stairs, past the level that contained her bedchamber, and up to the top floor with its half-repaired roof. The English soldiers had been working on fixing the roof but it wasn’t finished yet, and the single big chamber was only half-covered. Rhoswyn could look up and see the stars above, with a cold wind whistling in, but that didn’t matter. She went over into the corner of the chamber and sat down, setting the wine pitcher and cups beside her. She was just so ashamed. The tears she’d been trying so hard to hold off were coming freely now.

She’d made a mess of everything.

Laying her forehead on her bent-up knees, she let the sobs come.
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“I saw Rhoswyn by the entry but now she’s gone,” Troy said, standing up to get a better look over the smoke and crowd in the hall. “I wonder where she went?”

Cassius was on his seventh egg and Sable was on her third. When Troy made mention of his vanished wife, they, too, began to look around to see if they spied her somewhere in the smoky room, among the men, delivering more rotten meals.

“Where could she have gone?” Sable asked, bite in her mouth. “Should you go look for her, Troy?”

Troy thought it might be a good idea. Given that Rhoswyn was in a new environment, and not all that stable in it, he thought he might hunt her down just to make sure she hadn’t gotten into any trouble. As he moved away from the table, he realized that Sable was following him. When he looked at her curiously, she simply smiled.

“I would like to see this place a little more,” she said. “And when you find your new wife, I should like to speak with her. I was hardly able to say a word before she left.”

Troy didn’t see any harm in that so he let her come with him, but Sable couldn’t go anywhere without her husband, so Cassius brought up the rear. The three of them headed out into the dark autumn evening and Troy called to a couple of men within earshot, asking if they’d seen Lady de Wolfe. Both men pointed towards the tower, which Troy took to mean that she’d headed to the kitchen yard again.

It was, therefore, a little confusing, as well as concerning, to find Audric the only person in the kitchen yard. Troy introduced Cassius and Sable to the priest, but the man hadn’t seen Rhoswyn, so Troy took a chance and headed into the tower on his search.

She wasn’t in the vault where the food stores now were, so he continued up to the first floor small hall, the second floor where there were two sleeping chambers, but still no Rhoswyn. It was purely by chance that he headed up to the third floor even though the roof had collapsed on it, simply to say that he’d searched the entire tower, and he was surprised to hear sniffling when they came up the stairs to the doorway that opened on to that level.

Troy could see Rhoswyn sitting at the far end of the open-roofed chamber, huddled up in the shadows. He could hear her soft sobs. Holding out a hand to Sable and Cassius, silently asking that they remain in place, Troy emerged into the chamber that still smelled heavily of smoke and burned flesh. He was about halfway across the floor when he spoke softly.

“Rhoswyn?” he said quietly. “Are you well?

Rhoswyn’s head shot up when she heard his voice. Startled, and embarrassed, she quickly wiped at her face as if to erase all evidence that she’d been weeping but her eyes wouldn’t quit leaking. The more she wiped, the more she streaked dirt across her face.

“I… I’m well,” she insisted as Troy closed the gap between them and crouched down beside her. She refused to look at him. “I… I was simply weary from the day. It has been a busy day, ye know. And ’tis so noisy in the hall and there are so many men I dunna know, so I came here tae be alone. Just for a moment, ye understand. I wasna shirkin’ me duties.”

“You were weeping.”

“I wasna!”

Troy didn’t believe her for a moment. He moved from a crouched position to a sitting one, right next to her, leaning up against the wall of the chamber and effectively boxing her up against the corner. But his expression was full of concern.

“I would not imagine you would ever shirk your duties, no matter how difficult they were or how unfamiliar,” he said softly. “Are you sure you weren’t weeping? Mayhap because you have been doing something you have never done before? I am still pleased, you know. You worked very hard today.”

She snorted, wiping at her running nose and smearing it up her face. “I worked hard at a disaster,” she said. “I canna cook meat, I canna bake bread, and ’tis only by a sheer miracle that the men in the hall are able tae eat anythin’ at all. The meat is like leather and the carrots are cooked in mud!”

The tears were coming again. The more she talked, the more embarrassed she became. Troy had to fight off a smile; he felt so terribly sorry for her but it wasn’t in a critical sense. It was in the sense that she was a proud woman and she tried something that she’d failed at. He could see that Rhoswyn was much like he was; he didn’t like failure, either.

“’Tis only your first time doing such things,” he said. “You cannot expect to be perfect the very first time, with no one to really help you. I am sure you will do much better tomorrow.”

Rhoswyn shook her head vehemently. “I am not goin’ tae do this again tomorrow,” she insisted, sniffling. “The priest says he can cook. Let him! I’ve shamed ye enough with what I’ve done tonight.”

She was starting to sob angrily and Troy reached out, putting a hand on her back in a comforting gesture.

“Is that what has you upset?” he asked. “You feel as if you have shamed me? Lady, you have pleased me greatly with your attempts to learn. You tried something you had never done before and even if it did not come to fruition the first time, the fact remains that you tried. To refuse to try, or to quit, would have been to shame me. But I do not think you are a quitter.”

His words brought Rhoswyn a great deal of comfort. Wiping at her cheeks, she eyed him. “Not usually,” she said. “But I’d be a fool tae think yer men could take two nights of cookin’ like this. They’ll rebel and then where will ye be? With no army and a wife who canna cook! Ye’ll be the laughin’ stock!”

Troy burst into soft laughter. He liked the way she said it; quickly and self-depreciating. Rhoswyn scowled at him for a moment, as if insulted by his laughter, before breaking into a grin that she tried very hard to stave off. His hand, still on her back, moved to her shoulder and pulled her against him as he kissed her temple, a gesture that had Rhoswyn’s cheeks flaming deeply.

“Well,” he sighed. “At least you can hold a sword. If I have no army, then it will be you I send into battle. Surely there would be no fiercer warrior in all the north.”

Rhoswyn was coming to feel the slightest bit better. Troy was comforting and kind, exactly as he had been nearly the entire time she’d known him. He wasn’t angry that she’d destroyed the evening meal, nor was he shamed. In her estimation, that was an extremely patient man. She was coming to appreciate him more by the moment.

“Are ye sure ye’re not ashamed of me?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Absolutely not. As I said, to shame me would have been not to have tried at all.”

Her tears were fading now, comforted by a husband who seemed to know the right thing to say. As she opened her mouth to respond, she caught movement out of the corner of her eye and caught sight of Sable as she came into the chamber. Rhoswyn stiffened, embarrassed at what Sable might have heard, but Sable smiled gently at her as she approached.

“I am sorry to intrude, Lady de Wolfe,” she said, “but I wanted to thank you for inviting me here to Monteviot. I enjoyed the bread and the cooked eggs you made. And I also wanted to thank you for pulling me out of Kale Water Castle. I am hoping you can use me here, to help you with your duties. I have grown so bored at Kale that coming to Monteviot is a lovely change.”

Troy smiled faintly at Sable, a smile of thanks, before turning to look at Rhoswyn, his arm still around her shoulder. “Do you hear that?” he said. “Lady Sable is at your service. If you want her to show you how to cook a meal or sew a garment, then she can do that. You can learn a great deal from her.”

Rhoswyn looked at him, coming to understand that these English weren’t here to shame her. They were here to help her. She’d never had such help in her life, not from anyone, so it was a foreign concept. But she knew that, much as they were being kind to her, she must be kind in return. In truth, she was very grateful for their offer.

“I am thankful ye came when ye did,” she said to Sable. “Ye can save the English from one more night of me cookin’.”

Sable grinned. “I am very happy to help, my lady,” she said. “In fact, if you’d like, I can start helping tonight. Will you allow me?”

Rhoswyn was very interested in what she meant. “How?”

There was so much Sable could show her tonight, from preparing rooms for her visitors to preparing for the morning meal. So very much that she was happy to take charge of. Sable moved closer, holding out a hand. It was the hand of friendship, the hand of help. Rhoswyn looked at it dubiously, then looking to Troy for reassurance. He nodded his encouragement and she hesitantly reached out to take it. Sable pulled Rhoswyn to her feet but didn’t let go of her hand, looking her straight in the eye as she spoke.

“I’ll show you,” she said quietly. “Worry no more, Lady de Wolfe. Help has arrived.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


There was something about the scent of Rhoswyn that fed Troy’s lust in a way he’d never before known.

Womanly, musky. Something that filled his nostrils and went right through to his brain. She had long limbs and a long torso, and an hour before dawn, he’d managed to pull her clothing off, roll her onto her back, and cover her with his body. His mouth was all over her flesh, feeding on her breasts, as he wedged himself between her legs and thrust into her warm and tender folds. She gasped a bit and he knew it was because she was still sore from the previous night, unaccustomed to a man’s intrusion into her body.

But that was going to change.

Perhaps it was because Troy hadn’t been with a woman since Helene’s death. Or perhaps it was because something about Rhoswyn really did arouse him. Whatever the case, he thrust into her mercilessly until he found his release, but he didn’t relinquish her after that. He simply remained on top of her, holding her, his body still embedded in hers, kissing and touching her until he could feel himself grow hard again. Then he made love to her a second time, climaxing so hard that he bit his lip with the sheer force of it. And then he kissed her, deeply, his tongue tasting the honeyed recesses of her mouth as he moved in and out of her until his manhood was flaccid. He could feel what he’d put into her, making her very slick, and he wondered about the magnificent sons he would have from the woman.

Considering the mother, they would be the most powerful sons the Marches had yet to see.

Two days of knowing Rhoswyn had brought him to some conclusions. As he lay in the pre-dawn darkness, listening to the fire as it popped and crackled, burning low in the hearth, Troy knew that there was something about her that wildly aroused him, as if he couldn’t control himself. The smell of her, the feel of her – all of it created a combination he couldn’t seem to resist. Another conclusion was that for all of the lust he was feeling for her, that was all he wanted to feel for her. He couldn’t let his hunger for her cross the line into emotion. To do so would be to diminish the love he had for Helene. Gone or not, she was still the wife of his heart.

He wanted to keep it that way.

But, God… he had a feeling it was going to be difficult. As he lay there and listened to the birds, coming alive as a hint of dawn approached the horizon, Rhoswyn was laying on her side and he was right up against her, their warm flesh touching. His arms were around her, his right arm slung over her and his right hand by her left breast. He had his hand around it, feeling the warmth and softness in his palm. He kept thinking about their first full day together, and how hard she had tried to please him. And, God’s Bones, she was humorous when she wanted to be. When she smiled, she had slightly protruding eyeteeth on an otherwise brilliant set of teeth, but he found her smile very charming.

Just like the rest of her.

There was a soft knock at the chamber door, rousing him from his thoughts. Before he could move, Rhoswyn was leaping to her feet, grabbing at the tunics that were cast on the ground. She also grabbed for a dagger, all of this as Troy sat up in bed, watching her rush to the door with the blade in her hand ready to kill whoever was on the opposite side of the door.

“Who is it?” she demanded.

The voice was muffled on the other side of the panel. “It is Sable, my lady,” she said. “It is time to go to work.”

Standing naked at the door, Rhoswyn turned to look at Troy with a rather apprehensive look on her face. “I… I must dress,” she called back as Troy tossed the woolen coverlet off and went for his clothing. “I’ll be out in a moment!”

Troy could see that Rhoswyn was trying desperately to dress and not expose herself to him, so he turned his back on her as he went for his breeches and tunic. He found them quickly, sliding them on his muscular body and stoking the fire as Rhoswyn pulled on her leather breeches and the layers of tunics she usually wore. Troy glanced over his shoulder at her as she pulled on her boots, tying up the leather straps. In a flash, she was throwing open the chamber door.

Sable was standing on the landing, looking properly groomed and radiant in a dark blue wool traveling gown, one that was made for the rigors of travel or work. Rhoswyn came barreling out of the chamber, smelling of smoke and sex, in that order. Sable had been married long enough to know what a man’s musk smelled like. It didn’t seem to vary much. She smiled pleasantly at Rhoswyn but looking at the woman, her heart ached for her. She was an utter mess. Her beautiful hair was in a rat’s nest and smelling as if she’d just rolled in a man’s bed and probably a few pig pens, too.

Sable knew she couldn’t let the woman walk around like that, not if she was to be a proper wife to a very important border lord. She further knew that if the de Wolfe women got a look at her – Troy’s mother, for example – there would be hell to pay. She put her hands up to prevent Rhoswyn from rushing down the steps and on to the duties that await them.

“Good morn, Lady de Wolfe,” she said. “Will you wait here a moment? I must speak with your husband.”

Rhoswyn nodded, looking at Sable curiously as the woman entered the chamber where Troy was. She continued to watch as Sable whispered something to Troy, something that made him look at Rhoswyn as if considering what Sable was telling him. She suspected that whatever it was, it was clearly about her, because Troy finally nodded before both he and Sable turned to approach her as she stood in the doorway. Troy cleared his throat softly, perhaps a bit nervously, as he began to speak.

“My lady,” he said. “Lady Sable has pointed out something to me that we must address. Now, I realize that you have spent your life being trained as a warrior and living among men. For that reason, you have picked up the unfortunate habits of men.”

Rhoswyn cocked her head curiously. “Habits?” she repeated. “What habits?”

Troy wasn’t quite sure how to tactfully tell her that she looked like an unwashed animal, so Sable spoke kindly.

“Lady de Wolfe, you have married into a great family,” she said. “When you became his wife, your situation changed. There are things that are expected of you now, like being a chatelaine. I am here to help you learn how to execute your duties flawlessly, but there is much more to being Lady de Wolfe than merely being an efficient chatelaine. It means that you will dress and behave like a lady because, in doing so, you honor your husband greatly.”

Rhoswyn had an idea that Sable was speaking of her appearance and she looked down at herself, slovenly-looking, and began to feel some embarrassment.

“I dunna have anythin’ else tae wear,” she said. “These are me clothes. I have always worn them.”

Sable could see that Rhoswyn was feeling self-conscious and she reached out to gently touch the woman’s arm. “You needn’t worry at all,” she said reassuringly. “I will show you what you need to know and we can purchase fabric to make you fine clothing. Would you like that?”

Rhoswyn didn’t know what to say; dressing and behaving like a lady was perhaps even more frightening than learning to be a chatelaine. But gazing into Troy’s handsome face made her reconsider. He was smiling faintly at her and she was seized with the desire to please the man. It seemed that all she wanted to do was please him. Certainly, he deserved a wife he could be proud of, in every way. When he nodded encouragingly, her hesitation broke down completely.

“Aye,” she said, looking to Sable. “I would.”

Sable smiled brightly as she turned to Troy. “My lord, will you mind helping me?” she asked. When he nodded, she continued eagerly. “My servants are already in the kitchen yard, preparing for the morning meal, but they also started a very large pot of water to boil. I need that hot water and some kind of tub to wash in. Is there one here?”

Troy was thoughtful as he looked at Rhoswyn to see if she knew of something like that. “I have not seen anything that can be used as a tub, but I believe I did see an iron pot that was big enough for a man to climb into,” he said. “It is near the kitchen yard, near the outbuildings.”

“Ah,” Sable said. “Pots of that size are usually for stripping bones. It probably would not be very clean, at least for our purposes. Do you have a barrel we could use? An old wine barrel, mayhap?”

Troy held up a finger. “I think I know,” he said. “There is something like that in the stable, used to hold feed for the animals. Where would you like me to bring it?”

Sable already had Rhoswyn by the arm, pulling her to the only other door on that level, beyond which was the room she and Cassius had slept in that night.

“Here!” Sable said. “Bring it in here with the hot water. And hurry!”

Troy would never forget the expression of apprehension on Rhoswyn’s face as Sable dragged her into her bedchamber. But it was good for her to be a little apprehensive of what was to come, as it would make her more docile to Sable’s intentions. As Sable’s whispered words had been made clear to him – your wife is in need of a good scrubbing – he had been forced to agree. In truth, Rhoswyn’s dirt hadn’t bothered him, for it wasn’t something he particularly noticed, but to have the woman cleaned up… he could only imagine how beautiful she would be. It was all part of learning how to be a proper wife.

With a grin, he quickly went about the assigned tasks as Lady de Shera had asked. There was a sense of purpose in the air this morning and Troy was eager to see the end result.

As Troy went off to do Sable’s bidding, Rhoswyn found herself pulled into the chamber her guests had slept in the night before. After Troy and Sable had found her weeping on the top floor, they had immediately put her to work helping bring Sable’s things up to the borrowed bedchamber, and that included things Rhoswyn had never seen before – beautiful trunks, fine mattress shells all rolled up and waiting to be stuffed with fresh straw or feathers, smaller capcases that contained mysterious potions. They even smelled good, lined with lavender and herbs.

Moving Sable and Cassius into the chamber also involved stuffing one of the mattresses that Sable had brought with some of the straw that had been stored in the barn. It wasn’t very fresh, but it was dry, and Rhoswyn helped Sable stuff the mattress while the men moved in the last of the trunks from the provisions wagon. Soon enough, it was like a chamber of wonders, filled with more possessions than Rhoswyn had ever seen.

This morning, the chamber was still stuffed full of things that someone had carefully organized. But Rhoswyn didn’t have time to inspect anything because Sable put her in the corner and told her to remain, and she did. She stood there while Sable began to open trunks and pull forth items – clothing, combs, and other things that Rhoswyn couldn’t really identify. She had no idea what was going on but she knew that it all had something to do with her and the clothing she was wearing.

Truly, it was pathetic, her clothing. Compared to what Sable was wearing, a proper lady’s garments, she looked terrible. But they were all garments from her father – or what she’d happened to come by in her years of living at Sibbald’s. In fact, the leather tunic she wore had belonged to her grandfather. There was absolutely nothing she owned that had been made for her except the leather breeches. The tanner at Sibbald’s had made those for her a few years ago when her legs grew long and the breeches she had no longer fit. Of course, she knew what fine ladies wore, never more obvious now with Sable around. They wore lovely surcoats and shifts. But Rhoswyn didn’t have any of that.

A situation that was soon to change.

Troy arrived carrying a very big copper pot or bucket up from the stables; it was difficult to tell what it was because it was badly dented and the interior of it was black with oxidation, but he’d had his stable hands rinse it out and try to at least clean it up before he brought it up to the ladies. Sable inspected it closely and it seemed as if the oxidation didn’t rub off, or come off, so she deemed it safe for her purposes. Sending Troy and his men for the hot water, she lined the pot with two large pieces of a sheer linen fabric and set out a variety of phials and combs as she was waiting for the water.

Still, Rhoswyn said nothing because she had no idea what was coming. When Troy and his men returned, it was with buckets and smaller pots of hot water, and Sable directed them to pour it into the lined copper tub. Steaming water splashed in and Sable put drops of oil into the water that filled the chamber with the smell of lavender. On the floor beside the pot, she seemed very busy preparing potions and other things, and that went on until the pot was about half-full, and Troy and his men left the chamber and shut the door. Then, Sable turned to her.

Or turned on her. The demands began to come forth.

“Off with your clothing, my lady,” she said. “Into the tub with you.”

Rhoswyn’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Get… get intae it?”

Sable nodded briskly and went to her, reaching out for her. “Allow me to assist you.”

She didn’t really give Rhoswyn a choice. She began untying the leather ties that held together the leather apron and, from that point on, Rhoswyn could only stand there like a dullard as Sable virtually stripped her. When they came down to only her breeches and a thin tunic left, Rhoswyn balked, feeling very self-conscious, but Sable gently coaxed the remaining clothing from her by holding up a large piece of drying material, made from a combination of wool and even rare cotton, woven together so it would wick the water off the skin.

But Rhoswyn wasn’t concerned with drying her skin. She was concerned with shielding her nakedness, which Sable thoughtfully did with the drying linen. But she was concerned about the pot of steaming water that was meant for her. She might as well have been looking at the deepest loch in all of Scotland for all of the fear she was feeling.

“But…” she stammered as Sable tried to direct her into the pot. “But what will ye have me do?”

Sable pointed to the pot. “Sit in it, please.”

Rhoswyn was beside herself. “Sit in it?”

Sable nodded patiently. “Sit in it and I shall bathe you.”

Rhoswyn hesitated. “I dunna like water,” she insisted. “I canna swim. I dunna want tae sit in it!”

Sable remained patient. “It will not hurt you, I promise,” she said. “And you will not drown. You’ve not drown in a bath in all these years and that will not change today.”

Rhoswyn stared at the steaming pot. “I havena… that is, I dunna take a bath. I have a cloth and bucket I use sometimes, but I never… swim in it.”

Sable was rather shocked to learn that Rhoswyn had never before taken a bath but, given the dirt on the woman, she wasn’t particularly surprised. She thought it was time for a little brutal honesty with a woman who probably had no real idea of the situation she was in and what was expected of her.

Sometimes a little forthrightness was needed.

“You are not expected to swim in it,” she said. “You will sit in it and I will wash the dirt from you. My lady, please do not think I am trying to be cruel, but it is time for total truth. Do you believe we should be truthful with each other?”

Rhoswyn eyed her warily. “Aye.”

“Do you believe that friends are concerned for one another? Because I very much wish to be your friend.”

Rhoswyn shrugged. “I dunna have any friends.”

Sable smiled. “Then I am honored to be your first,” she said. “Please know that, as your friend, everything I do is for your own good. I would never do anything to harm you or to shame you. You must believe that. Now, from one friend to another, the way you are at this moment is a disgrace to your husband. You smell like a barnyard and you look like you have not combed your hair in years. That does not honor your husband, my lady. It makes men feel a great deal of pity for him.”

Rhoswyn was torn between defiance and the realization that Sable was correct; she was rather dirty. And smelly. She looked down at herself, seeing the stains on her tunic, knowing her hair was a mess, and she began to feel very awkward and embarrassed.

“No one has ever said such things,” she defended herself weakly. “Me pa… he looks the same as I do.”

“And you want to look like a smelly man for the rest of your life?” Sable countered. Then, she shook her head firmly. “Nay, you shall not. Now, remove the remainder of your clothing and get into that tub or I shall have to do it for you. I may appear small and weak, but I can give you a fight if that is what you are looking for. I will clean this dirt off of you or die trying.”

It seemed like a rather passionate declaration simply for a bath, but Rhoswyn believed her. These English women had different ways when it came to dress and cleanliness, or so she’d heard, and she had no doubt that Lady Sable saw Rhoswyn as a great challenge. The woman probably wouldn’t hesitate to club her and drag her into the water. Because she didn’t want to be clubbed, and she didn’t want to fight against a woman who had only been helpful since the moment they met, Rhoswyn begrudgingly removed her leather breeches, her tunic, and then jumped into the water, splashing it over the sides.

Fighting off a grin, Sable went to work. The first thing she did was take the two bone combs she’d set out and began to comb through Rhoswyn’s considerable mane, which was matted and dirty. It was a shame, too, because it was such a lovely color, and the texture was thick. As Sable combed, Rhoswyn grunted in pain until Sable stopped and handed the woman a lumpy bar of white soap with flecks of lavender buds in it.

“Here,” she said. “Begin washing yourself while I work on your hair.”

She resumed combing and Rhoswyn resumed grunting but, in between groans of pain, Rhoswyn lifted the soap to her nostrils and inhaled the lovely lavender fragrance. She rubbed the bar between her hands in the water and it turned into cream against her flesh. It also washed away the dirt; she could see it. After that, she began to rub the bar with vigor against her skin, washing off the years of accumulated dirt. But every so often, a tug on her head would bring a yelp from her lips.

“Och!” she said as Sable combed out a particularly bad knot. “Ye’ll pull the hair right from me head!”

Sable didn’t ease up. She continued to use the big comb to detangle and the finer comb to smooth through the hair.

“I am sorry,” she said, although she wasn’t. “Your hair is very matted.”

Rhoswyn was rubbing the bar up and down her arm. “It gets that way.”

“You should comb it every day so it does not get that way.”

“I dunna have a comb.”

Sable tugged on a big mat, causing Rhoswyn to flinch. “That will change.”

Rhoswyn’s head jerked back as Sable broke through the tangle. “I have a feelin’ much will change now.”

There wasn’t any self-pity in her words, simply a statement of fact, but it made Sable think. Rhoswyn seemed to come from a very different world than she knew. She was curious about it, and about her.

“Tell me of your life at Sibbald’s,” she said, genuinely interested. “Do you have brothers? Sisters?”

Rhoswyn shook her head as she scrubbed the grime on her left wrist. “Nay,” she said. “Just me pa. Me ma died when I was young, and I never had any brothers or sisters.”

Sable finished with the last of the big mats. “I have two sisters,” she said. “Douglass and Lizbeth.”

“Are they married, too?”

“Douglass is,” she said. “She married a great knight. My husband’s uncle, in fact. But Lizbeth is younger than I am and not yet pledged.”

“Pledged,” Rhoswyn muttered. “That was somethin’ me pa never spoke much of.”

“Why not?”

Rhoswyn rinsed her arm off in the water. “Who would marry me?” she asked flatly. “I can fight better than most men. No one wants a wife who can best him.”

Finished pulling out the tangles, Sable began to comb the hair out with the fine-toothed comb. “Have you always known how to fight?” she asked. “I must say, I have never heard of a woman being trained for such things, but it would be a useful skill to have, I suppose.”

Rhoswyn assumed she was only being kind about it. More and more, she was coming to realize that her father had not raised her as he should have. “Useful tae a man,” she clarified. “But it seems that the English are less impressed with my skills. I canna use a sword tae cook a meal or stuff a mattress.”

Sable set the comb down and reached for a big wooden vessel on the ground. “That is true, but if we were to be attacked right now, you would know what to do, wouldn’t you?”

Rhoswyn started to reply but Sable took the big wooden vessel, filled it with water, and poured it over Rhoswyn’s head. Rhoswyn shrieked when water poured into her mouth, sputtering as Sable poured several loads of water over her head to thoroughly wet her hair. After that, the conversation died as Sable began to scrub Rhoswyn within an inch of her life.

She took the soap Rhoswyn had been using on her body and rubbed it all over her hair, digging her fingers into the scalp and scrubbing. Rhoswyn ended up having to hold on to the edges of the tub because she was being buffeted around so, enduring the scrubbing and scraping and then more rinsing, followed by another rinse through her hair with something that smelled like vinegar.

It was an experience Rhoswyn would never forget, but it was also an experienced she ended up rather enjoying. It was lovely soaking in hot water and having someone scratch her scalp. She had no idea what she’d been missing and when it came time to get out, she did so reluctantly. The water was cooling, but the room was cooler, and she quickly wrapped up in Sable’s amazing drying cloth, sitting on a small stool in front of the fire as Sable went to work combing out her wet hair.

“And how was your bath, my lady?” Sable asked, grinning at Rhoswyn’s relaxed posture. “Did you enjoy it?”

Rhoswyn sighed, warm and clean and feeling wonderful. “I would do it again, very soon,” she said. “I must ask me husband if he will allow me tae purchase soap.”

Sable combed out the long, wet tresses. “Do you not have any?”

Rhoswyn yawned. “I’m sure ye guessed that I dunna,” she said, turning somewhat to look at Sable. “I have nothin’, m’lady, except the clothin’ ye saw me wearin’. I dunna own a comb and I dunna have any of the wonderful things that ye have. It’s not that me pa denied me; I suppose I dinna know tae ask for them.”

Sable had suspected as much. “Well,” she said briskly, “I shall speak with Troy. There must be a nearby village where you can purchase some things that you will need, as the lady of the house. And I will help you sew dresses, if you will allow.”

Rhoswyn shrugged. “I dunna know how tae sew,” she said. Then, she sobered somewhat. Showing gratitude was difficult for her. “Ye… ye’ve been very kind tae me, Lady Sable. I never knew any English until a few days ago, and the English I’ve met have been very kind.”

Sable grinned. “Did you expect otherwise?”

Rhoswyn couldn’t see the woman, as she was facing away from her, but she could hear the humor in her voice. Having never had a friend, it was easy for her to let her guard down with Sable’s kindness. It was rather nice having another lady to talk to.

“All I’ve ever seen of the English are their men,” she said. “I’ve never been this close to an English woman before, so I dunna know what tae expect.”

Sable continued combing and Rhoswyn’s hair was starting to dry by the warmth of the fire, the lovely gold and red shades becoming evident.

“I have known plenty of Scots women,” she said. “Troy’s mother is Scots, in fact. She is very kind. I have, therefore, had experience with many kind Scots women.”

Rhoswyn could sense there was a sisterhood there, a mysterious thing that she was part of now and didn’t even know it. The de Wolfe women. That sisterhood of women married to the most powerful knights on the border, now including her. Desperate to understand, to become what would honor her husband, forced her to turn around and look at Sable.

“Will ye teach me all ye know?” she begged softly. “I feel so… foolish. I never expected tae marry and I certainly never expected tae marry a Sassenach knight, so there is so much I dunna know. Tell me tae do it and I shall. I shall do whatever ye tell me I should because I dunna want tae shame me husband. He’s been so… so kind and patient, too.”

Sable smiled into the woman’s face, sensing that there was more than simply wanting to please her husband behind her request. There was softness in her eyes as she spoke, suggesting to Sable that Troy may have already made a conquest of his new wife. Much as Sable had been astonished at Troy’s manner towards Rhoswyn, she was astonished at Rhoswyn’s behavior towards Troy. Was it possible that the two of them had already found attraction and even affection with one another? Truly, it was something to marvel.

“I will teach you all that I can, I promise,” Sable assured her. “The first thing you should learn is that it is important to groom yourself for your husband. No man wants to live with a slovenly woman, so you will brush your hair every day and you will wash at least your hands and face. You can wash your entire body once a week, but no less. I will tell Troy that he must buy you soaps and oils so you can keep your skin from cracking and also so that you may smell pleasant. Men like women who smell pleasant.”

Rhoswyn was digesting everything eagerly. “They do?”

Sable nodded firmly. “They do,” she said. Then, she turned Rhoswyn around on the stool so that the woman was facing the fire again. She gathered the woman’s damp hair in her hands and began to plait it into a thick braid. “And your clothing; you must not wear your tunics or breeches any longer. It is unseemly for a woman to do so and Troy would appreciate a wife who did not dress as a man. I think I have two dresses that will fit you, as you are taller than I am and the hem of the skirts are longer, but I will tell Troy that he must go to town this very day to purchase fabric for you. You must have your own clothing.”

These were vital lessons that Rhoswyn had missed and she knew it. She was most eager to go along with it all, for Troy’s sake. She could feel Sable tugging at her hair before finally wrapping it at the base of her neck and using big iron pins to secure it into a bun. Standing back, Sable surveyed her handiwork.

“Perfect,” she declared. “Your hair must be combed and secured daily. Do you wish for me to show you how?”

Rhoswyn nodded. “I… I do.”

Sable smiled. “I will show you tonight when you let your hair out,” she said. Then, she spun around to the trunks that were lined up against the wall. “For now, we must find you something to wear.”

Still wrapped in the big drying linen, Rhoswyn stood up and went to peer over Sable’s shoulder as the woman dug through three big trunks against the wall. She would pull forth something, look at it, and either cast it aside or put it in a neat pile on the floor. Rhoswyn continued to watch curiously as Sable finally set aside two long cotes, laying them out on her mattress to get a look at them.

One cote was a shade of dark green, long of sleeve and with a square neckline, while the other one was a pale shade, a faded red. It was very lovely. Both of the garments were made of wool and when Sable was finished inspecting them, she pulled the drying cloth off of Rhoswyn and went to work.

A shift went on first, soft as a butterfly’s wing, followed by the green cote. It was all one piece – sleeves, bodice, and skirt, and it was secured by a series of stays up the back. Sable closed up the stays and handed Rhoswyn a pair of leather slippers for her feet. When Rhoswyn looked at them curiously, not really knowing what they were, Sable showed her the slippers on her own feet so Rhoswyn knew what to do. She slipped them right on. They were a little tight, but they fit, and she marveled at her feet.

“So simple?” she asked in awe. “I always wear me boots, but these shoes are so simple!”

Sable smiled as Rhoswyn’s focus was on her feet. “They will be durable, at least until you can have a tanner make you a pair of your own,” she said. Then, she stood back to admire her handiwork. She had to admit that Rhoswyn was one of the more beautiful women she’d ever seen – auburn hair, pale skin, slender torso. She suspected that Troy would be very pleased. “You will be able to work easily in this. How do you feel?”

Rhoswyn looked at the gown, warm and comfortable, and put her hands up to gingerly touch her pinned hair. “I… I dunna know,” she said. Then, she grinned. “I suppose I feel like a lady.”

Sable laughed softly. “You look like one, too,” she said. “I have a feeling your husband will be very pleased.”

The mere thought made Rhoswyn’s belly quiver. “Will we show him, then?”

Sable reached out and took her hand. “Of course we will,” she said. “You clean up very nicely. Now, promise me something.”

“Anythin’, if I can.”

“No more tunics and leather breeches.”

Rhoswyn struggled not to giggle. “Nay, no more. I promise.”

“And wash the dirt from your face and hands daily.”

“I promise.”

“And comb your hair!”

It was a command and Rhoswyn started to laugh. “If I must.”

“You must! If you do not, I will chase you down and do it for you!”

She was grinning as she said it and Rhoswyn continued laughing as they headed to the door. “With the trouble ye’ve gone to today, I wouldna dare disappoint ye, m’lady.”

Sable opened the door, but her focus was on Rhoswyn. “We are friends now,” she said. “You will call me Sable.”

It was difficult to describe how Rhoswyn felt at that moment. From a woman who had grown up having no one to talk to, and no friends to speak of, to now having a friend all her very own, and a pushy little English lass at that. But it didn’t matter; Rhoswyn felt as if someone cared for her, for the first time in her life. She felt as if she mattered.

“And ye’ll call me Rhoswyn,” she said softly.

“I would be happy to.”

Sable squeezed Rhoswyn’s hand and led her out of the chamber, down to the hall where Troy was lingering with Cassius, Audric, and a few other men.

Rhoswyn would never forget the look on Troy’s face when he saw her. Surely the faces of all of the angels in heaven had never shone so happily.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Jedburgh

Troy couldn’t seem to keep his eyes off of her.

They were nearing the outskirts of Jedburgh on a bright autumn morning, having left Monteviot not two hours earlier at the command of Sable who instructed Troy to take his wife to town and buy the woman things she needed. Sable got no argument from Troy, who was more than delighted to take the beautiful creature he’d married into town to buy her things. He wanted to buy her things.

But he wanted to stare at her more. He couldn’t seem to stop staring at her.

Rhoswyn rode next to him on her big black horse, astride in her borrowed dress because she had no experience in riding sidesaddle as women did. Because of that, Sable allowed her to put her leather breeches back on but they were concealed beneath the big skirt of the cote so no one could see them. Riding her excited horse on this glorious morning, Rhoswyn couldn’t remember ever having been so happy.

For certain, she was coming to realize there was much to be happy for.

A husband who seemed very attentive and a newfound friend who had made her feel like a true lady. Aye, there was a good deal to be happy for amongst these Sassenach and as the Troy, Rhoswyn, Audric, and twenty English soldiers approached the outskirts of Jedburgh, Rhoswyn kept glancing at her husband only to find him looking at her. She would flush and grin coyly, looking away from him, which made the man chuckle. She could hear him.

“So, my lady,” Troy finally said as they crossed over into the city limits. “According to Lady Sable, you may spend my money freely as long as it is on fabric for clothing and any number of things that a proper lady needs. I asked her to come with us but she felt that her presence was better served at Monteviot. Personally, I think she wanted us to be alone.”

Rhoswyn turned to look behind them, at the soldiers and the priest that were following them to town. “We are not alone, laddie,” she said. “We’ve an entire contingent of men followin’ us.”

Troy turned to glance at his men. He was dressed in full battle regalia, looking the same as he did the day Rhoswyn kicked him in the groin and smashed him in the face with her shield. But she looked markedly different from that day; groomed, smelling sweet, and dressed in a garment that fit her rather snuggly considering she was taller and heavier than little Sable, Rhoswyn had never felt so light of heart. They were here in Jedburgh to buy her whatever she wished, and she was giddy with excitement. But she was even more giddy to be with Troy.

“Do not pay attention to my men,” he told her. “Pretend they do not exist. Pretend it is only you and me and my fat purse.”

Rhoswyn laughed softly as she looked around the town as they entered. Since they were on the outskirts, it was residential buildings surrounding them, lining the street with stone houses and thatched rooves, and then little alleyways where children were playing. She could hear them calling to each other, running up and down the muddy alleys with dogs chasing after them.

They passed by residents who were dumping chamber pots into the street or hanging clothing up to dry, residents who looked at them with suspicion as they passed into town. One old woman gave Rhoswyn a rather hostile expression and Rhoswyn glared back.

“I canna remember when I last came tae Jedburgh,” Rhoswyn said as the nasty old woman passed from her sight. “Me pa dinna like tae leave Sibbald’s, although he did send his men intae town for the cattle market.”

Jedburgh was a big cattle town, with one of the largest cattle markets on the borders. Troy turned to the priest. “The cattle market is to the north of town, is it not?” he asked.

Audric spurred his little palfrey forward, putting himself between Troy and Rhoswyn. “Aye,” he said, pointing up the avenue. “It is at the edge of town, every sixth day except durin’ the winter time. But if ye’re lookin’ for merchants, then they’ll be near the square. All of the merchants gather there to sell their wares.”

Troy was straining to catch a glimpse of the merchant district up ahead. It was nearing noon and the streets were very busy as people went about their business. The road they were on had come up from the south, but it was a main road that went straight into the middle of the city. By traveling upon it, they had bypassed the castle, which was to the south and staffed by men from the Earl of Carlisle. It was an English-manned castle, given over to the English for the time being in one of the many times it had changed hands between the English and the Scots.

Troy knew the garrison commander, a man by the name of Allerley, and he’d had limited contact with him because the de Wolfe lands ran to the south. He knew he didn’t like the man because he was a pompous ass who made the decisions and sat in his castle while his men did all of the work. Therefore, he had no intention of paying the man his respects for entering his city, although that would have been good manners. Troy simply wanted to get in, accomplish his business, and get out. As they headed into the middle of the village, Troy turned to the men behind him.

“Hartrigge, Lanton,” he said to the two soldiers in front of the others. “Find a place for the men to settle somewhere around here where I can easily find them if necessary. Then, I want you two to head to the north where the cattle market is and see if there is anything to purchase right now. They may have some that have come in early for the next sale. If they do, find out how many and the price. Come find me after that. We will need cattle for the men at Monteviot, so we may as well look into it while we are here.”

The soldiers nodded smartly and moved swiftly to do his bidding. Meanwhile, Troy began hunting for a livery and he found one at the edge of the village center, just off the main road. He could see the corral. Knowing that was their destination, he took his wife and Audric over to the livery and paid the livery keep handsomely to feed and water the animals.

Dismounting his steed, he moved to help Rhoswyn off of her bulky horse but she dismounted quite ably, her skirts flipping up and showing her leather breeches underneath as she did. She didn’t even notice about the skirts, unused to them as she was, so Troy flipped them back down as he came close. Rhoswyn, realizing what had happened, looked at him with some chagrin.

“Och,” she said, smoothing her skirts down. “I dinna think.”

A smile played on his lips as he looked at her. “I know.”

She sighed sharply. “Can ye even stand yerself, having tae mother me every second?” she said. “I’m a driggle-draggle!”

He tried not to laugh. “Not for long,” he said. “You are well on your way to being a proper lady. I have every confidence that you will learn quickly.”

She pursed her lips wryly. “If I can manage to keep me skirts down.”

He did laugh, then, and took her by the elbow. “That is why you have me here, to remind you,” he said as he pulled her out of the livery. “Do you think I want men seeing what belongs only to me? Absolutely not. What is under that skirt is for my eyes only.”

Rhoswyn’s cheeks flushed a shade of pink; she knew what he meant. That her body was reserved only for him and, so far, he’d taken advantage of that. But she had to admit that she’d quickly come to like it.

Crave it, even.

As they walked together out onto the road, even now, she could feel his body beside hers and her body was immediately drawn to him, tingling with the anticipation of his touch even though they were in a public place. Everything about him made her tingle.

But it wouldn’t do to talk about things like that, especially with the priest around, so she shifted the focus away from what lay beneath her skirts.

“Lady Sable said that we must find a merchant with all manner of goods such as fabric, soaps, and oils,” she said. “She says tae find a merchant who has Spanish soap.”

Troy’s brow furrowed. “Spanish soap?”

Rhoswyn nodded confidently. “I am sure the merchant will know what I mean,” she said. Then, she turned to Audric, who was trailing along behind them. “This is yer town, Audric. Do ye know where we can find a merchant who has Spanish soap?”

Audric wandered up beside them as they walked, noting that Rhoswyn had looped her hand through Troy’s elbow, so naturally it was as if she’d always been doing it. They looked quite comfortable together.

“Ye mean castile soap,” he said. “I’ve heard of such things. We have a rich parishioner who is fond tae confess her love of spendin’ money. She buys sweet almonds from the holy land and soap from Spain. The woman buys things she doesna even need!”

Both Troy and Rhoswyn looked at him in surprise. “You are not supposed to speak of confessionals,” Troy said, amused. “God would frown upon such things.”

Audric cocked an eyebrow. “I dinna tell ye the name of the woman, so God has no cause tae be cross with me,” he said, watching Troy grin. “I know who ye need tae visit – a merchant at the end of the square who has goods from all over. Ye can smell his shop as ye come close because he has many mysterious potions and perfumes.”

Rhoswyn was very interested. “Truly?” she asked, looking out to the square as they started to head north, through the bustle of people. “Where is he?”

Audric pointed in a general northerly direction. “Over there,” he said. “Look for the busiest shop and ye’ll find him.”

Troy couldn’t help but notice that Rhoswyn was pulling on him as she walked. He had to walk faster to keep up with her. She was singularly focused on finding the merchant shop that Audric had described and, to be certain, they could soon smell exotic and mysterious scents upon the wind. Like the lure of sirens, pulling shoppers to their financial doom, the scents grew stronger as they approached what seemed to be a very popular stall. People were moving in and out of it with their shopping baskets in-hand.

Surprisingly, Rhoswyn wasn’t intimidated by the sight of shopping women even though she’d never visited such a stall in her life. This was a first. But her morning spent with Sable had made her more comfortable – and curious – about the things that made ladies’ skin so soft or smell good, and she was eager to look at all of the wondrous items.

Troy took her up to the threshold of the shop but he would go no further, as he explained, because it wasn’t a fitting place for men. It was strictly for women. Rhoswyn was preparing to go it alone but Troy emitted a sharp whistle between his teeth and called over the merchant who owned the shop, standing just inside the door and speaking with another customer. As the man approached, irritated that he’d been whistled at by the big knight, Troy spoke with authority.

“I am Troy de Wolfe,” he said. “My father is William de Wolfe and unless you are an imbecile, you have heard of my family. This lovely creature is my wife and she is in need of anything and everything a well-dressed lady needs. You will personally escort her through your stall and make sure she has all that is required. You will be handsomely paid for your efforts.”

The name de Wolfe meant something on the borders. The merchant’s eyes widened at the mention of the name and, suddenly, he wasn’t so irritated. In fact, he nodded eagerly and turned to Rhoswyn.

“Of course, Lady de Wolfe,” he said; he spoke with a decidedly northern English accent. “Come inside. What do you wish to see first?”

Rhoswyn had no idea what she should shop for first, but rather than appear uncertain by his question, she thought back to what Sable had told her. Fabric. Soaps. Oils.

“I would see fabrics, soaps, and oils,” she said firmly. “I want Spanish soap.”

The merchant seemed perplexed by her answer, but quickly, he figured out what she meant. “Ah!” he said. “Soap from Castile! Aye, I have it!”

With that, he took her by the elbow to guide her into the stall, but Rhoswyn didn’t take kindly to the man putting a polite hand on her so she pulled her elbow free. That didn’t seem to deter the man, who was chatting up a storm as he told her of all of the wonderful products he had in his stall, and he grasped her again by the elbow.

As Troy watched, Rhoswyn pulled her elbow free of the man no less than three times as they headed into the shop. He grinned at her reluctance to be treated like a proper woman and helped by a man, in any fashion. She was too independent for that. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Audric looking at him.

“She has much to learn,” he explained quietly, turning to survey the village center now that Rhoswyn had passed out of his line of sight. “She has no idea how to behave as a lady.”

Audric could see Rhoswyn deep in the shop now, moving through the piles of merchandise with the chatty merchant. “I believe Red Keith did the lass a great disservice raisin’ her as he did,” he muttered. “Mayhap he simply dinna think on how it would affect her as a grown woman. The man wanted a son and he made her intae one, but now the lass must struggle with the consequences.”

As the priest spoke, Troy suddenly spotted a host of English soldiers entering from the south side of the village. He recognized the colors right away – the brown and yellow of Deauxville Mount. The barons of “The Mount”, as it was called, was the family of de Troiu, a family that used to be allies with the de Wolfes many years ago but an incident between William de Wolfe and a leading member of the de Troiu family had ended that alliance.

William would never discuss the exact circumstances of the separation. But one night when Paris had too much to drink, he told Troy that Daniel de Troiu, then the head of the family those years ago, had tried to steal Troy’s mother away. It had evidently culminated in a nasty battle and since then, the name de Troiu was not permitted to be spoken anywhere in the halls of Castle Questing, Northwood Castle, or any other de Wolfe ally or property. That left Deauxville Mount as an outcast in the north, allying with questionable local barons. The once-proud family had dwindled in both wealth and prestige, and now was considered the dregs of the border.

In truth, de Wolfe and de Troiu had become hated and bitter enemies over the years, so not only was Troy surprised to see de Troiu soldiers, he was uncomfortable seeing them as well. There weren’t very many of them – perhaps ten that he could see – but he knew his twenty-man contingent was nearby and he didn’t want them getting into a scuffle with the de Troiu men. He hoped his soldiers had better sense than to engage them. Audric, seeing that Troy appeared rather on edge as he gazed out over the village center, turned to see what had the man so uneasy.

“What is it, m’laird?” he asked.

Troy’s gaze was still on the de Troiu men as they filtered into the town, but rather than upset the priest with his concerns, he simply shook his head.

“Nothing,” he replied. “There are a great many people in town today, including soldiers. I was simply noticing the soldiers.”

Audric was too short to see what Troy, with his height, could see. He simply returned his attention to the stall, where the merchant had brought forth a big basket that now had a pile of goods in it for Rhoswyn. And the pile was growing. As he watched the lady examine a piece of cloth the merchant had given her, his thoughts turned to his very reason for being here and the day Troy and Rhoswyn had met. Strangely, it seemed like years ago.

“I told ye that yer father asked me tae stay tae help ye and the lady in the beginnings of yer marriage,” he said. “But I must say that I’ve seen nothin’ that needs me help. She has calmed down admirably and ye’ve been very patient with her.”

Troy didn’t take his eyes off the distant de Troiu soldiers who were starting to head in his direction. “There is nothing more I can do,” he said. “She did not want this marriage, nor did I, but blaming her for it would not solve anything. Moreover… when handled properly, she can be quite pleasant. She is a hard worker and unafraid to do something she is not familiar with, like trying to become a lady or cook a meal. At least she is willing to try. That shows strength of character.”

Audric looked at him as he spoke, thinking that the man sounded very much like he was infatuated with the woman or, at the very least, appreciative of her. He had suspected it since yesterday, but today saw that opinion grow.

“No de Wolfe wife would be any less,” Audric said. “Surely this is the lass ye’ve been waitin’ for all yer life – strong, intelligent, and devoted.”

Troy shook his head. “Nay,” he replied. “I’ve not been waiting for her all my life. You see, I was married once before but she died two years ago. She was a woman I had known all my life. I never expected that I would live to an old age without her.”

Audric hadn’t known that Troy had been married before, a marriage that evidently ended on tragedy. Frankly, he was shocked, now scrambling to find the right words to convey his sympathies.

“I dinna know,” he said quietly. “I am sorry for yer loss.”

Troy thought on Helene but as he did, thoughts of Rhoswyn swept over him. Thoughts of her were stronger than thoughts of a wife who had died, someone he’d loved very much. But now, all he could think of was Rhoswyn and her fine body, an instant lust and desire that made his heart race. Helene had never had that effect on him, not ever, but the more he tried to remember his love for Helene, the more thoughts of Rhoswyn overwhelmed him.

God, what was happening to him?

“It was a difficult time,” he said to Audric, trying to distract himself from the fact that, in his mind, Rhoswyn was overwhelming Helene. “She drowned, and my two youngest children with her. I have an older son but he was fostering at the time. In fact, I have not seen him in a year. He favors his mother, you see, so seeing him reminds me of her. Sometimes it is difficult to look at him and not feel the loss. He inherited none of my Saracen darkness and all of his mother’s pale English beauty.”

Audric thought on the boy as his father described him. “Saracen?” he repeated. “But yer father is English.”

Troy smiled weakly. “His grandmother was Saracen,” he said. “She was a dark and sultry beauty, so I am told, and I favor her and her heathen roots. I am sure you have noticed that I am darker than most Englishmen.”

Audric had. He remembered thinking how dark Troy appeared when he’d first met the man. “That explains a good deal,” he said. “But those in the Holy Land, where yer great-grandmother was from, are cunnin’ fighters and bold warriors, so I’ve heard. Surely that spirit is within ye, also.”

Troy nodded, thinking on his Saracen blood, but only briefly. He was still stuck on thoughts of Helene and Rhoswyn, still wrestling with the fact that he couldn’t seem to remember his strong feelings for Helene at this moment. He loved her, didn’t he? He’d told Paris that he would only and always love her, but after a few days of being married to a woman he never wanted to marry in the first place, it was as if he didn’t know his mind any longer. Something had changed.

He didn’t want it to change.

“Mayhap,” he said belatedly, distracted with his other thoughts. “I would like to think I have something of my father in me and not mostly heathen tribes.”

“Ye have the blood of de Wolfe and the Saracens in ye – ye have the blood of legends.”

Troy looked at the priest, who had made the statement softly and matter-of-factly. Ye have the blood of legends. Perhaps it was true; he did have the blood of legends in him. In any case, he was becoming uncomfortable and edgy with thoughts of Helene and Rhoswyn on one hand and the approach of de Troiu’s men on the other.

Since he was without his soldiers at the ready, he didn’t particularly want to be seen by enemy soldiers, especially with his wife around. He didn’t want her caught up in anything, should something get started. With that in mind, he turned for the stall.

“I will see how Rhoswyn is coming along,” he said. “You will remain here. I shan’t be long.”

Audric watched him duck his head down in order to enter the low-ceilinged stall. “I thought ye said it wasna a fit place for a man?”

Troy snorted. “It is not,” he said. “But I have a feeling she might let the merchant talk her into buying everything in the stall and I am not sure I have that much money with me.”

Leaving the priest grinning, Troy headed into the dark, smelly stall that was stuffed to the ceiling with merchandise. As big as he was, he was trying very hard not to knock anything aside. He passed a table that had dozens of glass phials on them, or fragile alabaster and he made sure not to brush against it.

In the rear of the stall, he caught sight of Rhoswyn’s auburn head with the merchant next to her as they inspected piles of fabrics. Troy could already see that there were neatly folded stacks of fabric in the big basket that the merchant had brought out to carry her goods, but she was closely inspecting an orange silk that glistened in the weak light. In fact, the orange reflected some of the highlights of her hair color. When she saw Troy approaching, she quickly set the silk down.

“I… I was lookin’ at it because it was so lovely,” she said, sounding as if he’d caught her at something she shouldn’t be doing. She pointed to the basket. “Everythin’ I’ve selected is very durable. The merchant says so.”

Troy craned his neck, trying to catch another glimpse of the orange silk. “What about the orange fabric?” he asked. “Do you not want that, too?”

Rhoswyn turned to look at it again, hesitantly, as the merchant spoke up. “It is very fine silk, my lord,” he said. “But it comes at a dear price.”

“How much is it?”

The merchant picked up the fabric in question and held it up. “It is wild silk all the way from Rome,” he said. “This is enough to make a lovely garment for the lady.”

“How much?”

“I would accept an offer of six pieces of silver for it.”

“Sold. Put it in the basket.”

Rhoswyn’s mouth popped open in surprise as the merchant gleefully rolled up the silk so it wouldn’t crease. “But…”

Troy waved her off. “You will need a beautiful dress to wear for the times when we have privileged guests,” he said. Then, he looked at the merchant. “Show her any other fine fabric you have.”

Rhoswyn was beside herself. As the merchant called to his wife and the two of them began hunting in the rear of the stall for the expensive material, Rhoswyn went to Troy and hissed at him.

“Six pieces of silver?” she said through her teeth. “Are ye mad, laddie? That money would feed Sibbald’s for a month!”

He grinned at her. “Shut your mouth, woman. I told you I wanted you well-dressed.”

Her eyes widened, both in humor and in outrage. “Ye’ll regret sayin’ that tae me. I dunna take such words from any man.”

He grabbed her, whipping her into his arms and planting a delicious kiss on her sweet lips. That lust he felt for her compelled him to kiss her again, listening to her gasp as he pulled away.

“You’ll take it from me and you’ll like it,” he breathed. “Do you understand?”

Rhoswyn swallowed, struggling to catch her breath as she was pressed up against him. “Aye.”

“Aye who?”

A flicker of a smile crossed her lips. “Aye, laddie.”

That wasn’t the answer he was looking for but he couldn’t remain stern enough to tell her so. She was toying with him; he could see it in her eyes and it inflamed his desire for her like nothing else.

“Cheeky wench,” he hissed. Releasing her, he turned her around so that she was facing the merchant again and slapped her lightly on the rump. “Buy something else beautiful. That is a command.”

Rhoswyn didn’t argue with him; she simply turned and grinned at him, feeling such warmth and attraction to the man. Any man who would give her commands and slap her on the arse was someone to be appreciated, she thought. No one had ever dared do it. But Troy had.

And she loved it.

“As ye wish, m’laird,” she said. “I’ll spend yer money and more besides.”

“Now, I did not say that.”

She giggled. “’Tis too late,” she said, moving towards the merchant and his wife as they came at her with their arms laden with beautiful material. “I shall select the most costly piece they have.”

Troy simply shook his head at her, grinning, watching her as she went over to the merchants and began rifling through their products. He saw her looking at something glittery and blue, holding it up to the light, and he couldn’t take his eyes from the expression on her face. She looked so… happy. She was happy, and so was he.

In fact, it took Troy a moment to realize that he hadn’t been this wildly happy in years. Sheer, unadulterated joy that made him want to take Rhoswyn in his arms and kiss her until she fainted, which for her would probably never happen. She was tough and she was strong, and he loved that about her.

But he loved it when she submitted to him, too. Just a little.

Is this what it meant to be happy again? Was that why he could only think distantly of Helene, as if she were a warm memory and nothing more? Rhoswyn scorched him like the fires of hell, a blaze in his belly that was only quenched when he took her to his bed and had his way with her long, strong body.

God help him, he never knew it could be like this again, this strength of happiness again. He married a woman who kicked him in the groin and hit him in the face when they’d first met. Instead of letting that set the tone for the marriage, he’d had to be more understanding and more forgiving than he’d ever been in his life, but it took him a moment to realize that those two qualities were something Helene had always tried to impress upon him. Be forgiving, she used to say. A gracious man is a great man. But he’d ignored that advice until now.

Was it Helene’s influence that had made him a better man for Rhoswyn?

He wondered.

Lost in thought, he turned for the front of the stall, mulling over the recent events in his life that had brought him to this moment. He was just coming out of the stall and catching a view of Audric before he abruptly caught sight of four de Troiu soldiers who were right at the mouth of the stall. In fact, he’d nearly run into them.

Now, he was exactly where he didn’t want to be.

As part of the de Wolfe empire, Troy always wore very specific armor – a mail coat that went to his knees, a black de Wolfe tunic over that, and then a breast plate, of the latest military protection at that time, that essentially covered his chest. There was newer technology in armor being developed all of the time and William made sure that he and his sons were on the cutting edge of it. But the breast plate had something to identify Troy as being part of the House of de Wolfe, and that was a stylized engraving of a wolf’s head on the upper left portion of the breast plate. It was a badge. Even if one didn’t recognize him or his colors, most men of the north recognized the wolf’s head.

The de Troiu soldiers were no different.

They recognized the wolf’s head immediately, before they even saw Troy’s face, and the four of them pulled into a suspicious group, scrutinizing Troy as a powerful and important knight from the House of de Wolfe. As soon as they started doing that, Troy turned to Audric.

“Quickly,” he hissed. “Find my soldiers. Send them to me now.”

Startled, and the slightest bit frightened, Audric scattered away, completely ignored by the de Troiu soldiers. Troy tried to move away, too, but as he knew, the soldiers were on to him. Old rivalries came out.

“De Wolfe,” one man snarled. Then, he spit on the ground. “That is what I think of de Wolfe.”

Troy didn’t reply; he simply stared at them. They were mere soldiers and he wasn’t going to get into a verbal debate with them. They were beneath him.

“Be on your way,” he said evenly. “I have no personal quarrel with you but that will change if you do not move on.”

The man didn’t like being challenged. “And who are you?” he demanded. When one of his colleagues tugged on him and pointed out that he was a knight, the man brushed him off. “So you’re a knight; who is to care? You’re alone, knight. Where is your army?”

Troy cocked an eyebrow. “I do not think you wish to find that out. It will not go well for you.”

The soldier’s colleague was increasingly trying to pull him away while the other two soldiers were simply standing there, watching. One big mouth was doing the talking for all four of them.

“Is that a threat?” the soldier said. “You high and mighty de Wolfes like to give orders to the rest of us, but I won’t listen to you. Whatever you defend, knight, has been stolen from others. Old William de Wolfe is a thief and if you serve him, you are a fool!”

Troy still didn’t rise to the challenge, although one more taunt and his temper would be unleashed. He could feel it beginning to rise. “Be on your way,” he said again. “I have no time for you rabble.”

Now, three of the soldiers were tugging on the fourth, who seemed to want to get into a fight. But the fourth soldier wouldn’t move; he was an older man, perhaps even as old as William, and there was much hatred in his heart for de Wolfe. Troy could see that simply by looking at him.

“And that whore of a wife that old William has,” he hissed. “Do you know her? She has taunted many a man on the border with her wicked ways. If that offends you, then do not be angry with me. I’m just the messenger to deliver such news. But surely you have heard it from others.”

Now, they were speaking of Troy’s mother and his hackles went up. They could taunt him and even taunt his father, but the moment the soldier brought Jordan into the conversation, Troy found himself rising to the situation. He put his hand on the hilt of his broadsword, sheathed against his left leg.

“I would not say another word if I were you, vermin,” he growled. “You are a dead man already, only you do not know it yet.”

Because the knight put his hand on his sword, the three companions instantly drew their weapons, terrified they were about to enter into a losing battle. But Troy couldn’t see the fear on their faces; he was staring down the man who had just insulted his mother. Before he could tell them for the last time to move on, a figure suddenly appeared between him and the four soldiers.

“Are ye stupid, all of ye?” It was Rhoswyn and she was flashing a rather large dirk in her right hand, shiny-new and clearly something she’d picked up in the merchant shop. “Are ye so full of English ignorance that ye seek tae take on a knight who can dispatch all of ye without effort? If ye want tae save yer own lives, then get out of here. Get out of here before ye rouse his anger!”

She was spitting mad, flashing the dirk in their faces. The men were backing away because a woman who was clearly mad was threatening them. All but the antagonist of the group; he had backed off but he didn’t move away completely. His venom turned to Rhoswyn.

“And what’s this?” he demanded. “Another de Wolfe whore? Do they have women fighting for them now? ’Tis a man without ballocks that lets a woman do his fighting for him.”

Rhoswyn’s eyes narrowed. “Spoken by a man who doesna understand the depths of his own worthlessness.”

The three de Troiu soldiers looked at her in shock. It was an excellent insult and more than one of them looked as if he was verging on a grin. Before Troy could pull Rhoswyn out of the way, their aggressive comrade snarled at her.

“That’s not what your mother said to me when I bedded her last night, lass.”

Rhoswyn didn’t hesitate even though she could feel Troy grab her arm. “Aye, yer mother,” she said. “I know the wench well. She’s such a filthy chit that when she takes a hot bath, she makes her own gravy.”

The three soldiers burst out laughing at the surprising insult as their aggressive comrade’s features registered pure outrage. This was no longer a game where he held the upper hand. In fact, the Scots wench had cut him down to size. Him and his mother. He immediately drew his sword.

“You’ll pay for that, lass,” he growled.

Rhoswyn had the dirk and she didn’t wait for the man to charge her. Yanking her arm from Troy’s grip, she went right after him, kicking him in the groin much as she had attacked her husband on that first day. When the soldier doubled over from the blow, she rammed the dirk into the back of the man’s neck.

He was dead before he hit the ground.

After that, it was bedlam. With Rhoswyn out of control, Troy unsheathed his sword, charging at other three soldiers simply to protect her, but only one held his ground to engage. The other two ran off, screaming for their colleagues, and suddenly the entire village center erupted in a mass of screaming people running for their lives. De Troiu men were rushing towards the merchant’s stall while most of the de Wolfe men came rushing over as well, pulled from where they’d been waiting out their lord.

The de Wolfe soldiers saw the de Troiu men and the fight ensued. Swords clashed all around the central square of the town where the well was, and the women who had been washing their clothes fled in terror. After Troy dispatched his opponent, leaving the man bleeding out on the dirt, his priority was Rhoswyn.

She had started this mess and although he knew she was capable in a fight, he didn’t know how capable she was until he saw her fighting with a de Troiu soldier who was nearly twice her size. He was a big man but she didn’t let that stop her. As Troy watched, she ducked under the man’s swipe, fell to her knees, and rammed her dirk into his foot. It went all the way through his shoe, through muscle and bone, and into the dirt on the other side.

As the man screamed and doubled-over, Rhoswyn withdrew the dirk from his foot and shoved it into his throat. He, too, fell to the ground, mortally wounded by a crazed Scotswoman.

Troy could hardly believe his eyes. Rhoswyn was good; nay, more than good – she was a smart fighter. But she was in the middle of a battle with men who were wearing protection and all she had on was a woolen cote. No matter how competent in battle she was, that cote wouldn’t protect her from a blade and Troy knew he had to get her out of there. More than that, he simply didn’t want her to fight. He knew she was trained for it, but he didn’t care. He didn’t want his wife fighting. He was terrified she was going to be gored while he watched.

Pushing through the crowd of men, he came to his wife as she was setting her sights on another English soldier. He grabbed her by the arm before she could get away and dragged her over to the edge of the fighting, back in the direction of the merchant’s stall. The entire time, Rhoswyn struggled against him, finally pulling away from him and turning to him angrily.

“What did ye do that?” she demanded. “There are more men out there tae fight!”

Troy thrust a finger into her face. “Not for you,” he said angrily. “Go back into the merchant’s stall and wait for me.”

Rhoswyn couldn’t understand his anger or his words. “I willna,” she said heatedly. “Those men must be punished!”

Troy was so furious that he was beginning to sweat. When he spoke, it was through clenched teeth.

“Listen to me and listen well,” he growled. “When I married you, you became my wife. My wife does not fight my battles. My wife also listens to my wishes and she obeys them. Right now, you are not doing either of those things. You will obey me. Now, get into that merchant stall and wait for me. Is this in any way unclear?”

Rhoswyn was truly at a loss. She’d been raised a warrior; it was her natural instinct to fight. And now Troy was telling her not to do what came naturally to her. Is this in any way unclear?

It was all unclear.

“But… but I can help ye,” she insisted. “Why will ye not let me help ye?”

He snapped. “I do not want your help. In fact, I did not need you to defend me. Do you have any idea how foolish you made me look in front of those soldiers?”

Rhoswyn was stricken. “Is that all ye care about?” she asked. “That I made ye look foolish? Those soldiers were goin’ tae kill ye! I couldna stand by and watch that happen!”

Troy’s anger deepened. “If you believe that, then you have little faith in my abilities as a knight,” he said. “You made us both look like fools, Rhoswyn. You do not seem to understand that I am perfectly capable of settling my own affairs. I do not need another warrior; I need a wife.”

She cooled dramatically. “I am tryin’ tae be that. But when can a wife not defend the husband she adores?”

Troy’s head snapped to her, his expression one of shock as well as anger. The husband she adores? Nay, he wasn’t going to believe that. He couldn’t believe that. Now she was lying to him.

…but, God… what if she wasn’t?

“What you did has nothing to do with adoration,” he said, his voice hoarse with rage. He simply couldn’t believe she had feelings for him. Adoration, she called it. He couldn’t believe it because, if it was true, then it would make it easier to admit that he might be feeling something for her, as well. It can’t be true! “Furthermore, I do not need your defending, not now and not ever. And I do not need you lying to me about your reasons for your actions. If you cannot be what I need you to be, then mayhap I do not need you at all.”

With that, he turned on his heel and charged out into the fray, dropping men and fighting off the de Troiu soldiers who were beginning to break up and flee. He had to run because he couldn’t look at her any longer, fearful that the conversation would become more and more heated, perhaps more and more emotional. He just couldn’t do that to Helene. He couldn’t disrespect her memory because, deep down, he wanted to admit that there was something there for Rhoswyn. He was feeling something.

But she would never know it.

As Troy used battle to distract himself from the turmoil in his heart, Rhoswyn simply stood there, feeling as if Troy had just taken that big broadsword he used and shoved it right into her guts. She felt as if she’d been cut to shreds by his anger, by the fact that she’d made him feel like a fool.

By his words, he couldn’t have done more damage to her if he’d tried.

I do not need you lying to me about your reasons.

Those were the only words she could hear, cutting into her brain, searing their particular brand of pain into her fragile heart. It wasn’t a lie, any of it. She did adore him; she knew that now. When she’d seen him facing off against four heavily-armed soldiers, visions of his bloodied body flashed through her mind. It would kill her to see him injured, or worse. That was how she knew, at that moment, that she adored him. All of the warmth and attraction she felt for the man had turned into something else, something deeper.

But Troy didn’t understand that. And if he did, he’d rejected it. He didn’t understand that all she’d wanted to do was to help the man she adored. To him, she’d shamed him. All of the bad meals and slovenly dressing couldn’t embarrass the man, but one thing did – her attempts to fight for him. Finally, she’d done that which she’d feared.

He was ashamed of her.

If he didn’t need her, then she would leave. She had to leave. Gutted, and devastated, Rhoswyn dropped the dagger in the mud and made a dash for the livery where her horse was tethered. She was running blindly, so very shattered by Troy’s words.

Taking her big horse from the livery corral, Rhoswyn tore off through a secondary road south that would take her out of the village and to the countryside beyond. Sibbald’s Hold was only an hour or so away; she knew she could make it by nightfall.

At that moment, she only had one thing on her mind – going home and forgetting about the three days of her life when she’d been her happiest. For her, it had only been fleeting and the life to be, the one she’d had a taste of, was only something now to be revisited in her dreams. Troy’s words had made it clear that the dream was ended.

Mayhap I do not need you at all.

For certain, the dream was over.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


It had been less than an hour after the start of the skirmish Rhoswyn had instigated, an hour that had Troy stewing in his anger with his wife. He’d killed at least three de Troiu soldiers and wounded a few more before they fled in a panic.

Meanwhile, three of his own soldiers had been wounded so he’d helped one of the sergeants tend to the wounded, one man with a fairly serious gash to his forearm. The merchant who had accumulated such a pile of goods for Rhoswyn was also the one who supplied fine silk thread to sew the wound up. Troy took care of it, as he was a good battlefield medic. He sewed up the man’s arm and purchased the goods for Rhoswyn.

In truth, it had taken Troy all that time to calm down. He’d been so bloody confused about Rhoswyn that he’d literally had to put her out of his mind while he mopped up the fight she’d started.

The husband she adores.

Those words kept flashing through his mind, as much as he tried to ignore them. He had himself convinced that she’d only said it to soften his anger against her. She’d lied to him about why she’d entered the fight when the truth was that, perhaps, she really couldn’t help herself. She’d been raised a warrior and the scent of a battle in the air brought all good warriors in for the feeding frenzy. She’d tried to tell him that it was because she wanted to defend him.

He just couldn’t believe her.

He didn’t want to.

It was all very puzzling, in truth. As he paid for the merchandise and thanked the shaken merchant for supplying the goods for Rhoswyn, he noticed that his wife hadn’t gone back into the merchant’s stall as he’d told her to do. He assumed she was somewhere between the merchant’s stall and the livery, more than likely sulking after the tongue-lashing he’d given her. In truth, it was a painful conversation for him to remember. He regretted some of the things he’d said to her because he’d said them in anger, but he didn’t regret all of it. There were lines that needed to be established in this marriage so it was good to establish them early.

Still… some things, he should not have said. As he came out of the merchant’s stall, pondering the things he’d said to Rhoswyn, he found Audric standing on the roadside.

“You were not hurt in that skirmish, were you?” Troy asked him.

The priest shook his head. “Nay, m’laird,” he said. “I stayed well away from the fight. Who were those men?”

Troy glanced out to the village center, which had been torn up a bit in the fight. Only now were villagers returning to repair the minimal damage.

“Enemies of my father,” he said. “I saw them enter the town when we were standing here, waiting for my wife in the shop, but I’d hoped not to confront them. In fact, I’d hoped to leave this village without a battle but it seems that was not to be. Speaking of battles, where is Rhoswyn?”

Audric shrugged. “I have not seen her since the fight started. But I will admit – I hid across the road, over in the field. A battle is no place for me.”

Troy looked at the little man, a half-grin on his lips. “Then you did not see Rhoswyn challenge them?”

Audric shook his head, appearing somewhat concerned. “Did she, now?”

“She most certainly did.”

Audric sighed. “I canna say that I am surprised, given that the lass knows warrin’.”

Troy’s smile faded and his jaw began to tick faintly. “It is all she knows,” he said. “I suppose I cannot expect miracles after only three days, but I was hoping she would have the sense not to try and fight again.”

“Again?” Audric repeated. “’Tis goin’ tae take more than three days tae break the woman of what her father has done tae her. Ye’ve been patient so far; ye must continue tae be patient.”

Troy sighed heavily. “I am afraid that I was not very patient with her this time,” he said. “She said that she was defending the husband that she… oh, it does not matter. I believe she said it simply to make an excuse for entering the fray.”

Audric was watching him closely; the man seemed greatly troubled over the situation. “She said that she was defendin’ her husband? It isna unusual for a wife tae defend her husband, m’laird. With Lady de Wolfe, however, I have a feelin’ she’ll not back down from any fight that involves ye.”

Troy didn’t like the sound of that. “I am afraid of that, to be truthful. She is going to get killed if she keeps that up and I do not want to bury another wife. It would be… difficult.”

Audric sensed that there was something more on his mind. “Aye, it would be difficult,” he said. “Ye’re concerned for her, then?”

“Of course I am concerned for her.”

“Is that why ye became angry with her? Out of concern?”

Troy was becoming increasingly agitated. “I became angry with her because she inserted herself where she did not belong,” he said. “I am perfectly cable of handling a volatile situation and I certainly do not need the help of a woman. She made me look like a weak fool, and then for her to justify it by saying she did it because I am her husband and she adores me… that was a cheap trick, a lowly attempt to play on my sympathies.”

Now, the situation was starting to make some sense. The woman had displayed some sentiment and de Wolfe was having trouble accepting that. He was careful in his reply.

“Since the moment ye and the lady married, ye’ve been inseparable,” he said. “At least, it seems that way. I have seen ye two together a great deal. I thought ye were gettin’ on splendidly.”

Troy kicked at the ground, agitated. “We are,” he said. “At least, we were. Oh, hell, I do not know anymore. I thought we were getting along well enough, certainly well enough considering our first meeting.”

Audric studied the man, his irritation. “And ye feel as if she has somehow betrayed that? As if it was all a lie?”

Troy stopped kicking the ground. He was having difficulty looking at the priest. “She tried to tell me that the reason she challenged those soldiers was because she adored me and she did not want to see me injured,” he said. “’Tis just like a woman to say something like that, to play on my sympathies.”

“What if I told ye it was the truth?”

Troy did look at him, then. “It could not possibly be the truth.”

“Why not?”

He scowled. “Because we have known each other three days!”

Audric smiled faintly. “I’ve seen the way the lass looks at ye,” he said quietly. “When she told ye that she adored ye, I dunna believe she was lyin’. I believe she does.”

Troy just stared at him and, as Audric watched, something odd rippled through his expression. Was it disbelief? Was it joy? It was difficult to tell.

“How can that be in so short a time?” Troy asked quietly.

Audric shrugged. “Look at the life the lass had before she met ye,” he said. “Not much of one, if ye ask me. Raised by a father who wanted a son, never knowin’ someone to be kind and patient with her. Ye gave her all of that, m’laird. Ye endeared yerself tae her. Of course she adores ye. And a woman like that… with such strength and fight in her… she probably adores ye with everythin’ she has.”

Troy’s gaze lingered on the priest a moment before looking away. He was starting to think that he’d been overly cruel to Rhoswyn when she confessed her feelings. But she had terrified him, for so many reasons. Was it true? Did she really mean what she’d said?”

Confusion reigned.

“I do not want her adoration,” he finally muttered. “I cannot have it.”

“Why not?”

“Because I swore I would never love anyone other than my wife, Helene. My heart belongs to her and it always will.”

Audric could see the conflict in the man and he felt rather sorry for him. In a gesture of pity, he put his hand on Troy’s forearm.

“Helene has no more need for yer heart,” he said softly. “She’s with Our Lord and in heaven. She has all the love she needs. Do ye really think she’d be so selfish as tae expect ye tae never love another? Wouldna she want ye tae be happy again?”

Troy thought heavily on Helene; whereas her sister, Athena, Scott’s wife, had been a bold personality, passionate in everything she did, Helene was the quiet and passive type. A generous woman with a heart of gold. Troy knew the answer to Audric’s question – of course she would have wanted him to be happy again. She would have wanted him to love again.

It was his own guilt that was holding him back.

“I do not know anything anymore,” Troy said, shifting the basket of goods he was holding and setting out for the livery. “I do not know what I want to feel, for anyone.”

Audric didn’t say anything more about it. It was clear that Troy was in a great deal of turmoil and, sometimes, a man had to sort such things out for himself. As Troy headed off to the livery to find his wife, Audric followed. He followed because William had asked him to keep peace between his son and his new wife, and Audric suspected this might be one of those times. He was determined to do what he could.

But Rhoswyn wasn’t in the stable when they got there, and neither was her horse. Realizing she had fled, Troy knew it was to either one of two places – either she’d gone back to Monteviot, which he highly doubted, or she’d run home to her father, home to Sibbald’s Hold where no one would become angry at her for starting a fight or for defending a man with all her heart. In truth, Troy had no doubt she’d gone back to Red Keith.

His nasty words had sent her right back to her father.

It was with a heavy heart that he realized what he’d done. He further realized what he had to do – he had to get her back. He had to apologize for his angry words, but beyond that, he wasn’t sure what more he wanted to say. Could he tell her that he adored her, too? Probably not. He wasn’t sure he could form the words, terrified that they were true words. All of it, true. But he knew he had to bring her back, no matter what. She was his wife and he wanted her by his side, where she belonged.

Troy sent his men back to Monteviot while he headed for Sibbald’s Hold, less than an hour’s ride to the east. He’d never been to Red Keith’s stronghold but he knew the general direction, and a confirmation from Audric told him that he would be heading down the right road.

Although he’d told Audric to return to Monteviot with his men, somehow, no one seemed to be obeying him today. Audric followed him and Troy was halfway to Sibbald’s Hold when he finally realized the priest was trailing him. The man did a rotten job trying to stay out of sight. Therefore, Troy came to a halt and waited for the man to catch up to him, and, sheepishly, Audric did.

Beneath the setting sun across a gloriously green landscape, Troy and Audric headed to Sibbald’s Hold together to try and salvage what they could of Troy’s marriage.

Troy knew he’d been wrong. But whether or not he could tell Rhoswyn was the key.
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She wouldn’t talk to him.

Keith knew something terrible had happened when his daughter had come charging into the bailey of Sibbald’s Hold. In truth, he’d been expecting her much sooner and he’d been expecting to defend himself against a very angry young woman, furious that he’d married her off to a Sassenach. But the young woman that returned to Sibbald’s Hold didn’t seem angry; she seemed devastated. She’d dismounted her horse, run into the tower, and run to her chamber and slammed the door. No amount of coaxing from Keith or Fergus or even Artis or Dunsmore could get her to talk to them.

She sat in her chamber and wept.

They could all hear her.

It was a situation filled with mystery, not the least of which was how she’d been dressed; in a lovely cote and her hair had been washed and styled. She looked like a true lady, something none of them had ever seen before. That astonished them almost more than her abrupt return.

As the afternoon turned into early evening, Keith sat on the steps outside of her chamber and listened to his daughter weep. Eventually, the weeping faded and there was only silence.

Dark, uncomfortable silence.

“Rhosie, lass?” Keith called to her on more than one occasion. “What can I do for ye? Why did ye come home?”

No answer.

There was no answer for a solid hour after her return. The weeping had ceased, that was true, but that made Keith uncomfortable. Rhoswyn wasn’t the silent type. He could only hope she didn’t have a dagger in the chamber with her and had slit her wrists in her hysteria. Not that she was the dramatic sort, but stranger things had happened. She’d spent three days away from her family and her home, and there was no telling what had gone on. Finally, nearly two hours after she’d returned home, he knocked softly on the chamber door and called to her again.

“Rhosie, please,” he begged softly. “What has happened? Why are ye returned?”

Still no answer. Frustrated, and concerned, Keith was about to turn away when the door suddenly jerked open. He froze, waiting for Rhoswyn to come forth, but she didn’t. Timidly, he peered into the room only to find her over by one of several small windows that brought ventilation and light into the rather dark tower of Sibbald’s. The window faced west and she watched the sunset as colors of gold and pink danced on the stone walls. Hesitantly, Keith entered the chamber.

“Are ye all right, lass?” he asked, genuinely concerned. “What happened?”

Rhoswyn didn’t say anything for a moment; she had only recently regained her composure and wanted to keep it. She didn’t like to cry or suffer emotional outbursts, but that was exactly what she had done. She didn’t want to do it again.

“He says he doesna need me,” she said. “If he doesna need me, then I am home tae stay.”

Keith’s brows drew together. “And that was what drove ye home in tears?” he asked, incredulous. “Surely there is more tae it than that, lass. Did he beat ye?”

“Nay. And if he did, ye know I would beat him in return.”

Keith nodded. “That’s the daughter I raised,” he said proudly. “Was he cruel tae ye, then?”

Rhoswyn shook her head. “Nay.”

Keith scratched his head, confused. “If he dinna beat ye and he wasna cruel tae ye, then why did ye come home in tears? Surely it was somethin’ terrible.”

Rhoswyn sighed heavily. She didn’t want to share her deepest feelings with her father. But at the moment, she was emotionally battered. She’d just received the biggest disappointment of her life. It had felt so good to have someone to talk to, like Lady Sable or Troy or even the priest. She and her father didn’t have that kind of relationship but she found herself wanting to tell him everything.

She simply couldn’t hold it back.

“The marriage ye asked of de Wolfe was the best thing ye could have done for me,” she said, turning away from the window to look at him. “I canna describe how it was, Pa. All I can tell ye is that the past three days at Monteviot have been the best days of me life. They were kind tae me and Troy… me husband… he is the most wonderful man in the world.”

Keith was shocked to hear it. Truly, the man was at a loss. “He is?” he asked, astonished. “Then why are ye home, lass?”

The question was too difficult for Rhoswyn to answer. She began to tear up so she looked away from him, her gaze finding the sunset landscape beyond the window once again.

“Because I canna be what he wants me tae be,” she said, her throat tight with emotion. “He wants a wife, not a warrior, and I canna be a wife only. ’Tis in me blood tae fight. Ye taught me that. But he doesna like it when I do. He finds it shameful and… and I canna shame the man.”

Keith was slowly walking in her direction as she spoke, coming to stand on the other side of the window, his focus on her face as she watched the sun set. He wasn’t a particularly sensitive man, but he could sense a great deal of turmoil from his daughter. She was the strongest woman he had ever known. And now, he sensed that somehow, somewhere, the English had broken her. He didn’t like to see it.

“Ye are shameful tae no man,” he said, his anger turning towards Troy. “Did he tell ye that?”

Rhoswyn quickly wiped at tears that were threatening to fall. “He told me that I made a fool of him.”

“How did ye do such a thing?”

She hesitated. “Because we went tae Jedburgh and while we were there, wicked soldiers confronted him,” she said. “I went tae help him and he told me I shamed him.”

“How did ye help him, lass?”

“I defended him,” she said. Then, she turned to him angrily. “I put meself between me husband and the men who would hurt him. I couldna stand by and watch him become injured or killed, Pa. I had tae help him so I did. I adore the man and I dinna want tae see him hurt!”

By the time she was finished, she was weeping again and Keith stood by, stunned, as he watched his daughter break down. But in that nearly-shouted explanation, he saw a good deal of the situation and it was far more than he’d expected. His daughter had tried to fight men off from her husband who, as a knight and a competent warrior, didn’t take kindly to his wife trying to fight off his enemies. But more than that, she said something very key to the entire situation – I adore the man. Shockingly, Rhoswyn had feelings for the Sassenach she was forced to marry.

Aye, Keith was seeing a good deal clearly.

“Oh,” he said, trying to digest what he’d been told. “I see. Ye love the man, do ye?”

Rhoswyn wiped at her face, tears dripping off her chin. “I dunna know!” she said. “I… I suppose I do. Aye, I do. But he is ashamed of me and I am never goin’ back tae him, do ye hear? Ye canna make me and if ye try, I’ll… I’ll run off and ye’ll never see me again!”

Keith held up his hands in a soothing manner. “No one is makin’ ye go back tae him,” he said calmly. “If ye want tae stay her and think on things, ye can.”

Rhoswyn stormed away from the window and over to the hearth, which was cold and full of soot. She began angrily throwing pieces of peat into the gaping, black hole.

“I have already thought on things,” she said. “He doesna want a wife who shames him and I willna go back tae him. It is finished.”

Keith shook his head as he watched her start a fire. “It is not finished, lass,” he said. “He’s yer husband. Ye canna simply walk away from him.”

“I can!” she insisted. “Now, go away, Pa. Leave me be.”

Keith was inclined to remain but thought better of it. She was agitated enough and his presence probably wouldn’t calm her. Perhaps after a night’s sleep, she might feel differently in the morning. But if she didn’t, Keith was going to take a trip to Monteviot and find out just how ashamed Troy de Wolfe was of his wife. If he was too ashamed, then Keith would have some harsh words for him. How a man could make a woman fall in love with him only after a few days and then profess to be ashamed of that woman was beyond his grasp.

“As ye wish,” he said, moving for the chamber door. “I’ll leave ye be. Shall I send ye sup?”

“Nay.”

“A drink, mayhap?”

“Nay.”

Keith reached the door and paused, his gaze lingering on his daughter. “Does he know ye’ve come here?”

She shook her head. “Nay,” she said. “I took me horse and left. I dinna tell him.”

“Surely he’ll figure it out,” he said. “What do I tell him when he comes for ye?”

Rhoswyn looked at him, angrily. “He willna come for me,” she said. “He told me he dinna need me. But if he comes… if he comes, tell him I willna go back with him. I willna live with a man who is ashamed of me.”

With that, she turned away, her soft weeping to continue. It angered Keith because he’d raised his daughter to be strong, to know that tears were a sign of weakness. Perhaps the marriage to de Wolfe had made her weak somehow, even in the short amount of time they’d been together. He hated that she seemed weak.

That wasn’t his daughter.

He was starting to regret his demand of a de Wolfe marriage; perhaps this was all his fault. He’d wanted an alliance too badly to think of the effect it would have on his child. He’d expected many things of that marriage, but Rhoswyn falling in love with her husband hadn’t been among them. It would have been much better had she not. Aye, he regretted his decision immensely now.

Come the morrow, he’d travel to Jedburgh to speak to the priests about an annulment.

Perhaps that would be best, after all.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


“What has he done tae her?”

It was a soft question from Dunsmore to Artis as the brothers sat in the lord’s hall of Sibbald’s. It was dark but for the fire in the hearth, casting long shadows on the walls as the sun was nearly down outside. It was a lightless, haunting room as the brothers gathered around the single long feasting table.

“He must have beaten the woman senseless,” Artis rumbled. He had a cup of liquor in his hand, the biting and strong liquor that a local beer wife made from mashed barley and rye. It could get a man drunk quickly and Artis was very fond of it. “Why else would Rhosie come runnin’ back tae Sibbald’s? She’s been beaten beyond reason.”

Dunsmore was furious to hear that. They’d all been listening to Rhoswyn’s weeping and Keith’s soft pleas since the woman returned almost two hours earlier, an event that had upset the whole of Sibbald’s Hold. Rhoswyn Kerr was the strongest woman any of them knew and for her to run from the English, it was a certainty that something terrible had happened.

Something had to be done about it.

“Remember when she married him?” Dunsmore asked. “Remember how we said we had tae help her? For the sake of all of us, we had tae rid her of her Sassenach husband? Do ye recall?”

Artis waved at his brother irritably. “I remember,” he said. “I’m not a dullard, ye know. I remember exactly what we said.”

“Well?”

“Well – we’ll have tae talk tae Rhosie when she gets hold of herself and ask her what she wants tae do,” he said. “Mayhap she wants tae kill the man herself. If she does, then we’ll help her.”

“And if she doesna?”

“Then we’ll do it anyway. Our plans havena changed, Dunnie. If we want tae keep what we have, then the Sassenach has tae be eliminated. He represents those Sassenach grandsons for Keith that will take away our fortune.”

Dunsmore nodded, already hating those grandsons that hadn’t even yet been born. “’Twill be a pleasure,” he growled. “Any man who would…”

Footsteps stopped their conversation. They could hear them echoing in the stone stairwell, the one that led to the upper chambers of the tower where Rhoswyn was. Keith had been up there with her ever since her return, so Artis and Dunsmore assumed it was their Uncle Keith.

They were right.

Keith grunted with exhaustion as he came into the hall, heading for the table where his nephews were sitting, perhaps waiting for news of Rhoswyn. At least, that was what Keith assumed. The entire fortress was presumably waiting for word about Rhoswyn and her unexpected return. Keith made his way across the darkened room and sat heavily on the bench next to Artis.

“Pour me some of yer liquid fire, Artie,” he said, referring to Artis’ favorite drink. As his nephew poured, Keith ran his hand through his dirty hair in a weary gesture. “I dunna know what tae say about yer cousin, lads. She returned home, but not for the reasons I thought she would.”

Artis handed his uncle the drink. “Why did she come?”

Keith took a drink of the alcohol, smacking his lips because it was so strong. “It seems that she dinna mind being married tae the Sassenach,” he said. “According tae her, he was patient and kind for the most part, but he canna stomach her need tae fight, which is as natural tae her as breathin’. They had a quarrel and he told her he dinna need her, so she’s come home. Only he doesna know she’s come home, so I suspect he’ll come for her soon enough. A man simply doesna let his wife run home.”

Artis’ eyes were glittering with the force of that news; he didn’t dare look at his brother. Was it really possible that Rhoswyn’s husband would end up here?

“Then… then ye believe the Sassenach will come tae Sibbald’s tae claim her?” he asked.

Keith took another long drink of the strong alcohol. “Aye,” he said. “She ran off and dinna tell the man. If he’s smart, and I’m assumin’ he is, then he’ll know where she’s gone. He’ll come for her.”

And come right tae his death. Artis was beside himself with glee at the realization. He was coming to think that Rhoswyn’s return home was a most fortuitous event, better than they could have dreamed of.

“When?” Artis couldn’t help himself from asking.

Keith shrugged. “Soon, I would think. He’ll need tae claim what belongs tae him and, being a de Wolfe, I doubt he’ll wait.”

Artis hadn’t heard such good news in a very long time. Truly, it was the perfect situation – they wouldn’t have to go to the Sassenach; he would come to them. They would help Rhoswyn do away with the man who had not only made her miserable, but who represented a shake-up in their clan that would disturb them all.

God’s Bones, it was a God-given situation and it was difficult for Artis not to show his glee. To cover the smile that threatened, he downed a big gulp of his drink.

“How does Rhosie feel about it?” he asked casually. “I mean, does she want him tae come? If the man sent her back to Sibbald’s in tears, I canna imagine she’s very happy with the thought of him comin’ for her.”

Keith didn’t sense anything in his nephews other than sympathy for Rhoswyn’s plight. He couldn’t have known that every piece of information he gave them was being used towards the planned destruction of the de Wolfe son. He knew his nephews to be rash and, at times, foolish, but scheming wasn’t something they usually did. Had he only known that, in this case, they were fearful for their future and what they believed belonged to them, he might have handled them differently.

But he didn’t know. They were family, after all. And family didn’t scheme against family. But to them, Troy de Wolfe wasn’t family.

He was the enemy.

“She says she’s not goin’ back with him,” Keith said, draining the last of the fire water from the cup. “She may change her mind come the morrow but, for now… she canna live with a man who is ashamed of what she is. And mayhap that’s me fault.”

Artis cocked his head curiously. “Why would ye say that?”

Keith inhaled slowly, deeply. It was a weary and sad gesture. “Because I turned her intae a warrior and not a fine lady, as her mother wanted,” he said. “Mayhap… mayhap her mother was right all along.”

Artis put a hand on Keith’s shoulder. “Ye canna blame yerself,” he said. “Ye did what ye had tae do. Ye made Rhosie a good fighter.”

“But what about makin’ her a good wife?” Keith looked at his nephew. Already, he could feel that strong drink pulsing through his veins, magnifying his emotions. “I dinna prepare her for her role in life and now she is sufferin’. ’Tis my fault, all of it.”

Artis patted the man in a feigned show of comfort. He didn’t understand his uncle’s sadness because, to him, a fine warrior was better than a fine wife any day.

“Dunna worry, Uncle Keith,” he said. “All will work out the way it should. Rhosie should never have married the Sassenach tae begin with. She should have remained here, with us. She should have remained with the people who accept her for what she is.”

Keith was quickly growing sad and miserable, realizing that the way he raised his daughter did not do her any justice. The de Wolfe son should have been presented with a wife; instead, he’d married a warrior. That never bothered Keith until this very moment because it occurred to him how ill-prepared Rhoswyn had been going into the marriage. He didn’t know why that had never occurred to him before.

He’d been a selfish man and an even worse father.

“She said that she was happy with him,” he muttered, rising from the table. “She was happy with him but the man was shamed by her warrior instincts. I’m not sure that’s something she can ever overcome. ’Tis part of her.”

It seemed to Artis and Dunsmore that he wasn’t looking for an answer to that particular dilemma. He was muttering as he left the table and crossed the floor, heading out to deal with his problems on his own. Only when the man quit the hall did Artis turn to his brother.

“Ye heard him?” he hissed. “De Wolfe is comin’ here!”

Dunsmore nodded eagerly. “When he does, we’ll be a-waitin’ for him. Right intae our very own trap!”

Artis poured himself more alcohol and poured his brother some as well. Collecting his cup, he lifted it to his brother as if to toast their good fortune.

“Tae family,” he said quietly.

Dunmore lifted his cup in return. “Tae what belongs tae us.”

Never were truer words spoken.
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The sun was down by the time Sibbald’s Hold came into view.

It sat in a small valley amidst rolling green hills, surrounded by smaller farms that dotted the land. There were sheep everywhere; between the three-quarter moon and the remnants of the setting sun, Troy could see the little white dots on the darkening hills. He could smell them, too. Surrounding Sibbald’s enclosure was a large herd, managed by several men and dogs, and he’d had to identify himself before they’d let him pass. Even then, they men followed him all the way to the walled enclosure.

The enclosure was bathed in a moonlit glow, with spots of golden light coming from the windows of the tower itself. Sibbald’s tower was comprised of a large L-Plan tower, three stories in height. L-Plan towers were usually those that were originally built as a single tower but somewhere over the years, were expanded with a wing that literally made the tower in the shape of the letter “L”.

Troy had seen a few of these L-Plan towers over Scotland through the years, as the Scots seemed to be fond of adding those additional wings to expand the footprint of the structure and maximize space in the smaller fortresses. But the thick, impenetrable L-Plan tower was nearly the only thing Sibbald’s Hold had – it was in an enclosure with walls that weren’t very tall and, in fact, Troy could look over the top of the walls and see the enclosure within. The place was overrun with dogs, with an entire pack coming out to sniff him and his horse, who didn’t take kindly to the canines.

Dogs yelped as the horse kicked out and swung its big head, chasing the dogs away. But the moment they entered the bailey, they only went a few steps before coming to a halt because the bailey was so small. The tower was directly in front of them. There was a stable to the east, small outbuildings to the north, and then the massive tower stretched above them.

Troy couldn’t help but notice that the men who had followed them from outside the walls were now standing behind him. He could feel their suspicion in the darkness. Unwilling to take a silent stance now that he’d arrived, he turned to the men gathered behind him.

“My name is Troy de Wolfe,” he said. “I am Rhoswyn Kerr’s husband. I am assuming she is here and I have come for her. Bring me Keith Kerr.”

There was some hissing and shuffling going on. Men were pushing each other in the darkness until someone finally broke off from the pack and ran into the tower. When that happened, Troy dismounted his horse, as did Audric, and the two of them stood in tense silence as they wait for Keith to make an appearance. There was a great deal of tension and unease filling the air around them, for a myriad of reasons.

“Do ye truly believe she’s come here, m’laird?” Audric muttered, leaning in Troy’s direction. “Those men did not tell ye if she is.”

Troy was looking up to the big tower. Lights were filtering out from the tiny windows, telling him that there were people, and life, inside.

“Mayhap they do not know,” he said. “It is possible that she simply slipped in, but if she hasn’t come here, then we must enlist Keith to help search for her. Either way, this was the best place for me to come under the circumstances.”

Audric shrugged in agreement, but the truth was that he was uncomfortable with the gang of men behind them. He was Scots, and a priest to boot, but Troy was English and a knight. He was a direct threat. He knew Troy must have been uncomfortable, too, but to the man’s credit, he seemed perfectly at ease, even when the Scots began to hiss insults at him.

“Cù Beurla,” one of the men behind Troy snarled.

Having a mother who was Scottish, Troy had grown up having Gaelic spoken to him on occasion. He knew the language, so when one of Keith’s men called him an English dog, he was well aware of it. And he barked back.

“Bi faiceallach cò thu a chanas tu ri cù Sassenach,” he said, loud enough for them to hear. “Tha an cù seo na mhadadh-allaidh agus tha e a ’ruith ann am pasganan.”

Be careful who you call an English dog. This dog is a wolf and he runs in packs. It was a calm statement of fact and an even calmer threat. After that, they didn’t hear any more disparaging comments directed at Troy. He didn’t even turn around to see the expressions of surprise on the faces of the men behind him when they realized he could understand him. Next to him, he heard the priest hiss.

“Do ye know the Gàidhlig, then?” Audric asked with some awe. “Ye speak flawlessly.”

The corner of Troy’s mouth twitched. “I told you that my mother is Scottish,” he said. “She taught us the language when we were quite young. It has come in handy here on the borders.”

Audric’s gaze lingered on the man. “Ye are a man of many talents, de Wolfe,” he said. “I think I am comin’ tae like ye, just a little.”

Troy’s grin broke through as he turned to the man. “Just a little? I should think I would be your favorite person in the world by now.”

Audric snorted but he was prevented from replying as men began to come out of the tower. Several men Troy didn’t recognize until Keith suddenly came into the moonlight. Then, he could see the man clearly. He didn’t even give him a chance to speak before he was walking towards him.

“Is she here?” he demanded.

Keith’s expression suggested he wasn’t at all surprised to see Troy. Having just left his nephews in the hall, he’d been standing in the foyer of the tower, mulling over his bad choices with his daughter, when one of his men had come to tell him that Troy de Wolfe had arrived. Oddly enough, he’d felt a surge of satisfaction with the news that Troy had arrived. But satisfaction for what? That he’d been right? That the English was as predictable as he thought he was? But satisfaction also mingled with doubt – so the man had come for Rhoswyn. It was his right, as her husband.

But did he want to send him away? Keith truly couldn’t decide.

“Why would ye think that?” he finally asked.

Troy wasn’t in the mood for an evasive old man. “Because she has run away from me, presumably to return home. Is she, or is she not, here? Because if she is not, then I will not waste my time talking to you. I must go look for her.”

Keith paused, still debating on how to reply. Truthfully, there was only one thing he could say to the man who seemed rather frantic. He relented.

“She is here,” he said.

That brought about a good deal of relief on Troy’s part; Keith could see it. “Is she unharmed?”

“She is.”

Keith didn’t seem willing to give out any more information, but Troy had expected more of a response. The man seemed very resistant to Troy and his purpose. With that in mind, Troy handed the reins of his horse over to Audric as he moved closer to Keith.

“Well?” he said. “Where is she? I must speak with her.”

Keith looked at the man; he could see the strain on his face, even in the moonlight. Concern, he thought. Or was it fear? Did the man simply want his property returned to him and nothing more? A little tipsy from Artis’ liquid fire alcohol, Keith was in his own world of concern. A mistake he’d made had cost his daughter a great deal and, in truth, he had something to say to de Wolfe about it before he headed to Jedburgh to seek an annulment from the man who was ashamed of his daughter’s warrior instincts. As of this moment, that was still his intention – an annulment. But he wanted to let de Wolfe know why. What he’d done hadn’t been fair to either his daughter or his daughter’s husband. He should have known that marrying a warrior to a warrior would not have been a good match.

Crooking a finger, Keith pulled Troy away from the gathering of men that had formed behind him. He pulled him across the darkened yard, over towards a big Yew tree that stood nearly in the center of the compound. The heavy branches stood out against the night sky, black outlines of limbs. When they were beneath the tree and away from prying ears, Keith turned to Troy.

“She came home this afternoon and has only now stopped weepin’,” Keith said, somewhat critically. “She said ye dunna need her any more. She says ye’re ashamed of her for her fightin’ instincts. Ye knew she was a warrior when ye married her, de Wolfe. Why should her warrior instincts shame ye?”

Troy sighed heavily. So his sharp words had hurt her, enough to send her home to her father in tears. He felt like an ogre, a vicious beast with a sharp tongue and the anger to unleash it. But he could see that Keith was vastly displeased about the situation so he hastened to relay his point of view. Rights or no rights, he had a feeling he would have to go through Keith to get to his wife at this point. Like a good father, Keith was intent on protecting his daughter.

“I am not ashamed of her warrior instincts,” he said evenly. “But she has to learn to control them. She has to understand when it is appropriate to give in to those instincts and when not to. Did she tell you what happened?”

Keith nodded, folding his arms across his chest in a rather unfriendly gesture. “She did.”

Troy didn’t think he was any closer to seeing Rhoswyn at this point so he hastened to tell Keith the whole story. “We were in Jedburgh,” he said. “There were some enemies of my father in town and when they confronted me, your daughter suddenly put herself between me and four armed men. She had no armor, no protection, and simply a small dagger she was threatening them with. She could have easily been killed but she did not seem to understand that. And the truth is that I never told her that she had shamed me; I told her that she made a fool of me trying to fight armed men who were challenging me, not her. It was not her fight but she stepped into it without thought to the consequences.”

Keith had to admit that it sounded a good deal like his daughter. She was aggressive, always wanting to be right up front in a battle. She rarely listened to her father’s commands so he could only imagine that she didn’t think she needed to listen to her husband’s. Perhaps de Wolfe had been given a good reason to scold her.

“Then why did she tell me that ye said ye dinna need her?” he asked.

Troy let out a grunt of exasperation, of regret. “I told her I needed a wife, not a warrior,” he said. “I told her that if she could not be what I needed her to be, then mayhap I did not need her at all. In truth, I was so frustrated and angry at that point that I said something I should not have said. I did not mean it. But that woman is as stubborn as I am and my anger got the better me.”

Keith knew, very well, what it was like to be overwhelmed with frustration where Rhoswyn was concerned. Aye, he knew that well, indeed. He could feel himself relenting from thoughts of an annulment because hearing the story from Troy, it sounded like it was just a misunderstanding, something his daughter might have instigated. Certainly, Troy wasn’t acting like a husband who didn’t need, or appreciate, his wife.

“Then ye do need her?” he asked. “Or, at the very least, ye want her returned?”

Troy nodded firmly. “I do,” he said. “My lord, I know that our marriage was… unexpected. But in spite of that, it has not been unpleasant. Your daughter is a woman of good character, of strength, and of determination. You should have seen her the day after our wedding, trying to learn how to run a household and cook a meal. She tried so very hard and I was deeply impressed with her efforts. She knew absolutely nothing about the undertaking, but she did her best. We were in Jedburgh today because I was purchasing fabric for new clothing for her and perfumes and soaps, everything that a lady needs. We were getting along fine until the enemy soldiers confronted me and she felt the need to intervene. I hurt her feelings and, for that, I am deeply sorry. But she will never know unless I can tell her. Now… will you please let me see her?”

He spoke eloquently and with conviction. Keith believed him without question and the idea of annulment was gone. Clearly, this was a man who appreciated Rhoswyn. What had she said? That she’d been happy as Troy’s wife? Keith could see now that the feeling seemed to be mutual. But there was something else his daughter had told him; he wondered of Troy was even aware.

“I dunna believe she would have been so upset with all of this had she not developed feelings for ye,” he said quietly. “She loves ye, laddie. Did ye know that?”

Troy just stared at him. That seemed to bring all of his impassioned pleas to a halt. He didn’t say anything for a moment but Keith saw him swallow, hard, in the moonlight.

“I do not know how that is possible after having only known me for a few days,” he finally said. “Mayhap she only believes it is love because…”

Keith cut him off. “Rhosie never says anythin’ she doesna mean. If she says she loves ye, then she does.”

Troy didn’t know what to say about all of that. There was such turmoil in his heart that it was difficult to speak at all.

“Will you please let me speak with her?” he begged softly. “Keith, I must. Do you not see that?”

He called the man by his Christian name. Somehow, in this situation, it seemed appropriate, and Keith didn’t mind. All he could see was a man in front of him who was earnest and repentant, a man who seemed to truly want to make amends for harsh words. He hadn’t said that he’d loved Rhoswyn in return, or even that he had feelings for her, but his expression told Keith that there was emotion in the man. He felt something for Rhoswyn even if he couldn’t voice it.

Even though Rhoswyn had said she did not wish to see him, Keith had a feeling she would change her mind come the morrow. If she truly loved the man as she said she did, then she would come to see reason, eventually.

Better give her the night to do it.

“She is deeply upset,” Keith said after a moment. “I fear if ye speak tae her tonight, it will do more harm than good. She said she dinna want tae see ye, so ye need tae let her sleep on it. Rhosie can get herself worked up and then she is beyond reason, so give her the night. I’ll let ye speak with her on the morrow.”

She dinna want tae see ye. That wasn’t the answer that Troy was looking for but he had to respect it. The last thing he wanted to do was upset Rhoswyn more.

“As you wish,” he said, sounding depressed. “Will you at least tell her I am here, even if she does not want to see me?”

“I will tell her.”

There was nothing promised beyond that and Troy understood. He’d never felt quite so despondent. “May I at least find shelter in your stable for the night?” he asked. “I do not wish to leave the grounds in case she will see me.”

Keith nodded, pointing in the direction of the stable. “There is a sod house behind the stable that me men sometimes use,” he said. “Ye can sleep there tonight. Hopefully, tomorrow will bring a brighter day for us all.”

Troy simply nodded, watching the man as he turned and headed back into the tower. Once Keith disappeared from view, there wasn’t much he could do except retreat to his borrowed shelter and wait out the night. There was no way he was leaving without speaking to Rhoswyn. Without telling her how sorry he was and how he didn’t mean it when he said he didn’t need her.

He needed her more than words could express.

If that meant he loved her, then perhaps he could no longer deny it.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


He caught a flash of blond hair, brushing by him.

It was a sunny and bright day, with the green hills of Northern England surrounding him. Troy was standing in a field of some kind with a stream rushing through it. He could see the water bubbling and hear laughter all around him. Another flash of blond hair ran past him and he turned to see a figure he knew, very well.

Helene was dressed in a white gown, all flowing and long. Her blond hair was unbound, falling in soft waves to her buttocks, and she looked as she did when she had been a very young woman, right before they had married. She was tiny, and curvy, unlike the rest of her family who had been tall and slender. Helene didn’t follow that mold, but Troy thought she was the prettiest de Norville daughter of the bunch. That was why he’d married her.

She was smiling at him. God, she looked so young. He hadn’t seen her that young in years. When he extended a hand for her, she passed through his fingers, like water. He couldn’t get a grip on her. He couldn’t touch her but he could most definitely see her. It made the pain of losing her return in a harsh, painful wave.

“You’re here,” he said, elated. “Why are you here?”

Helene smiled at him. But around them, the landscape shifted from bright and sunny to dark and stormy. Clouds formed. It began to rain.

“You must go, Troy,” she said. “There is nothing for you now.”

He was puzzled. “You are here. I am staying.”

Helene shook her head, her blue eyes as bright as he had remembered them. “You cannot,” she insisted in the soft way she used to do such things. “You must go on.”

Troy was still puzzled. He reached out to touch her but as he did, she morphed into something that wasn’t Helene. His hands passed through a mist and when the mist finally took shape again, he found himself looking at Rhoswyn.

“’Tis me,” she said.

Troy was greatly confused, greatly torn. “Why… why are you here?”

Rhoswyn, too, was nebulous. He couldn’t seem to touch her. As he reached for her, she backed away. “Helene is gone,” she said. “Ye must come tae me.”

Troy couldn’t seem to speak. As the rain began to fall, no one got wet, but the stream and the land around him grew wild with water. Rhoswyn faded away into the mist again, turning back into Helene.

“You must go on, Troy,” Helene said softly, her smile gentle.

Tears came to Troy’s eyes. “I do not think I can.”

Helene nodded as she came towards him, the rain pounding all around her as she remained dry and serene. “You must open your heart.”

Tears spilled down his cheeks. “But I do not want to leave you.”

She was so real looking that he swore he could have touched her. “You will never leave me,” she said. “And I will never leave you. I wish joy for you now. Be joyful. And you must go on.”

With that, she faded from view and the storm continued to pound. She was gone, just like that, and Troy stood there weeping.

A crash of thunder startled Troy awake. It was nearing morning as a storm broke over the land, and the sound of rainfall pelted the small window of the sod house where he and Audric had been sleeping. It took Troy a moment to realize that he’d been dreaming.

A dream!

Sitting up, he wiped at his face, realizing that there were, indeed, tears on his cheeks. He wiped them off, feeling exhausted and emotional. Damnation! The dream seemed so bold, so vivid, as if he had truly been speaking with Helene. God, he could almost touch her. And her eyes! He remembered those eyes, so alive and warm. He had missed those eyes.

But then came Rhoswyn.

Ye must come tae me.

That’s what she’d said in his dream. And Helene – what had she told him? That he must go on? How was it even possible he should dream such a thing? Troy wasn’t a man to believe in divine intervention. In fact, he’d stopped believing in God when Helene and the twins had drowned. He remembered telling his father that if there was a God, surely he wouldn’t have let such a thing happen. Since then, Troy was convinced that God was a myth and nothing more. He was a tale for children, made up to force them to behave. Those children grew into adults who still believed in that tale. But Troy didn’t; not any longer.

But his dream may have just changed that opinion.

Helene had told him what he’d needed to hear. He’d been in such horrific turmoil over his feelings for her, and for Rhoswyn, that something had to give. Was it possible that God had allowed Helene to enter his dreams, knowing how devastated he’d been these past two years, to tell him what he must do? He could hardly believe it. God had ignored him up until now.

Perhaps God chose this moment to speak.

On the floor at his feet, Audric let out a rattling snore, undisturbed by the rain and thunder outside. Troy stared at the man, thinking of his history with him. Audric had come to Monteviot to bury the Scots dead and ended up remaining at William’s request. Audric had been following Troy around and he really had never understood why until this moment. Was it possible that Audric had been sent by God to look out for him, to help him understand what his new course in life was to be?

Audric had said that William had asked him to stay, but Troy wasn’t so sure anymore. Perhaps Audric was a direct conduit from God, straight to Troy. And tonight of all nights, fed him the dream that was necessary for him to choose the right course in life.

Literally, like a bolt from heaven, Troy knew what he had to do. He had to face Rhoswyn and confess his feelings as she had confessed hers. Helene had told him as much.

Be joyful. And you must go on.

That was exactly what she had said. It was as if she’d given him permission not to live in the past, not to linger over a love that was now only a memory. It was a love that Troy had been sworn to, a love that had caused him great guilt when he realized he was feeling something for Rhoswyn. Now, Helene had taken away that guilt.

It was time for him to move on.

Dressed in his tunic and breeches for sleep, Troy pulled on his boots and charged out into the rain.
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Rhoswyn could hear the rain, too. Mostly, she liked thunderstorms because there was a certain peace with them, she’d found. She loved to listen to the rain and to the rumbling of the clouds but, at the moment, she found no peace with what she was hearing. All she could think of was Troy, here on the grounds of Sibbald’s, having come to bring her back.

Keith had told her everything last night. He’d told her of his conversation with Troy and he’d seemed to be on the man’s side. Keith had even lectured her about interfering in the man’s business, which is how the entire situation got started. Rhoswyn was angry with her father for siding with Troy even though, deep down, she knew there was some truth to what he’d said. But in her defense, she had truly felt that Troy was in danger and she felt it her duty to protect him.

But the man didn’t need protecting. Even she knew that.

But she had been fearful for him; so very fearful. That had prompted her to act. But in hindsight, she supposed she knew that he didn’t need her help. Troy was a powerful knight and he had been fighting battles for a very long time. But she was accustomed to fighting, to being in the front of a fight, and it was her instinct to defend Troy when she saw those nasty soldiers harassing him.

It was difficult to admit that, perhaps, she’d been wrong.

But she was only willing to consider her misstep because Troy had come so quickly. He hadn’t been too far behind her in coming to Sibbald’s and according to her father, he seemed genuinely concerned and genuinely remorseful. He’d asked to see her immediately but Keith had told him to wait the night. It was probably good advice, for both of them. That way, emotions would have calmed before they spoke. All she wanted to hear was that he did need her, and all she wanted to say to him was that she was sorry she’d shamed him. She hadn’t meant to, but she had. A night of little sleep, of Troy heavy on her mind, and she knew what she had to say to him.

“Rhoswyn!”

A very loud voice wafted in from outside, carried upon the cold breeze and muffled by the rain. At first. Rhoswyn thought she might have dreamed it. She sat up in bed, her ear cocked as the thunder rolled and the rain fell. Then, she heard it again.

“Rhoswyn!”

Startled, she leaped to her feet and ran to the tiny window. Her window faced west, away from the sunset, so all she could see was a gray landscape and rain. She couldn’t see who was calling her name because of the angle of the window, but she knew it was Troy. His deep, booming voice… that voice she’d fallen so heavily for… aye, she’d know that voice anywhere.

It was the voice of the man she loved.

“Rhoswyn, it is Troy!” he said again, his full voice reaching above the sound of the rain and filling her ears. “I know you are in there and I hope you can hear me because I have much to say to you. If you do not come down to the bailey, then I shall shout it for all to hear!”

God, she was so happy to hear his voice but, in the same breath, feelings of hurt and frustration crept into her heart. Feelings from yesterday, when he had so badly damaged her with his harsh words.

Mayhap I do not need you at all.

Those words were still ringing in her head. Even though the man had come to Sibbald’s to tell her that, perhaps, he’d been lying when he’d said them. He’d been angry with her and said something he didn’t mean. But how did she really know he didn’t mean it? She didn’t honestly know the man. At least, she didn’t know him as deeply as she should have. They’d only been married these four days now. How can one come to know someone so deeply, so fully, in so short a time?

How could she have fallen in love with him and hardly have known him?

She had no idea how to answer that question, but she did know one thing – his voice was close; very close. He was close, and the anticipation was more than she could bear. Rhoswyn had a feeling he was just out of her sight because he sounded very near. He was more than likely standing in front of the entry, the vestibule area, and her window was just to the right of it. She wouldn’t go running to him like a weakling but she certainly wanted to hear what he had to say.

Above the rain and the thunder, she yelled from her window.

“What is it ye want, Troy de Wolfe?” she shouted from the window. “Ye made yerself clear that ye dunna need me. Why did ye come?”

After everything Keith had told her last night, Rhoswyn knew why he had come – or, at least, her father’s version of why he had come. But she wanted to hear it for herself. Soon enough, Troy moved into her line of sight.

As the rain poured and the thunder rolled, he moved up beneath her window, looking up at her as water spattered on his face. His dark hair was plastered back against his skull and those golden eyes were blinking rapidly as the rain hit them. But the expression on his face was something Rhoswyn had never seen before, like a man who had seen the face of God and had lived to tell the tale. So much in his expression was wide open, beseeching.

Vulnerable.

“I came to tell you that I am sorry,” Troy said. He was still shouting, but not nearly so loudly as he had been. “I said cruel things to you and I should not have. My only defense is that you frightened me.”

“I thought I shamed ye?”

He blew the rain out of his mouth. “You did,” he said. “You put yourself into a situation that was not your business, as if I was not man enough to handle it myself.”

She flamed. “I told ye why I did it! I did it tae help ye!”

He put up a hand. “You did not let me finish,” he said evenly. “By putting yourself into that situation, you put yourself in harm’s way. Those men were armed and you had a little knife you thought to fend them off with. While admirable, it was foolish. Do you know why I became angry? Because I was terrified that those men were going to run you through and there would have been nothing I could have done to save you.”

Rhoswyn stared at him as he stood down there, being beaten by the elements. As she stood there, she felt someone coming up behind her and she turned to see that Keith had made an appearance. He’d heard the shouting, too, and he’d come to see what was transpiring.

But Rhoswyn held him off from showing himself to Troy, fearful that Troy wouldn’t say everything he wanted or even needed to say if he knew Keith was there. It would be much better if he thought he was only talking to Rhoswyn.

Still… he was shouting their business for all to hear. But Rhoswyn wanted to think this was just between them. Troy had come to get her back… she wanted him to try.

“I can take care of meself,” she said after a moment. “Ye dunna need tae worry about savin’ me.”

Troy wiped the water from his eyes. “You are my wife,” he said. “I will always worry about saving you, whether or not you like it. And when I said I needed a wife and not a warrior… I meant it, Rhoswyn. I have thousands of warriors at my disposal, but only one wife. It is a very big role you fill in my life and although I know you were raised to fight, I do not need you to do it. I do not want you to. And I am not trying to be cruel by telling you that, merely honest. I want my wife to work beside me, to laugh with me, to tend to my home and to my children, if we are so blessed. But fighting… I will be honest and tell you that it is a man’s work. In our home, I want it to remain that way.”

Rhoswyn listened to a man who seemed very repentant about what he’d said to her, but also very honest in what he was telling her. She sensed a fragility from him that she’d never sensed before. Yet, what he was telling her was truthful – fighting was man’s work. Still, it was the only thing she’d ever known. But she very badly wanted to be the wife he wanted her to be.

“I know it is a man’s work,” she said, feeling some vulnerability of her own. “I… I’m just not prepared for bein’ a wife. I tried; ye know I tried. But one moment in town when I thought ye were in danger dashed all of the tryin’ I’d been doin’. Mayhap I was simply lyin’ to meself about it, thinkin’ I could become a lady.”

Troy could hear defeat in her voice, defeat he knew he’d put there. He didn’t like to hear it, not from the strongest woman he’d ever known.

“I do not want you to be discouraged by what I’ve told you,” he said. “I simply want you to find your place in the world. In my world. I have seen you work over the past few days and I told you I was pleased. More than pleased. I do not want to go back to Monteviot without you, sweetheart. Please do not make me leave alone.”

Sweetheart. Rhoswyn nearly swooned as he called her a pet name, a term of endearment. Nothing had ever sounded so wonderful to her ears. She looked to her father as if, suddenly, she believed everything he’d told her. Troy had been genuinely remorseful with what had happened. It made her heart swell with hope that, perhaps someday, he might even feel something for her. She knew she loved him; she didn’t expect such things from him, not now. What she felt was her own private paradise. But someday… perhaps there would be love between them.

She could only hope.

“Ye are?” She returned her attention to Troy. “Pleased, I mean.”

“I am.”

“What about not needin’ me?”

Troy sighed heavily. “I was angry when I said it,” he said. “I should not have said it. Forgive me, Rhoswyn. But do you understand why I was so angry with you? You know I’ve already lost one wife. I could not stand to lose you, too.”

All of the hurt and anger drained out of her at that moment. It must have been very difficult for him to admit such a thing. Of course she wanted to forgive him; not wanting to see him, telling her father she never wanted to speak with Troy again, was her anger speaking, too. She understood what it was to be angry and say things one didn’t mean because she was guilty of it, too.

“Ye’ll not lose me,” she said. “And I’ll go back to Monteviot with ye. But if ye’re ever in danger and I get the urge tae fight again…”

He put up his hands. “If I need your help, I will ask,” he said. “But only if I ask. Is it a bargain?”

She fought off a grin, thinking that it sounded like a most reasonable deal. “’Tis a bargain.”

A smile spread across Troy’s lips. “And, Rhoswyn?”

“Aye?”

“I am glad you adore me because I… I adore you, also.”

Her features went slack with the impact of his words and all she wanted to do was go to the man and throw her arms around him. Every harsh word, every sorrowful feeling melted away until all she could hear were those words ringing in her head –

I adore you, also.

They were the most wonderful words she’d ever heard.

But the warm and tender moment was cut short when something went sailing past Troy’s head. He’d been looking up at Rhoswyn and caught the movement out of the corner of his eye. He ducked, but not quickly enough. Something clipped him on the forehead and he went down as two bodies suddenly rushed him, coming from the direction of the tower. Troy was suddenly was under attack and Keith ran from the chamber, cursing a blue streak, with Rhoswyn right on his heels.

It wasn’t strange how quickly she forgot her bargain with him. If I need your help, I’ll ask. He didn’t ask, but she was going to help him, anyway.

At that moment, the instinct to protect him was stronger than that promise.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


They’d been waiting.

Artis and Dunsmore had been up before dawn, knowing that Troy was on the grounds, preparing to carry out their plan against the man.

As far as they knew, Rhoswyn still hated her Sassenach husband and nothing had changed to that regard. They hadn’t yet spoken with Rhoswyn about it, but that didn’t matter. It became less about helping Rhoswyn do away with her husband and more about Artis and Dunsmore and their original fear – the fear of Keith giving away his fortune to his half-Sassenach grandsons. In their minds, that was all it was about.

And they needed to take care of the problem.

So, they were up at dawn, arming themselves for their attack on the English knight. They had listened to the conversation between Keith and Troy the night before, tipped off by a servant that Troy had arrived and Keith was speaking with the man. They’d hovered in the entry of the tower, listening and watching, hearing some of the conversation between Keith and Troy, but not all of it. Troy had come to make amends with Rhoswyn and that was the last thing Artis and Dunsmore wanted.

They had to move.

Armed before sunrise with a halberd and a short sword, assuming it would be easy between the two of them to dispose of de Wolfe, they crept from the bedchamber they shared in the tower just as a storm let loose overhead. Thunder and rain pounded the old tower as they slipped down the dark stairwell, past Rhoswyn’s chamber with the door closed, wondering if she was awake yet. They had to get to her husband before she relented and had contact with him. But by the time they hit the entry to the keep, they could hear the shouting going on.

The Sassenach had other plans.

Standing in the doorway as the rain beat down, they could see Troy as he stood beneath Rhoswyn’s window. The man was without his armor and weapons, calling up to Rhoswyn. They could hear their cousin, too, as she responded. At first, it seemed as if they were arguing, something more about Rhoswyn trying to fight men she shouldn’t have been fighting and inserting herself into her husband’s business.

Artis and Dunsmore were pleased to hear the initial tone of the conversation, one of anger and hurt. In fact, it gave them confidence for what they were about to do. But very quickly, the tone of the conversation turned into something else. Troy was apologizing and, like a fool, Rhoswyn was falling for it.

So much for her not going back to her husband.

As the conversation progressed, Artis knew that he and his brother would have to act quickly. They would have to end this situation once and for all, before the Sassenach armed himself and before Rhoswyn agreed to return to him. Once that happened, their task would be considerably more difficult, and they were great opportunists. It had to be now or never.

They had to move.

Artis had the halberd, which was, in truth, a big ax with a very big blade. It was versatile and quite deadly. As Troy gazed up at Rhoswyn, clearly occupied by the woman, Artis hurled the weapon at Troy’s head. Over the rain and thunder, somehow, the English knight heard it coming – or saw a flash of the blade – because he suddenly dropped to the ground, but not fast enough. The weapon clipped him as he fell to the ground, sending the ax hurtling off in another direction as it ricocheted. As Artis ran to collect his weapon, Dunsmore ran to attack their victim.

Troy was dazed but he wasn’t senseless. The handle of the halberd had hit him in the forehead but he lay there for a moment, listening very carefully to what was coming next. He was under attack, and without his broadsword or his armor. So the best thing he could do was wait and listen to see what the enemy was going to do next. Lying on the ground was also the best way for him to make the smallest target. Therefore, he lay there, waiting, and in little time, he heard footsteps running in his direction.

He was ready.

The footfalls came very close and he quickly rolled into them, intending to trip his attacker, which he did quite ably. He rolled right into the man’s feet and tripped him up. He heard the man grunt as he fell over him, right into the mud. When he did, Troy leaped to his feet and pounced. Ripping the short sword from the man’s grip, he cut his enemy’s throat before he ever saw his face.

In truth, he didn’t care who the man was. All he knew was that the man was trying to kill him. Therefore, Dunsmore Kerr died with his face in the mud and blood pouring out of a gash in his neck that ran from one ear to the other, defeated by the Sassenach he had thought would make an easy kill.

Not so easy, after all.

But Troy didn’t know who the man was and he surely didn’t care. He didn’t recognize him as Rhoswyn’s cousin. He had a weapon now and as he turned, he saw Artis running in his direction with the halberd held high. It was a mistake; Troy went down to one knee and undercut Artis, slicing the man through the midsection, literally. When Artis didn’t fall fast enough, Troy stood up, dropped the sword, and used his hands to snap Artis’ neck. He, too, then fell to the mud next to his brother, his head twisted all the way around so that even though he’d fallen on his chest, his face was pointing up at the angry sky.

Two men dead in less than a minute.

Troy picked up the short sword and collected the halberd where it fell, feeling the rush of battle. He wasn’t surprised by the attack, to be honest, considering the reception he’d received when he’d arrived. But now he was sure there were more to come. Surely there weren’t only two men trying to kill him; surely the whole damnable clan was out for his blood. He lifted his weapons and bellowed to the entire complex.

“Are there more of you?” he shouted. “Come now and let me take a piece of you!”

His shouts reverberated off the stone and some of Keith’s men, who had risen at dawn to go about their chores, emerged from their sleeping areas. There were outbuildings as well as stables, and since space was at a premium, men slept anywhere they could. Now, they were emerging to see two dead bodies on the ground and an enraged English knight. Even for the Scots, it was a shocking sight.

An enraged Troy with weapons in his hands was the first thing Rhoswyn saw as she came flying out of the tower alongside her father. Troy was posturing for battle and blood pouring down the left side of his face, while two dead bodies lay at his feet. As she approached, she could see that the dead men were her cousins. But, much like Troy, she had no idea if there were more.

As enraged as Troy was, Rhoswyn was even more enraged. She couldn’t believe that her clansmen would attack her husband, unprovoked. In truth, she wasn’t even upset to see that her cousins had been killed; they had attacked Troy and he had every right to defend himself.

“Who else will move against me husband?” she shouted at the men who were emerging into the yard to see what the commotion was about. “If ye want him, ye’ll have tae come through me first! Who will be the bravest?”

As Troy and Rhoswyn were positioned for a fight, Keith’s reaction was markedly different. He was reeling with disbelief as he stood over Artis, looking at the destruction Troy had unleashed on the man. He was sickened at the sight; sickened for his brother and for a legacy that had been so instantly and brutally ended. As he stood there looking at Artis, and then Dunsmore, all he could do was shake his head.

He simply didn’t understand.

“What did they do?” he asked the painful question. “Why… why did they do this?”

Rhoswyn heard the question. She whirled to her father, her eyes flashing. “Because they hated him,” she hissed. “Look what they did tae him; they tried tae kill him! We all saw it!”

More men were emerging to see what had happened, including Audric. He’d been sleeping like a rock when shouting had awakened him. By the time he emerged from the sod house, it was to see Troy fending off two Scotsmen who were woefully underclassed against Troy’s knightly training. His first instinct had been to rush in and help Troy, also, and he’d even picked up a pitchfork that had been leaning against the stable wall. But Audric wasn’t a fool – as he’d told Troy in Jedburgh, he was better off being far away from a battle. He wouldn’t have been any good, but he would have tried, pitchfork and all. Thankfully, it seemed he wasn’t needed.

Still, a mood of shock and confusion was filling the air as everyone was trying to figure out what had really happened. Troy couldn’t let his guard down and Rhoswyn wouldn’t, and as they stood there, waiting for something more to come charging out at Troy, they all heard a groan coming from the direction of the tower.

It was Fergus. The man emerged into the muddy, rainy morning, his gaze on his dead sons. He groaned again when he realized that it was both sons on the ground, bleeding into the mud. He staggered over to Artis as Keith simply stood there, unable to help his brother. Fergus fell to his knees beside his oldest son, grabbing at the man, trying to pull him to his feet.

“Nay, nay,” he moaned. “What has happened? Who did this?”

Before Troy could answer, Rhoswyn did. “They tried tae kill me husband,” she said angrily. “Pa and I saw it. They threw an ax at his head and tried tae kill him. They’re dead because my husband had tae defend himself against them!”

Fergus stopped trying to pull at his son. He could see, clearly, that the man was dead, but the words spouted by Rhoswyn had him reeling. The man could hardly catch his breath.

“My God,” he gasped. “I can hardly believe… I canna believe they would do such a thing.”

Keith looked at his brother. “They did,” he said, sighing heavily. “They tried tae kill the man and he has the right tae defend himself. But why would they do it, Fergus? They never made mention of their hatred towards him. I never heard them mention a word about it.”

Fergus’ hands flew to his head as if in agony. “They did it because… they must have done it because they were afraid.”

Keith frowned. “Afraid of what?”

Fergus was sliding deeper and deeper into anguish. “Afraid of this marriage ye made without consultin’ the rest of us,” he said. “We discussed it on the day ye forced yer daughter intae this marriage and me sons were unhappy about it, but I never thought they’d act against him. I never thought…”

He trailed off and Keith’s brow furrowed, confused by what his brother was telling him. “Act against him?” he repeated. “What do ye mean?”

“I mean that ye should have consulted with all of us before ye married Rhosie to a Sassenach!”

Keith’s brow furrowed. “Twas not yer decision tae make.”

Now, Fergus was moving swiftly from shock to anger. “It ’twas!” he cried. “When ye married her tae an outlander, ye threatened everythin’ we have! Me lads had a right tae fight for it!”

Keith’s confusion was growing. “They have a right tae nothin’,” he hissed. “Everythin’ at Sibbald’s is mine tae do with as I please. They are not me sons – they have no right tae anythin’ unless I say they do!”

Fergus stood up, weaving unsteadily as he faced off against his brother. “Only by birth are ye our father’s heir,” he said, his voice quaking with emotion. “Ye have no sons, only a lass ye tried tae make intae a son. But she’s not a son. Dunna ye even know that? Because of her, everythin’ ye had would go tae me upon yer death, and from me it would go tae me sons. Sibbald and her fortune belongs tae us and they wanted tae protect it from the Sassenach who dinna deserve any of it!”

“I say who deserves it!”

“Me sons are dead because of ye!”

With that, Fergus suddenly lifted his hand and it was too late that Keith realized his brother had a dirk. All good Scotsmen had dirks, as part of what they wore on a daily basis. It was an unusual man who did not arm himself, even at home. But instead of lunging at Keith, in his madness, Fergus lunged in Rhoswyn’s direction.

It was an unexpected move, but Rhoswyn was fast and alert. She saw the flash of the blade and stumbled backwards to remove herself from his range, but as he brought his arm down, Troy intercepted him and grabbed him by the wrist.

Now, the fight was between Troy and Fergus.

The man had gone after Rhoswyn and Troy wouldn’t stand for any man attacking his wife. Surely, he should have killed him. But in his last flash of sanity before reaching out to snap the man’s neck, he saw the bodies of Fergus’ sons and, in that moment, he realized that one more death would be a waste. Fergus was mad with grief and Troy understood what it was to be mad over the death of a loved one. He understood it all too well. Therefore, in an uncharacteristic display of mercy, he simply disarmed Fergus and shoved him to the ground.

There had been enough killing already.

Keith ran to his brother to see to him, putting his hands on Fergus as the man burst into sobs. It was a horrific moment for all concerned and Troy took the dirk in his hand and tossed it, so far that it sailed to the far end of the bailey and even over the wall.

“Too many have died this morning already,” Troy said. “One more death will not help this situation. I killed in self-defense once, but I will not kill an old man who is out of his head with grief.”

Keith, on his knees next to his grieving brother, simply nodded his head. “For yer compassion, I thank ye,” he muttered.

Troy’s gaze lingered on the two brothers a moment. It seemed that they had their own troubles to settle between them. And in seeing Keith and Fergus, somehow Troy was reminded about his own brother, Scott, whom he’d not seen since Athena and Helene’s deaths. Much as he hoped to see his brother again and resolved any issues they may have had between them, he couldn’t deprive Keith and Fergus of the same. It was a bond of brotherhood he understood very well. But even stronger than his understanding of brotherhood was his understanding of the love of a good woman. He’d known that once, too, and it had been the strongest thing in the universe.

He turned to Rhoswyn.

She was standing a few feet behind him, her sad gaze moving from her father and her uncle to her husband. The expression on her face was something between hope and sorrow, appreciation and adoration. There were so many things mixed up on her lovely face and Troy pointed a finger at her.

“I told you that I could not stand to lose another wife,” he said firmly. Then, he lowered his hand and softened his stance. “Nor could I stand to see a brother lose a brother. Rhoswyn, I am coming to think that God has had a hand in bringing you into my life. I had a dream… mayhap someday I will tell you about all of it, but suffice it to say that I was told that I must move on. You were in the dream and you told me that I must come to you. I am here if you want me and for the rest of my life, I shall belong to you and only you. And I will adore you until the day I die.”

Rhoswyn went to him, standing so close to him that she was brushing against him, her chest to his chest, rain-wet clothing against rain-wet clothing. All of the poets in all the world could not have described the beauty and power of that moment. He was the Sassenach husband she never expected to have, but the man she could not live without. The future was theirs for the taking. Reaching up, she timidly touched his face.

“And ye have me heart, me faith, and me loyalty until the moment I take me last breath,” she said softly. “I canna promise that I will always be perfect, laddie, but I will always try tae be what ye need me tae be, for now and for always.”

Troy smiled, pulling her into his arms as the rain stopped falling and the sun began to peek out from behind the clouds. It was the promise of a new day, a new life, and a new love for them both. And somewhere in those bright rays of sunshine, Troy thought he saw a shadow with long blond hair, running amidst the brilliant green hills. He thought he heard laughter, too – Helene’s laughter with the joy that Troy was finally moving on with someone who was most worthy of him.

It was time.

Be joyful. And you must move on.

He had.
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Castle Questing

It wasn’t as if she was hiding, because she wasn’t.

She’d had a specific purpose in mind when she’d left the feast in the great hall of Castle Questing and had gone on a hunt for the chapel.

It wasn’t as if meeting dozens and dozens of family members had petrified her and chased her right out of the hall, although some might see it that way. She’d met her husband’s brothers, Patrick and James, in a more congenial atmosphere this time, because the first time she’d met them had been in the midst of her unexpected marriage mass. This time around, there was much more friendliness and warmth between all parties. She’d even received a hug from them both, something that had made her feel most wanted and welcome.

Nay, it wasn’t as if that gang of Sassenach family members had chased her away because she found them all rather pleasant. Troy’s sisters, Evelyn and Kathryn, had been extremely welcoming, as had Brighton, Patrick’s wife, who was also Scots. She’d met the wives and husbands and children, everyone related to Troy and who were now related to her, and she’d honestly never seen such a big family in her entire life. Coming from a relatively small clan, to suddenly acquire such a big family was quite overwhelming.

But the one person that had been missing from the feast had been Troy’s twin brother, Scott. Troy had told her what had happened to him – how he’d fled after the death of his wife and refused to have anything to do with the family – and it was something that Troy had been deeply hurt by. They were all deeply hurt by it, so when the de Wolfe family spoke of Scott, it was in whispers of sympathy and hope. They were such a tightly-knit family and it was obvious that even missing one of their own was deeply troubling.

Even so, it was clear there was one person who held the family together, like the stitches on a giant quilt of many patches. Lady Jordan de Wolfe, Troy’s mother, was a Scotswoman to the bone and when she was first introduced to Rhoswyn, she spoke to her in Gaelic for a solid hour before switching to a language everyone could all fully understand. An ageless beauty, Jordan was the heart and soul of the entire family. Rhoswyn could see that immediately, and she felt comforted and welcome by Jordan from the start. Having missed her mother these many years, Rhoswyn was deeply pleased that Troy’s mother was so kind and gracious. She liked her immediately.

In fact, Jordan sat with her during the entire feast, explaining family relations to her – for example, who Kieran and Jemma Hage were – as well as giving her a taste of her own background and how she and William had met. It was a fascinating story, in truth. As for the extended familial relations, Rhoswyn was told that Kieran was called “uncle” by Troy, but he really wasn’t. He was a cousin, to be exact, because he’d married Jordan’s cousin, Jemma, a fiery Scotswoman who even had Rhoswyn a bit intimidated.

Jemma was sweet and humorous, but she ruled with an iron fist and was a no-nonsense kind of woman that had Rhoswyn’s stamp of approval. She thought she might even like Jemma more than Jordan, because Jemma was much more like Rhoswyn’s personality. She understood her. And as the evening progressed, she felt more and more at home with Troy’s vast family, a true blending of English and Scots.

They really weren’t so bad.

But there was something Rhoswyn had been meaning to do before she and Troy had even arrived at Castle Questing for the great feast, something she’d wanted to do for quite some time. This was the first time since their marriage that they had visited Castle Questing, and as the evening deepened and Troy stood with his brothers, laughing and drinking, Rhoswyn put her plan into action. It started with asking Jordan for directions to the privy.

Under the guise of going to relieve herself, Rhoswyn slipped from the hall and went on the hunt for Questing’s chapel. But it wasn’t a simple task, by any means. Audric, who was still with them at Monteviot after all these months, and who literally traveled with them everywhere, tried to follow her from the hall because he’d become as protective over her as her husband was, something that drove Rhoswyn into angry fits. For a woman who was quite capable of protecting herself, to have men want to protect her was insulting at the very least.

As if she needed them!

But it wasn’t only Audric who clung to her like a shadow. Cassius and Sable had come to Castle Questing as well, having become regular visitors to Monteviot. Since Cassius and Sable had no family this far north, Troy was always happy to bring them home to Questing, where Cassius enjoyed his time with the de Wolfe brothers and Sable found great companionship with the woman.

And this time was no different; while Cassius had spent his time with Troy and the other de Wolfe brothers, Sable had remained steadfast at Rhoswyn’s side. They were best friends now, so they were together quite regularly. But when Rhoswyn left the hall to attend the privy, it was not only Audric that she had to evade, but sweet Sable as well. Both were well-meaning, but Rhoswyn wanted to be alone for what she had in mind.

She didn’t need an escort.

Therefore, she felt rather cruel to have ditched her friends in her quest for the chapel, which wasn’t hard to find. It was a long, slender structure built at the far end of the castle complex and the three long, slender lancet windows inlaid with precious colored glass with scenes from the crucifixion told Rhoswyn that it was, indeed, the chapel.

Beneath the bright sliver moon, she quickly made her way to the building.

Once inside, it was cold and dark but for several prayer candles burning up at the altar. It gave the chapel a rather eerie glow, with phantom shadows dancing on the wall. Other than the colored glass in the windows, the interior was rather plain with a dirt floor and carved wooden altar. Timidly, Rhoswyn made her way into the chapel because she was specifically looking for something.

Or someone.

Her heart was pounding with anticipation, and perhaps a little fear, as she moved. Behind the altar was the burial vault for the de Wolfes as well as for the family that had built Castle Questing, the House of Dudforth. In fact, nearly half of that long, slender chapel was dedicated to the burial vault. Picking up one of the prayer candles from the altar for a little light, Rhoswyn could see that there were several tombs and monuments as she entered the dark, spooky area.

But she was looking for one in particular.

Some of the graves were sunk into the ground, with stones announcing who lay beneath, but there were at least six above-ground vaults, three without any effigies, which was usual in these cases, but the other three above-ground vaults did, indeed, have effigies on them. On the right side of the chamber towards the rear, she could see an above-ground vault made from stone that had what looked like a newer effigy on it of a woman.

When she stood alongside the vault and lifted the candle for a better look, she could see that it was the effigy of a woman holding two young children at her side. At the woman’s feet was a wolf, and on the wolf were inscribed words. Rhoswyn held the candle down low so she could make them out.

Lady Helene, beloved wife of Troy

Arista – Acacia

They are simply sleeping

This was who she’d been looking for.

She’d come to pay Lady Helene a visit.

But it was an emotional moment. Tears came to Rhoswyn’s eyes as she held the candle high again to look at the stone effigies, which hadn’t been painted yet. It was customary to paint the stone or wood effigies to look more lifelike, but these effigies remained unpainted. They were gray and somber looking. Moving to the head of the vault, Rhoswyn found herself looking down at the face of a woman, fine in beauty, who, indeed, appeared as if she were only sleeping with her two young daughters beside her. Rhoswyn sniffled, wiping away the tears that had formed.

“I… I dunna have much time, but I… I wanted tae speak tae ye,” she whispered. “Ye dunna know me, but me name is Rhoswyn. I married Troy. M’lady… I dunna even know where tae start, but I think ye helped yer husband a while back. He told me ye appeared tae him in a dream and told him that he needed tae move forward. M’lady, if ye did that, then ye have me thanks. He needed tae hear it from ye. I dunna know if he could have done so without it.”

The only response was the whistle of the night wind outside, singing softly as it blew along the big stone walls. Rhoswyn stood there for a few moments, gazing at the face of the woman Troy had loved before. Instead of jealousy or any sense of competition, all she felt was warmth. Gratitude and warmth. Timidly, she reached out, touching the woman’s cheek.

“I know he loved ye deeply,” she whispered. “I believe that, deep down, he still does. But he loves me now, too, and I love him. I love him so very much. If… if ye were worried about that, then I can assure ye that he is most loved. I will do me best tae take as good a care of him as ye did when ye were alive. I thought ye should know.”

More sounds of the wind, blowing gently against the building. Rhoswyn’s hand moved from the effigy’s face down to the left hand, which was placed over the figure’s belly. The right arm held the two girls. Rhoswyn put her fingers over the stone hand for a moment, warm flesh against the cold rock.

“I… I may come back tae speak tae ye from time tae time,” she said. “Wherever ye are, I know ye still love Troy and I will want ye tae know how he is. I want ye tae be at peace knowin’ he’s well cared for.” She removed her hand from the effigy and stood back, putting that same hand on her gently swollen midsection. “We are expectin’ our first child this summer, in fact. Troy told me that when ye were expectin’, ye spent yer time being sick. I’ve not been sick, thankfully, but I eat everythin’ I can get me hands on. Troy tells me that it means our child will be the greatest son England has ever seen because he’ll be a strong lad.”

She was grinning as she spoke. But the smile soon faded as she gazed at the effigy’s face one last time. She’d said what she’d wanted to say and time was growing short; she knew that Troy, who kept a close eye on her, would come looking for her if she didn’t return soon and she didn’t want him to find her here. This was a moment between her and Helene, and no one else.

She wanted to make it count.

“Sleep well, lassie,” she said softly. “With yer bairns, sleep well. I… I just wanted tae meet ye and tell ye… thank ye. If not for ye, I wouldna know such happiness. I owe ye everythin’. And I will do ye proud.”

The tears were back and she struggled against them, wiping at them. She kissed her fingers and placed those fingers on Helene’s stone cheek before turning away, feeling as if she’d just accomplished something that was needed for the sake of her soul. She’d been wanting to speak with Helene since her marriage to Troy and now she’d finally had the opportunity.

So much had happened in the past six months of marriage, so much joy and discovery, and she knew she owed it all to Helene in a sense. Whether or not she’d really appeared to Troy in a dream, or whether or not it was Troy’s overactive imagination, could be debated. But with a little faith, Rhoswyn was willing to believe that Helene had made her presence known.

And Rhoswyn had been determined to thank her.

Turning away from the tomb, she had her head down as she headed out of the burial vault. Just as she neared the altar, she heard a noise and she looked up, seeing Troy and his mother standing there. Lady Jordan was weeping softly and even Troy had tears in his eyes. By the looks on their faces, Rhoswyn knew they had heard most, if not all, of what she’d said and she felt rather apprehensive about it.

She’d been found.

“I dinna know ye were here,” she said to them. “Why did ye not say somethin’?”

Troy sniffled, wiping at his eyes. “Because that would have been interrupting something unerringly beautiful,” he said, leaving his mother to go to her. “We were just coming out of the hall to look for you when we saw you come into the chapel. Please do not think we were eavesdropping; we simply did not want to interrupt you.”

Rhoswyn shook her head. “I dinna think ye were eavesdroppin’,” she said. “Are ye angry?”

He shook his head, putting his arm around her shoulders and kissing her forehead. “Never,” he murmured. “The depth of your compassion and honor continues to amaze me, Lady de Wolfe. For what you said to Helene… you have my undying gratitude. I know it would have made Helene very happy.”

Rhoswyn was relieved that he wasn’t angry with her for slipping away from the feast or, worse, invading Helene’s sanctuary. But she still wanted to explain herself.

“I felt as if I needed tae show me respect tae her,” she said. “In a sense, I’m followin’ in her footsteps. I know she meant a lot tae this family, so I felt it was right tae honor her.”

“I’d expect nothin’ less from ye, lass,” Jordan said, reaching out and taking hold of Rhoswyn’s hand. “And ye mean a lot tae this family, too. I know Helene is proud of ye. Now, come with me. ’Tis cold in here and we must take good care of ye and the babe.”

Rhoswyn allowed herself to be dragged along by Jordan, who was being very motherly and sweet with her. She cast a look at Troy as she walked away, suggesting that she was quite happy with Jordan’s attentions. It had been a long time since she’d known the warmth of a mother.

Troy moved to follow the pair but something held him back. He found himself turning towards the tomb of his first wife and two youngest daughters, going to stand next to the stone vault and gazing down upon the trio. Normally, moments like this would have been deeply painful for him. But since his marriage to Rhoswyn, since he’d been able to do so much healing, now all he felt was bittersweet memories of what had been. But he did bend over to kiss Helene’s effigy on the cheek, softly.

“You would like her,” he whispered. “She is honest and loving, much as you were, but unlike you, there are times when she scares the hell out of me. Give that woman a sword and she can do some damage. Remind me to tell you more the next time I see you.”

With a chuckle, he winked at the effigy and headed out of the vault, following the path of his wife and mother as they headed back to the great hall where the de Bocage brothers, Case and Corbin, who had come all the way to Castle Questing with their father from Northwood Castle, were trying to engage some of the older knights in an arm wrestling competition and being summarily beaten by Kieran, the strongest man in the realm. Troy could hear the shouting and laughing even as he quit the chapel.

All was well in the world again, with family and friends, and as he crossed the bailey, he imagined that somewhere, in the bright sunshine and rolling hills of a heaven that wasn’t far off, Helene was smiling and laughing, too. She was happy and at peace, and so was he. When his very large son finally made his way into the world four months later, both Troy and Rhoswyn took the baby to visit Helene when he was old enough to travel, but they also brought a very special guest with them –

Troy’s eldest son, Andreas.

Returned from fostering at his father’s request, Andreas was a gentle boy who immediately took to his new stepmother, and she to him. The journey to Castle Questing to visit Helene’s grave was part of the familial bonding and healing for them all. Perhaps some would have thought that morbid to introduce their new baby to the long-dead wife, but neither Troy nor Rhoswyn thought so in the least.

After all, it was to Helene that they owed their very happiness, and it was with great joy that Troy introduced Gareth de Wolfe to Helene and the girls. Andreas was right by his father’s side when he did so. Be joyful, Helene had told him, and he was.

Wildly so.

The darkest de Wolfe was dark no more.

* THE END *

Children of Troy and Rhoswyn

Gareth

Corey

Reed

Tavin

Tristan

Elsbeth

Madeleine


A JOYOUS DE WOLFE CHRISTMAS


A Medieval Short Story

By Kathryn Le Veque


Author’s Note


I have had so many readers ask me “when will Scott and Troy come together again?”. Considering I don’t have any more “Sons of de Wolfe” novels planned for the near future, I didn’t want readers to have to wait until I decided to incorporate that into a later novel. Therefore, A DE WOLFE JOYOUS CHRISTMAS was born.

The short story (and it is short!) revolves around the return of the de Wolfe Prodigal Son, Scott de Wolfe, but also featured heavily in it is James de Wolfe. If you recall your de Wolfe history, James will die in 1282 in Wales, and even I don’t think I can resurrect the man (although never say never). This story is also a tribute to James and we get a brief glimpse into his life, but it’s increasingly difficult for me to write about James, considering what happens to him in the future. Had I known I was going to become so attached to him when he was first mentioned in SERPENT, I may not have let the man fall victim to the Welsh. As Penelope says in SERPENT, “James died in Papa’s arms…” and knowing how attached William is to his children, I’m not even sure I could write that scene without copious amounts of ugly crying.

But… life goes on, as you’ll see within this short Christmas story. It’s to satisfy those of you who have wanted to see Scott and Troy together again, something that was bound to be somewhat of a miracle.

So, enjoy the tale. I enjoyed, very much, writing it.

The happiest of holidays from me to you,

Kathryn


The next generation Wolfe Pack


The Wolfe

William and Jordan Scott de Wolfe

Scott (married to Lady Athena de Norville, issue)

Troy (married to Lady Helene de Norville, has issue)

Patrick (married to Lady Brighton de Favereux, has issue)

James – Killed in Wales June 1282 (married to Lady Rose Hage, has issue)

Katheryn (James’ twin) Married Sir Alec Hage, has issue

Evelyn (married to Sir Hector de Norville, has issue)

Baby de Wolfe – died same day. Christened Madeleine.

Edward (married to Lady Cassiopeia de Norville, has issue)

Thomas

Penelope (married to Bhrodi de Shera, has issue)

Kieran and Jemma Scott Hage

Mary Alys (adopted) married, with issue

Baby Hage, died same day. Christened Bridget.

Alec (married to Lady Katheryn de Wolfe, has issue)

Christian (died Holy Land 1269 A.D.) no issue

Moira (married to Sir Apollo de Norville, has issue)

Kevin (married to Annavieve de Ferrers, has issue)

Rose (widow of Sir James de Wolfe, has issue)

Nathaniel

Paris and Caladora Scott de Norville

Hector (married to Lady Evelyn de Wolfe, has issue)

Apollo (married to Lady Moira Hage, has issue)

Helene (married to Sir Troy de Wolfe, has issue)

Athena (married to Sir Scott de Wolfe, has issue)

Adonis

Cassiopeia (married to Sir Edward de Wolfe, has issue)
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PART ONE


BRIGHT WINTER SKIES
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Christmas, 1274 A.D.

The de Wolfe stronghold of Castle Questing

The snows were fierce along the borders this year. The first snow of the season hitting about a week before Christmas and possibly dumping an entire year’s worth of snow onto the countryside in just a few days. The beauty of it was that the entire land was white, from the trees to the structures to the meadows – a pristine, pure white that, under bright winter skies, was blindingly brilliant. But the dreary of it, if there was such a thing, was that there had only been one pristine white day in the past week, and it happened to be Christmas Day. On that day, the inhabitants of Castle Questing had emerged from the keep for a day of celebration in the snow.

The first one bolting from the entry to Questing’s keep was eight-year-old Penelope de Wolfe. With her dark braided hair trailing behind her, she dashed out into the snowy bailey and headed towards the gatehouse, while her nieces and nephews and cousins ran out behind her. With children screaming and frolicking under bright blue skies, the day promised to be, at the very least, a noisy one.

Truthfully, the days past when the snow was billowing out of the sky had already been noisy and crowded inside the walls of Castle Questing. It was a big keep and could easily house dozens of people, but it was at capacity. A wedding was to take place on Christmas Day and not only had the groom’s family come to Questing, but all of the de Wolfe extended family were in attendance as well. Even though some of the families weren’t connected to the de Wolfe household by marriage or by blood, they were headed by men who had served the head of the House of de Wolfe – William – in some capacity over the years, and had faced life and death with the man, so they were therefore considered family.

It was a grand gathering, indeed.

This included the houses of de Bocage, Ellsrod, Gray, de Fortlage, de Longley, and Payton-Forrester. More had been invited for this festive occasion, but those were the only families who could make it before the snows hit. With such heavy snow on the ground, they were all bound to their locations, meaning that travel in the north was difficult if not impossible.

For the coming wedding, which would take place at sunset on this very eve, several of the younger knights had set out for Kelso Abbey to bring a priest back to Questing to perform the wedding mass. William de Wolfe and his Scottish wife, Jordan, were great benefactors of Kelso, so the monks had been more than willing to perform whatever religious ceremonies needed by de Wolfe. Troy de Wolfe, along with his brother, Patrick, brothers Hector and Adonis de Norville, and cousin Alec Hage had set out for Kelso the day before, during a snowy downpour, to bring the priest back to Questing. Although Kelso was a mere ten miles from the de Wolfe seat, in weather such as this, even a simple trip was an effort.

Therefore, it was the mothers of the young men who waited nervously for them to return – Lady Jordan along with her cousin, Jemma, mother to the Hage knight, and another cousin, Caladora, who was mother to the de Norville brothers – were crowded in Jordan’s solar, which was right at the front of Questing’s keep near the entry door, and gave them perfect views over the bailey and gatehouse. From there, they could see everything, including the children and husbands frolicking in the pristine snow outside. When the snowballs began to fly in the bailey, Jemma, who was seated next to the window, shook her head in resignation.

“Now, it begins,” she said. “They’re already doing battle outside. They’ll pick sides and before we know it, we’ll have freezing bairns who have been pummeled with snowballs.”

Jordan was sitting next to her cousin, sewing on a heavy winter tunic for her husband, but she put the sewing in her lap and peered from the window at her cousin’s comment.

“We canna stop them,” she said in resignation. “The lot of them have been caged up in Questing since the snows started. Now they’ll beat each other tae death with snowballs and we canna stop it.”

A flicker of a grin crossed Jemma’s lips. “Ah,” she said with satisfaction, as she had spied something out in the bailey. “Now, that was worth waiting for. It seems that Rosie has hit her Uncle Paris in the face with a snowball. Good for ye, lass!”

She yelled the last four words out of the window, causing Jordan to grin and pass a glance at her cousin, Caladora, who was Paris’ wife. Tall, slender, and red-haired, Caladora was a truly gentle and kind creature, but she was fiercely protective over her proud and sometimes arrogant husband. In fact, in years past, Caladora had been known to slap Jemma over what she considered Jemma’s unreasonable hatred of Paris, but the truth was that Paris and Jemma went back many, many years. They knew each other very well and had a love/hate relationship as a brother and sister would. Paris taunted, Jemma reacted, and all the world was right when those two were name-calling. Only Caladora didn’t see it that way; she thought her cousin Jemma was rather nasty at times.

“Rosie is tae be a bride in a few hours,” Caladora calmly pointed out as she sewed on a small garment for one of her grandchildren. “Do ye think she should be outside at all?”

Jemma was grinning boldly now as she watched from the window as her youngest daughter, Rose, charged her Uncle Paris and sent the man tripping back into the snow. Rose was much like Jemma in that she was tiny, pretty, and very spirited. It was like watching Jemma when she had been a young girl, which was probably why Paris seemed to gravitate towards Rose. Not only did he have the mother to taunt, but now the daughter as well.

But she loved every minute of it.

“Let the lass have some fun,” Jemma finally said, glad that Caladora couldn’t see what a pummeling her husband was receiving. “Soon enough, she’ll be expected tae behave as a wife. She’s only seen eighteen years; let her be young a moment longer.”

Jordan glanced at Jemma, hearing a wistfulness in her tone. “Ye know that James will make her a fine husband,” she assured Jemma softly. “Ye know my lad. He’s the kindest lad of the bunch and he loves Rosie. He’ll not curb her spirit.”

Jemma’s smile faded as she watched her daughter, now throwing a snowball at her future husband. “Nay,” she said after a moment. “He’ll not. If ever there was a man made for Rosie, ’tis James. He reminds me much of Kieran with his gentle ways. I couldna ask for a better husband for my lass.”

There was sadness in her voice as she spoke, the worry of a wife in love with a man who wasn’t doing so well as of late. Jordan smiled up at her cousin, grasping the woman by the arm in a supportive gesture when she spoke of her husband. Kieran Hage was the gentle giant among them; he and Paris were William’s very best friends, a bond between them that was closer than brothers.

Whereas Paris was a proud extrovert, Kieran tended to be quiet and more of an introvert. But there was no one fiercer in battle and Kieran’s strength was unmatched. Yet, he hadn’t been feeling well over the past year and the physic said that it was his heart, a diagnosis that had greatly affected Jemma. She loved her husband with every fiber of her being, a man she could not live without, and his health issue had been a devastating one to them all.

That was why this day was so important to the Hage family as well as the de Wolfe family; it would see two of their children bonded in marriage, a bright spot in a rather dismal year. Even now, Jemma could see Kieran out in the snow, being hit by snowballs by some rowdy children, and then firing back snowballs that ended up hitting Penelope in the side of the head, getting snow in her ear.

As Penelope burst into tears, Uncle Kieran was at her side, soothing her and helping her pick snow out of her ear. Jemma knew the man would suffer unimaginable guilt for the rest of the day for hitting Penelope in the ear with a well-aimed snowball. He was just that sensitive.

“I hear Penny wailing,” Jordan said, setting her sewing down completely and peering from the window to see her daughter crying with Kieran at her side. “What happened tae my lass this time?”

This time. Penelope de Wolfe, a very late baby for her mother and father, and the youngest de Wolfe child, was also the child who ruled the roost. Her parents doted on her, and she was a bright and beautiful girl. But she was also terribly spoiled, and anything that didn’t go her way usually resulted in tears or a tantrum. Jordan had long learned not to run to her daughter’s side every time the girl made a sound, but her husband hadn’t yet developed that restraint. Even with Kieran at Penelope’s side, William pulled himself away from his grandchildren to see what had Penelope so upset. Jordan shook her head in resignation.

“The lass will never learn tae stand for herself if William runs tae her every time she utters a peep.” Jordan sighed, sitting down and collecting her sewing again. “I fear for the day she marries; I truly do. I am not sure what William will do when he canna have her by his side, always.”

Caladora looked up from her sewing. “He clings tae all of his children these days,” she said quietly. “It is not simply Penelope.”

“What do ye mean?”

Caladora didn’t say anything for a moment because it was something they all knew, something not readily spoke of. “Because of Scott.”

Jordan’s pleasant mood sank at the mention of the son she’d not seen in years. Even the mention of his name brought a lump to her throat, but she fought it. Today was a joyful day and she wouldn’t let thoughts of her absent son spoil that.

“William has made amends with Scott,” she said quietly. “He’s gone tae Castle Canaan where Scott is in command and he’s spoken tae him. They’ve said what needed tae be said.”

Caladora looked at her. “But what about ye? Have ye yet said what needed tae be said tae him?”

It was a familiar argument and Jordan turned back to her sewing. “Ye know I havena,” she said. “I’ve not seen my son since he left Questing those years ago.”

“Will ye go and see him, then?”

She shook her head. “Nay,” she said. “He knows where I am. If he wants tae make amends with me, then he’ll come. ’Tis not for me to seek him out.”

Caladora had heard that attitude before and she didn’t like it; it irked her. “At least ye still have yer sons, Jordie,” she said. “At least ye can go tae him. I canna say that I still have my daughters, but if I did, no matter how far away from me they were, I wouldna let any more time pass without seeing them again. If something happens tae Scott tomorrow, ye’d be miserable the rest of yer life.”

At the window, Jemma glanced at the pair as they skimmed the surface of a volatile conversation. It was such a sad situation, truly, something that affected all of them so deeply. It was a situation that had started four years ago when the eldest sons of William and Jordan, twins Scott and Troy, had both lost their wives and several of their children in a terrible drowning accident.

Compounding the issue was that the wives had been two of Paris and Caladora’s daughters. The women and their younger children, four in all, had been traveling by coach to Berwick when a bridge gave way and dumped all of them into a swollen river. Both wives and all four children had perished, leaving devastation of two families in their wake.

It had been a terrible time for all concerned.

As Paris and Caladora had lost themselves in their grief, Scott and Troy had each dealt with their loss quite different. Troy had thrown himself into battle, into his duties, anything to work through the pain of losing his wife and two youngest children, while Scott had simply run away. That was the last he’d see of Questing and of his entire family, save his father.

William had kept track of his son no matter where the man had gone. William had even written to the king for assistance with Scott. Rather than see the man wander aimlessly, which he did for the first year, the king had given him a command at a strategic castle in Cumbria. Scott had settled in and eventually married the widow of the man who used to command the castle. When William heard of the marriage, he’d gone to see Scott and old wounds were healed. But Jordan was correct; Scott had remained away from Questing, and all of the memories there, since the day he’d left.

She wondered if she would ever see him again.

But at least her loss wasn’t what Caladora’s had been. The woman had lost two of her beloved daughters and Jordan knew that hers was the greater loss. But sometimes, Jordan felt Scott’s absence as painfully as if he had died.

In a sense, the old Scott had.

“I know, lass,” Jordan said after a moment, reaching out to lay a hand on her cousin’s arm as she reflected on the past four years. “What ye’ve suffered is beyond all human endurance. I dinna mean tae compare yer loss tae mine. But sometimes… sometimes I feel as if Scott has died. He’s not the same man, my sweet and funny lad. I havena seen him in years. I fear that he will never return tae Questing. Too many terrible memories for him. Sometime I wonder if I am part of those terrible memories.”

Caladora clasped Jordan’s hand, squeezing it tightly. As women, they suffered in silence sometimes. It was their job to be stronger than the rest, to show courage and fortitude in situations that would crumble others. But among themselves, they could let their guards down. Jordan squeezed Caladora’s hand in return, her focus turning to her pale cousin.

“How are ye, lass?” she asked her cousin softly. “We’ve not spoken of Athena and Helene in some time.”

Caladora sighed faintly. “I have days when I feel as if everything is so dark, that I canna get out of bed,” she admitted. “But Paris… he dunna think I know but, sometimes, I hear him weeping. Whenever he sees the older children of Helene and Athena, he weeps. I think he still feels as if he’s failed his daughters. He thinks he should have been there tae save them.”

It was a painful admission of a parent’s guilt. Jordan understood it well. “William has spoken tae me of his regrets,” she said. “When he sees Scott’s older lads, Will and Tommy, and Troy’s son, Andreas, he regrets that they lost their mothers at such a young age. I believe he, too, feels guilt that he wasna there tae save them.”

Hushed words spoken about a terrible tragedy. Before the mood grew too dark and painful, Jordan took a deep breath and picked up her sewing.

“So, we remember Athena and Helene and the children tonight,” she said with renewed fortitude. “We remember them at the marriage so that even in spirit, they are with us.”

Caladora simply nodded, not feeling particularly enthusiastic now that memories of her dead daughters and grandchildren were heavy on her mind. But Jemma, who had been watching the exchange, came away from the window, her focus on her cousins.

“Of course they are with us,” she said. “Callie, I dinna tell ye because I wanted it tae be a surprise, but Rosie’s wedding dress has ribbon on it that was on Athena’s wedding dress. It also has a sash that I took from Helene’s dress. Paris gave them tae me. I wanted tae honor the lasses in such a way. I hope ye dunna mind.”

Caladora’s head came up, her blue eyes brimming with tears. “’Tis a beautiful thought, Jemma,” she said sincerely. “I dunna mind at all.”

Jemma went to her cousin and gave the woman a squeeze. “Rosie is most excited for the ceremony tonight and tae show ye her dress,” she said. “Act surprised when she tells ye. She wanted tae surprise ye, too.”

Caladora sniffled, flicking away the tears that threatened. “I’ll act surprised,” she said. “I might even give her a good cry. Do ye think she’ll like that?”

Jemma grinned. “She’ll love it,” she said. Then, she moved back over to the window where the snowball fight was starting to dwindle. “Looks as if Penny has come inside, Jordie. Ye may want tae see tae her ear.”

Jordan set her sewing aside yet again and rose from her seat. “I dunna know why I should go,” she said. “William is probably doing all the mothering tae the lass that she’ll ever need.”

Jemma grinned. “I dunna see William out in the yard, either.”

Jordan snorted. “See? What did I tell ye.” She sighed heavily and headed for the door. “Mayhap, I’d better go see tae my lass. Her da’s sympathy only goes so far sometimes.”

As the woman headed from the solar, Jemma and Caladora were smiling, each woman settling back to her sewing. It wasn’t just William who doted on his children; Paris and Kieran did enough of it, too. After Penelope was born, Kieran had even hinted at wanting to have another child, but Jemma wouldn’t hear of it; with six children already, her childbearing days were over, much to her husband’s disappointment.

But Jemma had to admit… sometimes, she wished she’d had just one more child. Watching William with Penelope had given her that longing. After all, Kieran deserved a lass to spoil and dote on, too. What was one more spoiled half-Scottish lass to rule the roost at Questing?

Jemma grinned at the mental image, something she could only wonder about now.

But it would have been fun to see.
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PART TWO


HIS ROSE
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Tall, handsome, blond, and blue-eyed, James de Wolfe was in the stableyard on this bright winter’s day, watching a groom lead a very young Belgian warmblood around the yard. This was his new horse, one he intended to train for battle, because the beast came from fine bloodlines and was strong and spirited. But the stablemaster thought the horse had a bad hip because of the way he tended to stand, so James was watching the horse as it was walked around the yard, listening to the stablemaster tell him why the horse’s gait was odd.

It wasn’t exactly the type of activity a groom should be doing only a few hours before his wedding, but James wasn’t even sure he would be married today considering how heavy the snow was. The roads were piled high with the stuff, making it very difficult to travel, and his brothers had departed for Kelso yesterday and still hadn’t returned. A trip like that normally took a morning to complete, there and back. Therefore, James wasn’t entirely sure when the marriage would take place. Spending time in the stable was simply a way of burning off his anxiety.

He was rather eager to marry his Rose.

As he stood there and watched the horse walk by, Kevin Hage and Andreas de Wolfe entered the stableyard and demanded their horses. Big, muscular Kevin was James’ cousin while Andreas was his nephew, eldest son of his brother, Troy.

James merely waved at the pair as they collected their horses and raced off just as William entered the yard. He then glanced over at his father, wrapped up in heavy tunics and a woolen cloak that, as he came closer, appeared to be soaking wet. James frowned.

“Why are you all wet?” he asked the man. “You’d better take that cloak off before Mother sees you. After the lung sickness you had last year, you should know better.”

William simply grinned at his son; the man was still tall, dark, and handsome, even in his advancing years, and he was still powerful enough that most men couldn’t best him in battle. The legendary Wolfe of the Border was still a force to be reckoned with, except when it came to his wife. She was the one force that could overpower his own, so he took his son’s statement seriously.

“We were playing in the snow,” he said. “By the way – Rosie can throw a snowball that can disable a grown man, so I would be careful if I were you should she throw anything at you.”

James chuckled. “She already has,” he said. “I am fast enough to dodge it, fortunately.”

William’s eyebrows lifted. “Do you mean to say you are making the woman angry enough to throw something at you and you aren’t even married yet?”

James began to laugh; it was one of his personality traits, this impish laugh that would easily come over him.

“It takes very little to make her angry,” he said. “She is much like her mother in that respect, but I have learned well from Uncle Kieran. He tells me that the angrier she becomes, the more groveling I must do.”

“Is that so?”

“It is. He also says to spank her when all else fails.”

Now, William started to chuckle. “He is a very wise man,” he said. “And speaking of wise men, I came to tell you that we believe your brothers have been sighted in the distance. With the clearness of the day, they are still a mile or so out, but we can easily see them against the white landscape. We are watching the approach now.”

James felt both relief and excitement at that statement. “So they made it, did they?” he said. “I was coming to wonder if they would.”

William nodded, seeing the pleasure in his son’s face. It was sweet, really; James was very much in love with the spirited Rose, a love story they’d all watched unfold for the past two years, ever since Rose began to blossom into a woman and grew past the phase where she would rather punch a boy than be nice to him.

James was several years older than Rose was and only knew her as that rough-and-tumble little girl, but when she’d hit her sixteenth birthday, something changed – suddenly, rough-and-tumble Rosie became curvaceous, beautiful Rosie and James wasn’t blind to the fact. A sweet romance had blossomed from the seeds of friendship and, now, Rose and James were about to embark on their married lives together.

William couldn’t have been happier.

“You were not the only one questioning whether or not they would arrive,” he said to his son. “Kieran and some of the others were talking about heading out to find them.”

James shook his head. “Uncle Kieran should not be exerting himself like that,” he said. “You know what the physic said.”

William sobered dramatically; he didn’t like to be reminded of his dearest friend’s health problem. “I do,” he said. “Luckily, we do not have to worry about him overextending himself. But… there is something I want to say to you before your brothers arrive with the priest. After that, I fear I might not have another chance before Rosie takes you away from me.”

James turned to his father, a smile playing on his lips. “What about, Papa?” he asked. “The ways of men and women? You are too late. I already know what I am supposed to do on my wedding night.”

William chuckled. “Bloody hell, who told you? Was it Paris? Whatever he told you is a lie. Women do not like to be tied down and spanked.”

James couldn’t stop laughing. “That is not what he told me they liked.”

“What was it, then?”

“If I tell you, you will only punch him.”

“I may punch him still. What did he tell you, James?”

James knew the two older knights would go at it, genuinely, if William was mad enough, so he put his hands on his father to calm the man down. “He only told me to be patient,” he said. “I swear it. Now, what did you want to tell me, Papa?”

William looked at his son; he was his fourth son, the twin to his first daughter, Katheryn. When the pair had been born, James had struggled for his first few weeks, fighting to live. He didn’t eat well and slept constantly, and William remembered the very real fear of losing his child. But the infant had lived and, eventually, thrived. Today, he was one of the finest and most powerful knights the north had ever seen.

But it was more than that for William – James didn’t have the fiery passion about battle and warfare that his older three had. Scott, Troy, and Patrick were the consummate knights, living and breathing battle. James could match any of his brothers’ prowess in a fight, but he had something more that they didn’t – compassion for the enemy, a deep compassion that, at times, had turned him into a brooding and moody man. James felt more deeply than most, was more patient than Job himself, and would much rather negotiate his way out of a fight than quickly draw arms. They were such wonderful qualities and William adored his boy for them. He had a soft spot for James and his wise, gentle ways.

What did he want to tell him? Gazing into his handsome face, there were so many things that came to mind. He’d had to have this same talk with Scott, Troy, and Patrick before their weddings but, somehow with James, it was different. He just wanted to hug the man and hold him close. After a moment, he put a hand on his son’s shoulder.

“I wanted to tell you how proud I am of the man you have become,” he said, suddenly feeling a lump in his throat where, moments before, there had been laughter. “After today, you will go forth to become the head of your own family, and I want to tell you how proud I am of you. I have watched a skinny, pale young man with a silly giggle grow into a man of such character and strength. It has been a privilege watching you become the man I see before me, James. I wanted you to know that.”

James hasn’t expected those words from his father. In fact, he began to tear up and, by the time William was finished, he threw his arms around his father’s neck and hugged him tightly. For a moment, he simply couldn’t speak.

“I love you, Da,” he said hoarsely. “You are the greatest man I have ever known, the man I most wish to emulate. Know that I will do my best to always be like you and to always honor you and the de Wolfe name. I shall not fail, I swear it, nor will any of my sons. We will all make you proud.”

He released his father and saw that William was wiping away his own tears. William cupped James’ head in his big hands, gazing deep into those sky-blue eyes. He’d always joked with his wife about James’ coloring, a blond-haired, blue-eyed child in a family full of dark-haired people. He would tease Jordan and tell her that James must have been fathered by a passing Viking, but the truth was that James’ features mirrored William’s. He looked very much like his father. William kissed his son on the cheek and forced a smile as he dropped his hands.

“There is nothing you could do to dishonor the de Wolfe name,” he said. “You are my son and I shall always be proud of you. Now, as for your wedding night, I am afraid that I can only tell you what Paris has told you – to be patient, be kind, and be understanding. Rosie is much like her mother in that she is rather highly-strung, so you are simply going to have to be as kind and gentle as you can be.”

James’ grin returned. “That is exactly what Uncle Kieran said,” he said. Then, he hesitated a moment before continuing. “Besides… I am not entirely sure if I should tell you this, but Rosie will not be nervous.”

He was looking at his father rather knowingly and William understood the implication immediately. William fought off a grin at his rather naughty and amorous son.

“Whatever you do, do not tell your Uncle Kieran that,” he grunted. “She is his daughter, after all. Up until you marry her, it is still his duty to defend her honor and I am not entirely sure you would survive his wrath.”

James’ laughter returned. “I did not tell you simply to boast, Da,” he said. “I told you that for a reason. In seven months, when Rosie gives birth to my son, I will have to ask you to intercede on my behalf with Uncle Kieran. That may be the wrath you are speaking of.”

William’s eyes widened. “She… she is with child, lad?”

“She is.”

William’s jaw dropped. At first, he was genuinely shocked. But after a split-second, he threw his arms around his son and hugged the man tightly.

“That is the greatest gift I could receive this Christmas season,” he said, releasing the grinning man. “I am genuinely thrilled, James. May I tell your mother?”

James shook his head. “Nay, for she will tell Aunt Jemma, and Aunt Jemma will tell Kieran,” he said. “I do not wish to defend myself from him until it is absolutely necessary.”

William understood. “It will be difficult to keep that secret, but I shall honor your wishes,” he said. But he was quite elated about it. “Mayhap you should put your horse away and we will go into the bailey and stop your future wife from exerting herself. She is carrying a de Wolfe heir, after all.”

James grabbed hold of his father as the man turned for the bailey. “Nay, Da,” he said. “If you try to stop her from playing, she’ll know I have told you, and then I will have to defend myself from her. That is not something I wish to do on my wedding night.”

William relented. “Very well,” he said. “I will not say a word, but I must leave you now and find Penelope. Kieran hit her in the head with a snowball and got snow in her ear. She swears she is going to die from it.”

James simply shook his head at his overprotective father, at least when it came to Penelope. Everyone knew how the man coddled her. Therefore, James waved the man on just as Rose entered the stableyard in search of her betrothed. James was certain from the way his father hugged Rose that the woman would suspect that William knew of their little secret, but she didn’t seem suspicious. She seemed very touched by his display of affection. As William left the yard, Rose turned to James.

“What is the matter with your father today?” she asked. “He seems very emotional.”

James smiled at her. “Of course he is emotional,” he said. “His favorite son is marrying. Why shouldn’t he be emotional?”

Rose laughed softly, looking very much like her mother in that action. Petite, with big breasts, Rose Elizabeth Scott Hage was a vibrant and lovely woman with dark hair, pale skin, and delicate features. She had a smile that lit up the heavens as far as James was concerned.

“I suppose I understand,” she said. “My father is the same way. He cannot look at me and not get teary-eyed today.”

Reaching out, James put his arms around Rose, pulling her up against him. She felt warm and soft in his arms, a contentment that filled him like nothing else. His Rose.

“I have heard, from no one in particular, that you are throwing snowballs quite viciously,” he said.

Rose wrapped her arms around his waist, her strong young knight. “Who is telling such lies?”

“I said it was no one in particular.”

Her eyes narrowed at him. “It was your father, wasn’t it? He told you because I hit Penelope twice, rather hard.”

“She deserved it.”

“She hit me in the face.”

James chuckled. “The nasty wench! Shall I punish her for you?”

Rose hugged him tightly, giggling. “You would have to go through your father to do that, and he would not acquiesce easily,” she said. “Nay, leave it be. I will get Penelope someday when she least expects it.”

“Do not forget that she knows how to use a sword.”

“So do I.”

James laughed at the mental image. “Now, that is something I would pay money to see. That shall be great entertainment, watching you two face off.”

“I shall win, too.”

“Of that, I have no doubt,” he said, giving her a squeeze and a kiss.

The stable boy came around yet again, leading a horse James was no longer looking at, and he motioned for the boy to return the horse to his stall. When the lad moved to take the fat, lazy horse back to its food and bedding, James took Rose by the hand and began to lead her out of the stableyard.

“I have heard that my brothers have been sighted,” he told her. “Did you hear that, also?”

Rose nodded, clutching his hand tightly. “I did,” she said. “Some of the younger men ran out to meet them; Kevin and Andreas, in fact.”

She was speaking of her brother, Kevin Hage, and of Troy’s eldest teenage son, Andreas. James nodded.

“I saw them take their horses,” he said. “I did not realize where they were going.”

Rose squeezed his hand. “Are you nervous?”

He looked at her, frowning. “What about?”

She grinned that toothy grin. “Marrying me,” she said. “You cannot refuse, you know. If you do, I will tell my father that you ravaged me and forced me to bear your child.”

His eyes flew up in mock outrage. “You wicked minx,” he said. “Would you really tell him that?”

“Aye.”

“Then know I am not afraid of your father. Well, not much.”

“Shall we tell him our secret now, then?”

James grunted. “Hell, no,” he said. “I do not want to be bruised and bleeding when we are married.”

Rose laughed as they emerged out into the bright, snow-filled bailey. “I would not want you to be bruised and bleeding, either,” she said. Then, she sobered as she gazed up at him, great longing in her expression. “Tell me it will always be like this, James.”

He looked at her. “Like what?”

She shrugged, clinging to his hand. “That we will always laugh with one another,” she said. “That we will always have these feelings for one another. I will love you until I die and I never want to feel any differently.”

He paused, gazing down into her young, sweet face. “You will never feel any differently,” he assured her softly. “Nor will I. I will love you until I die and beyond. You must remember that. You are my Rose and always will be.”

A smile creased her lips as she smiled. James lifted her hands, kissing them tenderly, but was prevented from doing anything more when a commotion at the gatehouse caught his attention. It seemed that his brothers and cousins had, indeed, returned, bringing not one priest with them but two.

After that, the inhabitants of Castle Questing seemed to fly into a frenzy, for a wedding was swiftly approaching now that the officiants had finally arrived.

It would be the most wonderful Christmas ever.
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PART THREE


THE RETURNING
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Troy de Wolfe had to dodge his eldest son when he entered the bailey; the young man was on a brand new horse he’d been given for Christmas, a young and spirited animal, and he still hadn’t figured out how to control the beast. As Troy watched, Andreas struggled with the very strong young colt until the horse reared up and pitched his son into the snow.

Laughter rose up among the men in the bailey as Andreas picked himself up out of a soft snow drift, nothing harmed but his pride. Troy simply shook his head at his sheepish son as he drew his own steed to a halt, dismounting stiffly. His father, William, approached him.

“I must say, I am surprised to see that you made it back so soon,” William said. “I can only imagine how bad the roads are with this snow.”

Troy nodded his head wearily. In fact, he was exhausted. He leaned against his horse as he pulled off his helm.

“Bad enough,” he said. “Fortunately, the road is mostly straight and flat, all the way to Kelso, but the snow was deep and so was the mud.”

William could see that. The horse’s legs were muddy almost all the way to the shoulder. “Well,” he said, slapping the horse on the neck affectionately, “you have returned and that is all that matters. James and Rose are most anxious to wed.”

Troy nodded, propping his helm on his saddle. “I know,” he said. “We brought Father Bernardo and Father Stephen with us. You know them both, Papa.”

William looked over at the two heavily-robed priests as they were helped from the small cart they had been riding on. “I do,” he said. “I should go and greet them. And you should take the horse into the stable and warm up his legs. The beast looks like he got the worst of it.”

Troy nodded, looking at the mudline on his horse’s legs. “Just so you know, Papa,” he said before his father could move away, “I will be heading back to Monteviot on the morrow. I do not want to be away from Rhoswyn and the baby much longer, and Patrick will be returning to Berwick tomorrow, also.”

Troy and his wife, Rhoswyn, had their first child earlier in the year. With the heavy snows and bad weather, Troy didn’t want his wife and infant son to travel to Questing for the wedding, so he’d left them safely at his outpost of Monteviot Tower. Patrick, too, had left his wife at Berwick as she had just delivered a healthy daughter, so both men were without their wives and children. William knew what it was like for a man to be away from his family for any length of time, so he sympathized completely.

“I know,” he said. “We shall have the mass at sunset, and you and Patrick can be on your way tomorrow, early. You will see them on the morrow, lad.”

Troy simply nodded and turned back to his horse, and William moved towards the priests only to be intercepted by his son, Patrick. The tallest de Wolfe son, and garrison commander of Berwick Castle, greeted his father with a hand to the shoulder.

“Why are you all wet?” Patrick asked, his handsome face curious. “You’d better not let Mother see you like that.”

William pursed his lips wryly. “I am a little wet and, suddenly, everyone becomes a nursemaid,” he said. “I was throwing snowballs with the children. That is why I am wet, if you must know.”

Patrick lifted his dark eyebrows at his petulant father. “As I said… you’d better not let Mother see you like that.”

As the big son wandered off to stable his horse, William continued on to the priests that had just disembarked from their cart. He knew the men; Father Bernardo was fairly high ranking at Kelso and he was surprised to see the priest. He knew Father Stephen better, and it was Father Stephen who greeted him amiably.

“My lord,” the short, round man said pleasantly. “It is a happy day, indeed. We are honored to be asked to officiate your son’s wedding mass.”

William dipped his head in polite greeting. “Thank you for coming,” he said. “I know the weather was terrible, but my wife and I are prepared to make a sizable donation for your services.”

Father Bernardo spoke before Father Stephen could. “So we have been told,” he said, seeming displeased. Father Bernardo was slender and bald, and didn’t have much of a friendly manner about him. “What I do not understand is why you and your family could not come to Kelso. Why must we come to Questing?”

William lifted his eyebrows as if the priest had asked a genuinely foolish question. “Because we have dozens of children, wives and men,” he said. “I also have guests here for the days of Christmas. It is much simpler to bring two priests to me rather than me to bring dozens of people to you in this terrible weather.”

While Father Bernardo simply shrugged and looked away, Father Stephen was more apt to smooth over the situation. “We are honored to be here,” he said again. “Mayhap we should discuss the coming ceremony inside? It has been very cold today.”

William nodded, sweeping his arm towards the entry to Questing’s keep. “Then let us retreat to a warm fire,” he said. “My wife would like to join us, I am sure, and I would like you to meet the couple you are to marry.”

With that, he took the priests inside, leaving his sons and men to disband the escort. There was a palpable sense of excitement now that the priests had arrived, and the wedding they’d all been waiting for would soon be on the horizon.
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“You do not seem happy for James,” Patrick said to Troy. “In fact, you have been quite depressing the past few days. Whatever is the matter with you?”

It was sunset against a clear winter sky and freezing conditions as Patrick and Troy stood just outside of the keep entry, dressed in their finest. They were waiting for Kevin Hage and Apollo de Norville, young knights who were serving at Questing these days, who were making sure the posts were set for the coming night. They were also waiting for the couple to be married to emerge from the keep, along with a host of guests who were inside waiting for the pair. Then they would then all walk in a group to the entry of the great hall where the mass would be said.

The great hall of Questing, built against the outer wall, had glowing innards, light and warmth filtering out into the deepening night. Smells of the coming feast were heavy in the cold air, making everyone hungry with anticipation.

All was as it should be with the wedding imminent, but Troy hadn’t seemed pleased with any of it and Patrick wanted to know why. He and Troy were very close, so his concern was genuine. Although he had a suspicion what it was, he still wanted to hear it from his brother.

“Well?” Patrick said after a moment when he failed to get a response to his question. “What is wrong?”

Troy grunted softly. He’d been avoiding giving an answer, but he knew he couldn’t avoid it forever. He knew that Patrick already suspected what was wrong.

“Has it been that obvious?” he finally asked.

Patrick nodded. “To me, it has. And probably to Papa. What ails you, Troy?”

Troy was silent for a moment. It was difficult for him to find the words. “It is the same thing that is always the matter with me when the family gathers,” he said quietly.

“And that would be?”

“My other half.”

So it was out. Patrick knew that’s what his brother’s trouble was and it was a sensitive subject for them all, especially for Troy and William. To those two, the missing brother was a deeply painful reality and Patrick was careful in how he proceeded with a conversation they’d had, many times, over the past four years.

“He was invited to the wedding,” he said quietly. “It was not as if he was excluded. He was invited.”

“But he did not come.”

Patrick scratched at his chin, thinking on what to say. This was something they’d discussed a good deal during Scott’s absence and Patrick honestly wasn’t sure there was anything more he could say that would be of comfort to Troy.

“Everyone deals with grief in their own way,” he finally said. “You know that Scott’s way of dealing with it was to run from it. He has started a new life elsewhere and, according to Papa, has finally found peace. Maybe he is simply afraid to come back here to face memories he has tried so hard to forget. You cannot be angry at him for it.”

Troy knew all of that. But it wasn’t a good excuse, at least not one he was willing to accept.

“Why can he not face it?” he asked. “I went through it, too, you know. Did he think he was the only one to feel that kind of grief? Did he think he was alone in all of it? Of course he wasn’t. But instead of facing it, he ran like a coward.”

“He was not a coward. He ran because that was his way of dealing with it.”

“He ran when I needed him the very most.” Troy turned away from his brother, agitated. Talk of his twin truly aggravated him these days; the more time passed, the angrier he became. “I used to feel sorry for him. I used to weep for him and pray he would return, but now… now, I realize he is sending us all a message. Did you ever think of that, Atty? He simply does not wish to have anything to do with us. He does not want to be a de Wolfe any longer.”

Atty was the nickname the family called Patrick, something from his childhood. A sweet and endearing name, brother to brother. Patrick could feel Troy’s hurt.

“I do not think that is true,” he said. “He will come back when he is ready.”

Troy whirled to him. “Then let him come,” he said, “but I have decided something – I will not welcome him. I have decided that Scott has made a conscious choice not to be my brother any longer.”

“That is not true.”

“Aye, it is. If he cared, he would be here. But he is not. That, my dear brother, is a statement to us all. He would rather not have a family.”

Patrick wasn’t sure how to respond. He’d seen Troy go from grief-stricken about the entire affair, to patient, to hopeful, and finally to resentment. The entire family had seen the progression and it was something very concerning, especially to William and Jordan. They couldn’t have one son hating another and believing the worst, but Troy was heading in that direction very quickly.

Hatred.

It was heartbreaking to watch.

“You know,” Patrick said thoughtfully, “you could always go and see him. He is only in Cumbria.”

Troy shook his head firmly. “Nay,” he said flatly. “He left me. I am not going to follow the man around like a lost puppy. If he wants to come to me, then he knows where I am. But he does not want to come. The sooner I get that through my skull, the better I’ll be. The better we’ll all be.”

Patrick put his hand on Troy’s shoulder. “I think you need to be patient a little longer,” he said. “Clearly, Scott is not as strong as you when it comes to dealing with his grief. You must have pity for a man who would run from everything he knows, trying to find a measure of peace. You cannot hate him for it.”

Troy just stood there, looking at his shoes and wringing his hands together, trying to warm them in the freezing temperatures. But it was also a nervous tick; he was so very hurt by his twin’s behavior over the years, a man he’d been closest to in life. He always thought he knew Scott better than he knew himself, but the deaths of their wives had seen that change drastically. The ironclad bond they’d always shared had rusted and fractured.

The truth was that Troy only felt like a half a man these days. He was devastated to realize that he’d feel like that for the rest of his life.

“Whatever happens, Scott has done it to himself,” he said quietly, struggling to calm his anger because he could see people gathering at the keep door. He didn’t want them to see him as an emotional mess. “I had no hand in it. Do me a favor, Atty.”

“What is it?”

“Do not speak his name to me ever again. Will you do this?”

Patrick felt a great deal of sorrow at that request. “Troy…”

“Please, Atty. Never again. I… cannot….”

It was a plea. Patrick was wise enough to recognize that. Not only had Troy lost his wife in that accident, but he’d also lost his twin. For all intents and purposes, they were both dead to him and he was still trying to work through the pain of it all. Reaching out, Patrick put a hand on Troy’s shoulder.

“If you wish it,” he whispered. “But know this… I will never leave you, Troy. I will never run from you. I will always be here for you, no matter what.”

Troy looked at his brother, younger by eighteen months, and he forced a smile. Unable to reply for the lump in his throat, he simply coughed, clearing his throat and struggling to regain his composure as people began to spill through the open door of the keep, heading towards the warm and festive great hall. Troy and Patrick stood back as guests and family spilled forth in great, colorful groups.

First came Paris and Caladora, and their children. Paris already had a cup of warmed wine in his hand, something he was loathed to surrender even though his wife had asked him to. He drank it in complete defiance of his wife’s wishes. Behind the parents, Hector, Apollo, and Adonis came forth with their respective wives, followed by the youngest de Norville daughter, Cassiopeia, holding hands with Penelope de Wolfe.

As Penelope walked by her older brothers, Patrick reached out and tugged on her braid, causing the girl to shriek angrily. When she looked at him accusingly, he pointed to Troy, who held up a fist as if daring the girl to fight him. In a snit, Penelope turned her nose up at him and marched off.

Grinning at each other for having successfully harassed their baby sister, Troy and Patrick continued to stand there as the de Wolfe family emerged. It was William and Jordan leading most of their offspring, including the younger brothers, Edward and Thomas, and daughter Katheryn, who was married to Alec Hage. Behind the de Wolfe family came a variety of guests, including the Earl of Teviot, Adam de Longley, and his wife, several knights serving de Longley, and several other men who were allied knights of de Longley and de Wolfe.

It was quite a parade of well-dressed, important people, but the Hage family was last, bringing the bride and groom with them. Kieran had hold of Rose, possessively, while James came along behind them, looking rather left out as Kieran and Jemma fussed over their daughter. As James passed by Troy and Patrick, they fell in on either side of him, essentially escorting their brother to his wedding.

Father Bernardo and Father Stephen were waiting for the wedding party at the entrance to the great hall, standing in the arched doorway to begin the mass. Usually, marriages were performed at the doorway to the church but, in this case, it would have to be the great hall. As Rose and James took their places in front of the priests to receive the blessing and have the ceremonial ribbon to bind their hands together, everyone watched with approval and with awe, witnessing the marriage of a couple who were very much in love.

It was a beautiful, touching ceremony from the start.

In the midst of the droning Latin and the ringing of small bells, Troy and Patrick caught a glimpse of their parents up at the front of the crowd; Jordan was weeping with joy while William had a tight hold of Penelope, clinging to his youngest child as he watched James get married. It seemed to Troy that his father needed something to hold on to as another de Wolfe child left the nest. God help them all when Penelope married. But it also made Troy reflect back on the day he married his first wife, Helene, because it was in a group much like this one.

Warm memories enveloped him as he thought back to that balmy summer’s day. It had been the first marriage in both families and Paris had wept uncontrollably through the entire ceremony, losing his daughter as he was. Troy grinned to himself as he remembered Helene, usually a cool and calm character, telling her father to stop weeping like a woman. When he wouldn’t stop, she started weeping, too. Because she was weeping, her mother and sisters started weeping until there wasn’t a dry eye in the church.

Troy still laughed about that.

He was so caught up in his reflections of that bittersweet day that before he realized it, the ceremony was over and everyone was moving into the great hall where a vast feast awaited them. With the wedding concluded, the festivities were beginning and Troy was the last one behind Patrick to filter into the great hall.

As soon as he walked in the door, however, Penelope was standing just inside the doorway with a piece of kindling she’d taken from the hearth. As Patrick stepped through, she whacked the man on the knee, causing him to falter. Troy was swift enough to miss the kindling that came flying at him, which he grabbed and turned on Penelope. But Penelope screamed and ran to her father, pointing out that Troy was trying to beat her with a stick, much to William’s disapproval.

So much for Troy and Patrick having the last laugh.

As Penelope smirked, Troy and Patrick plotted their revenge on an eight-year-old girl. But it would have to wait until a time she would least expect it. At the moment, she was on her guard, so Troy and his brother retreated to the long feasting table that contained the newly married couple and most of the families. All was happy and bright as the food began to make its rounds and the wine flowed freely.

The fare for the wedding feast was quite extensive – sides of aged, dried beef had been roasted or boiled, along with fowl, winter vegetables, oat cakes with honey, and a variety of nuts, peas, beans, and copious amounts of bread. It was truly a feast for a king and several of Questing’s soldiers, who happened to play instruments, formed a minstrel group in one corner of the hall and began to play loudly.

It was smoky, loud, and warm in the feasting hall as James and Rose were repeatedly toasted. As more good wishes went around the hall, Hector, Apollo, and Alec Hage made their way down the table to sit with Troy and Patrick, senior knights and commanders who had grown up together and had faced both life and death together. The men toasted the married couple, coming up with more toasts as they went along. Very quickly, there was some drunken laughter going on as the expensive and sweet wine flooded their veins.

It was truly an evening to remember.

Troy had forgotten about his absent twin, instead, enjoying the camaraderie that he did have – his brothers, his dear friends and cousins. There were many of them, men he loved dearly, and thoughts of Scott faded as the hours passed. He was more interested in listening to Hector and Apollo, very humorous men, tell stories about their adventure in a seedier part of London when they’d gone there on business with their father. Something about a whore with no hand who used her stump in ways better left unsaid, as Hector explained it, but Apollo swore she was very good with that stump. It was all quite funny and Troy laughed more than he’d laughed in a very long time. He was moderately drunk, and enjoying himself quite a bit, when he looked down the table and caught the expression on his father’s face.

As if the man had seen a ghost.

Suddenly, things weren’t so funny and Troy was concerned with his father’s expression. William was looking at the hall entry, but Troy had his back to it. He was about to turn and look to see what had his father so rattled when his mother suddenly screamed and leapt out of her seat, rushing around the table towards the entry door.

In fact, several people were gasping with surprise, with shock, and James and William actually bolted to their feet. It was then that Troy turned to see what had them all so excited.

It was a sight he never thought he’d see ever again.

“Scott,” Troy heard Patrick whisper.

Scott!

Troy could hardly believe his eyes. Was the wine playing tricks on him? He closed his eyes and shook his head, but when he opened his eyes again, Scott de Wolfe was still standing in the hall entry, bundled up heavily against the freezing temperatures.

It was really him.

When Troy realized it was no apparition, he felt as if he’d been hit in the stomach. For a moment, he couldn’t breathe. All he could do was stare. Patrick was already out of his seat, moving to the hall entry just as the rest of the de Wolfe family was, and Troy could hear his mother weeping as she threw her arms around her Prodigal Son.

God, they were painful tears, tears of joy and yet sorrow. Four years of longing, of waiting and wondering, had finally come to an end for Jordan and all of the emotion she’d kept bottled up for those years was bursting forth.

Scott had come home!

The joy, the surprise, was contagious. The entire table began gravitating in Scott’s direction at this point, everyone moving to greet the son that had run off those years ago. Troy actually lost sight of Scott as the man was bombarded by people who were so very happy to see him, so anxious to greet him.

All except Troy.

He was virtually the only one left at the table because he simply couldn’t make himself go to the man. As shocked as he was to see him, it was shock compounded with all of the bitterness and resentment he’d been feeling. Those emotions were always close to the surface when it came to Scott. But now with the man’s surprising appearance, they were stronger than they’d ever been.

All he could feel now was loathing.

And he wasn’t going to go running to the man and welcome him back, pretending that everything was all right, pretending that Scott hadn’t hurt people with his cowardice. When he’d run out, he’d taken the guts of his parents and everyone else who loved him and stomped on them. Now, here he was, returned because he received an invitation to his brother’s wedding. Or was it something else?

Was he here to ruin Christmas for them all?

Well, Troy wasn’t going to put up with it. He simply turned around, collected his cup of wine, and pretended not to care. But that wasn’t good enough. He could still hear people welcoming Scott. Everyone was so happy about it. He could hear his Uncle Paris’s voice above all. The man was ecstatic. That kind of joy sickened and disgusted Troy. Didn’t they remember what Scott had done to them all?

Didn’t they realize he had made a conscious choice not to be part of the family?

But Troy realized it. He realized what everyone else did not. Slamming his cup down, he vacated the table and slipped out of the hall from the servant’s alcove.

Out in the crisp, black night, he moved away from the hall and the festivities, struggling to get a rein on his emotions. He wasn’t paying attention to where he was going; he was simply walking, putting distance between himself and the great hall where his Prodigal Brother had returned. He didn’t want to see him; he couldn’t see him. All of those people were gleefully willing to forget Scott’s selfishness, but Troy wasn’t.

He wasn’t willing to forget anything.

Somehow, Troy found himself in Questing’s long, slender chapel. The front half of the structure was the church while the back half of it was a burial crypt. Scott’s wife, Athena, and their two children, Beatrice and Andrew, were buried there, right next to Helene and her two children, Arista and Acacia. The women were lying head to head in their separate crypts, close in death as they had been in life.

Troy wandered into the rear of the chapel, going to Helene’s crypt, which was something he did every time he visited Questing. His new wife, Rhoswyn, had visited Helene, too, so it wasn’t unusual for Troy to be here. These days, he felt peace with it, like visiting an old friend. But now, he was here to talk to the dead. He didn’t want to talk to anyone living at the moment.

They wouldn’t understand.

Helene’s crypt had a beautifully carved effigy of her holding her two daughters in slumber and at her feet lay a wolf. Carved into the base of the crypt were the following words –

Lady Helene, beloved wife of Troy

Arista – Acacia

They are simply sleeping

Troy stood there a moment, looking at the effigy of his first wife. He had been here for her, even after death. He’d respected her memory, unlike his brother. Then, his gaze moved to Athena’s crypt and he wandered over to it. Her effigy was nearly the same, only she had her two children on either side of her, arms around them both. At the base of her crypt was inscribed:

Lady Athena, beloved wife of Scott

Andrew – Beatrice

Angels on earth, angels in heaven

Troy sighed heavily as he looked at his sister-in-law’s crypt. The more he looked at it, the more angst he felt.

“He’s returned, Tee,” he said quietly. “Can you believe it? I just saw him standing in the great hall. James has married, you know. I do not know if your mother or father have told you, but James married Rosie today. The entire family was here except Scott, but he just showed up. Everyone is welcoming him home as if he is a long-lost hero.”

Even as he said it, he could hear his bitterness in his voice. So much anger. He put his hands on Athena’s crypt, distress in his expression.

“I never told you how sorry I was for what he did,” he said hoarsely. “When you and Bee and Andy were brought back, someone should have been there for you. Scott should have been there for you. He was your husband, was he not? But he left you to die alone, to be buried alone. He left it to the rest of us to try to fill that hole, but we could not. Scott was such a coward that he ran away and left everything behind. Now, he has come back and I do not know what to do. I am not sure I can overcome what he’s done.”

Those last few words were the crux of the situation. Too much sadness and resentment had built up in Troy for him to adequately handle what he was feeling. He moved to stand between the two crypts, leaning against Helene’s crypt as he put his hand on the head of Athena’s effigy.

“I have gone my entire life believing my brother was the most noble, moral man alive,” he muttered. “He could do no wrong in my eyes. He was perfect and I adored him. But when he ran… that made me see him differently. That made me see how weak he truly was and, try as I might, I am still having trouble accepting that the man I loved most in this world, the man I thought I knew better than anyone, is a coward. Is that to be his legacy? That he ran away when you and the children needed him most?”

“Do you want to know why I ran away?”

A familiar voice filled the dark, musty air of the burial vault and Troy turned to see Scott standing just inside the doorway that led from the nave.

For a moment, Troy simply stood there and stared at the man, a million thoughts and emotions running through his mind. But he couldn’t seem to grasp one, nor speak one. He couldn’t seem to bring forth those words of hatred or condemnation when he needed them most. But as he looked at his brother, the wall of composure he’d kept up was starting to come down, stone by stone. He could feel the angst in his chest bursting forth and it was difficult… so very difficult… to keep a rein on what he was feeling.

“What are you doing here?” he finally asked. “How did you find me?”

“Papa thought you might have come here.”

Troy grunted, returning his gaze to the crypt. “And so, I did,” he said. “I never thought I would see you ever again.”

Scott de Wolfe took a step into the vault, and then another. Whereas Troy was dark-haired and rather swarthy looking, Scott took after their mother’s side of the family, with honey-blond hair and hazel eyes. He was riveted to his twin, a man he hadn’t seen in four years and, suddenly, four years of longing and pain and confusion seemed to come to a rapid head. Seeing his brother was emotional enough, but seeing the contempt in his brother’s eyes was more than his soul could bear. At this moment, at this blessed moment, Scott had to say what he’d been waiting four years to say, whether or not Troy wanted to hear it.

He’d come all this way to say it.

“I can imagine that you thought so,” he said huskily. “I am equally sure that you are not anxious to do so. I do not blame you, Troy. I do not fault you for anything you are feeling towards me. But for my own sake, I must tell you why I ran that day.”

Troy was starting to tremble, his emotions getting the better of him. He pointed to Athena’s effigy. “Do not tell me,” he said. “Tell her. Tell Tee why you ran off like a coward instead of remaining with her like you should have. The woman had to be buried alone, for Christ’s sake, because her husband was nowhere to be found. Do you have any idea how horrible that was?”

Behind him, he could hear Scott’s footfalls as the man made his way over to the crypt that contained his dead wife and children. They were slow and labored steps. Finally, Scott just stood there a moment, staring down at the crypt, and Troy couldn’t even look at him. He had to turn away, realizing his eyes were burning with angry, unshed tears.

“Greetings, Tee,” Scott said softly, although his voice was tight with emotion. “I am sure you do not wish to see me, either, but I have come nonetheless. Troy is right… you were buried alone. I should have been here for you and the children, but I was not. God forgive me for that. But something caused me to run, something that affected me so deeply that it was as if I no longer had any control over my heart or my mind. Troy has asked me to tell you why I ran away when I should have remained here, strong and tall, so I will tell you. I remember that day very clearly, you see, because I had spoken with you right before you got into that carriage with your sister. Do you recall? I was the one who had the carriage brought around and I was the one who personally loaded you and Bea and Andy into the carriage. I kissed you farewell and I watched you ride off, knowing full well that we’d had terrible rains as of late and that the rivers and creeks between Questing and Berwick Castle were overflowing their banks. You were going to Berwick that day to see Patrick’s new son. I even loaded the baby’s gifts into the carriage with you. I put you in that carriage.”

There was no reply from the stone effigy. Not that Scott expected that there would be, but after four years of avoiding this moment, now he was here, facing his dead wife and children, feeling those emotions of grief and anguish bubble up again, emotions he had healed from for the most part. But he knew he would never be completely healed until he faced what terrified him most, and this was that moment.

He was facing the results of his actions.

“It was me,” he said as he began to break down. “I did it. I put you and Helene in the carriage. I could have stopped you; I could have told you to travel another day when the land was not so soggy, but I did not. I was preoccupied with an errand for my father and I was not as cautious as I should have been. All of this… you and the children, Helene and the girls… all of this was because of me.”

His voice cracked at the end and the tears began to fall on the stone. Standing at the head of the crypt, Troy couldn’t stop the tears, either. Hearing his brother’s voice, hearing his thoughts and emotions from the past four years, were carving into him like a knife. The pain was excruciating. He was still looking away from Scott, his eyes closed as tears streamed down his cheeks.

So, the truth had come forth – the guilt Scott had felt at letting the women go on the journey that would ultimately claim their lives. It had never even crossed Troy’s mind that Scott should feel that way, for what had happened had been an accident. At least, Troy saw it that way, but Scott had clearly spent four years shouldering tremendous guilt.

God, it was horrific to hear.

“Scott…,” he began hoarsely.

But Scott cut him off. “I am sorry, Troy,” he wept softly. “I am so sorry that I caused your pain. I am so sorry that I did this to you. If I could have exchanged my life for the lives of Athena and Helene, please know that I would have. But the worst part of all was when I returned to Questing and Papa told me what had happened. As I stood there, unable to believe it, you came out of the keep and fell to your knees. As I watched, the strongest man I’d ever known vomited into the earth and collapsed right before my very eyes. And I watched it all, knowing that it was my fault. Your pain was my fault. Was I a coward for running? I was. God knows, I was. But I was too disturbed to stay, too afraid I would crumble into a thousand pieces of agony that would never be put back together again. If grief had collapsed you the way it did, what on earth would it do to me?”

Troy had his hand over his face, weeping into his hand. It was the grieving he’d done four years ago, now with his brother’s pain compounding his because Scott felt that he was to blame for everything.

Now, he was grieving for his brother.

“It was not your fault,” Troy whispered, wiping at his face and struggling to stop the tears. Finally, he looked at his brother, seeing the man he’d always loved, the man he’d been the closest to. “I never blamed you for what happened. But I did blame you for running from it.”

“I could not face you.”

“What else was I supposed to think, if not cowardice, from a man who did not have a cowardly bone in his body? How was I supposed to know you ran because of guilt?”

Scott shook his head, not even bothering to wipe the tears from his face. “You could not think anything other than what you did,” he said. “It looks like cowardice. It was. But in my defense, I saw it as self-preservation, I suppose. I saw it as removing the cause of everyone’s anguish.”

Troy took a deep breath, fighting down the tears and struggling for calm. All of the anger and resentment he’d been feeling was melting away as he began to understand Scott’s perspective.

In truth, he should have suspected it all along, but he’d been too hurt to try. Now, he understood a great deal and the hate, the bitterness, was gone. He couldn’t keep it up, not when Scott was hurting so badly. He went to his brother, a man he loved so deeply, and put his hand on the man’s face. He just stood there a moment, looking at him, feeling as if all of this was some kind of dream. Scott was really here, in front of him, and it was time for him to say everything he’d been wanting to say to the man.

He’d waited long enough.

“It was not your fault,” he said, more firmly. “It was a terrible accident. It could have been any one of us putting the women in the carriage and seeing them off. It just happened to be you. And it never occurred to me, in all these four years, to blame you for that. I do not, nor have I ever, blamed you for what happened. But I have missed you every single day of the past four years, Scott. I thought you decided you did not want to be my brother any longer.”

Scott smiled weakly, seeing the light of forgiveness in his brother’s eyes where only moments before, there had been animosity and rage. “I thought, mayhap, you did not want me to be your brother any longer,” he admitted.

Troy shook his head. “You are part of me and I am part of you,” he said. “But I am sorry you felt as if you had to stay away. I am sorry you did not feel as if we could draw strength from one another in this time of sorrow.”

Scott reached up, gripping the hand that was on his face. His brother’s touch was incredibly comforting, more than he’d ever realized. “I was a fool,” he said. “It took me a long time to come to terms with my grief and with my guilt. It was just easier to try and shut everything out so it did not consume me. The longer I stayed away, the more difficult it was to face it.”

Troy understood that. Sometimes, men had moments of weakness that they lived to regret. He gripped his brother’s hand tightly.

“Tell me that you will not disappear again, then,” he said. “Tell me that you have come home to stay and that we shall never again be without each other.”

Scott was nodding his head even before Troy finished his sentence. “That is why I came home,” he said. “It was time. When I received the missive regarding James’ wedding, I knew I had to come. My wife encouraged me to come.”

Troy smiled faintly. “Papa said you had married again.”

Scott smiled in return. “Avrielle is her name,” he said. “She is a remarkable woman of great wisdom and I considered myself blessed. You will like her, Troy. I know you will.”

“I am sure of it.”

“Papa tells me that you have married again, too.”

Troy nodded. “Rhoswyn is Scots,” he said. “A finer woman you will never meet.”

“Papa also says she terrorizes you.”

Troy broke down into a laugh. “When you meet her, see if she does not terrorize you, also,” he said. “She is the only child of Red Keith Kerr and he raised her like a son. She fights like a warrior, Scott. Do not tangle with the woman, for you will lose.”

Scott was warming to the conversation, so incredibly glad to be speaking to his brother again, as if he’d never left him. The warmth, the bond, was still there. It hadn’t been completely destroyed, and he could feel it strengthening by the second.

“Red Keith Kerr, you say?” he repeated. “Of Sibbald’s Hold?”

“The same.”

“I did not even know he had a daughter.”

“Nor did I until it was too late.”

Scott laughed. Troy laughed. Suddenly, they were throwing their arms around each other, embracing one another tightly. All of the hurt, guilt, and resentment was gone in that instant, never to come between them again.

“God, I’ve missed you,” Troy said, his throat tight with emotion. “Swear to me you will not leave me again. When you left, I felt so abandoned.”

Scott clutched his brother tightly. “I swear I will never leave you, not ever,” he whispered. “Forgive me for leaving you, Troy. Forgive me for not being strong enough to stay.”

Troy stopped hugging his brother long enough to look the man in the eye. “You did what you had to do in order to keep your sanity,” he said. “I suppose I understand that now. Everyone was trying to tell me that, but it was difficult to swallow. But as Papa has said all along, every man grieves in his own way. My way was to remain here and to suffer through the agony. Your way was to try to forget about it. But I am so sorry you felt as if you were responsible for everything. It was not your fault.”

Scott forced a smile at his beloved brother. “I will come to accept that someday.”

Troy patted him on the cheek again. “I hope you do,” he said. “Now… I suppose we should go back to the hall. Everyone will want to see you, you know. Already, it is probably killing Mother to give us this time alone.”

Scott’s grin broadened. “Papa is probably having to tie her down somewhere.”

Troy snorted. “Then we had better go back to the hall and spare them both the agony.”

Scott nodded, but his gaze moved to the crypt containing his wife and younger children. “Go ahead,” he said. “I need to spend a few moments with Tee and the girls, as I should have done before.”

That gave Troy pause. “Will you be okay?”

“I will, I swear it.”

“As you wish,” Troy said. His eyes lingered on the man for a moment. “I am so glad you’ve come home. It is the best Christmas gift I could have hoped for.”

Scott gave him a lopsided grin. “A Christmas miracle is more like it. The miracle is your forgiveness, Troy.”

Troy simply shook his head. “It is the bond of brotherhood that goes deeper than any common bond,” he said. “Whatever happened four years ago… remember that we are stronger together than apart.”

“Agreed.”

Giving his brother another hug, Troy wandered from the vault, leaving Scott alone in the shadowed, cold depths. Once he heard Troy’s boot falls fade, he turned to the beautiful effigy of the woman he once loved.

Reaching out, he put a hand on her cold, stone face.

“Mayhap if Troy can forgive me, you can, too,” he murmured. “Mayhap someday, I will feel as if you have. But I do want to tell you that I have remarried, Tee. I know you would like her – she is kind and generous, and I love her. I never thought I would find love again, but I have. I hope – nay, I know – that you are happy for me.”

It made him think of Avrielle, his wife, and all of his children, both living and dead. He’d suffered through some terrible tragedies in his life, but he was home again now. He would be stronger for it. Reaching out, he touched the effigy one last time.

“I thought you would want to know that I am happy again,” he whispered. “I hope you are, too.”

There was no answer, of course, but Scott smiled at the effigy just the same. He’d been dreading this moment, the moment when he would face his wife’s crypt. But it was becoming easier as the moments passed. He was coming to grips with it and he knew it wouldn’t be the last time he came to visit Athena and the children. In fact, returning to Castle Questing felt as if he’d never left. Wherever he lived, Questing would always be home to him. As much as he loved his new wife and his life with her in the wilds of Cumbria, Questing was where his family was.

As difficult as it had been, he was glad he’d come home.

Very glad.

Bending over the crypt, he kissed Athena, Beatrice, and Andrew’s effigies, feeling that some larger part of him was now complete. No more guilt, no more missing his family, no more trying to shut out a part of his life that could not be forgotten. He didn’t want to forget about it any longer.

Someday, he’d bring Avrielle to Questing and then, the healing process would be complete. He would come full circle. But until that time, he intended to enjoy the family he’d not seen in four long years.

Finally, the Prodigal Son had returned. Peace had been made.

On a dark and cold December night, the de Wolfes had the most joyous Christmas of all.
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* THE END *


A WOLFE AMONG DRAGONS


A Medieval Romance

By Kathryn Le Veque

A Sons of de Wolfe Novel


Author’s Note


This is the book that my readers have really been begging me to write.

But how to bring back a dead man?

I admit it; I kill off characters left and right. Hey! It’s Medieval times – and everybody dies! In this case, I killed off a character before anyone had ever met him. James de Wolfe was a mention in “Serpent”, which was the first sequel I ever wrote to “The Wolfe”. In it, I named off all of the de Wolfe offspring and James, other than a stillborn daughter, was the only de Wolfe child to die. It didn’t really matter much until I started to write the Sons of de Wolfe sub-series for the de Wolfe Pack and then we got to meet James and see what a great guy he was. He was featured the most in “A Joyous de Wolfe Christmas”, where he was marrying his love, Rose Hage.

Well, my readers loved him, and I was repeatedly asked why I’d killed him off. We had Scott, Troy, Patrick, and then no James. So, I set about doing what only I, as the author, can do. I brought James back from the dead.

Lazarus, rise!

Now, understand that much like William, I, too, have a son named James, and it is true that I modeled William’s son after my own, never thinking I’d have to write about him, but here I am. That means this book is especially emotional for me because when I see James de Wolfe, I see my own son. The opening scene was done with tears. Way too close to home.

The Welsh culture and country features strongly in this novel, so a few things to note – much like the Scots and the Irish did, the Welsh also has a particular way they did surnames – for example, sons had their father’s name as a surname (Angus, the son of Fadden, would be named Angus MacFadden), and with the Welsh, it was male/female specific. For example: Evan, the son of Rhodri, would be Evan ap Rhodri, while the daughter, Morgan, would be Morgan ferch Rhodri. “Ferch” means daughter or girl, as does “merch”. Kind of like the English language has several names for a female, so do the Welsh.

Also, I’m going to give you, dear Reader, a pronunciation key because Welsh names can really be tough. In Welsh, the dd is a th sound, and the double ll sound is even weirder – a sound we don’t have in English. The best way I can describe it is if you put your tongue just behind your upper front teeth and blow. Air hisses out from either side of your tongue, but that’s how to pronounce the double ll sound. So, I’ve kept some of the spellings phonetic for the English-speaking reader. It’s easier if you know the phonetic sound:

Blaidd – Blayth is the phonetic spelling.

Fairynne – FAIR-in (not Fairy-anne!)

Merch/Ferch – daughter in Welsh

Ie – this means “yes” in Welsh, but for the ease of the reader, I have changed the spelling to Aye (which is more familiar).

Teulu – (pronounced ty-loo) literally meaning “family”. These were the warlord’s bodyguards/personal warriors.

Llandeilo – Pronounced with that odd “hissing tongue” noise for the double lls – so it’s essentially “hissing noise-an-day-low”

I think the one thing you’re going to discover about this story is that it’s not simple. It’s several different factions, for different reasons, and their stories intertwine. Pay attention to the timelines, because some things happen concurrently, and then some things happen days or weeks later. But rest assured, it all makes sense and, in the end, you will come to realize that a great many people had a stake in James in this very complex and emotional tale. Although it is a stand-alone, it has much more impact if you’ve read “The Wolfe”, especially since the older knights of William de Wolfe and Kieran Hage figure in this book.

Bring tissues and enjoy!
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The next generation Wolfe Pack


William and Jordan Scott de Wolfe

Scott (married to Lady Athena de Norville, issue) Second wife: Avrielle

Troy (married to Lady Helene de Norville, has issue) Second wife: Rhoswyn

Patrick (married to Lady Brighton de Favereux, has issue)

James – Killed in Wales June 1282 (married to Lady Rose Hage, has issue). Second wife (as Blayth the Strong): Asmara ferch Cader

Katheryn (James’ twin) Married Sir Alec Hage, has issue

Evelyn (married to Sir Hector de Norville, has issue)

Baby de Wolfe – died same day. Christened Madeleine.

Edward (married to Lady Cassiopeia de Norville, has issue)

Thomas

Penelope (married to Bhrodi de Shera, has issue)

Kieran and Jemma Scott Hage

Mary Alys (adopted) married, with issue

Baby Hage, died same day. Christened Bridget.

Alec (married to Lady Katheryn de Wolfe, has issue)

Christian (died Holy Land 1269 A.D.) no issue

Moira (married to Sir Apollo de Norville, has issue)

Kevin (married to Annavieve de Ferrers, has issue)

Rose (widow of Sir James de Wolfe, has issue). Second husband: Gethin de Lara, grandson of Sean de Lara

Nathaniel

Paris and Caladora Scott de Norville

Hector (married to Lady Evelyn de Wolfe, has issue)

Apollo (married to Lady Moira Hage, has issue)

Helene (married to Sir Troy de Wolfe, has issue)

Athena (married to Sir Scott de Wolfe, has issue)

Adonis

Cassiopeia (married to Sir Edward de Wolfe, has issue)
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A Night of Dragons


13th c. poem ~ by Fr. Jestin y Dale

In the darkness, ’ere they came,

Children of the night, known by name.

A dragon’s call, so high the cost,

A mournful cry, a son was lost.

He died that night, the story told,

But from the ashes, a warrior rose.

A man of iron, of heart and soul,

A man with a past no one could know.

Joy and glee turned night to day,

The Wolfe’s son has returned,

With Dragons, they say.
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James could match any of his brothers’ prowesses in a fight, but he had something more that they didn’t – compassion for the enemy, a deep compassion that, at times, had turned him into a brooding and moody man. James felt more deeply than most, was more patient than Job himself, and would much rather negotiate his way out of a fight than quickly draw arms. They were such wonderful qualities and William adored his boy for them. He had a soft spot for James and his wise, gentle ways…

~ A description of James de Wolfe, from “A Joyous de Wolfe Christmas”
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PREFACE


St. Jestin’s National History Museum

Llandovery, Wales

Present Day

It was the Children’s Hour.

The small museum of St. Jestin’s was a tribute to the national history of Wales, but it was mostly a tribute to the spirit and legends based in Welsh folklore. It was a very popular tourist destination because of the Medieval and Dark Ages relics, and it even had some Roman relics that held a good deal of fascination for the folks who came to visit on lazy days, either to get out of the rain or to bring the children for something to do. There was an entire children’s area to the museum where Mr. Nolwynn, a local historian known to walk down the streets of Llandovery in historic costumes, would tell stories of heroes or events long ago past.

But he always put the Nolwynn spin on things.

This week, it was stories of Llywelyn the Last and of the near cult-like status the man had earned following his death in 1282 AD. Mr. Nolwynn wore replica tunics worn by Llywelyn and men like him, and he told stories of the battles, bringing weapons modeled after those from the era that he’d made himself. They weren’t sharp, and the kids could touch them and get excited about their own history and heroes. Mr. Nolwynn’s Children’s Hour drew families from all across southern Wales.

Today, he had an entire class from the local preparatory school on a field trip to the museum. They were well-behaved for the most part, although they were a little noisy at times. The boys wanted to see the weapons and the girls were mostly bored because the relics didn’t interest them much. Mr. Nolwynn had walked them through the Medieval section of the museum on their way to the “story veranda”, so it was called, but he could see that he was losing about half of his audience. These were young adults, around thirteen years of age, so they were easily distracted and easily bored.

But he had a plan.

The story veranda was full of costumes and fake weapons and models of castles that he’d built himself. He even brought in Lego castles so there was something the younger kids could touch and play with, and he made a tiny dragon flag, the national flag of Wales, to fly on the battlements of the Lego castle. As the group of young people and teachers entered the story veranda, he had them all sit on the floor while he went to a cabinet and opened it up.

Cloaks and costumes were stuffed into the wardrobe and, at the bottom, was a stack of small green and white squares that the kids could stick together with double-sided tape and then cut out a red felt dragon to paste on top of it and make their own dragon flags. But those were for the younger children he often entertained, as the older ones usually didn’t go for something so juvenile.

Pushing aside the cutouts, he pulled forth an old woolen cloak that smelled of mothballs. He swung it around his slender shoulders, knocking his glasses sideways as he did so. As he straightened up his glasses, he turned to the fidgety group on the floor.

“This will be an exciting time for you,” he told them. “Today is the anniversary of the Battle of Gwendraith Castle. It happened on this day in the year twelve hundred and eighty-seven. It isn’t far from us. Have any of you been there?”

The students looked around at each other. One or two raised their hands as the teachers tried to shush those who were giggling. Old Mr. Nolwynn continued.

“There was a very important battle at Gwendraith Castle in the Welsh quest for independence against Edward, who wanted our country for his own.” He could see that his words weren’t having any impact on the teenagers, so he decided to go for the dramatics. “Did you know that a wolf fought that battle? Have any of you heard of him?”

The students were looking around at each other until one boy, with a round face and shiny dark hair, raised his hand.

“Is that the Dragon Tamer?” he asked.

Mr. Nolwynn nodded vigorously. “Exactly. The man I speak of is a rather obscure Welsh hero and his story is told in a very old tale called ‘The Wolf and the Dragon Princess’,” he said. “He has been called the Dragon Tamer by some. Other names are the Ghost, the Beast, and I’ve even heard him called Lazarus.”

“Why?” the young man asked.

Mr. Nolwynn fixed on him. “Because local legend said he rose from the dead,” he said. “Let me tell you about the story of the wolf who fought amongst the dragons. It’s not a well-known legend, but it’s one that has appeared in a few historical documents. The man who wrote ‘The Wolf and the Dragon Princess’ is the Medieval priest this very museum was named after. Jestin y Dale, or Jestin of the Dale as he was called, was a collector of many things. His church is long gone now, although the foundations still survive, but he collected many things from battles local to the Ystrad Tywi, the very valley we live in. During Medieval times, there were a great many battles in this area and Father Jestin made a point of collecting what he could from them.”

The same boy was holding his hand up, ignoring his friends who were poking at him and snorting.

“Why did he collect the things left over from the battles?” he asked.

Mr. Nolwynn pointed a finger at him. “That is an excellent question,” he said. “For safe keeping, perhaps. Or maybe he was just a hoarder.”

The kids began to laugh at that, now a little more interested in what he was saying, and Mr. Nolwynn continued.

“In any case,” he said, “Jestin collected so many things that the Church, who kept all of it, eventually gave it over to this very town where Jestin’s parish was, and it is the town that opened this museum. And Jestin’s writings are the only record we have of the wolf who lived among the dragons. There is a famous poem about him, also written by Jestin, called ‘A Night of Dragons’. Has anyone heard of it?”

Another boy, with bright red hair, lifted his hand. “I’ve heard of it. My father has it on the wall of his office.”

Mr. Nolwynn nodded eagerly. “It is a very old poem,” he said. “It means something different to everyone, I think. National pride or maybe even a metaphor for a second chance at life. Whatever the case, the story behind that famous old poem is the tale you will hear today, some of it told through Jestin’s words and some of it told through mine. I’m sure Jestin’s account is not complete because it doesn’t give us much background on the man, but I would like to believe that the truth of the matter is stranger than fiction.”

Some of the kids began to pipe up, asking to hear the poem, and Mr. Nolwynn held up his hands to quiet them. When the room stilled, he fingered the rough woolen cloak he was wearing.

“Heroes aren’t just the men you see in the movies or in books,” he said. “Heroes come in many shapes and sizes, men of great valor and bravery. Sometimes it’s a lifetime of heroic deeds, or sometimes it’s just one heroic moment in time, but all heroes have something in common – their moments of bravery make history. Maybe they do it with a sword, or a gun, or by saving a life, or even by wearing a woolen cloak like this one and doing what they believed was right because they believed strongly enough in their destiny – or their patriotism – to make a difference. In any era, all heroes are the same. They do what they have to do, because it is the right thing to do.”

It was a powerful little speech, one that managed to quiet all of the kids down. Now, Mr. Nolwynn had their full attention as he recited the poem they’d been waiting for:

“In the darkness, ’ere they came,

Children of the night, known by name.

A dragon’s call, so high the cost,

A mournful cry, a son was lost.

He died that night, the story told,

But from the ashes, a warrior rose.

A man of iron, of heart and soul,

A man with a past no one could know.

Joy and glee turned night to day,

The Wolfe’s son has returned,

With Dragons, they say.”

When he was finished, the young people seemed very eager to hear more. And that was how Mr. Nolwynn had planned it.

“Now,” he said quietly. “From that poem, we know that the Dragon Tamer was a great warrior, the son of someone named Wolfe. That’s not a Welsh name and scholars have speculated that he was English, or even Teutonic, but we may never know. What we do know is that he was part of Rhys ap Maredudd’s rebellion in 1287 AD, and that he led a great uprising in the south before disappearing completely. But we can find no documentation of his death, or even his birth, leading some scholars to believe that maybe such a man never even existed. But something tells me that he did, because Jestin said he did. And, as we all know, priests don’t lie.”

That brought a chuckle from the group. The boy with the red hair was raising his hand again.

“So if this Dragon Tamer had a story, what do you think it is?” he asked. “You must know what his life was like.”

Mr. Nolwynn grinned, showing off his brand-new dentures. “I would imagine a very good adventure for him, for the brief time we assume he existed. I hope Jestin will forgive me for speculating on, but this is the way I believe his story goes. It all starts at the Battle of Llandeilo in the summer of 1282 AD…”
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PROLOGUE


Llandeilo, Wales

June, Year of our Lord 1282

“Papa! You must let him go! We must retreat!”

Sir Troy de Wolfe was screaming at his father. Coming from a man who did not scream, it was indicative of the horrific situation.

The Welsh had been waiting for them.

It had been such a stupid folly on the part of the English, something William de Wolfe, Troy’s father, had warned against. The English had been victorious in a battle that had seen them sack the Welsh stronghold of Carreg Cennen Castle. Edward I’s campaign against the Welsh had them in Southern Wales at this point in time, but William had warned the Earl of Gloucester, who was in charge of this particular movement, against proceeding so far into the country without adequate troops. Unfortunately, the arrogant earl wasn’t apt to listen to England’s greatest warrior, a man who had seen more battles than most.

And that lapse of judgment had led William, his sons, and many other English knights right into an ambush.

They were paying the price.

“Papa!” This shout came from another son, Patrick. The largest de Wolfe son was holding off an attack of rabid Welsh warriors as William sat on the ground with his dying son in his arms. “Papa, we must flee! You must leave James!”

But William was in a world of anguish as he held his child against him. The man had been struck in the head by a morning star, which had knocked him off his steed, while several Welsh rebels had swarmed over him and used his body like a pin cushion. William couldn’t even count the number of injuries on his boy; all he knew was that there was blood everywhere and the man was dying. Truth was, he was probably already dead, but William refused to admit it.

He couldn’t admit it.

Not James!

“I will carry him,” he rasped. “I will carry him and he will be healed.”

He shifted the body, trying to stand up even as his sons and several soldiers tried to protect England’s greatest knight who was, in fact, a very old man. That was the reality of it. William de Wolfe had no business being in battle at his age, but he was healthy enough and there was no reason for him not to except his advanced years.

But at this moment, England’s greatest knight was very close to losing his life in an inglorious Welsh ambush.

Scott de Wolfe, Troy’s twin and a fine healer in his own right, pushed his way out of the fighting to get to his father and dying brother. Tears stung his eyes as he looked down at James’ pale face, seeing the extent of the head wound and knowing that if his brother wasn’t already dead, he wasn’t long for this world. As a healer, he could be somewhat logical about it but, as a brother to James, he was devastated.

But the problem wasn’t James as much as it was William – the man was so grief-stricken that he couldn’t even see his way to comprehend what was happening around him. All he could do was clutch James fiercely and weep openly over the man. My boy… my sweet baby boy, he said, over and over. But Scott could see what was going on around them. They had been ambushed and they were outmanned. If they did not leave Llandeilo at that moment then none of them were going to survive.

“Papa,” he said as calmly as he could, putting his hands on James to try and pull him away from his father. “You must leave him. We cannot risk carrying James with us, as he will slow us down. He would understand. Do you hear me? We must make all due haste away from here.”

But William shook his head, violently. “I cannot leave him,” he wept. “I will not leave my son behind.”

Scott could see his brothers, Troy and Patrick, and several other cousins and family members struggling with the Welsh. So far, the ambush had been a massacre of English knights and unless Scott pulled his father out of harm’s way, it would claim even more of them. He yelled at his brother, Patrick.

“Atty!” he boomed. “Help me or we all die!”

Atty was the nickname for the biggest de Wolfe brother, Patrick, and Scott had summoned the man for a reason. William had a stable of very strong sons, but Patrick was the largest and the strongest. If he had any chance of separating his father from James, then he was going to need help and Patrick was probably the only one strong enough to do it. Physically, it was going to be a battle.

But Patrick had his own problems. Because he was so big, the Welsh seemed to be determined to take him down, so he was fighting for his life even as Scott called to him. There was no way for him to break away.

Yet, Scott’s call did not go unheeded. Two older knights, the oldest and dearest friends that William had, were also in the fray, fighting with their sons, trying desperately not to be killed. In the midst of the chaos, of the fighting and screaming and death, they heard Scott’s cry and they managed to disengage from the Welsh enough to stagger over to where William sat with his son in his arms.

It was a shocking sight. Neither Kieran Hage nor Paris de Norville had realized James had been struck down because they’d been fighting off to the south and they’d missed the moment when James had been toppled off his horse and attacked. Paris was a great healing knight, a man who was trusted by everyone under William de Wolfe’s command, and he had been known to heal even the hopeless. He rushed up to William, trying to separate the man from his son.

“William,” he said breathlessly. “Let me see him. Let me have him!”

William was reluctant to release his son, even to the man he had trusted with his very life for many years. The bond between William and Paris went beyond blood but, at this moment, William couldn’t seem to trust anyone with his son’s body, not even Paris.

“Uncle Paris!” Scott hissed. “James is gone. We must leave my brother here and flee!”

Paris’ fair face was pinched with exertion, with fear, and now with rage at Scott’s words. He shoved the man away.

“We will not leave James behind!” he barked. “And we do not know that he is dead!”

With that, he yanked James from William and placed the man on the ground. What he saw shook him to the core; James had been hit so hard in the head that his helm was dented. There was blood and bits of blond hair and scalp everywhere, leaking from the helm and onto James’ mail. He also had several arrows sticking out of him, and a huge gash on his neck, making him look as if he’d taken a bath in his own blood, literally.

A bloodbath.

As Paris lifted his eyelids, trying to see if the pupils were reacting, he really couldn’t tell because it was so dark around them. The Welsh had struck at sunset, just before the English had reached the safe haven of Dinefwr Castle, and the fighting in the dusk had created mass confusion and panic.

“Is he dead?” Scott demanded. “Uncle Paris – is he dead?”

Paris looked at the man on the ground. He tried to remove the helm, but it was so dented that it was nearly impossible. He tried to feel for a pulse, but with all of the jostling going on around him and layers of clothing, he couldn’t seem to find one. He could only form an opinion based on his years of experience and with tears in his eyes, he nodded.

“I believe he is,” he said quietly. “God, William… I am so very sorry.”

William was already weeping, but with Paris’ confirmation, Scott couldn’t fight back the tears. His kind, gentle, and wildly humorous brother was dead. He couldn’t even stomach the news but, in the same breath, it didn’t change the situation as a whole.

They had to get out of there.

“Then we must leave him,” he said, reaching over to pull his father away from his brother’s corpse. “We cannot carry him. It will only slow us down and the Welsh would eat us alive. We must get out of here, Papa!”

Paris was weeping, too, and over his shoulder, big and broad Kieran Hage gazed down on his daughter’s husband and felt as if he’d just lost his very own son. As Scott and Paris struggled to pull William away, Kieran fell to his knees beside James’ body and gathered the man into his arms as William had done. Now, they had another problem on their hands; William was separated from his son, but the father of James’ wife had taken his place.

“Your children shall not forget you, I swear it,” Kieran whispered, tears popping from his eyes. “They will know how bravely their father met his death, and you shall live in their hearts every day. You shall be well remembered, my sweet James. Godspeed, lad, and know that you are loved.”

With that, he struggled to pick James up and carry him, much as William had tried to do. By this time, the English were retreating, including Kieran’s own sons, Kevin and Alec. Kevin, who was James’ best friend, hadn’t seen him fall. So when he saw James in his father’s arms, panic and rage set in. He rushed to his father’s side, as did Alec and the rest of the de Wolfe brothers, now trying to herd the old men back to the horses that had been scattered in the ambush.

“Oh… God!” Kevin erupted when he saw James’ body in his father’s arms. “God, not James. Please… not James!”

It was a cry from the heart, and Kieran couldn’t even answer his son. He was devastated, struggling with the body even as Kevin tried to take it from him. But the Welsh were following, and Kevin was needed for the intense fighting that was taking place to cover their retreat. Scott and Troy were urging their father along, while Paris, his sons Apollo and Hector, and Patrick were fighting off the Welsh who very badly wanted to get their hands on the Saesneg. They’d already claimed a few English knights and their bloodlust was fed.

They wanted more.

It was utter chaos and somewhere in the retreat, Kieran stumbled and dropped James onto the ground. But the Welsh were right up behind them and he wasn’t able to reclaim the body. It was his life or James’ corpse, and Kieran’s sons were dragging him along so that he couldn’t retrieve James. They were all fighting for their lives, all scrambling to leave that dark, green-covered valley without succumbing to the Welsh.

Somehow, the English found their horses and were able to reclaim them. Even after William mounted his steed, he tried to go back for James, but it was to no avail. The Welsh had his son, and they were stripping him of everything of value. When William saw that the Welsh had put James de Wolfe’s tunic onto a stick and were waving it high like a victory banner, horror and grief consumed him. But he also knew that there was no chance for him to recover his son’s body.

The Welsh were fed by victory, and he had to leave in order to save himself.

On that day, William de Wolfe lost a piece of himself in Wales, never to be recovered again.


PART ONE


RISE OF A LEGEND
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CHAPTER ONE


August, Year of our Lord 1287

Carmarthen Castle, Wales

It was a gathering among gatherings, a most important meeting that could, and would, determine quite a bit in a world where the English held parts of Wales, while still other parts were ruled by various warlords.

But this gathering was different.

Carmarthen Castle was awash with Welshmen, rebels from the mountains, from the seaside, and everything in between. All of them were gathered for a most important conference. Patience, they didn’t have.

But vengeance… they had enough to fill the ocean.

The castle sat on a rocky outcropping above the River Towy, which meandered through the green and lush land on its way to the sea. Gulls flew this far inland, swooping over the river banks and diving for meals from the scraps left on the river banks by the fishermen.

But in the village itself, tension could be felt because the roads and alleys were full of Welshmen from different tribes and ruling houses, all of them converging on the castle. There were many rivals and allies, even though every Welshman considered every other Welshman a cymry, or fellow Welsh. There was a good deal of infighting and hostility among the factions but, in all cases, those hostilities were put aside when it came to the Saesneg.

The English.

And that was why they’d gathered at Carmarthen Castle, which had been through some rough times over the past century. For the past ten years, it had belonged to Howell ap Gruffydd, who had taken it from William Marshal the Younger, but Howell hadn’t done much to effect repairs the castle so badly needed, mostly because he didn’t want a repaired castle to fall back into English hands. The castle had been tossed back and forth between the Welsh and the English over the years but, at the moment, Howell had it. But there was no guarantee that would be the case next year, or even next month.

It was, therefore, symbolic that this meeting take place at Carmarthen. And even as Welshmen flocked to the castle, men were wearing their long, woolen tunics and carrying the weapons that were traditional to Welsh warriors. These were men of mail and shields, teulu to great warlords, and always prepared for a fight. They employed effective fighting methods, and they were rabid in their love of their country.

Howell knew this because he was one of them. Standing on the second floor of the gatehouse of Carmarthen, he was watching the Welshmen as they filtered into the castle. His men were keeping watch to ensure no tempers or old hostilities flared. The peace must be kept, especially in light of what was to come. There was renewed rebellion in the air and Howell was at the head of it, but he couldn’t do it alone. If he could rouse the men of Southern Wales, then perhaps they could reclaim their country once and for all. As he stood there, envisioning the glory to come, one of his teulu, or personal guard, joined him on the wall.

“Almost everyone we have invited has come,” he said. “Men are gathering in the hall and await you.”

Howell was still looking out over the countryside, over the river that flowed like a murky, muddy ribbon. “But Morys has not arrived yet.”

The teulu shook his head. “He has not,” he said. “Morys ap Macsen has not arrived, nor has the man who fights with him.”

Howell drew in a long, thoughtful breath. “Say his name, Hew,” he said quietly. “Blayth yn gryf. They say that any battle Blayth the Strong is involved in is an assured victory because he can read the minds of the Saesneg.”

Hew had heard that, also, but he wasn’t so willing to give credence to the rumors. “Is he a witch, then? I am not certain that I want to follow a witch into battle.”

Howell smiled faintly. “He is not a witch,” he said. “He is something… more.”

Hew was uncomfortable with such talk. “What more?” he demanded. “Lord, must I remind you that we really know nothing of Blayth the Strong?”

“We know enough.”

Hew sighed sharply. “Morys said that he simply appeared in the village one day and no one seems to know where he came from,” he said. Then, he lowered his voice. “I have heard rumor that Morys found him half-dead on the field of battle and brought him back to life. Back to life! Mayhap Blayth is a wraith or a phantom that has taken the form of a man. I do not trust such a man.”

Howell looked at the man. He was an excellent soldier and a loyal servant, but he was also a worrier. He smiled. “You fret like an old woman,” he said. “There is no denying Blayth and his reputation. Many men have fought with him over the past five years and swear by his tactics. Even you have fought with him, Hew, at the skirmish near Pembroke. Do you recall how he outmaneuvered the Saesneg knights and was able to destroy the postern gate at Wiston Castle?”

Hew grew frustrated at the talk, mostly because he knew Howell was correct – the man they called Blayth the Strong was as amazing as everyone said he was. Perhaps there was even some jealousy there.

“The man moves like magic,” he said, almost sarcastically. “But he fights like a Saesneg. Mayhap he is a Saesneg.”

“You cannot know that for certain.”

“How can you say that when no one knows where he has come from?”

Howell shrugged. “Morys knows,” he said, “and I trust the man. He is a strong leader who commands many men, including Blayth. He would not betray us.”

Hew knew better than to question Morys ap Macsen’s reputation. He was a warlord that lived high in the mountains near Brecfa, about a day’s ride from Carmarthen, in a stronghold known as Mynydd Gwyn – White Mountain. He was a man of royal blood, descended from the kings of Deheubarth, from the House of Dinefwr, and was considered a great leader in the south. But he was also petty, ambitious, and conniving, and he very much wanted control of the region that had once been Deheubarth, so much so that it had driven a wedge between him and his younger brother, Cader.

Cader was supposed to be in attendance today as well, which would make things interesting when the brothers ap Macsen were in the same room together for the first time in a long while. Cader at least had some restraint, but Morys had none at all, and that was why Hew was so reluctant to trust the mysterious warrior with no past, the man who led the Welsh to victory time and time again. Morys would say anything, about anyone, if it gained him victory.

Hew didn’t trust him even if Howell did.

“Then I hope you are right,” Hew said after a moment. “I hope Morys’ mysterious warrior can do what we all hope he can do.”

Howell nodded faintly. “As I said, we have all seen him in battle. It is not as if the man hasn’t proven himself.” He paused, his attention moving to the horizon. “But I seriously wonder if Cader will make an appearance. Surely he knows his brother will be here today.”

Hew cleared his throat softly. “I have been wondering the very same thing,” he admitted. “The grandsons of Rhys Gryg are not at peace. In fact, it will make this gathering… interesting.”

Howell grinned, a lopsided gesture. “Let us make sure we keep them on opposite sides of the hall,” he said. “Morys is fearsome, but Cader is as fast as a cat. I do not want them tearing into each other.”

“Nor I.”

“This gathering is not about their relationship. We will remind them of that if we need to.”

Hew nodded, knowing that it might come to that. In all of the skirmishes over the past few years, never once had Cader allied with his brother, so what Howell was about to propose might leave a bitter taste in the mouths of the ap Macsen brothers.

But it couldn’t be helped.

Hew was about to reply but something caught his eye. He leaned forward on the gray stone wall, peering at the road that led up to the gatehouse. Down the road, a party approached, coming closer by the second. Finally, Hew pointed.

“There they are,” he said. “I recognize Morys’ steed.”

Howell saw it, too. “Go,” he said. “Keep the man with you. I will watch for Cader. Meanwhile, make sure everyone has gathered in the hall. I will join you as soon as Cader arrives.”

“And if he does not arrive?”

“We shall know soon enough.”

Hew fled the wall, heading down to inform the teulu in the bailey that Morys ap Macsen was approaching. The man was royalty and would be received as such. But even as the Welshmen in the bailey scrambled to greet the incoming warlord, Howell took a moment to watch them approach until they were nearly underneath him. When Morys saw Howell, he raised a hand. Howell lifted one in return.

But he wasn’t really looking at the grizzled old warlord who was so hairy and big that he looked like a beast more than man. He was looking at the enormous warrior that rode to his right, the very man they’d been speaking of. Blayth the Strong. Howell took a moment to look over the man who was well on his way to earning a legendary reputation; he was a big man, no doubt, with scarred arms and legs, and a massive scar that ran from the left side of neck and disappeared beneath his tunic.

But the most pronounced distinction of Blayth was the left side of his head, which had clearly been damaged in battle at some point. The man had a handsome, symmetrical face and, according to the Welsh women, he was quite alluring in a mysterious, masculine sort of way. His eyes were the color of the sky, his skin fair, and his hair was blond with a hint of red to it. He had a beard, which was neatly trimmed, but he kept the sides of his head shorn, leaving the top longer so that it flopped over his eyes unless he raked it back against his skull. It was that shorn style of hair that made the injury on the left side of his head so much more pronounced; his temple, left cheekbone and nearly the entire left side of his head was badly scarred. His left ear had been mangled and was barely something that even resembled an ear.

But Blayth didn’t hide the damage. He proudly displayed it, like a badge of honor. Howell watched the man and the rest of Morys’ teulu as they passed beneath the gatehouse, his thoughts lingering on the frightening-looking warrior who had already led many a victorious battle. Truthfully, much of the success of the meeting on this day hinged on Morys and his warrior, and Howell prayed that today of all days, the Welsh would once again find a passion for rebellion. He prayed that the cymry were once again fueled with the love of their country and for their freedom from the Saesneg, because for certain, if they weren’t, then all would be lost. He prayed that Blayth the Strong could help fuel that which was dying.

It was time to stir the fires of rebellion yet again.
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CHAPTER TWO


“Be calm, merch. Your Uncle Morys does not need your anger. The rift is between my brother and me, and you are not part of that.”

The great gatehouse of Carmarthen Castle spilled forth a group of men and one woman into its innards. They were from the village of Talley, an area that Cader ap Macsen controlled. It was high in the mountains, one valley over from the valley where Morys lived with his gang of troseddol. Criminals, Cader’s wife called them. A large collection of men with questionable backgrounds, all of them living off of Morys and obeying his commands.

It was a strange, unholy tribe.

Cader had spoken the quietly-uttered words to the woman riding to his left, a long-legged lass astride an equally long-legged stallion. This was no ordinary woman; she was Cader’s eldest daughter, a young woman who was more capable in battle than any young man Cader knew. She was intelligent, well-spoken, and beautiful. But she was also bold, unruly at times, and could fight like a man. Having no sons, Cader had indulged her. Now, he had a lovely daughter of marriageable age who could best any husband in a fight.

And no self-respecting man wanted a wife who could beat the spit out of him.

“By virtue of the fact that I am your daughter, I am, indeed, part of the rift,” the woman said in a voice that flowed like warm honey. “You need not try and distance me, Dadau. I will defend you from Morys’ deceit and venom at all costs.”

“He is Uncle Morys to you.”

“Morys.”

She didn’t consider the man part of the family and, therefore, refused to show him such respect. Cader eyed the woman for a moment before turning his attention to the collection of men near the great hall of Carmarthen. It was a powerful group of important men, and he and his party came to a halt just inside the gatehouse.

“Asmara,” Cader said, rather sternly, because if he wasn’t stern with her, she would damned well ignore him. “At this gathering, you will not speak. You will not shoot daggers at Morys with your eyes. In fact, you will remain silent as the grave in all matters. Is this in any way unclear?”

Asmara ferch Cader cast her father a long look as she dismounted an excited but weary stallion that was throwing its head around. As she soothed the animal, she avoided giving her father an answer, but Cader was on to her. He dismounted his own steed and made a point of standing next to his daughter as she crooned to her beastly stallion.

“Well?” he demanded quietly. “Do we understand one another?”

Asmara sighed heavily. “Aye.”

“Look me in the eye.”

Asmara gave him an exaggerated look. “Aye.”

Cader fought off a smile at his daughter. Had she been born a man, she would have been a magnificent warrior. As it was, she was still a magnificent warrior, but she was like a young colt – wild, strong, and difficult to tame. The fact that she’d been born a woman didn’t seem to matter to her. Sometimes, Cader had a difficult time reining her in.

“See that you do,” he said. Then, he pointed off to the stables where the horses were being watered. “Tend to the horses. I will meet you inside the hall.”

Asmara took both her horse and her father’s horse. Behind her, her father’s teulu were splitting up the duties, some of them gathering the horses while others went to accompany Cader to the great hall.

Great warlords did not travel without their personal guards, and Cader ap Macsen was a great warlord, a son of royal blood. As Cader slogged off across the muddy bailey, Asmara led the pack of horses heading for the stable area. She hadn’t taken five steps, however, when she heard the thunder of hooves charging through the gatehouse behind them and nearly crashing into the rear of Cader’s party.

Nervous horses danced and tried to bolt, and Asmara struggled to hold on to her stallion. The horse ended up kicking rancid mud onto her chest and neck, and she groaned with frustration. She was fully prepared to rant at the rider who startled the horses when she happened to see who it was. Her eyes widened.

“Fairynne!” she gasped. “What are you doing here? Dadau told you not to come!”

Fairynne ferch Cader, Asmara’s younger sister, appeared quite defiant as she struggled to control a horse that was far too much animal for her. It seemed to be a trait both ferch Cader sisters had.

“I will not remain behind with the women and children,” she declared. “I do not deserve to be treated with such disrespect, so I came. It is my right!”

Asmara shook her head at her sister. While Asmara was long-legged and beauteous, Fairynne was shorter, wiry, and believed she could do anything her sister could do. Truth be told, she was a fierce fighter, a little reckless, and she tended to spook easily. Cader had permitted her to fight in one battle, mostly because she had given him no choice, and because of it, she believed herself to be just as good as the seasoned warriors.

But the truth was that she was a child. At ten years and five, Fairynne was too young and too unruly. She thought she knew everything there was to know and rarely listened. Cader was afraid the girl was going to get herself killed, as was Asmara.

Like now. Fairynne had been told to remain at Mynydd Gwyn, but her arrogance and foolishness had her following her father’s party all the way to Carmarthen Castle. It was a dangerous journey, especially for a lone woman, and clearly she had tailed them all the way. Frustrated, Asmara marched up on her sister, grabbed the girl’s leg, and yanked her right off the horse.

The men within eyeshot laughed uproariously as Fairynne ended up on her arse in the mud. When she came up swinging, Asmara pushed her down by the head.

“Cease,” she snapped quietly. “You are making a fool of yourself in front of everyone. Dadau told you not to come, yet you disobeyed him. Again. Someday, your disobedience will get you killed, Fairynne.”

With mud covering her backside and a slash of mud on her cheek, Fairynne glared at her older sister. “You cannot tell me what to do.”

Asmara cocked an eyebrow. “If you want to be a soldier so badly, then you must know that soldiers follow commands. We all follow commands. You will never be a soldier as long as you cannot follow orders, you little fool.”

Fairynne’s confidence took a hit and, for the first time since her arrival, she appeared uncertain. But only for a brief moment. Then, anger took over and she bolted to her feet, grabbing her horse’s reins and pulling the animal over to the stables.

At that point, Asmara gave up on her sister. If the girl wanted to make a fool of herself, then that was her business. Asmara had more important things to tend to, like her father. He would be expecting her. Leaving the horses with her father’s men to be tended, she turned for the great hall where the men were gathering. Her long strides took her across the bailey and towards the one-storied, stone building with open oak and iron doors that had seen better days.

The men were gathering with those they knew, allies and family, and she could feel their stares upon her. In this world of men, she was an anomaly. Some of the men knew her, as they had fought with her in the past as part of Cader’s contingent. Rhyfylwr dywsoges, they whispered. Dragon Princess. As a woman of the House of Dinefwr, she was indeed royal. Asmara returned their stares boldly, noticing the teulu from great houses, men wearing the traditional red tunics that signified their elevated status, and bearing wooden shields that had been painted white or blue, or both.

In fact, Asmara herself wore a red tunic, one that had been given to her and it was too short for her long body. It rested about mid-thigh, but she had heavy woolen hose and another tunic underneath, a pale linen one, that went past her knees. In any case, she was well-covered. With boots up to her knees, held on with strips of leather, she was also well-protected.

Every inch the Dragon Princess.

It was, therefore, her manner to challenge those who stared at her, and her threatening glare began to turn men away. She was feeling rather powerful until she went to enter the hall and realized that her Uncle Morys was standing just inside the door.

In fact, had she taken another two steps, she would have run right into him. However, not having spotted her father yet, Asmara didn’t want to walk right into Morys and a potential confrontation, so she quickly rolled away from the door, clinging to the rocky wall and rounding the corner of the hall. It was a blind move, meant to get away from Morys as quickly as possible before he could see her. But before she realized it, she was stumbling over someone who was crouched against the north side of the hall.

Asmara flipped right over him.

Now, she was the one sitting on her arse in the mud, looking up at a very big man who had been crouched against the wall. It wasn’t as if he was doing anything; relieving himself or anything else. He was simply crouched there, perhaps even resting from the long journey to Carmarthen. Asmara’s first reaction was one of rage, but the moment she looked into his face, the anger building inside of her was instantly doused. She found herself looking into eyes of the purest blue, with pale lashes and pale, but defined, brows. The man was wearing a sleeveless tunic, and his pale and freckled arms were bulging with beautifully defined muscles.

She’d never seen a male specimen like him.

“What… what are you doing, crouching there like a stump?” she managed to demand, sitting up and wiping her muddied hands on the wall. “You could have killed me.”

The man simply looked at her, a glimmer in his blue eyes. “And you could have looked where you were walking.”

His voice was deep and quiet, his speech somewhat slow, but she didn’t receive the impression he was a dullard. Simply deliberate in what he said. And, in truth, he was entirely correct in what he’d said, so she cast him a frustrated expression as she picked herself out of the mud, trying to wipe herself clean.

“Next time, I suppose I shall have to,” she said. “With you around, I will have to watch every corner I turn.”

He didn’t say anything, but he did watch her as she stood up, his gaze lingering on the long, slender legs in snug hose, the shapely female form beneath the belted tunics, and the face of an angel that was now twisted in disgust as she tried to wipe the mud off her arse. She had dark hair, pulled into a messy braid, and eyes that were a shade of hazel that made them appear golden. None of her alluring attributes escaped his scrutiny; that was clear. He eyed her as if he’d just found something delicious for supper. As she stood up, he suddenly stood up next to her.

Now, he towered over her by well over a head. Considering how tall Asmara was, the fact that the silent warrior was so much taller was a serious testimony to the man’s size. As he stood next to her, he also turned to face her fully, and Asmara could see that the entire left side of his head was scarred and damaged. He virtually had no ear. As he shaved the sides of his skull and left the top of his blond hair long, the shorn scalp only emphasized the damage. Most men would have grown hair to cover it, but not this man. In truth, his shorn head didn’t distract from what Asmara was realizing was a truly handsome man. In fact, all of that battle damage seemed to make him even more attractive in her eyes.

But he was also rather intimidating and frightening if she thought about it. He abruptly grabbed her by the wrist and began pulling her away from the hall. Startled, not to mention fearful, she dug her heels in to resist him.

“Let me go,” she hissed, beating at the hand that held her. “Did you hear me? Release me!”

He ignored her. He dragged her all the way back across the bailey, past groups of men who were watching but did nothing to help Asmara. They simply turned back to their conversations. Asmara didn’t want to create a huge scene and start screaming, but she was close. The man had a grip of iron. Still, she figured she could fight off anything he tried to do to her so, at some point, she stopped dragging her feet, purely for her pride. It was embarrassing to let people see her being dragged, so she started to pretend she was going along with it. She simply started walking behind him.

The warrior pulled her into the stable yard where so many horses were being watered and rested. There was a well in the stable yard, which was an unusual feature, and also a very long drinking trough. He took her right over to the trough, picked her up easily, and tossed her in.

Asmara landed with a big splash. Horses scattered as the water flew, and she howled when she realized what he’d done. The water was freezing. Quick as a flash, she leapt out of the trough, infuriated that she was now soaked to the skin.

“Why?” she demanded, enraged. “Why did you do that?”

He still had that glimmer to his eye as he looked at her. He pointed to the lower half of her body. “The mud is gone now.”

He was right. Asmara realized that the mud was now almost completely washed off and although she was clean again, she was also soaking wet. Enraged, she balled a fist and threw a punch right into the man’s jaw.

His head snapped back at the force of the blow, and he took a step back as well, but he didn’t stagger. The move simply surprised him. As he put a hand to the spot she’d hit, Asmara shook her fist at him.

“That is for getting me dirty in the first place, you dolt!” she raged. “And you did not have to try and drown me. I am quite capable of cleaning myself!”

The man eyed her as he rubbed his chin. “Forgive, demoiselle,” he said. “As you pointed out, I caused you to fall in the mud. It is my responsibility to clean you.”

Demoiselle. That wasn’t a term Asmara heard frequently. That was a Saesneg term for an unmarried miss, a term of respect. This enormous, scarred warrior with the slow, deep speech had her curiosity; she could admit it.

He was unlike anything she’d ever seen before.

“Well,” she said, feeling her outrage fade somewhat at his explanation. “You could have at least told me what you were going to do.”

All he did was look at her, a slight lift of the very broad shoulders. Then, a smile flickered on his lips, which spurred her outrage. She was about to berate him again when she realized that his smile also spurred her humor in what was truly a ridiculous situation. She’d fallen over him, and gotten dirty, so he threw her in the water. He’d taken responsibility for what he’d seen as a consequence of his actions. As stupid as the situation was, she couldn’t really fault a man who took responsibility for his actions. When she saw a flash of his teeth, surprisingly straight and white, she fought off a grin.

God, what was happening to her? When she should be beating the man, she was grinning at him.

Who is the dolt now?

“I shall make sure I look where I step from now on, with you around,” she finally said. “My name is Asmara, by the way. You may as well know the name of the woman you tried to drown.”

He simply dipped his head as if pleased to make her acquaintance. “You are a queen, demoiselle.”

That low, slow speech was intriguing. “Nay,” she said. “Not a queen. I am a warrior, as are you.”

His gaze lingered on her, the glimmer in his eyes now held a touch of warmth, she thought. “You should be a queen,” he said quietly.

The way he said it made her heart beat, just a little faster. She opened her mouth to ask him his name, but a shout from the great hall distracted them both. Someone was calling the men into the hall and the big warrior with the scarred head began to move towards the call, quickly, leaving Asmara standing there, dripping all over the ground. She watched him go, thinking that he looked sorely out of place among the Welsh warriors. As if he didn’t belong in the least.

Her thoughts lingering on the mysterious warrior, she began to follow the herd of men as they headed towards the hall, hoping she could find a place by the hearth to dry herself out. She also hoped she could find a location where she could keep an eye on the strange warrior and, perhaps, even discover his name.

Why the interest? She had no idea.

But no ordinary man would have the courage to throw Asmara ferch Cader into a watering trough.

Somehow, she sensed the pale warrior was no ordinary man.
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CHAPTER THREE


“My friends, my allies, you honor me with your presence,” Howell said as he stood on the dilapidated feasting table in Carmarthen’s great and rather run-down hall. “We have much to discuss and little time to do it, so please quiet your conversations. Allow me to speak.”

The hall was packed with men, all of them turning their attention to Howell, with Hew and a few of his teulu standing off to the side. The table couldn’t take the weight of more than one man, it seemed, so it was Howell’s podium. He smiled at the group, holding up his hands.

“I know that you are men with families and with duties to attend to,” he said, “and I will therefore keep our gathering as short as possible, but this is necessary. I beg your patience as I explain.”

There was a low hum of men mumbling to one another, shifting around nervously in the hall that was full of smoke from a hearth with a partially-blocked chimney. But it was more than that – they all knew why they had come, men who had suffered over the years from English overlords and English battles. Not one of them was inclined to knuckle under and accept English rule. And now, in this defining moment, perhaps there would be the opportunity yet again for them to show their resistance. All they needed was organization and a strong leader. Over near the edge of the table, a strong voice spoke up.

“Tell us, Howell,” Morys said loudly. He wanted all of the men to know that he was in full support of whatever Howell had to propose. “You have my attention. What is so important that you would call such a gathering?”

Howell looked at Morys. “Something of tremendous importance, great lord,” he said. “Your cousin, Rhys ap Maredudd, who is also the great-grandson of last king of Deheubarth much as you are, has confided in me his plans to retake the Ystrad Tywi. He has asked that I coordinate a similar attack to help him secure his legacy.” He returned his attention to the group. “That is why I have summoned you, great men. The time has come for us to reclaim what the Saesneg has so wrongly taken from us. We shall reclaim the south and from there, the rest of Wales. But it must start somewhere – it will start with us.”

Morys, who had been willing to go along with Howell on anything, wasn’t so pleased to realize that his cousin, Rhys, was at the head of the coming revolt. Because of Rhys, and other great-grandsons of Rhys ap Gruffydd, the lands that men like Morys and Cader controlled were greatly reduced. The grandsons and great-grandsons of the last king took precedence, something that Morys and Cader’s father and grandfather had fought against. Therefore, Morys was greatly displeased to hear that his cousin was behind this latest push.

Ystrad Tywi was the larger area that used to comprise Deheubarth, an area of great rivers and valleys, both strategic and rich. The English knew this, which is why they’d settled heavily in the area. Loosely translated, it meant the Vale of the Towy River, which was a major river that cut through the land.

It was key.

“A bold proposal,” Morys finally said, saying what everyone else was thinking. Then, he shook his head, perhaps in disapproval. “Does Rhys truly think he can take the Ystrad Tywi from the English? They’ve sunk their claws into it and it will not be an easy thing to take it back.”

Howell wasn’t a fool. He knew that a bold proposal like this would be met with doubt. “We have a plan, Morys,” he said. “I know that you and your cousin are not on the best of terms, but Rhys has a plan that he believes will work so long as you and your men are willing to try.”

Willing to try. Morys didn’t like the sound of that. Trying wasn’t succeeding as far as he was concerned. It was a foolish effort. In fact, he didn’t like the sound of any of this because the truth was that he thought that he would be leading this revolt, or at least helping to lead it. Instead, he was being asked to try something. That didn’t sit well with him.

“Did he ask you to relay this plan to me?” he finally asked.

“He did,” Howell said. But he looked at the room once more. “He asked me to relay it to all of you. We are cymry, after all. This is our land. We have suffered the Norman invasion for over two hundred years and, still, they come. Still, they live on our lands and claim them as their own. Many men have fought to reclaim it, and many men have failed. But I believe that this time, it will be different. If we fight hard enough, if we show them how unwilling we are to have them in our country, then surely they will grow tired of losing men. Or are you so willing to return to your villages and let the English dictate terms to us in our own country?”

That was something that every Welshman abhorred, and Howell knew it. He was hitting their pride now. As the collection of men continued to mutter to each other, discussing the possibilities, Howell turned to Cader to see how he was reacting to the situation.

It was typical Cader behavior; he remained calm, impassive. He was standing on the opposite side of the table, his focus on his brother from a distance away. Cader was the reasonable brother, but this was where some strategy came in. Howell knew that if he addressed Cader directly, Morys would be offended since he was the older brother. Moreover, if Cader agreed to listen, then Morys couldn’t let the man be more reasonable than he was, so he would agree to listen, too.

Howell was counting on that sibling rivalry.

“Will you at least listen, my lord?” he asked Cader. “Surely you wish to reclaim what belongs to us.”

Cader’s gaze moved from Morys to Howell. After a moment, he nodded. “I will listen.”

As Howell knew, Morys would not be outdone. “As will I,” he said loudly. “Tell us the plan, Howell. What does my cousin wish from us?”

That was what Howell needed – the two ap Macsen brothers willing to listen. That would spur the rest of the group to listen, too. When Howell spoke, it was to all of them.

“Rhys and his men plan to move on Pembroke Castle.” A great hiss of disbelief went up and Howell held up his hands, begging for silence. “Listen, if you please. William de Valence, Lord of Pembroke Castle, has left Pembroke. Our spies tell us that the man has been sent to France and that he took nearly half of his army with him. This means that Pembroke is weakened and it is Rhys’ intention that we take advantage of that. While Rhys and his men move to encircle Pembroke, he asks that we move on Llandarog, Idole, and Gwendraith castles. If we can claim these, then we can block off the main roads leading from Pembroke to Cardiff and beyond. We can then starve out the garrison and claim Pembroke.”

It was a shocking plan, but one that was opportunistic and, in truth, feasible. Morys listened to it with flaring nostrils, not at all happy that his cousin had relegated him to laying siege to smaller castles, but he also saw the brilliance of the plan as a whole.

“It is true that my cousin has an intriguing plan,” he said loudly so all would hear him, “but there are other castles near Pembroke that we would have to consider as well, some of them English garrisons. Carew and Narberth castles are English. Then there is the bishop’s castle of Llawhaden. If we cut off the roads, there are still plenty of English who will try and break our blockade.”

Howell nodded patiently. “That is why I have sent word to the northern warlords,” he said. “Morys, we cannot reclaim our country if we fight in splintered groups, and that is what has happened. With the south of Wales subdued, King Edward has gone to the north. He has mostly subdued the north as well. But if we can work together and take back our country piece by piece, then we may have a chance of taking it back as a whole. Are you opposed to trying?”

Morys shook his head. “I am not,” he said. “Who comes from the north to support us?”

Howell glanced at the group because he wanted to see their expressions as he spoke the names of some of Wales’ most powerful warlords.

“The sons of Dafydd ap Gruffydd fight to the north,” he said. “There are several. There is also Bhrodi de Shera, the King of Anglesey. I plan to send word to Bhrodi myself and I am sure he will support us.”

That drew a strong reaction from the crown. “De Shera is in league with the English,” one man shouted. “His father was English and he married a Saesneg!”

Howell shook his head. “He married her for peace,” he said. “That does not mean he sides with the English. He is a Welshman at heart, and a great one. Do any of you doubt de Shera’s loyalty to Wales?”

The men backed down after that, for no one doubted Bhrodi de Shera’s loyalties. He was a great warlord who had proven his worth time and time again. But he was a man with a Norman name and Welsh blood, making him something more than a Welsh warlord. He had the trust of the Edward, oddly enough, and that made the Welsh somewhat wary of him. A man could only have loyalty to one country, so they believed. But still, no one was ready to denounce the man who held the title of Earl of Coventry as well as being the hereditary King of Anglesey. Better still, his wife was from the great House of de Wolfe, a family of knights who commanded thousands of Saesneg warriors.

Bhrodi de Shera was a man to be feared, above all.

“He is loyal,” Morys said after a moment. “I would not speak ill of the man, for he has proven himself many times over. But we have something more powerful than even de Shera here in the south, something that will turn the tides for us once and for all.”

Howell was curious. “What is it?”

Morys turned to look at the pale warrior standing behind him. His eyes fixed on the man, proudly, as a father would show pride in a son. He walked towards the warrior, pointing to him.

Now, it was Morys’ time to show his worth in all of this.

He was a man with a secret.

“Blayth,” he said, drawing out the name to ensure everyone heard him. “We have Blayth, the man whose very name means wolf. He knows what the Saesneg are thinking, and if anyone can lead this fight, it will be our battle wolf. I would put my trust in no one else; not even de Shera.”

Men began grumbling again, some of them agreeing, some of them not. Given that Blayth had earned an almost legendary reputation in a few short years, men weren’t ready yet to contradict Morys, but they were uncertain.

Morys knew this, but he had something else in mind, something that would put these men right into the palm of his hand. It was something he’d been working on the day he realized that badly wounded warrior he’d found near Llandeilo was going to live. He’d known even then that the man was something special, and he knew what no one else knew about him – that he was, indeed, a Saesneg. But Blayth had no recollection of who he was, or where he’d come from. In fact, his very name stemmed from nearly the only word he’d been able to say as he recovered from his injury those years ago – wolf.

That word had become his Welsh name, Blayth, and from that name sprang a warrior of legend, something that Morys had perpetuated. He’d created the stories, and spread many of the rumors, but the one thing he hadn’t needed to exaggerate was Blayth’s prowess in battle. The man was unbeatable. His men, and the Welsh in general, were badly in need of a hero since the death of the lasts Welsh prince.

Morys intended to give them one.

“I give you the man who will lead us to freedom,” Morys finally boomed. “Some of you have fought with him and know the truth of my words, but some of you do not know. You have heard rumor how he came into my service, but I will tell you the truth once and for all. I have been protecting the man’s identity because it has been entrusted to me. I swore an oath never to reveal his true family lineage, but since my cousin has decided to once again throw the south into turmoil with his plans for Pembroke, I find that I must reveal the true identity of Blayth, the greatest warrior Wales will ever know. He, and only he, can lead us to victory. And do you know why?”

Morys was, if nothing else, a man who could stir crowds. He had a magnetic presence and a natural air of command that made men take notice of him and as he spoke most passionately, the men were naturally drawn to what he was saying. One of the men shouted the obvious question.

“Why, lord?” the man demanded. “Tell us of Blayth!”

Morys pointed to Blayth. “See his head?” he shouted. “See the damage to his head? The Saesneg did that. They tortured the poor lad and tried to burn the Welsh right out of him, but they could not do it. They could not destroy his Welsh heart!”

The men in the room, Cader and Howell included, were looking seriously at Blayth, who was solely focused on Morys. It was as if there was no one else in the room, oblivious to an entire room of men staring at him. Enjoying the fact that he had everyone’s attention, Morys continued.

“The Saesneg tried to destroy him,” he said passionately. “They tried to destroy his heart, because it is a pure Welsh heart. The Saesneg knew who he was, but those loyal to Cymru smuggled him out of his prison and gave him over to me. These men, these smugglers, were old and beaten, because they were the teulu of our greatest warrior. They knew who Blayth was and they entrusted his care to me.”

By this time, Howell had made his way over to Morys. He was still standing on the worn and beaten feasting table, but he climbed down in order to be at Morys’ level.

“We have all wondered where Blayth came from,” he said. “From the looks of him, it makes sense that the English tortured him.”

Morys nodded, putting a hand on Howell’s shoulder. In truth, Morys was enjoying the performance of a lifetime because, for his own glory, he had to sell this. The man with no sons, and no children at all, had to cement legacy. It all rested with a story he’d spent years building about a wounded warrior who had no memory.

Morys would provide him with that memory.

“The Saesneg captured Blayth at a very young age and kept him in their prisons,” he said. “It was the loyal teulu of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd that freed Blayth from the Saesneg. That is because the English knew, as you will now know, that Blayth the Strong is, in truth, Blayth ap Llywelyn. He is the bastard son of the last Prince of Wales, Llywelyn ap Gruffydd.”

A collective gasp went up in the group. No one had been expecting that answer, least of all Howell or even Cader. They looked at each other in shock before Howell returned his attention to Morys.

“He… he is Llywelyn’s son?” he said, incredulous. “But – how? We have not heard of such a child of Llywelyn. He only had a daughter, and she has long been a ward of the Saesneg. Now you are saying that the man had a son?”

Morys nodded confidently. “Blayth was sold by his whore of a mother to the Saesneg,” he said. “The bitch sold her child for gold and the Saesneg took him to their great city, to their great Tower, and there he has been his entire life. Men believe he is a Saesneg because of it, but that is not true. He was freed and brought to me to protect him, and it is Blayth who shall lead our countrymen to victory against Edward. Who else but a man who has been tortured and wronged to lead the charge against those who tried to destroy him?”

It made perfect sense to the Welsh, who were increasingly excited about what they’d been told. A buzz filled the room as men began to speak of the unknown bastard son of Llywelyn the Last, but the conversation wasn’t entirely positive. There were those who were not thrilled by such news.

“Llywelyn was a northern prince,” one older man shouted. “His gain was only for the north. Why should we want his bastard for us?”

Morys suspected that might be an issue, but he would not allow old prejudices to mar his glory seeking. “Llywelyn may have been a northern prince, but he fought for all of Wales,” he said. “He did what was necessary to secure our country for north and south. Now that we have his bastard in our midst, a man who has already proven that he has greatness in his blood, would you truly allow old hatreds to ruin our chance to take back our country from the Saesneg? It is a very real possibility, now that we have Blayth among us. Would you deny a Welsh prince his destiny?”

Of course, no one would. Wales was full of history of Welsh princes fighting the English, and sometimes each other. But England was the greater threat and they were all united against it.

Now, they had renewed hope.

It was almost too good to be true, but gradually, men began to realize the opportunity that was presented. Morys ap Macsen was a passionate patriot and the men trusted him. Over the past few years, Blayth’s record on the battlefield spoke for itself. He was a fierce warrior, fearless in the face of the enemy, and his reputation had been cemented. Surely such a man could have only sprung from Llywelyn’s loins.

And now, he would fulfill his destiny.

At that point, there were no more voices of protest. In truth, it was a thrilling prospect. But standing next to Morys, Howell’s reaction was decidedly different. He couldn’t decide if he believed Morys or not. He knew the man; he was a teller of tall tales, but he was also a fearsome warrior and deeply dedicated to Wales. As the men of the hall began to take up a cheer for Blayth, Howell grasped Morys by the arm.

“Swear this to me,” he muttered. “Swear to me that all you have said is true.”

Morys looked him right in the eye. “It is true.”

Howell shook his head, still torn. “Then why have we never heard of Llywelyn’s bastard? No one has ever spoken of a bastard son.”

Morys was completely confident in his answer. “I told you,” he said patiently. “His mother was a servant and she sold the lad when he was but an infant. Do you truly think she would then tell everyone that she sold Llywelyn’s son to the English?”

Howell glanced at Blayth, standing like a massive sentinel behind Morys. He was pale, scarred, and every inch the seasoned warrior. If one wanted to believe that he was from Llywelyn’s loins, then it would be easy to do so. Men seeking hope, something to cling to, would be willing to believe such a thing.

But Howell still wasn’t sure.

“But you said that Llywelyn’s teulu knew of him,” he said. “Are you telling me that in all of these years, they never once bargained for his freedom?”

Morys fixed him, pointedly. “Would you?” he asked. “The fact that the English did not kill him as an infant was a miracle in and of itself. Do you think if the teulu had tried to bargain for him, that Edward might not change his mind?”

That was the truth. Any true Welsh prince wasn’t long for this world if the English had anything to say about it. The fact that they evidently kept the man alive, and tortured him, was something beyond horrific, and Howell began to soften, just a little.

“So they knew of him,” he finally said. “Then what? Have they been tracking him all this time? The man must be forty years old. He is not a young man.”

Morys shook his head. “He is not,” he said. “And to answer your question, it is true that Llywelyn’s men spent years tracking the child who eventually became a man. Always, they kept their eye on him, even if it meant serving the English king himself. Anything to be close to him. When the time was right, they moved to free him.”

The entire situation sounded too wild to believe, and Howell still wasn’t convinced. “But why you?” he demanded quietly. “Why should they bring him to you?”

Morys lifted an eyebrow. “Because I can protect him,” he said simply. “Think on it, Howell. My father is the fifth son of a prince of Deheubarth. My cousins, like Rhys, are entrenched in fighting each other. All they want to do is kill each other. But Cader and I are not so engaged in politics, or in trying to kill each other, but we still understand the need for discretion and protection. If you want to hide a man like Blayth, then you would choose someone like me. Only I would understand the importance of Blayth, and I have kept him protected accordingly for the past five years. But now… now, he must fulfill his destiny and I must help him. Surely you can understand this.”

Some of what he said made sense, but Howell was still torn. It all seemed so outlandish to him but in the same breath, it was a fantastic story that he wanted to believe. He wanted to have faith. The cries of the men in the hall were growing now as the warlords began to understand that a great man was among them and Howell looked around, knowing that if he were to publicly dispute Morys’ claim, it would only tear apart the group as a whole. And for what they were about to do, this group needed to be cohesive. If a man they believed to be the bastard son of Llywelyn the Last was the adhesive, then so be it. It was with misgivings that Howell let the subject drop.

But he knew, instinctively, that wasn’t going to be the end of it. When he sent his missive to Bhrodi de Shera, he would make sure to mention Llywelyn’s bastard. It would either cement the matter, or complicate it.
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Asmara, who had been standing by the hearth during the entire conversation between Howell and Morys, could hardly believe her ears when she heard her uncle’s revelation. She heard the shouting and the buzz of the men but, unfortunately, she couldn’t see the warrior that had the entire room rumbling with shock.

Blayth the Strong.

Nearly dry from the heat of the hearth, and coughing on the smoke she couldn’t avoid, Asmara finally stepped away from the fire as she tried to get a look at the man known as Blayth, who was evidently, in reality, the bastard of Llywelyn the Last. It was an astonishing disclosure. She tried to push between the men to get a look at him, but the men were standing in tight groups and wouldn’t move. They didn’t like a woman trying to push them around, anyway, so she ended up skirting the room, making her away along the walls until she caught sight of her father standing near the feasting table.

Then, she was more assertive pushing through the crowds of men, shoving them aside until she reached her father’s teulu, who moved aside for her easily. Once she came to stand next to her father, she had a clear view of the table and of her Uncle Morys on the opposite side. She tugged on her father’s sleeve.

“I heard what Morys said,” she said, leaning in to him. “Where is Blayth?”

Cader glanced at her. “Where have you been?” he asked. Then, because she was butted up against him, he couldn’t help but notice that she was damp. “What happened to you? Why are you wet?”

Asmara was too ashamed to tell him. “It is nothing to worry over,” she said, trying to distract him. “Dadau, Fairynne is here. She followed us even though you told her not to.”

As Asmara had hoped, her father’s attention veered away from her wet clothing and on to his disobedient daughter. “Where is that foolish chick?” he said in a rare display of emotion. “She will sorely regret having disobeyed me. Where is she?”

Asmara shrugged. “I do not know,” she said. “That last I saw, she was heading for the stables.”

Cader sighed heavily. “I am going to make it so she’ll have to walk home because her arse will be too sore to ride.”

Asmara didn’t care much about her sister at that point; this was a discussion they had about her frequently, so it was nothing new. Increasingly, she was curious about the warrior known as Blayth, the man whose true identity had been revealed, so she strained to see over near Morys, who was still lauding the lineage of his greatest warrior.

“Morys’ voice carries all the way over here,” she said, disapproval in her tone. “Who is Blayth, Dadau?”

Cader was still lingering on his youngest, and naughtiest, daughter, but he managed to point in Morys’ direction. “There,” he said. “See the big brute standing behind your uncle? The one with the scarred head?”

Scarred head. A bolt of shock ran through Asmara as her gaze fell on the pale warrior she’d tangled with earlier. Her mouth popped open with astonishment when she realized who her father meant.

“Him?” she asked, aghast. “That… that beast of a man?”

“Aye.”

“That is Blayth?”

“Aye.”

Asmara’s mouth was still hanging open as she came to understand what her father was telling her. Truly, it took a moment to sink in; the man with the slow, deliberate speech, the one who had looked at her with eyes that seemed to look right into her soul, was none other than the mysterious warrior known as Blayth the Strong.

Good Christ… was it actually true that the man was a bastard of royal blood in disguise? It was all so overwhelming. Shocking, for certain. Now, Asmara didn’t know whether to feel privileged or embarrassed that Llywelyn’s bastard had thrown her in the trough.

She settled for embarrassed.

“What now?” she asked, averting her gaze from the warrior across the hall. “Do we fight with him, Dadau? Is that what we shall do?”

Cader nodded. “It would seem we are to be part of a resurgence of rebellion,” he said. “Morys has stirred the hearts of men with his tale of Llywelyn’s bastard. Can you not see that?”

Asmara looked at the men around them, men who were shouting their excitement for what was to come. There was indeed rebellion in the air now that the situation had been explained to them – Howell had proposed the plan and Morys had sealed their fates with his talk of a new hero among them. Indeed, Asmara could see what was coming. She looked at her father.

“Do you believe Morys?” she asked.

Cader was certain that men were listening to her question and even more certain that they were interested in his answer. He could not, and would not, go against his brother, even if he did have misgivings. Sometimes, there were things more important than the truth and, much like Howell, he would not tear this group apart by disputing Morys’ claim. He could see that Morys’ words were like a tonic to men who had been so beaten down by wars with the English, and oppression, that the mere mention of a new hero to lead them was feeding them all with renewed hope.

He couldn’t take that away from them.

After a moment, he turned to his daughter.

“I will not question him,” he said. “For now, I want you to find your sister and keep her with you. It is too dangerous for her to wander about with all of these men. Both of you will retreat to the stables and remain with the horses while I speak with Howell and my brother. I must discover what they intend for us to do in this plan to assist Rhys ap Maredudd, so you will wait for me whilst we have our war council. Go, now.”

Asmara didn’t want to leave, not with battle plans to be discussed, but she decided to respect his wishes by obeying him. It was one thing to dispute her father when no one was watching, and entirely another to do it in front of a room of cymry. She would not shame her father so. But before she departed, she spoke quietly.

“Whatever happens, Dadau, I will ride with you,” she said. “Swear this to me. If you do not, I will follow you into battle. You will not go without me.”

Cader looked at her. He knew she meant every word. “Nay,” he said after a moment, reluctance in his tone. “I will not go without you. I have fought many a battle with you and your skill with a bow, so I do not plan to leave you behind. You are valuable to me.”

“And Fairynne?”

“She is not so valuable, but do not tell her that. In fact, do not tell her anything about this. I shall tell her myself.”

“Aye.”

When she turned to leave, he grasped her arm to stop her. “Can you tell me when you plan to stop being a warrior and start being a woman?” he asked. “I should like to have grandsons and that will not happen so long as you can outshoot most men with your bow. Men do not like to be humiliated so.”

Asmara grinned at her father, who simply shook his head in resignation. He knew her answer without hearing her answer; it was always the same. Someday, Dadau, but not today. Releasing her, Cader’s thoughts lingered on his strong, intelligent daughter, realizing that, yet again, they would soon be heading into battle. Only the coming battles, he suspected, would be unlike anything Asmara had experienced in the past. She’d fought in ambushes, and in the siege of Weobley Castle when the English tried to build stone fortifications. She was cool under fire, possessing her father’s innate sense of calm, and she was quick-thinking and resourceful. Cader had seen it. But, God, he didn’t want to take his beloved daughter into the coming battles against English who wouldn’t care if she was a woman. They’d kill her regardless.

But he knew he couldn’t make her stay at home with her mother, either.

With some concern for the future, but resigned to what was to come, Cader made his way over to Howell and Morys to discuss the coming plan of attack.

God help them all.


PART TWO


A MAN AND HIS DESTINY
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CHAPTER FOUR


Two weeks later

Llandarog Castle, eight miles east of Carmarthen Castle

The heavens had opened up and hell had poured forth.

The summer had been unseasonably wet and, true to form, storm upon storm had rained across the area for the past two weeks. The storms had been cold, too, and the feeling in the air was very much like autumn or even a cold spring.

But it wasn’t something that bothered the Welsh. Wales could be wet even in the best of times, so they were used to the discomfort of constant rain and the chill of the wind. The weather did nothing to dampen their spirits or their determination in what needed to be done.

The time to act was upon them.

The plan outlined at Carmarthen Castle was that the three castles in question – Llandarog, Idole, and Gwendraith – would be taken simultaneously. It was decided that the castles needed to be seized all at once to prevent the English from sending reinforcements to one or more of them.

Therefore, the Welsh fighting force in the south, comprised of about four thousand men, was split into three groups. One was led by Morys and Cader, the second by Howell and his men, and the third by another warlord named Kimble whose lands lay to the north near Cilgerran. He carried men from the mountains with him, Welshmen who fought with guerilla tactics rather than in organized groups.

In fact, given that the siege of a castle wasn’t something the Welsh normally did because they didn’t possess the big siege engines necessary for such grand operations, the smartest tactic for them to take was stealth. That was how they worked best. A head-on siege wouldn’t work on any of their targets because all three had serious defensive features, so it was decided that only a few select men would make their way into the castles to open the gates for the rest of the Welshmen to enter and engage in hand-to-hand combat with the English inside.

It was the kind of tactic that Blayth was best at.

Even though it was Morys and Cader in charge of the siege of Llandarog Castle, it was Blayth who would lead the breach of the gatehouse with the enormous portcullis. He had an uncanny knowledge of the English defenses and the night before their assault on Llandarog, Blayth stood outside of Morys’ tent, listening to the conversation of the men gathered with Morys. In particular, he could hear two familiar voices, men who had become his friends over the years. Aeddan was one of them, a warrior of thirty years and three, with big brown eyes and a quick temper, and Pryce was the other, a sometimes-foolish younger man who was Aeddan’s brother.

Both men were Blayth’s shadows. Where he went, they went, and he couldn’t remember when they hadn’t always been by his side. In fact, their faces were some of the first Blayth could remember after awakening from the weeks of unconsciousness after his terrible injuries.

Morys, and Morys’ wife, Auryn, had mostly taken care of him, but when it came time to regain his strength and re-learn even the most basic things, Aeddan and Pryce ap Ninian had helped a great deal. It had been the brothers who had helped him learn to speak again, and the brothers who had helped him strengthen the right side of his body, which the head wound had terribly weakened. They had worked with him, side by side, sympathizing in his frustrations but never allowing him to quit.

Because of them, Blayth had grown bigger, faster, and stronger. He chopped wood, lifted stones and tree branches, rode horses, wrestled men, and any number of extreme activities that saw the weakened, nearly-dead warrior build himself up into something broad and muscular. His body had healed faster than his brain and, in truth, that was something of an ongoing process. He still forgot certain words and, at times, his speech could be slow. But the thought processes behind those damaged traits were still sharp, perhaps sharper than they had ever been. It was simply difficult for him to express himself at times.

Yet, the hard work had paid off. The result had seen them develop a close bond and Blayth considered Aeddan and Pryce his brothers. Since he had no other family, he loved them as if they were his blood, and as he stood on a rise watching the town of Llandarog in the distance, he could hear Aeddan and Pryce as they squabbled with a few other warriors over the game of dice they were playing.

The brothers were fond of gambling and, too many times, they had tried to gamble for every possession from anyone they ever knew. They had a bit of a reputation. When Blayth heard a smacking sound, as if someone had been struck, and then instant silence, he fought off a smile. He knew that Pryce, who could be rather obnoxious, had pushed too far. When he glanced over his shoulder to see Pryce leaving the tent with his hand over his eye, he couldn’t hold back the smile then.

Some things never changed.

But some things did. Even as Pryce wandered away, Blayth’s attention moved to Cader’s encampment towards the north. He could see them through the trees. There were no fires, nothing to alert Llandarog Castle that there were Welsh watching them in the forest, but he could see the outline of the tents nonetheless because the rain was starting to lighten and the moon was quite bright behind the gathering clouds.

Seeing Cader’s encampment had him thinking of something he’d tried to push out of his mind for two weeks, ever since Carmarthen Castle and the chance encounter with a woman he hadn’t been able to shake. He’d discovered that she was Cader’s daughter, the brother that Morys rarely spoke to, but spoke of a good deal. Blayth felt as if he knew Cader simply from Morys’ frequent mention of the man, but if Blayth was to believe anything Morys said, then he would believe that Cader was a quiet, meek man who was stubborn and grim.

He wasn’t a brother Morys was proud of.

But Blayth had been around Cader during their time at Carmarthen Castle when they were planning their attacks on the three castles, and he came to see Cader as a man who was quiet but intelligent. He had excellent insight into the battles to come and his suggestions were sound. But he’d also been the one to suggest the breach of Llandarog, and even now as Blayth watched the castle in the distance, he didn’t like Cader’s suggestion for one particular reason.

The man suggested using his daughter.

Blayth sighed heavily at the thought of a woman in battle. It wasn’t unheard of, but Blayth personally didn’t think women belonged in warfare. Cader had lauded his daughter’s skill, and the others who had fought with her seemed to agree, and it was Blayth who was to take an advance party, including Cader’s daughter, and scale Llandarog’s one exterior tower.

The tower was set in the curtain wall, high on a rise, so Blayth and his men were to scale the hill and then the daughter and Pryce, who was tall and skinny, were to climb the tower as Blayth and the others protected them with their long bows. Once the woman and Pryce slipped into the slender lancet windows on the tower, they were to make it to the curtain wall where they would lower ropes so Blayth and the rest of the party could climb up. Then, they were all to make it to the gatehouse and open the gate for the rest of the army and try not to get killed in the process.

That was the plan for taking Llandarog.

It wasn’t a bad plan. In fact, it was an excellent one providing they weren’t seen. The moon would be setting towards morning, making the land quite dark, and that was when Blayth was to take his group to the tower. That was when he was to help that leggy, beautiful woman climb that tower.

Nay, he didn’t like it at all.

So, he stood there and brooded, thinking of the woman he’d been unable to shake. That wasn’t like him, considering he wasn’t one to think of women in general. Something told him that, once, there had only been one woman for him, although he really had no memory of her, or of anything else for that matter. He remembered nothing prior to the day he awoke, somewhat lucid, in Morys’ sod hut those years ago. He didn’t even remember his name; all he could say was one word.

Wolf…

He gave himself that name and he didn’t even know why.

The lack of memory didn’t bother him like it used to. Morys had told him who he was, and where he’d come from, and he accepted the man’s word on the matter. But there were times when he dreamed of men he knew he loved, of women with Scottish accents, and of castles he’d never seen. But on nights like this, with an impending battle, he felt more at home than anywhere else. He knew he’d been born and raised a warrior, and even if he couldn’t remember his past, he was certain about his future.

He would lead the fight to free Wales from the English.

“Great Lord?”

A quiet, feminine voice roused him from his thoughts and he turned to see Cader’s daughter standing a few feet away. He’d never even heard her approach, but his hearing on his right side wasn’t very good because of the head wound, so events like this weren’t unusual. He usually had Aeddan or Pryce watching his back for such things but tonight there were no such observers.

Looking at her, Blayth began to feel the same way he did the first time he met her – interested, perhaps even a little giddy. Two weeks of trying to put her out of his mind, and then ignoring her when she was nearby, just went up in a puff of smoke.

He turned in her direction.

“Lady Asmara,” he said in his low, deliberate speech. “Your presence honors me.”

Wrapped in a dark, oiled cloth against the rain, Asmara’s features were pinched red from the cold. She had come from her father’s encampment, moving with stealth through the damp foliage, until she reached Morys’ encampment. She was wet and weary from what had been two weeks of a rather difficult existence on battle campaign, but her golden eyes were bright.

“My father has sent me,” she said. “He wishes for me to speak to you about our coming operation on the morrow.”

“What do you wish to know?”

Asmara opened her mouth to say something, but she quickly shut it. She simply looked at him as if scrutinizing him and, after several long moments, she cleared her throat softly.

“I wish to know why you did not tell me who you were when we met at Carmarthen,” she said. “I introduced myself. It would have been polite for you to tell me who you were.”

Blayth sensed some indignation in her tone. “Does it matter?”

Asmara’s eyebrows drew together. “Of course it does,” she said. “It would have been the polite thing to do.”

“You said that.”

“I meant it.”

Blayth was coming to sense more than simple indignation. Was it possible she was still angry at him for throwing her in the trough? Truth be told, once he realized who she was, he’d been rather embarrassed that he’d done it. Asmara ferch Cader was royalty, the woman that the men called the Dragon Princess. Aye, he knew all about the Dragon Princess and he knew about her skill.

After he’d discovered her identity, he’d made a few inquiries about the woman and was told a few amazing tales. Wanting to find out more about the woman was certainly not the behavior of a man who’d been trying to shake thoughts of her.

Truth be told, now that he was faced with her, he didn’t know what he wanted.

… to forget her?

Or not.

“If my lack of introduction offended you, then I am sorry,” he said after a moment. “Our encounter was brief and once you introduced yourself, there was no opportunity for me to give you my name. It was not intentional.”

She stared at him a moment, as if debating whether or not to believe him, before finally relenting. Her brow eased, as did her expression.

“I’ve heard tale of Blayth the Strong,” she said. “Since my father and Morys do not speak, and have not fought a battle together in years, I have only heard tale of you. We’ve never met.”

“Nay, we have not.”

“I expected to find a man ten feet tall, with arms the size of tree trunks.”

His lips twitched with a smile and he lifted one of his arms. Even though it was cold and raining, he wasn’t wearing a cloak or warm clothing of any kind. The tunic he wore, of a faded brown color, had the sleeves ripped off it because his enormous arms were bare. With his right arm lifted and flexing, the muscles beneath his pale skin were bulging and defined. He inspected both arms, in fact, before replying.

“They are,” he said simply.

Asmara’s gaze lingered on him for a moment before breaking down into soft laughter; she couldn’t help herself.

“Aye,” she agreed. “They are. And you are not a modest man. But, then again, I suppose you have no reason to be.”

Blayth lowered his arms. “Modesty is for men who are unsure of their strengths,” he said. “I am sure of mine.”

It was a curious thing to say. Asmara’s interest in the man was a little less guarded because, in truth, he was rather fascinating. But she knew that from the first moment they’d met. She’d spent two weeks thinking about the man and watching him from a distance, but all of that changed tonight.

Cader, in fact, hadn’t sent her.

She’d boldly come on her own.

“Of that, I have no doubt,” she said after a moment. “And Morys clearly trusts you, for I have heard that you have fought many great battles for him.”

“Morys seems to have more battles to fight than most.”

Asmara snorted; she couldn’t help it. “That is because he has more enemies than most,” she said before she could stop herself. Realizing she probably shouldn’t have said such a thing to Blayth, who was loyal to Morys, she hastened to change the subject. “The last time my father had regular conversations with Morys was more than five years ago. I think that was before you came into his service.”

Blayth nodded vaguely. “So I am told.”

“That Morys has not spoken regularly to my father since then?”

“Nay. That I have been in Morys’ service for five years.”

She cocked her head. “That is a curious thing to say,” she said. “You do not know exactly how long you have been in his service?”

Blayth scratched a big shoulder, his gaze moving from Asmara to the castle in the distance, a black silhouette against the cloudy sky. She was asking questions that would lead him to speak on things that were probably better left unsaid. Knowing that Morys and Cader were at odds, he suspected that Cader might have put her up to it. She’d said that her father had sent her, after all, and that was a grossly disappointing thought. He’d rather hoped she wanted to know about him on her own.

“Tell your father that your attempts to discover more information about me have come to failure,” he said. “I will see you in a few hours and we may go over the plan to breach Llandarog at that time. I will not speak of it until then.”

Asmara stiffened and the glimmer went out of her eyes. “My father did not send me to discover more about you, only the plans for the coming operation.”

“I am not stupid, woman. Return to your father.”

Her features tensed. “So you think I have been trying to… to probe you? What should I want to probe you about?”

“Whatever it is, it is not your business.”

He seemed very guarded all of a sudden. As if a curtain of defense was raised, and Asmara was truly at a loss. She wasn’t probing him for her father’s sake, only for hers, but as she tried to figure out why Blayth seemed so defensive, she recalled the moment in the great hall of Carmarthen Castle and how men questioned Morys’ statement of Blayth’s identity.

Truth be told, he was a mysterious man, now with a great legend attached to him. Perhaps, he’d learned to be defensive about who he was. Perhaps, it was instinctive for him to protect himself, and understandably so. But his assumption that she was attempting to probe him upset her greatly.

“I told you why I was here,” she said, her voice low. “If you do not believe me, that is your misfortune. I do not lie, and I do not seek personal information from you on behalf of my father. That is twice you have insulted me now. There will not be a third time.”

With that, she turned on her heel and disappeared into the trees. Blayth kept his gaze on the distant castle until he heard the foliage moving and he knew she was no longer standing there. Only then did he turn to look at her, watching the dark figure move towards the distant encampment.

Oddly enough, he believed her. He didn’t know the woman, but something told him that she was being truthful. Perhaps, she really had wanted to know something about him, on her own, and he’d ruined the moment by chasing her off. He wasn’t much good with women, anyway, and he certainly was out of practice when it came to wooing one. Not that he wanted to woo Asmara, but she was a long-legged beauty and those long legs had his attention.

As did the rest of her.

Perhaps tomorrow he might apologize to her for insulting her yet again.

It was coming to be a habit with him.
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With the moon down, the darkness before dawn was inky.

A group of ten Welsh were moving in almost complete darkness, heading across a field, a thicket, and a bubbling stream, before reaching the village of Llandarog.

It was a small village, built up around the hill with the castle perched on top of it, rising like a jewel above the green Welsh countryside. It was a prosperous little village, and peaceful for the most part, because the English garrison wasn’t an active one.

Even though the road that Llandarog Castle guarded was one of the main roads through the south of Wales, the road to the north, where Carmarthen Castle was located, was more heavily traveled. Therefore, the garrison at Llandarog, which was held by Lord Pembroke, had grown lazy and fat. Without much to do, the soldiers were not on their guard when Blayth, Asmara, and eight Welsh warriors made their way through the village and straight to the hill with the castle on the top.

Unfortunately, with the wet weather, the hill was thick with soggy grass up to their knees, and trees with branches that were heavy with water. For every three steps they took in scaling the hill, they would slide a step or two back. It was slow going to mount the hill, but Asmara and Blayth were leading the charge. Asmara was smart enough to use her dagger to anchor herself into the hill so she could pull herself up, and Blayth was making headway by sheer strength alone. With great effort, they made their way to the base of the enormous tower of Llandarog.

Once they reached the stone, Blayth silently called the men to him, motioning in the darkness. Everyone gathered close to him so his voice would not carry. The last thing they wanted was for any sentries on the walls overhead to hear him. With the group of Welshmen crowded around, Asmara was in the front and she was literally pushed right into Blayth, who had to reach out a big hand to steady her. They were so close that he could feel her hot breath on his cheek and see the glimmer of her eyes in the weak light. As misplaced as it was, it was quite arousing, and he found himself fighting off the allure that the woman’s close proximity provoked.

It was a struggle to focus on the plan ahead and not her sweet body next to his.

“We must get to the window overhead,” he said, pointing up the tower to a window that was about twelve feet over their heads. It was long and thin, about two feet across, with a lip on the bottom of the sill that stuck out a few inches. “The lady and Pryce will scale the wall with ropes and make their way inside. Once in the tower, they will make their way to the wall next to the tower and lower those ropes for us to climb. Are there any questions?”

Asmara and Pryce were the closest to Blayth. They were already looking up at the great stone tower. “If the weather was not so wet, scaling the wall would be a simple thing,” Pryce said. “But the stone is wet, Blayth. I fear we shall lose our footing.”

Blayth had already thought of that. He, too, found himself looking up at the tower, realizing their plan to scale it was in great jeopardy, especially since the rain was picking up. He even reached out to touch the stone; it was slick. It would be very difficult to scale. His mind began to work quickly for an alternative plan, knowing he had to think fast if they were going to salvage the situation.

And then, he saw it – there was a vine about eight feet up, a bushy thing that was growing all over the eastern side of the tower. He thought that if maybe they could get to it, then they could use it to climb to the window, because it was growing over the window itself.

It was worth a try.

“There is something else we can do,” he said. “I am tall enough so that if the lady stands on my shoulders, she can pull herself up to the cluster of vines and use it to climb to the window.”

The entire group looked up again, seeing the massive growth of vines over their heads. Wet, perhaps even weak vines. It wasn’t much of a back-up plan, but it was all they had. Just as they were about to put the plan into action, they could hear someone else moving up the slope and they turned to see a figure struggling through the slippery grass. Every one of them was armed, so daggers were unsheathed.

Aeddan was part of their group, and he pulled his knife from its sheath. They could all see the figure moving in their direction, but Aeddan didn’t wait for the body to come to them – he slid down the slope and grabbed the small figure by the neck. Everyone could hear a decidedly female gasp, quickly stifled by Aeddan as he slapped a hand over the mouth. Somehow, he managed to drag the figure up the slope, shoving it to the ground in front of Blayth. When the muddy head came up, it was Asmara who reacted most strongly.

“Fairynne!” she gasped, trying to keep her voice quiet. Furious, she reached out and grabbed her sister by the arm, practically pulling it out of its socket. “What are you doing here?”

Fairynne was defiant and repentant at the same time. “You may need me,” she said. “I came to help!”

“Does Dadau know you are here?”

“Not… exactly.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“He told me not to come, but I did not listen. I knew I could help you, Asmara. You must let me!”

Asmara was so enraged at her foolish sister that she started hitting the girl around the head and shoulders, slapping at her, only to be separated by Blayth and Aeddan. While Aeddan pulled Fairynne away, Blayth managed to get hold of Asmara’s slapping hands.

“Enough,” he growled. “You are going to cause every Saesneg soldier in the castle to hear us. Who is this woman to you?”

Asmara was so embarrassed that she could hardly look at the man. “My sister,” she said. “My reckless sister. She followed the army when we left our home and my father could not spare a man to return her. She has been with us ever since, like a disease we cannot be rid of.”

She’d said that to insult her sister, who was glaring at her, wounded. Blayth eyed the offended woman in the darkness. She was small, and very slender, and from what he could see, not a ravishing beauty like her sister. He shook his head with both disbelief and regret.

“Another ferch Cader female,” he muttered. “Can she at least fight like you?”

“Nay.”

“I can!”

The sisters answered at the same time. Blayth eyed the pair before shaking his head again, realizing they now had an unwanted woman as part of their group of skilled warriors. Before he could comment further, however, Asmara pushed Fairynne aside, so hard that the woman rolled backwards and crashed into the men behind her.

“Come on,” she said to Blayth, hoping to divert the attention away from her disobedient sister. “Stand up and I will climb on you. We must hurry. The sun will be rising soon.”

Blayth thought it seemed as if she were giving him orders, but she was right in one respect – they had to make haste. They couldn’t continue to stand around and argue about a silly young woman who had followed them. Therefore, he forgot all about the younger ferch Cader sister as he stood up, trying to anchor his big feet into the mud of the slope as he leaned forward against the tower.

As he knew, it was slippery – all of it. The stone, the grass, everything. He was having a difficult time anchoring his feet because of the heavy grass, and he could feel someone butting up against his lower legs, trying to give him some support. Throwing his substantial weight forward even further, he pressed himself against the stone of the tower.

“Go,” he hissed to Asmara. “Climb.”

She did. Aeddan had put himself against the back of Blayth’s legs, trying to bolster the man, so Asmara took the hemp rope that was handed to her and climbed on his back, using him as a stepping stone to climb onto Blayth’s back. As she literally scaled his broad back and onto his shoulders, he lifted a hand and pulled her up. With her knees on his shoulders, Asmara clung to the wet, stone tower for support as she made her way to her feet.

Beneath her, Blayth and Aeddan were grunting with effort, trying to keep from slipping in the very wet footing. Asmara knew this, and she didn’t want to particularly fall if they lost their footing, so she quickly grabbed on to the vine, which was stronger than it looked. She could feel substantial branches beneath the foliage and was able to grab hold and pull herself up.

Blayth felt her weight lift from him and he looked up in time to see her scaling the wet vines. She managed to climb with ease, quickly making headway up the tangle of vines to the slender lancet window. As he watched with some trepidation, she peered inside the window for several long moments before moving away. Blayth watched with concern as she suddenly backtracked on her climbing, enough so that she was nearly to the bottom of the vine again. Either she was refusing to go through the window, or there was something she wanted him to know.

Her actions were concerning.

“What is it?” he hissed at her.

Asmara was trying not to raise her voice, fearful she would be heard. “The window narrows on the interior,” she whispered loudly. “I believe I can squeeze through, but your man cannot.”

She was describing an arrow slit – windows that were wider on the exterior and then narrowed on the interior to protect the man firing the arrow at attackers. Sometimes they could become quite narrowed, like a funnel, and Blayth didn’t like the thought of Asmara going in alone. He wouldn’t have liked the thought of anyone going alone for what needed to be done, but he was particularly concerned for the Dragon Princess. She was trying to do a man’s job and it simply wasn’t right that she should go alone.

Turning his head, he could see his men crouched behind him, and he saw Pryce in particular. He motioned the man forward, grabbing his arm when he came close.

“Get up there with her,” he said. “You will go through that window if I have to get up there and pound you through it.”

Pryce nodded. He was slender, but he had big bones. Big knees, big joints, and the like. He wasn’t tiny by any means. But he was skinnier than any of the other men, including his brother, so there was little choice. And he knew for a fact that Blayth would climb up and pound on him if he became stuck, which was an embarrassing thought. Blayth started to boost him up so he could grab hold of the vine, but Asmara waved him off.

“He is too large,” she hissed. Then, the men heard her sigh heavily. “Give me my sister. She can make it through.”

So the little rebel was to be part of this, after all. Blayth frowned as he turned to look at the small woman, several feet away and crouched in a muddy ball. Although he didn’t argue with Asmara, the thought of sending two women into a castle full of English was starting to give him hives. He was leery enough with only Asmara breeching the castle, but sending her younger sister in with her was less than ideal.

Still, there was little choice if the window was narrowed on the inside, and he had to trust Asmara in the matter. She knew what she was looking at; he didn’t. The Dragon Princess surely knew what she was doing, didn’t she? Men had spoken of her prowess in battle and of her skill, so even though Blayth hadn’t fought with the woman, and hadn’t yet developed a trust for her, he had no choice if this endeavor was going to have a chance of succeeding.

He had to trust the woman.

Therefore, he motioned silently to Fairynne. She’d heard her sister’s request, but she hadn’t moved, fearful of being pushed down again, until Blayth beckoned. Then, one of the Welshmen grabbed her by the arm and pulled her up, passing her over to Blayth, as someone else put a coil of hemp rope around her neck.

As Fairynne adjusted the rope so she could climb with it, Blayth heaved her up in the direction of her sister’s outstretched hand.

“Listen to your sister in all things,” he rumbled in her ear as he passed her up. “For if you do not, I shall find you when this is over and blister your arse.”

Fairynne’s eyes widened with fear as Blayth lifted her up as high as he could. She ended up with her feet on his shoulders, much as Asmara had done, but her sister was there to pull her up onto the vine. Fairynne held on tightly, now climbing the vines and following her sister to the slender window of the tower.

Their entire success now rested on the shoulders of two small women.

“What do we do if they are captured?” Aeddan was standing next to Blayth, his dark eyes watching the sisters climb. “Cader will never forgive Morys if that happens.”

Blayth was watching them also. Truthfully, he didn’t know what to say about the situation. It had all happened so quickly and they’d had to improvise with the changing of the circumstances, but as he watched Asmara insert her head and then the rest of her body into the window above, he was beginning to wonder if this wasn’t a very bad idea.

But they’d come too far to turn back now.

“Cader raised his daughters to fight like men,” he said simply. “He only has himself to blame.”

Aeddan didn’t reply because he knew Blayth didn’t mean it as coldly as it sounded. He knew for a fact that Blayth had more feeling than most and, at times, would rather negotiate out of a situation than fight it. But he was also a man who was unafraid to do what was necessary in the end.

There were just over a thousand men waiting for a handful of men to open the portcullis of Llandarog Castle so, in this case, sending two women to make the initial entry was necessary and Aeddan knew the man well enough to know that he was harboring a wicked sense of guilt because of it.

Sending women in to do a man’s work.

Now, all they could do was pray.
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CHAPTER FIVE


“Asmara has grown.”

In the darkness of the early morning hours, Cader was watching Llandarog Castle from a distance, knowing that Asmara had gone with Blayth and the others to secure entry to the castle. He had been hesitant to let her go, but he also knew that she was quite capable. Still, it made him nervous that she was out of his sight.

He was unable to help her should she need it.

But his brother’s softly-uttered words broke his concentration and he turned to see Morys heading towards him, through the skinny cluster of trees. He hadn’t talked to his brother in many years until the summons to Carmarthen Castle, and even though they’d been traveling together, they still hadn’t spoken very much. They were so used to ignoring each other that it came naturally. Therefore, Morys’ appearance was something of a surprise.

“Aye,” Cader said belatedly. “She has seen eighteen years now. She is a woman grown.”

Morys nodded as his attention moved to the castle in the distance. “Dragon Princess,” he muttered. “That is what they call her now.”

Cader snorted softly. “She hates to be called that,” he said. “She simply wants to be a warrior, like any other man.”

Morys looked pointedly at him. “But she is not like any other man,” he said. “She is a woman, and a beautiful one. Has she not even been betrothed yet?”

Cader rolled his eyes at the touchy subject. “What man wants a wife who can best him in a fight?” he said. “Nay, Brother, no betrothal yet. No suitor of any kind. Until I can get her to behave like a woman, there is no point.”

“Yet you send her into battle.”

“Because she is an excellent warrior.”

“It is your fault for making her one.”

Cader turned to look at his brother; Morys was older than he by fourteen months, so there wasn’t much of an age gap between them at all. They’d grown up together, played together, fought together. When their father died, Morys decided that he was head of the family and he’d gone out of his way to make his brother feel insignificant and weak. Morys was married, but he’d never had children, while Cader’s marriage had produced two daughters. Their branch of the family was dying out and it killed Morys to realize that. He always had to be the bigger, stronger, and smarter brother, but his one failing had been in his inability to father a child, male or female. Oddly enough, he liked to make Cader feel guilty for only having females.

But Cader wasn’t feeling guilty today. He was proud of his daughter.

“Is that what you came to tell me?” he finally asked. “That it is my fault for making Asmara a warrior? I didn’t ‘make’ her a warrior, you know. She chose to be one. There was no way to discourage her.”

Morys eyed his brother in the weak light. His younger brother who was kind and compassionate, everything Morys was not. He’d tried for a very long time not to hate him for it, but he couldn’t quite seem to manage it. There was so much about Cader that he hated.

And so much he was jealous of.

“So now you have an unmarriageable daughter on your hands,” Morys said quietly. “Will she be a spinster, then? Or will she lead your armies?”

Cader wasn’t going to let his brother mock him. “We have not spoken to one another in over five years,” he said. “If you are going to taunt me about my children, then you can go back to your men. I have no need or desire to tangle with you.”

The line in the sand had been drawn already. Morys simply dipped his head. “I was not taunting you,” he said. “I was merely asking a question since I have not seen Asmara in so long. What of Fairynne? Has she married?”

Cader shook his head. “She has not.”

Morys pondered his brother’s unwed daughters but he could see that any further comment about them would not be well met. In truth, he hadn’t come to taunt his brother. He really didn’t know why he’d come, other than he’d missed the man and didn’t want to admit it.

“Well,” he sighed, “Asmara has gone with Blayth and we must be moving our men into position so we are ready when they open the portcullis. My scouts say that we can skirt the village over to the east and come in through the trees directly across from the castle. They will not see us until it is too late.”

Cader nodded, turning to the men nearest him and issuing a quiet whistle. As the men stood up and began to come to him, he turned to Morys. “I will tell my men to be ready to move,” he said. “Are your men ready?”

“They are.”

“Then let us depart.”

Cader’s men came to him and he quietly issued orders. When those men left to rouse the rest of Cader’s army, Cader happened to see that Morys was still standing there.

“Is that all?” he asked.

Morys nodded. He started to turn away, but something made him stop. When he spoke, it was without looking at his brother. It was almost as if he couldn’t bear to.

“Why did we stop talking to one another, Cader?” he asked softly. “I have forgotten.”

Cader looked at him. “You called me weak,” he said. “Do you not recall?”

“I am not certain. Mayhap.”

“You said you were ashamed of a brother who was so weak.”

Morys almost turned to look at him. I was stupid for saying so. But he couldn’t bring himself to say it, nor could he bring himself to apologize. He remembered exactly what he’d said to his brother, and when he’d said it. He was only hoping that Cader hadn’t remembered. Then he would have nothing to apologize for.

But Cader did, indeed, remember. Morys simply nodded his head and began to walk away, but a word from Cader stopped him.

“I will say this to you, Morys,” he said quietly. “I am not weak. I have never been weak. I am able to show emotion and feelings that you were never able to, and if you believe that to be weak, that is your misfortune. But I will tell you this; my daughter, Asmara, is anything but weak. She is the strongest woman in Wales and tonight, she will prove that to you. Mark my words. And when you see how strong she is, you will tell me so. Are you listening? I will hear it from your own lips.”

Morys still couldn’t bring himself to look at him or even agree. Without another word, he continued on, heading into the darkened trees and for his army, which was preparing to move out. Cader watched him go for a few moments, thinking of his haughty, arrogant brother. He didn’t exactly hate the man, but it was close.

But tonight, they had to put their feelings aside for a common goal.

To take Llandarog Castle back from the English.
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It smelled like a barnyard.

That was Asmara’s first thought as she slithered in through the narrowed window of Llandarog’s tower and ended up falling to the floor. It was dark, quiet, and smelly. Fortunately, the chamber was also empty and she quickly found her feet, pulling Fairynne through the opening behind her.

But the women huddled near the open window for a few moments as their eyes became acclimated to the near total darkness. The tower itself was small in diameter, so there was only one room per floor. They had no way of knowing just how many floors there were because the base of the tower seemed sunken into the hillside. Since it was an hour or so before dawn, they couldn’t hear anyone stirring, but that didn’t mean an entire army of English soldiers wasn’t sleeping on the floor below them.

They had to get moving.

Asmara pulled her sister close.

“We must find a way to get to the wall on the west side,” she whispered. “It is attached to this tower and if there is an opening on to the wall, it will be on the level above us. Follow me and stay close; do not wander and do not make any noise. Do you understand?”

Fairynne nodded, but it was clear from her expression that she was frightened. Perhaps helping her sister had seemed brave enough until they entered the lion’s den, but now that she was here, she wasn’t so sure. Still, her pride prevented her from doing anything other than pretending she had some measure of bravery. She held tight to the rope that was coiled over one shoulder and down under one arm, just like the rope that Asmara was holding, and when her sister began to move, she followed.

There was a flight of stone stairs built onto one side of the room; a hole in the floor had stairs going down to the floor below while a small flight built into the wall went up to the floor above. Staying close to the wall, the sisters mounted the stairs that led to the floor above, making their way silently until Asmara could just stick her head through the hole in the floor above them, peering into the chamber to see if there anyone was there.

Fortunately, it was empty but for a few shields and metal-tipped staffs against the wall. It also contained a small door that led to the wall walk, just as she’d hoped. As far as Asmara could see, there didn’t seem to be anyone on the wall walk, so she came to the top of the stairs, holding out a hand to her sister to indicate caution. Even though there didn’t seem to be anyone around, they still needed to proceed carefully. Once they were on the wall walk, they could lower the ropes for Blayth and the others.

Their goal was so close, but yet so far. The wall walk was just a few feet away, but it seemed like it stretched for a mile. Once they left the tower, they would be exposed to the ward below, and Asmara’s heart was thumping in her chest. The apprehension was almost more than she could bear, but she had a task to complete and she focused on it. As they neared the doorway that opened out into the wall walk, she came to a sudden halt and backed up against the wall to stay out of sight.

Fairynne looked at her sister curiously as Asmara took the hemp rope and tied a loop at one end of it. The curtain wall had battlements, meaning it had regularly spaced, square openings so defenders could shoot enemies below and then use the battlements for protection from incoming enemy projectiles. It also meant that if they could get the big loop of the rope around one the solid square features in between the openings, they could use that to anchor the rope so the men waiting below could climb up the wall.

Soon enough, Fairynne understood what her sister was doing and she, too, tied a big loop in the end of her rope. The wall itself was perhaps eighteen to twenty feet high, and their ropes weren’t quite so long, but long enough that Blayth and his men would be able to get hold of them when lowered.

With both ropes looped at the end, it was finally time to act. Asmara dropped to her hands and knees as she crept onto the wall walk, keeping a low profile until she could see just where the English soldiers were. As soon as she emerged onto the wall walk, she could see the English – there were a few in the darkness, over by the gatehouse, and only three on the vast wall walk, as far as she could see. The men on the wall walk were also over near the two-storied gatehouse, clustered there, as one of them sat on the edge of it, his legs dangling over the side.

Clearly, these were men who were not expecting an attack this night, but something had their attention over by the gatehouse because that was where they all seemed to be gathered. Asmara wondered if they had sighted her father and Morys, who would be moving their army into position in anticipation of the gate opening. If that was the case, then the element of surprise would soon be lost. With that in mind, Asmara knew she had to move quickly while their attention was diverted.

She and her sister may not have another chance.

Heart pounding, palms sweating, Asmara moved to the battlements. Quickly rising to her feet, she looped the rope over the nearest stone square and tossed the rope down the side of the wall. Fairynne was a little slower in getting her rope secured, so Asmara quickly moved to help her, making sure both ropes were over the side so the men could climb up. Peering over the side of the wall, she could see men moving towards the ropes through the darkness.

They were coming.

But so were the English. No sooner had they thrown the ropes over the side than someone saw them. Shouts drifted in their direction and the women turned, startled, to see the men from the gatehouse looking at them. A brief moment of horror in realizing they’d been seen was replaced by determination as Asmara swung into action.

“The staffs and shields,” she hissed, pointing to the tower. “Quickly – we must get them. I will fight them off. You must protect the ropes until the men can mount them!”

Fairynne might have been young and foolish at times, but she shared Asmara’s sense of determination. She, too, understood that this was critical, so she rushed ahead of her sister into the tower room and began grabbing items. She shoved a shield at her sister and then a staff, and as Asmara ran back onto the battlements to fight off what was sure to be an incoming horde of English, Fairynne also picked up a staff and returned to her post by the ropes. She wanted to be armed in case anyone made it past her sister.

She was prepared to fight to the death.

Asmara, too, was ready for them. She stood her ground several feet down the wall walk, giving her sister and the incoming Welsh plenty of room as she faced off against several English soldiers who were now heading in her direction. Two of them had torches, lighting up the faces of the enemy against the early morning darkness. Although she’d been nervous about facing a moment like this, as the reality of it approached, Asmara found that she wasn’t nervous at all. She was angry; angry that the English were here, angry that she had to fight them off. Anger fed her bravery. With the shield in one hand and the staff in the other, she braced herself.

Oddly enough, the English were slow to move. Seeing two women, and really having no idea why they were there, had them moving cautiously, which was to the advantage of the Welshmen on the ropes. Four of them were already climbing, Blayth being one of them, and he was already almost halfway to the top. But the English weren’t looking at their walls, at least not yet. They were still trying to figure out why two women were on the wall walk and that distraction would work against them. As several of them moved closer to Asmara, their manner remained almost timid.

And she sensed it. Asmara was, if nothing else, extremely intuitive. She could see that they were quite confused and perhaps even slightly interested. She could only surmise that they didn’t see what was going on behind her, and that men weren’t climbing the walls at that very moment and that, soon, the castle would be under attack. It was dark enough that they could only see two women on the walls, but if they moved those torches any closer, they would soon see the ropes being used.

Then, it would turn into battle.

Therefore, Asmara took a step towards them, lifting her staff and shield, and smiling hugely. He had a lovely smile, in fact, with straight white teeth and slightly prominent canines. It was a gesture that lit up her entire face, something not missed by the English. Not only was a woman on their wall walk, but a beautiful one at that.

“Cyfarchion,” Asmara said in Welsh. Greetings. “I would wager to say that you did not expect to find two lonely women here tonight.”

The Englishman had no idea what to make of it. The man in front, an older man in well-used mail, peered strangely at her.

“Lonely?” he repeated. “What are you doing here, lass? How did you get here?”

Asmara turned her smile on him. “What else would I be doing here?” she said. “I am looking for a little… amusement.”

The English soldier was greatly confused by her response. He indicated the shield and staff in her hands. “What kind of amusement?”

Asmara shrugged lightly, hoping she could keep them talking until someone got to the top of the rope and she could have help fending them all off.

“You fight me,” she said. “If I lose, I become your prisoner. But if you lose…”

The soldier folded his arms in front of his chest expectantly. “I will not lose to you,” he said. He wagged an irritable finger at her. “Come along, now. Why are you here? Tell me the truth. And tell me how you got here.”

Asmara lifted her shoulders. “I flew in, like a bird,” she said. “If you beat me in a fight, then I shall tell you. But until you do, you will simply have to take my word for it.”

The soldier opened his mouth to reply but something behind the woman caught his attention. In fact, he watched in shock as two men vaulted over the top of the battlements. But his shock wasn’t so great that he didn’t realize what was happening. Suddenly, he let out a bellow.

“Breach!”

The game was over. Realizing that Blayth and his men were showing themselves, Asmara did the only thing she could do – she charged the English soldiers standing in front of her, using the shield to literally scoop them backwards. The older soldier tried to grab her, but she kneed the man in the groin so hard that he immediately fell to his knees, blocking the way for the soldiers behind him to charge.

That moment of respite allowed Asmara to bring the shield up and slam them in the face. She caught two of them squarely, with one of them falling straight off the wall walk and into the bailey below. But there were still men to take their place and she fell into a frenzy, striking and stabbing at everything that moved.

The English were unprepared for her onslaught. Because they’d been on watch when she’d come onto the wall, they had nothing more than crossbows with them, no broadswords, and now they had a woman who was fighting furiously, driving them back further, and further still. She was doing a marvelous job of fighting them off, but there were more of them than there were of her.

It was only a matter of time before they turned the tides.

Unfortunately for the English soldiers, there were now men on the wall walk that were not English, men who had climbed the wall on ropes evidently provided by the very woman they found themselves fighting off. The only possible explanation was the Welsh were going to try and take the castle, so the English were scrambling to gather their weapons and preparing to fight off the invaders.

Very quickly, chaos reigned.

But Asmara didn’t back away and she didn’t run, not even when she saw more English soldiers running for the wall walk. She held her ground, fighting and struggling, kicking and punching, until one of the soldiers managed to rip the staff from her hand. He turned it on her, preparing to strike, when a big body suddenly appeared between Asmara and the English.

Blayth had arrived.

The man had carried his short sword with him up that treacherous rope, and he dispatched two of the English soldiers before the rest began to run, backing away from the enormous Welshman with the deadly strike. When one man tried to challenge him, he punched him in the face, sending him to the ground and, in the same motion, stealing the man’s broadsword. Armed with a big weapon now, he moved menacingly towards the rest of the soldiers rushing up to the wall walk as Asmara, Aeddan, and Pryce tucked in behind him.

“We need to get into the room with the pulley that will open the portcullis,” Blayth said. “If I had to guess, I would say it is on the upper level of the gatehouse. Aeddan and I will hold off those coming up the ladders if Pryce and the lady can make it into the chamber on the upper level. See how they are already trying to form a blockade on the chamber entry?”

They could all see a group of soldiers with torches bunched up around an opening that led into the second floor of the gatehouse. Oddly enough, if there was a door on the opening, they hadn’t shut it. The doorway remained unsealed.

Asmara could see the portal clearly, and she could feel the thrill of battle rushing through her veins, for a variety of reasons. To begin with, she loved the rush of battle and the feel of a weapon in her hand. But it was also her first time fighting with Blayth and she was beginning to see what all the fuss was about. He was absolutely fearless in movement, fluid in motion, and moved with surreal power. She’d never seen anything like it in her life.

As the four of them moved towards the gatehouse, more English soldiers came running at them. Blayth and Aeddan were in the lead, fighting the men back, and as they did so, Asmara managed to pick up a short sword that someone had dropped in the chaos. As Blayth and Aeddan fought off the onslaught, and tried not to get pushed off the wall walk themselves, Asmara dropped to her knees and pushed through the legs of the men who were fighting.

She was in a perfect position to do a lot of damage, and damage she did. Men ended up with cut Achilles’ tendons or sword thrusts to the backs of their knees. In fact, Blayth had no idea why men were falling away from him so swiftly until he saw Asmara on her knees amongst the English, slashing viciously with her sword. It was one of the more impressive things he’d ever seen, and he found himself fighting off a smile at the very plucky Dragon Princess.

Now, he understood what men had been saying about her.

She was fearless, indeed.

In fact, he’d seen her fighting off the English the moment he’d arrived on the top of the wall. She’d had a shield and a staff, and she was creating serious problems for several English soldiers who were trying to fight back. For a brief moment, he’d admired the woman and her obvious skill, but then it occurred to him that the lovely, leggy woman who had his interest was in a great deal of danger, and that brought about a side of him he never knew he had. Certainly, he was fearsome in a fight – there was no one more fearsome – but the thought of Asmara in danger did something to him.

It spurred him to another level of fighting fervor.

He’d rushed up behind her, putting himself between her and the English, and that’s when men started dropping. Blayth was fighting to claim the castle, but he was also fighting for Asmara. As if the woman needed his help. But the chivalrous man in him was determined to give it.

In the midst of everything, he was trying not to feel like an utter, complete idiot.

The English had cleared up now between his slashing and Asmara’s stabbing, so he reached down and pulled her to her feet amidst wounded English on the wall walk.

“Well done,” he told her. “I think there are a few men around here who may never walk again, thanks to you.”

Pink-cheeked from exertion, Asmara looked at her handiwork of injured men, kicking one soldier when he didn’t move out of her way fast enough. He groaned when she kicked him again.

“Do you think so?” she asked seriously.

He nodded, his eyes glimmering at her. “I do,” he said. There was a warm moment as they looked at each other, and Blayth felt something shocking bolt through his veins. Fear? Excitement? He didn’t know. He couldn’t ever remember feeling it before. All he knew was that when he looked at her, he felt a distinct shock, but there was no time to linger on the sensation. He pointed to the two-storied gatehouse. “Now, let us see if we can lift that portcullis. Hurry, now; dawn is upon us and there is no time to waste.”

Asmara charged off, swinging her sword and engaging men who were far better protected than she was, but it didn’t seem to matter to her. She used those long legs to kick, and she wasn’t afraid to aim for a man’s groin. She did whatever she had to do in order to disable them. Once she had them off-balance, she lashed out, gravely injuring or even killing. Blayth saw her do it twice as they pushed their way to the gatehouse. Just as they neared the open door, a large soldier emerged.

Unfortunately, Asmara walked right into him and he reached out, clamping a big hand around her neck and giving her a good shake. The sword dropped from her grip as her hands moved instinctively to the big mitt around her neck, squeezing the life from her. She kicked out, twice, and caught the man in the abdomen and thigh, but not hard enough to cause him to dislodge his grip. Just as her vision began to dim, Blayth thrust his sword into the man’s belly.

Asmara fell aside as Blayth stabbed the man again and then tossed him over the wall walk. When he should have been heading into the gatehouse to locate the mechanism for the portcullis, he found himself more concerned for Asmara. He pulled her to her feet.

“Are you well?” he asked. “He did not hurt you, did he?”

Asmara was rubbing her neck where the soldier had gripped her. “Nay,” she said. “Thanks to you. I think he was trying to kill me.”

Blayth’s lips flickered with a grin. “What was your first indication?”

Asmara stopped rubbing her neck and looked at him, thinking he was making some kind of nasty remark about her. But she saw the grin, and the mirth in his eyes, and a smile creased her lips.

“I am not entirely sure,” she jested in return. “It could have been that big hand on my neck. Or the fact that he was English.”

Blayth snorted, a humorous sound. “It was both, demoiselle,” he said. “But never fear; I would not let him do it, to you or to your sister. You were both quite valuable this night.”

Asmara’s smile vanished as she started looking around, almost in a panic. “My sister,” she gasped. “Where is Fairynne?”

Blayth turned around, too, looking for the tiny woman who had helped liberate a castle. The sun was starting to rise and the sky above was turning shades of blue and gray, casting a moderate amount of illumination on the castle. He thought he could see the younger ferch Cader sister over by the tower, still near the ropes that she had helped secure. He pointed.

“Over there,” he said. “But I would not worry over her. It seems that both ferch Cader sisters can take care of themselves.”

Asmara could see Fairynne also and it eased her mind considerably. “That is not a bad thing,” she said. “We have always been able to take care of ourselves.”

He cocked his head slightly. “You should not have to. Menfolk should protect you.”

“There are no menfolk that can protect me any better than I can do for myself.”

His smile was threatening again. “What about English soldiers who try to break your neck?”

She grinned and averted her gaze. “I would have overcome him, eventually.”

“And yet, you did not have to,” he said. He paused before speaking again. “I would do it again if you needed me to.”

There was something chivalrous in the way he said it, something that made Asmara look up and take notice. There was fighting going on all around them but, at the moment, it was as if they were the only two people in the whole world. When their gazes met, the corners of his eyes crinkled in a way that was difficult to describe. There was something… warm there. Something that suggested his concern for her wasn’t purely soldier to soldier. It was simply man to woman.

She began to feel faint for an entirely different reason.

God, how the man could make her heart race!

But the warm moment was dashed by the sound of the big portcullis as it began to lurch open. Chains groaned, iron creaked, and men began to yell. When Asmara and Blayth ran to the edge of the battlements to see what the fuss was about, they could see Morys and Cader’s men at the gatehouse below. Blayth turned quickly, rushing from the wall as he gestured to the open door of the second-floor of the gatehouse.

“Help them raise the portcullis,” he told Asmara. “I will go down below. I have a feeling the English will not take kindly to their new visitors.”

With that, he quickly descended the ladder that led to the bailey below, and Asmara charged into the second floor of the gatehouse, helping Aeddan and Pryce and two other men fight off English soldiers who were trying to do them great harm. Once Asmara entered the fight, the English limped away with kicked groins and other unmanly injuries, pain she wasn’t afraid to inflict, and the portcullis went up just enough so that Morys and Cader were able to flood in with their hundreds and hundreds of men.

Within an hour, the English of Llandarog Castle were subdued and the banners for Edward I were torn down from the battlements as the fortress was once again claimed by the Welsh. Even in the town of Llandarog, which had been shut tight against the battle, the peasants were starting to emerge, cheering the fact that the great castle was now in the hands of the Welsh. They began bringing food and drink to the castle in droves, and the men of Morys and Cader’s armies soon found themselves stuffed with sausages, marrowfat peas, and watered ale.

A feast fit for victors.

When Cader got over his anger at Fairynne’s part in securing Llandarog, he realized that he was most proud of his daughters. Blayth had told him that breaching Llandarog would not have been possible if it weren’t for the women warriors. He was, in truth, quite pleased with them, and when Asmara wanted to sit and eat and drink with Morys’ men, he didn’t stop her. She’d earned a place among them. But he sat with his own men, across the bailey, with an exhausted Fairynne sleeping on his lap, and watched his oldest daughter as she listened to Morys’ men tell great stories of valor.

But the feasting and stories of valor soon came to a halt when they received word from Howell stating that his siege of Gwendraith Castle had suffered a setback and they’d been unable to breach the castle. His missive asked Cader and Morys to spare what men they could, including Blayth, and send them along to Gwendraith to aid in claiming the castle.

Morys decided that Cader and a few of the men should remain with Llandarog while Morys took his men, and more than half of Cader’s, on to Gwendraith. Cader didn’t argue with him; he was happy to remain at the castle they’d worked so hard to capture. Before the day was out, Morys and his men rode out for Gwendraith, which was less than ten miles from Llandarog. To the cheers of the peasants of the village, Morys took his men and headed off to another battle.

Much to Asmara’s dismay, Cader had intentionally kept her and Fairynne with him. She was furious about it and had argued strongly but, in the end, Cader would not be swayed and Asmara marched off to sulk. What she didn’t know was that Cader had his reasons, petty or no – his arrogant, conceited brother who, when told Asmara and Fairynne’s roles in the breach of Llandarog, couldn’t even congratulate them. Asmara had proven herself worthy, as had Fairynne to a certain extent, but Morys wouldn’t acknowledge them. His pride wouldn’t let him.

It was pride that was starting to drive an even deeper wedge between him and his brother. And because of it, Cader kept his daughters with him. While Morys and his men went on to confiscate Gwendraith Castle, and remain there, Cader and his daughters, and his men, remained at Llandarog.

Asmara didn’t know why her father wouldn’t let her go join up with Morys’ army, but her father seemed particularly embittered after the siege of Llandarog. He didn’t want to talk about Morys at all, even worse than before. All Asmara knew was that it would be some time before she saw Blayth again, and in those weeks of separation, she didn’t forget about the man. On the contrary.

She was very much looking forward to the day when she would see him again.

And she knew she would see him again.


[image: ‡]
CHAPTER SIX


Four weeks later, Mid-September

Lioncross Abbey, near Lyonshall, England

The Welsh Marches

Lioncross Abbey Castle was named because it was built on the site of an ancient Roman house of worship and incorporated portions of two walls and part of the foundation into the structure of the castle itself. A former owner had christened it “Lioncross” after Richard the Lionheart, a man that the de Lohr family shared a great history with.

In truth, the castle had only belonged to the de Lohrs for less than one hundred years, when it passed into the family through marriage. It sat atop a low ridge overlooking a lake and the dark mountains that marked the Welsh border could be seen in the distance. The land around Lioncross was relatively flat and the Romans, as well as subsequent builders, had seen the advantage of building on the only rise for miles around. With the enormous curtain wall that surrounded the castle, the grounds of which were as vast as some of the largest castles in England, Lioncross Abbey was a force to be reckoned with.

The first Earl of Hereford and Worcester had been none other than Christopher de Lohr, the man known as King Richard’s Lion’s Claw. He had been with Richard on his crusade to The Holy Land and had made a name for himself there. When he’d returned to England, it had been with a litany of nicknames and titles, not the least of which was Defender of the Realm. In those turbulent days of Richard and John, when the Plantagenets fought brother against brother, or brother against father, or anyone else they decided to battle, Christopher and his brother, David, had been right in the middle of it, strongly supporting the crown.

The current earl was also named Christopher de Lohr, after his famous grandsire. The son of Curtis de Lohr, eldest son of Christopher and his lady wife, Dustin, Christopher the Second was a man in his fifth decade and had assumed the earldom at his father’s death only two years earlier. He had two younger brothers, Arthur and William, and so as not to confuse him with his legendary grandsire, he was known simply as Chris. Chris de Lohr meant the current earl, while Christopher meant the Lion’s Claw.

Not that Chris was any less powerful or decorated than his father or grandfather; on the contrary, he’d made a name for himself fighting with King Henry’s army and in the battles against Simon de Montfort. He was a proud tribute to the de Lohr name and he’d married well, having four sons and a daughter. Morgen, his eldest son, was also a fine tribute to the de Lohr name, but those who had known Christopher whispered that Morgen was much more like David, his great-uncle, than his grandsire. Morgen de Lohr had that quick temper in him that David de Lohr had been so famous for.

But Chris could not have been prouder of the young man, and of the rest of his brood – Rees, Dru, Kade, and Rhianne. His wife, Kaedia, was Welsh, a lass of a local chieftain he’d long had an alliance with, so his sons were a hybrid of an old English family and an old Welsh tribe, giving them all a particular view of the world. The boys had been raised English, and had fostered in the finest houses, but there was a part of them that was sympathetic to Welsh causes and to the Welsh fight for independence against Edward, which had made things rather difficult for them with Edward’s ongoing battles.

That was the reason Chris hadn’t consulted with Morgen or Rees when the news came out of Wales, via de Lohr spies in fact, that there was a new rebellion rising in the south. Although Morgen tended to side with the English in all things, as he would be an English earl when his father passed on, Rees had the heart of a rebel. He was passionate for the underdog; in this case, the Welsh. Dru and Kade were mostly English, like Morgen was, but Rees could get them worked up if he truly believed in a cause.

Therefore, when Chris received the men who watched the Welsh Marches for him, it was in secret for the most part. Chris’ captain, a powerful knight by the name of Augustus de Shera, had admitted the spies and brought them in through the postern gate, sneaking them in through the kitchens and into Chris’ solar.

It was there that Chris was told a great and troubling tale of a new Welsh rebellion, and the conversation with his two spies went on for more than an hour as he made sure to get every piece of information out of them. When he was certain they could tell him no more, he sent them to the kitchens to find something to eat and settled down in his chair as Augustus closed the solar door. Only then did the knight speak.

“I suppose I should not be surprised to hear that there is rebellion in the wind,” he said. “But I am concerned to hear of the rise of a bastard of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd.”

Chris drew in a long, thoughtful breath. A big man in size and stature, he looked very much like his grandsire with his shaggy blond hair and reddish-blond beard. His leather chair creaked as he sat back in it, gathering his thoughts.

“Gwendraith, Idole, and Llandarog Castles,” he said slowly. “I know of these places. They are near Carmarthen Castle. In fact, as I recall, they guard some of the major roads leading to and from Pembroke Castle.”

Augustus nodded. Much as Chris had a great family legacy, so did Augustus. His father was Maximus de Shera, one of three brothers known as the Lords of Thunder. Back in the days of Simon de Montfort, the de Shera brothers were legendary, now having bred several legendary sons. Augustus had his father’s size and temper, a big man who was deadly with a sword. He’d served Chris for six years, and Chris depended heavily on his strength and insight.

“They were all garrisons of Pembroke Castle before this happened,” Augustus said. “They are also very close to Carmarthen Castle, which is held by the Welsh.”

“And Dinefwr Castle,” Chris said. “Do not forget that one. That also secures a major road into the north of Wales and it also belongs to the Welsh these days.”

Augustus scratched his dark head. “If I was to guess about this, I would say that the Welsh are looking to cut off Pembroke from the rest of the Marcher lordships.”

“It is certainly possible.”

“Divide and conquer, mayhap?”

Chris shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine, but it looks like that to me, too,” he said. “If they manage to starve out Pembroke which, in any case, they cannot do because the garrison can always receive supplies by the sea, but still – they can cut off all land access, and that will make it very difficult for de Valence. It could be a prelude to creating quite a problem for the Marcher lords in the south, including me.”

Augustus folded his big arms across his chest. “We have had peace for some time,” he said. “I should not like to find ourselves in battle mode again if the Welsh are truly rebelling. And what of this bastard son? Blayth the Strong? I’ve never even heard that name before.”

Chris shook his head. “Nor have I,” he said. “But I know who might have – your cousin and mine, Bhrodi.”

Augustus knew that name would come up. Bhrodi de Shera was Augustus’ close cousin by blood, the eldest son of his father’s brother, and just a year older than Augustus himself. Bhrodi was another Welsh-English hybrid, perhaps one of the most powerful lords in both Wales and England because not only had he inherited the Earldom of Coventry from his father, but he’d inherited the Kingdom of Anglesey through his mother’s father. He was a prince among the Welsh, and he’d married very well for himself – the youngest daughter of England’s greatest knight, William de Wolfe.

Therefore, Bhrodi was many things to many people, including an ally to the House of de Lohr because there were more family relations there in that his father’s mother had been a de Lohr. She’d been the youngest daughter of Christopher de Lohr, the Lion’s Claw, so the House of de Shera and the House of de Lohr were deeply intertwined. It made Augustus a cousin to Chris also, and the relationship between both families was a cultivated and mutually beneficial one.

“It is possible that Bhrodi knows about the man,” Augustus said after a moment. “But if he doesn’t, then he certainly should, although you know the northern Welsh princes are somewhat removed from southern Wales. They are the ones who have historically stirred up the trouble.”

Chris turned to look at him. “Then it makes sense that this bastard of Llywelyn’s should be stirring up trouble,” he said. “In any case, our spies seem to believe the Welsh are following this man. Tales of Blayth the Strong are spreading. He’s already managed to capture three castles and tie up major roads, and if we are not vigilant, Blayth and his followers may push our way. We must send word to Bhrodi and find out what he knows of this. We may need his help.”

Augustus wasn’t hugely keen on the idea. “In most of the battles between the Welsh and Edward, Bhrodi has managed to stay clear of them,” he said. “He has been involved, at times, but the only reason Edward leaves him alone is because he married a de Wolfe. Even Edward will not violate that treaty and risk alienating William de Wolfe. That would be a very bad thing, indeed.”

Chris knew that. “I am not asking Bhrodi to get involved,” he said. “At least, not yet. But I would like to know what he knows so we can prepare. If this Blayth intends to invade my lands, I want to know all I can about him.”

Augustus couldn’t disagree. The idea of trouble in the Marches again was not a pleasant thought. “Very well,” he said. “I will prepare a rider if you wish to scribe the message. If the weather remains good and the rider is able to cover several miles a day, he should be able to deliver it in four or five days.”

“On your way, then. There is no time to waste.”

Augustus was about to go about his business when the solar door rattled. Then, there was a loud and obnoxious knock. Augustus had bolted the panel for privacy because the de Lohr sons seemed to have no respect for their father’s personal space, so he cast a long look at Chris and watched the man roll his eyes.

“Open it,” he said, flicking his wrist.

Fighting off a smile, Augustus went to the door and unbolted it, pulling the panel open only to find Morgen, Rees, and Dru de Lohr standing outside. The three older brothers were fair and blond, a distinct de Lohr trait, and wasted no time pushing into the room. They frowned at Augustus before turning their displeasure on their father.

“Are you whispering behind locked doors now, Father?” Morgen demanded. “What goes on in here?”

Chris lifted an eyebrow at his nosy son. “That is for me to know,” he said. “If I wanted you to be part of it, I would have invited you.”

Morgen pointed to Augustus. “So he gets to stay?”

Chris rolled his eyes again. “You act as if the man is not your best friend in the world.”

Morgan frowned at Augustus even though his father’s statement was true. “Not when he gets to have a private council with you and I do not.”

“Stop complaining, Morgen. You and your brothers will sit down and shut your mouths. I will tell you everything, but I do not appreciate your tone.”

Morgen was usually the calmer one and he was rather embarrassed to realized he’d come across rather whiny about the whole thing. His brother, Rees, had seen Augustus usher in the two spies and had immediately run to his brothers to tell them what he’d seen. The fact that his father had not invited him to what was evidently a secretive meeting had offended Morgen deeply, and the three brothers had been watching the solar door for the better part of an hour.

However, they knew better than to interrupt their father. They weren’t so offended that they were ridiculously bold in what was clearly a private matter. But they watched the two men leave their father’s solar and head for the kitchens, and then waited an appropriate amount of time to enter their father’s solar, only to discover that the door was locked.

Still, he wasn’t so disrespectful to his father that he didn’t realize that everything the man said was true – had he wanted him present, he would have sent for him. With an exasperated sigh, Morgen plopped down in one of his father’s fine leather chairs.

“Well?” he asked. “Why the secrecy? What is happening?”

“We were discussing a wife for you,” Augustus said, taunting the man on a sore subject. Like most young knights, Morgen did not feel he was ready for a wife, something his father poked him about mercilessly. “Were we not discussing such a thing, my lord? That woman from the tavern in the village.”

Chris was on to Augustus’ game. “Aye. That one. The one with the bulbous breasts and missing teeth.”

“Aye, that one.”

“Wait!” Morgan practically shouted. “That is not funny!”

Augustus was trying very hard not to grin. “Good Christ, Morg,” he said. “She owns the place. Think of the money!”

Chris nodded his head seriously. “Forget the money, lad. Think of the whores.”

Morgan looked at his father with his mouth hanging open. “I am going to tell Mother you said that.”

Chris broke down into gasps of laughter, as did Augustus. “No need,” Chris said. “We were not really speaking of a wife for you, although it is something that is increasingly on my mind even if it is not on yours. We were speaking on information we have just received, news on a rising rebellion in Wales. It is possible we may have trouble in the future.”

Morgen calmed dramatically. All thoughts of a missing-tooth wife faded at the expression of concern on his father’s face. “Is it that bad?”

Chris shrugged. “It could be,” he said. “We are sending a missive to your cousin, Bhrodi, to see what the man knows.”

“May I take it to him, Father?” Rees asked. “I have a new horse that is very fast. I should like to give him his head and see just how fast and far he can go.”

Chris looked to his second eldest. “If you would like to,” he said. “If you are confident that your mount will not be exhausted after a day or two.”

Rees nodded eagerly. “He will not be,” he said, quickly moving for the door. “I shall go and prepare him now.”

As Rees rushed out, Chris opened the painted wooden box that contained vellum. His quill and ink were nearby and he pulled them closer as he thought on what he would say to Bhrodi.

“What of this rebellion, Father?” Morgen asked. “What have you been told?”

Chris paused, quill in hand, and looked at his son. “There are rumors that a bastard of Llywelyn the Last is rallying the Welsh to his side,” he said. “A man named Blayth the Strong. Three castles have already fallen to this rebellion and it is possible there will be more.”

Morgen’s brow furrowed with concern. “Blayth the Strong,” he repeated. “I’ve not heard of him.”

“Nor have I.”

“Doesn’t the word blayth mean wolf in the Welsh tongue?”

“It does, indeed.”

“Then there is a new Welsh prince rising?”

Chris’ expression darkened as he pondered the rise of a new Welsh prince. “Nay, lad,” he muttered. “There is a storm rising and we must be prepared.”

Rees departed Lioncross Abbey on his long-legged stallion within the hour, heading for northern Wales.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Gwendraith Castle

Wales

Her father had no idea she had come.

Asmara rode astride her frisky stallion, gazing up at Gwendraith Castle as she neared the bottom of the hill that it was perched upon. As far as Cader was concerned, she was still at Llandarog, going about her boring duties and generally being occupied as a commander of men who were now in charge of Llandarog Castle.

But that was far from the case.

Four long weeks and she was ready to scream. Cader and his men were quite happy holding fast to the castle, eating their daily meals, going about their duties, and any number of utterly unexciting and dull tasks. Fairynne had been sent home, back to their mother in their small village of Talley, but Cader had kept Asmara with him. She’d earned the right to stay as far as he was concerned, but remaining at Llandarog was the last thing Asmara wanted to do.

She wanted to go to Gwendraith.

Therefore, on a sunny, autumn afternoon when her father was out with some of his men, hunting in the countryside, Asmara had slipped out of Llandarog and headed northeast towards Gwendraith. The weather was surprisingly calm, as the terrible rains they’d suffered had been gone for over a week, so the roads were passable, and the ride north had been a pleasant one. Asmara had given the horse its head, and it had glided with swift and sure hooves.

Truly, it had been foolish leaving Llandarog, but something was drawing her to Gwendraith. Someone was drawing her there. She’d tried to pretend as if he were of no concern to her and that she simply wanted to go where the action was but, increasingly, she knew that wasn’t the truth.

She couldn’t get Blayth out of her mind.

She’d missed him. What a fool she was! She hardly knew the man but, still, she’d missed him. No man had ever intrigued her like the big, scarred warrior, and she didn’t want to remain at Llandarog, dying of boredom, while Blayth was at Gwendraith and living an exciting life. How exciting, she didn’t know, but she intended to find out. She wanted to be where he was.

She was most definitely a fool.

The ride to Gwendraith went without incident and she arrived in the late afternoon. Having never been to Gwendraith, she didn’t know what to expect, and what she found was a big castle on a hill overlooking a small village and the green, green Welsh landscape below. A small river carved a blue ribbon at the base of it, drifting out into the valley beyond.

A road led up the rocky hill and she passed a few stone huts and herds of puffy sheep being tended by shepherds bearing nasty-looking crossbows. She thought she recognized them, some of the trossodol that her mother had referred to, the mercenary-like criminals who followed Morys. She didn’t remember seeing some of them in the battle for Llandarog but now, they were at Gwendraith. Undoubtedly, they’d come from Brecfa. But she turned her attention away from them and to the road that led to a big gatehouse, with twin towers on either side. Once she was through the gatehouse, a massive lower bailey opened up that covered nearly the entire hilltop.

The bailey was full of outbuildings and men, and she continued up the road which now led to the keep at the top of the slope. Although the curtain wall and exterior defenses were grand, there wasn’t much to protect the inner ward, so it explained how easily the Welsh were able to overtake the castle. There was simply a gate to protect the inner ward, so once the army came over the walls and through the main gatehouse, there wasn’t much to stop them from taking the keep.

It was an interesting flaw in an otherwise magnificent castle. Given the vastness of the outer ward, the inner ward was quite small. In fact, it was more of a courtyard in the center of a keep, which was built up around it. A servant, a Welshman with an accent so thick that she could barely understand him, indicated for Asmara to follow him into the keep. Dismounting her horse, she collected her satchel and complied.

Upon entering the foyer, Asmara was surprised to see that she was in a big chamber that was two stories tall. To her left was an enormous, arched door that opened up into what she thought might be the great hall simply for its size, but to the right was another doorway with heavy iron bars attached to it that led into what was evidently the lord’s chambers and more. It was a rather low-ceilinged doorway that led into dark passages beyond.

The servant took her into the hall, which had a floor made of stone. That was rare, when most halls on the ground level had dirt floors. Asmara sat down at a very big table, propped up by stones on one side because it was missing a leg, as the servant rushed off to find her something to drink and eat.

She found herself looking around the hall of Gwendraith, impressed with the sheer size of the place. Behind her, several very tall lancet windows emitted some light and ventilation into the room, and above her head was a minstrel’s gallery. Most Welsh castles didn’t have that feature, which led her to believe that, at some point, the Normans built this hall. The size of it and the details had their mark all over it.

Even though Asmara was weary from her travels, she couldn’t seem to sit still. She stood up and wandered over to the hearth, a massive thing that was taller than she was. It had been cleaned of the ashes, ready to burn tonight as the hall filled with Welshmen. She touched the stones around it and noted the iron fire back that, when hot, would project even more heat into the room. As she stood there and fingered the stone, she didn’t hear someone enter the hall behind her.

It was Blayth.

In truth, he couldn’t believe his eyes. He had been in the outer bailey, preparing to enter the forebuilding that led down to the vault, when he saw her ride in. At first, he thought that he might have been seeing things, but the long-legged woman with the long, dark hair rode past him, at a distance, and he knew there couldn’t be two like her in the entire world. Asmara ferch Cader was making an appearance and Blayth dropped what he was doing to follow her trail into the inner ward.

For a man who never gave women much thought, he’d given Asmara a good deal of it. She’d impressed him greatly with her skill the night Llandarog was captured, and as man with a warrior’s heart, he was coming to appreciate a woman with the same. He still didn’t believe women belonged in battle, but Asmara wasn’t just any woman. She was quite different, as he’d seen, and when he’d departed Llandarog last month to come to Gwendraith, he was genuinely sorry to have left her behind. The little minx had grown on him and instead of letting her memory fade during his time at Gwendraith, it had only seemed to grow stronger.

He wasn’t hard-pressed to admit that he was glad to see her.

Now, Blayth stood in the massive arched doorway of Gwendraith’s hall, watching Asmara over near the hearth and thinking that, quite possibly, she’d grown more beautiful since the last time he saw her. He simply watched her, digesting the way her body moved, her graceful limbs and lovely hands. It seemed so strange to him that such beautiful fingers could kill a man. He watched her drag her hand over the stone of the hearth.

She was as flawless as he’d ever seen.

“Why are you here?” he heard himself ask.

Asmara whirled around to face him, surprise evident on her face. Shock was more like it. But she covered it quickly, coming away from the hearth and heading in his direction.

“My… my father sent me,” she lied. “There is nothing happening at Llandarog these days. The men are growing fat and lazy. He thought that you could use me here at Gwendraith.”

That voice, Blayth thought. Like warm honey, pouring into his ears. He felt like a fool to realize that he had actually missed that voice, but the truth was that he didn’t care why she’d come. Only that she had.

“The English have not tried to take back Llandarog?” he asked.

She shook her head as she drew closer. “Nay,” she said. “What about this place? Have they tried to regain it?”

Blayth lifted a challenging eyebrow. “They would not dare.”

There was that dry wit again. He’d used it on her one or twice, and Asmara had thought he might have been mocking her with it. But now she was coming to think that it was purely his personality. It was a very small insight into a mysterious and complex man, so she decided to play along and see where it took her.

“Why?” she asked. “Because you are here?”

“Why else?”

She grinned. Before she could reply, however, the servant returned with a tray of food and drink, and Asmara realized how thirsty she was. She headed over to the table, pulling the cloth from the tray and peering at the contents – watered ale, hard white cheese, crusty bread, and small apples. Asmara plopped down on the bench and began to pour herself some ale.

“Will you join me?” she asked Blayth.

His response was to move to the table and sit opposite her as she drained her cup of ale, smacking her lips. He watched her as she poured herself another cup.

“I have not eaten since early this morning, so forgive me for being rude,” she said. Then, she looked around the table as if searching for something. “I do not see another cup. If you wish to drink from the pitcher, I do not mind.”

His gaze lingered on her a moment before reaching out to take the pitcher. A smile flickered across his lips before he downed nearly the entire contents. Asmara watched him closely, studying everything about the man. She was thrilled to be sitting with him, just the two of them. There was so much she wanted to say, and wanted to know, that she hardly knew where to start.

“If you will recall,” she said as she popped a piece of cheese into her mouth, “the first time we were alone together, you tossed me into a water trough. The second time, you accused me of trying to pry information out of you on behalf of my father. I wonder how you will insult me the third time?”

He wiped his lips with the back of his hand. “You said there would be no third time.”

“That is true, but here we are. If you are going to offend me, then get on with it.”

His lips twitched with a smile again; that smile that always seemed to be right on the surface. “I am afraid of what will happen if I do,” he said. “I emerged unscathed the first two times. I fear my luck will not hold out again.”

Asmara grinned, flashing that toothy smile. “I will be truthful with you,” she said. “The night before we moved on Llandarog, my father did not send me to pry information out of you. I will swear that upon my grandmother’s grave.”

He believed her. Truth was, he had always believed her. “I was wrong to slander your honor,” he admitted. The tone of the conversation was comfortable enough that he did not feel the need to keep his defenses up, his natural guard. He was very anxious to speak with her. “But you must understand that I knew virtually nothing about you up to that point, and Morys has never spoken fondly of Cader.”

Her smile faded. “I know,” she said. “I can only imagine what he has said about my father. Whatever it was, it is not true. My father is a fine man.”

Blayth nodded. “He must be to have raised so fine and strong a daughter,” he said, watching her eyes widen in surprise at what was clearly a compliment. “Some men have different ways of commanding men. Morys’ way is to shout and, at times, color the truth. Your father’s way seems to be far quieter.”

“Quiet and trusting,” she said, although she was still feeling a bit of a thrill from his compliment. “He tells his men what must be done and he trusts them to do it. That does not make him weak.”

“I know.”

“I am glad you do. Morys does not think that way.”

Blayth knew Morys well enough to know just how the man thought. Sometimes, it was overbearing, in truth, but he didn’t say so. He owed Morys much in life and he would not speak ill of him, not even in a private conversation.

“As I said, Morys has an aggressive manner, but it is one that men respond to,” he said.

She looked up from her cheese. “Like you?”

“I owe him a good deal.”

Asmara nodded faintly, her thoughts moving to Blayth’s mysterious background. She couldn’t help her curiosity and, somehow, now that it was just the two of them, it didn’t seem intrusive. There was no one to listen in on them, and she was genuinely interested.

“It sounds as if he owes you a good deal, too,” she said. “Truly, you do not have to speak of it if you do not want to, but I heard Morys at Carmarthen Castle when he spoke of how the English purchased you from your mother and then tortured you for your entire life. I… I simply want to say that I think that is horrible and I am very sorry they did that. No man deserves that kind of treatment, and certainly not you. The hatred and resentment you must feel for the Saesneg is beyond my comprehension.”

They were wandering into an area that Blayth never spoke of. His past was a strictly taboo subject, except for Aeddan and Pryce and Morys. Those were the only people he ever felt comfortable discussing his limited memory with.

But Asmara… he’d only ever sensed that the woman was brave, truthful, and pure. He’d never thought anything else. Every man who had ever fought alongside her had a very high opinion of her, and the night Llandarog Castle fell, Blayth had the opportunity to see just how brave and skilled she really was. The woman was impressive on so many levels.

But did he trust her enough to speak of his past with her?

He was so used to avoiding the subject that he simply wasn’t certain.

“Feelings of hatred and resentment are unproductive,” he finally said. “I am not a man to waste effort on things beyond my control.”

It was a simple answer, but a truthful one. Asmara received the impression that he didn’t want to speak further of it, which was something she’d sensed that night before Llandarog fell.

“That is a sensible attitude,” she said. “I am sorry if you do not wish to speak of it. You warned me off the night Llandarog fell and I suppose you had every right if you thought I was trying to pry but, as I said, I honestly was not. I just thought… I thought I should tell you how I felt about what happened to you. You endured a terrible thing.”

There was pity there, something he wasn’t used to in the least. It made him feel strangely adverse to her pity yet, in the same breath, welcoming it. He’d had absolutely no comfort in his life that he could recall, although sometimes he would dream of a woman with dark hair, a woman that he held some affection for. There was also the older woman with the Scottish accent. But those were only dreams. In reality, Morys’ wife, Auryn, was the only women he’d spent any length of time around, and she was limited in her ability to show emotion given that she was married to a man who showed her nothing at all.

The truth was that he was to blame for his aversion to women. What was he? A man with horrible scars, ugly to look at, and certainly not a man that any woman would want as a companion or husband. So, he avoided women, keeping a wall up around him so that nothing and no one could break through that wall and hurt him.

It was safer that way.

But now… now, a beautiful, brave woman was showing him a measure of compassion and he had no idea how to feel about it. All he knew was that it touched something in him, something deep that was kind and soft and wanted to be nurtured. There was something in him that was responding to her compassion, whether or not he was comfortable with it. As Asmara turned back to her bread and cheese, he spoke softly.

“I do not remember very much, to be truthful,” he muttered.

She looked up from her food. “You do not remember much of your captivity?”

He sighed, a long and thoughtful sound, as he leaned forward on the table, his arms resting on the tabletop and his hands folded.

“What we are to speak of does not leave this room,” he told her.

Asmara sensed his seriousness right away. “Of course not,” she said. “I would never repeat something you told me in confidence.”

“See that you do not. If I hear that you have told others of this conversation, you will not like my reaction.”

Her features stiffened. “So you have managed to offend me a third time,” she said. “I told you that I would not speak of it. I meant it. But since you clearly do not trust my word, do not speak of anything you do not wish for me to hear. Let us speak on the weather instead.”

She turned back to her food, angrily tearing at the bread and shoving it into her mouth. Blayth watched her, realizing that he had insulted the woman yet again. He couldn’t seem to not insult her. Watching her frustrated actions, he felt remorse for his behavior.

“I have spent my life, or what I remember of it, protecting myself,” he said. “I did not mean to offend you, demoiselle. Mayhap I am accustomed to dealing with unsavory characters all around and that leads me to treat everyone the same way. I… apologize.”

A surprising response. At least, Asmara thought so. She cooled somewhat, but not entirely. “If you keep insulting me and then apologizing, at some point, I am no longer going to accept your apologies. Do you understand?”

“I do.”

“Good.”

Her gaze lingered on him as she returned to her food, but her movements were far less angry. Blayth watched her peel apart her cheese.

“As I said, I do not remember much of anything,” he said quietly.

His tone sounded so… lost. Confused, even. Asmara pushed her food aside because she realized that she was no longer hungry. Her conversation with Blayth was taking precedence over everything. For the first time since she’d known him, Blayth the Strong sounded vulnerable.

Human.

“You mean of your captivity with the English?” she asked. “I am not surprised. I am sure it was a terrible existence.”

He shook his head. “That is not what I mean,” he said. “I do not remember anything prior to Morys finding me.”

Her brow furrowed with confusion. “Morys finding you?”

He nodded. “I awoke five years ago in Morys’ sod hut in the Vale of Brecfa, with the sounds of the River Marlais nearby,” he said. “Morys told me that I had been saved from the English and he told me who I was. What memories I have, he has given to me.”

Asmara was still confused. “But you remember nothing?” she asked. “How does Morys know so much of your past?”

“Because my father’s teulu told him,” he said. “They delivered me to Morys for safekeeping, so I could hide from the English who will capture me once again if they find me.”

That was essentially the same story Morys had told everyone that day at Carmarthen Castle but, to Asmara, it was beginning to sound strange. Blayth had no memory of his life before he came to Morys, and it was Morys who told him of his past. But Blayth couldn’t remember any of it so he had to trust that what the man was telling him was the truth.

… but was it?

“That is a terrible story,” she said. “And… and you remember nothing prior to Morys?”

He lifted his big shoulders, averting his gaze as if that would help him draw on long-buried memories. “Not really,” he said, “although sometimes I have dreams. I dream of men that I feel as if I should know. I dream of them frequently, in fact. I can almost call them by name, but not quite. As if their names are right at the forefront of my mind but I cannot quite bring them forth.”

Asmara was listening intently. “Surely that is frustrating.”

He gave her a wry smile. “It is,” he said. Then, his eyes took on that faraway look again. “In my dreams, I can see their faces. I know they are English because I can see the armor they are wearing. Not all of the time, but sometimes. Morys has told me that those men were my captors. Those are the bastards who did this to me.”

He had his hand up on the left side of his head, touching the area that was so damaged and scarred. Asmara was deeply surprised to see the emotion in him, the vulnerability of a man who had such a fearless reputation.

“It is possible,” she said. “Surely you would not forget men who harmed you so terribly.”

Blayth dropped his hand from his head as it brushed over the ear that was no longer there. “That is the strange part,” he said. “I see these men and I do not feel as if I hate them. It is hard to describe, but when I dream of them, I feel… love. The love that one would feel for a family, I suppose. I do not think these men were the ones who tortured me, as Morys has said. I feel as if they are something else.”

“What else?”

He sighed heavily. “I do not know. I wish I did.”

Asmara couldn’t help but feel a good deal of pity for the man. “Your story is a tragic one,” she said, “but you have come through it. You are a man that everyone admires, and you have a great destiny to fulfill. Mayhap through you, Wales will finally know a measure of freedom, as your father had once hoped for.”

He lifted his eyebrows, as if not at all convinced of that. “Either that, or I will end up dead like my father,” he said. “Morys says that the English will kill me if they capture me. That is why he has kept me away from them, even in battle. In fact, we have the English garrison commander of Gwendraith in the vault at this very moment that he has not let me go near. Morys has interrogated the man for more information on English plans in the south of Wales but, so far, the man has not told him anything he did not already know.”

Asmara found that most interesting. “Does Morys plan to kill him?”

Blayth shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “I told him not to kill the captive. I think we can use the man to our advantage.”

“How?”

A glimmer came to his eye. “Because even if the man refuses to tell us anything more of the Saesneg plans in this area, we can send him back to England with a message of our own. A message to the Marcher lords that a new force is rising in Wales. I will succeed where so many other Welsh lords have failed.”

Asmara shrugged. “How?” she said. “Please do not take offense to this, but it seems as if Morys tries to think for you. You are clearly a strong and intelligent man. Do you really need Morys to tell you what to do?”

That smile was on Blayth’s lips again. “Make no mistake,” he said. “Morys may be louder than I am, but it is I who give the commands. Morys has taken many of my own ideas and claimed them as his own, and I suppose I do not care. Morys is a man who needs glory and attention. I do not. All that you see, every successful battle, every successful move, is because of me.”

Asmara didn’t doubt him for a moment. “I believe you,” she said. “Speaking of Morys, where is he?”

“He has gone to Carmarthen Castle, taking his teulu with him, including Aeddan and Pryce. He went to confer with Howell.”

“And you remained here?”

“He left me in command. And I have an English knight to send back to the Marcher lords with a message.”

“Does Morys know this? I thought you said he kept you away from the English.”

He shrugged. “He is not here, so whatever I do is of my own decision,” he said. “In fact, I was heading to the vault when I saw you arrive. Mayhap you would like to attend me as I speak to the man? Nothing will insult the Saesneg more than to realize the Welsh Dragon Princess has the power over his life or his death.”

The thought was a pleasing one. “I have never met an English knight before.”

Blayth stood up from the table. “Nor I,” he said. “At least, not that I recall.”

Because he was standing, Asmara stood up as well. “I would like to see this Saesneg,” she said. “I am curious about him, I admit. English knights are difficult to come by. At least, captive ones are.”

Blayth’s smile broke through. “You can look, but you cannot touch. No beating the man to death.”

She feigned shock. “Me? Why would you say such a thing?”

His grin broadened. “Something tells me that you have a rabid hatred for the English,” he said. “And we need this one alive if our message is to make it back to England.”

They were walking to the hall entry now, with Asmara walking beside Blayth for the first time. Normally, she’d been behind him or far away from him but, this time, she walked alongside him. It felt right and natural to her.

She liked it.

“I will not move against the man unless he tries to capture you,” she said. “It is wise of you to bring me as your bodyguard.”

He looked at her, amused. “Demoiselle, I am quite happy to have you as my teulu,” he said. “I will be the envy of every man.”

Something about the way he looked at her made Asmara feel hot all over. If he continued to look at her like that, she would swear fealty to him as his teulu and never look back.

It was a rather wonderful feeling, after all.
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The vaults, or dungeons, of Gwendraith were rather strange. Since the castle sat atop a rocky hill, much of the rock was incorporated into the structure of the castle, and that included the vaults, which were actually old storage pits that had been converted for use as cells.

At some point, great iron bars were used to cap the pits, held in with mortar and stone. These pits were in the lower level of the keep but they were accessed in the outer ward by a narrow doorway in the base of one of the keep’s corner towers. A long, cramped passageway led to the former storage vaults, now a prison.

An iron grate covered the access doorway, too, and it was kept bolted. When Blayth and Asmara approached, the Welsh guard from the inside unbolted the grate, pulling it open on sticky hinges. Before Blayth and Asmara headed back into the dark passage, the guard at the gate handed them a torch to light their way.

The passage was narrow and low-ceilinged, as black as pitch if they hadn’t been carrying the torch. The ceiling was black and greasy from the numerous torches that had been used to light it. But the passage was also mercifully short, and they emerged into the former storage area with the big pits sunk into the rock. It was already lit by a torch, but it was hardly enough light to see by, as the space was fairly vast. As Blayth put the torch in an iron sconce, Asmara drifted over to one of the pits.

They were dark and smelled heavily of urine. There were six in total; she could see two men stuffed into one, and then one man in another, but the other four remained empty. They couldn’t have been more than four feet deep, meaning the prisoners couldn’t stand up in them. They remained stuffed into them like corks in a bottle. As she looked at them, she couldn’t help feel that the conditions were rather barbaric. It surely must have been a hellish existence for a man to be rammed into one of these small pits.

Even if the prisoners were English.

Over to her right, Blayth had finished securing the torch and he headed to the pit with the single man in it. Throwing the bolt in the top of the grate that covered the pit, he opened the grate, braced his big legs, and reached down to pull the man out.

There was a good deal of grunting and groaning from the prisoner as his stiff body was moved around. Blayth dragged him across the stony dirt floor until he came to a wall. Then, he propped the man up against it as Asmara came up behind him and unsheathed her sword. When Blayth caught a flash of her blade, he looked at her curiously.

“I told you that you could not kill him,” he pointed out.

Her gaze was on the prisoner, but she tore it away long enough to address him. “This is not to kill him,” she said. “This is to protect you should he try to move against you.”

Blayth couldn’t help the grin. “I see you take your position as my teulu seriously.”

Asmara merely shrugged, her gaze returning to the prisoner. She was quite serious about her stance and Blayth couldn’t help but be flattered. To have the Dragon Princess as his defender made him feel rather important, but it was more than that. Her intention to protect him made him feel as if her feelings on the matter were personal. She wanted to protect him, almost as if he meant something to her.

Was such a thing even possible?

It was difficult not to ponder that very thought as he turned his focus to his prisoner.

The man was in terrible shape. Having been kept in a ball for nearly a month had done awful things to his body. He tried to stretch out his legs, grunting with pain as he did so, and it was apparent that he was a fairly tall man. Asmara stayed out of his range as he twisted and grunted, trying to straighten himself out.

“Tell me your name,” Blayth said in a low, threatening tone.

The man was rubbing the back of his neck. “I respectfully refuse,” he said. “I will not have you ransom my family. I am sure you understand.”

He was speaking the language of the English. Most Welsh in the south spoke that language, as it was important to understand the language of their overlords, so both Asmara and Blayth understood him.

“I do understand,” Blayth said in the knight’s language. “But I do not intend to ransom you. It is my intention to release you but before I do, I want to know your name. I do not address, nor do I show mercy, to men I do not know.”

The man sighed heavily, still rubbing his neck, now trying to straighten out his head and neck. “My lord, I mean no disrespect, but until you release me from this hell, I cannot believe your intentions,” he said. “I have been lied to since the day I was captured and if my lack of belief in your word is slandering your honor, I do apologize. But you can surely see things from my perspective.”

Blayth did. He took a few steps in Asmara’s direction, coming very close to her, before lowering his voice.

“Have the guard at the door send for food and drink,” he said. “Let us show the man some decent treatment because it is an important message I wish to send with him. Mayhap if I show him some kindness, he will do as I ask.”

Asmara nodded, handing over her sword to him. “If he tries anything, kill him.”

She turned on her heel, rushing for the entrance to the vault, leaving Blayth standing there with a smile on his face. She certainly was a no-nonsense lady, unafraid to put a sword between a man’s ribs. He went over to the torch he’d stuck in the wall, removing it from the brace and bringing it closer so he could look at his prisoner. There was a sconce in the wall over the man’s head, so he pushed the torch into it, securing it.

“I am looking at things from your perspective, but you must look at them from mine,” he said to the captive. “You are my prisoner. I can do anything I wish with you or to you, as is my privilege. A captor is not honor-bound to tell a captive the truth, but if you give me your name, I shall give you mine. That shall establish trust, and I say to you that I lie to no man, especially a man with whom I have trust. Would you agree with that statement?”

The prisoner stopped rubbing his neck and moved to his shoulders, trying to rub the kinks out. “I would,” he said. “Give me your name first and I shall consider giving you mine.”

Blayth didn’t hesitate. “I am called Blayth.”

The man slowed the hand rubbing at his shoulders. “Blayth,” he repeated, drawing out the word. “That means wolf in your language.”

“It does.”

“Then my name is Corbett.”

“Do you have a surname, Corbett?”

“Do you?”

“I am a bastard. It would do no good to give you my surname.”

It sounded like an honest answer, so Corbett continued. “My surname is Payton-Forrester,” he said. “My full name is Sir Corbett Payton-Forrester. Now, I will hold you to that promise of not ransoming me to my family.”

“You have my word,” Blayth said. “Will you tell me what you were doing at Gwendraith?”

“I am the garrison commander for the Earl of Pembroke, William de Valence,” he said. “You do know that this is a Pembroke property?”

He was speaking rather easily for a man who hadn’t told Morys anything for an entire month, but Blayth was pleased that he’d been able to coerce the man’s trust, something Morys would have believed beneath him. He folded his big arms across his chest.

“It is not a Pembroke property anymore,” he said. “Now it belongs to the Welsh. A castle in Wales should belong to the Welsh, don’t you think?”

Corbett snorted ironically. “In theory, I suppose,” he said. “But, much like you, I serve a higher power. I go where I am told to go and fight whoever I am told to fight. My presence at Gwendraith was not a personal insult to the Welsh. I am here because I was ordered to be here.”

Blayth’s gaze lingered on the man; he was tall, and he’d been better fed in his life because he looked rather pale and weak. He had hair to his shoulders, some dirty shade of blond, and very large hands. Blayth could see that as the man continued to rub the knots out of his damaged body. As he stood there, Asmara came rushing back into the storage area and he turned to her, noting her serious expression. As she came close, he held out the sword to her, giving it back.

“Did he try anything?” she asked.

Blayth’s lips creased with a faint smile. “I do not think he is in any condition to,” he said. “We have simply been having a conversation. This is Sir Corbett Payton-Forrester, the garrison commander of Gwendraith Castle for the Earl of Pembroke. Sir Corbett, this is Lady Asmara. Treat her with respect or you shall have to answer to me.”

For the first time, Corbett looked up. His neck was straighter now and he was able to hold his head up, looking at the man and woman standing before him. But his gaze was on the woman, a long and shapely lady with the face of an angel. But she was dressed like a soldier. He simply nodded his head.

“My lady,” he greeted.

Asmara wasn’t sure how to respond. The man was an enemy, but Blayth’s tone hadn’t suggested anything hostile between them. She looked at Blayth, confused, but his impassive expression told her nothing at all. Her focus returned to the English knight, sitting against the stone wall.

“Sir Corbett Payton-Forrester,” she repeated. “You were in command of this castle, then?”

Corbett’s eyes were adjusting to the light. He’d spent so much of his time in the darkness that the torchlight was like bright and blinding sunlight. He blinked as the light hurt his eyes.

“Aye, my lady.”

“Why?”

“Because Pembroke honored me with the command.”

“Why should he honor you? Who are you to him?”

Corbett could see a very sharp-minded and very hostile lady behind the questions. “My father is a great knight, much decorated in the service of King Henry,” he said evenly. “Because of my father’s service, Pembroke accepted my fealty.”

Asmara’s gaze moved over him, seeing a very dirty and very beaten man. She cocked her head, a thoughtful gesture. “Then you come from a legacy of great English knights,” she said. “But you do not look so great to me at the moment.”

Corbett grinned, his dry lips cracking. “I am positive that I do not.”

“Are you married? Was your wife here at Gwendraith?”

“My wife died a few years ago, my lady. And before you ask, I do have children, but they were not here with me. They live in the north of England, with my parents.”

An English knight with a dead wife. Asmara thought on that a moment, fighting off the pangs of both curiosity and pity. As she’d told Blayth, she’d never seen an English knight before and it was a rare and interesting event.

But she was quickly coming to see something else – that Payton-Forrester wasn’t the omnipotent, fire-breathing Saesneg knight she’d heard tale of. He was human, not super-human, and she saw nothing in the man that suggested he was any better than the Welsh warriors she had ever known, Blayth included. He seemed rather… ordinary. After a moment, she simply shook her head.

“This is the English knight we are all afraid of?” she asked, almost rhetorically. “I see nothing terrifying about you.”

Corbett’s gaze was fixed on her. “Mayhap not,” he said. “But you have yet to see me in battle, my lady. In spite of the fact that I was captured, it took a very long time for the Welsh to do it. I held them off until I could hold out no more.”

Asmara looked at Blayth to confirm the boast. He caught her expression. “I will admit, he was fierce until the end,” Blayth said. “He held us off and then was captured when he tried to escape down the castle walls on a rope. It was only by luck that he was captured.”

Blayth was honest in his assessment and it was clear that there was some respect for the man, from one warrior to another. That made the situation not so tense, which was a brilliant move on Blayth’s part. He wanted Corbett to feel more comfortable so their communications would go more smoothly. An irate or rebellious prisoner wouldn’t be of any use.

His tactics worked. Corbett appreciated the compliment, especially from his enemy. That was the greatest compliment anyone could pay him.

“Thank you, my lord,” he said. “I did my best. I more than likely would have gotten away with it had the rope not unraveled and dropped me on my back.”

“And yet, you are here,” Blayth said. “I know that you have been interrogated repeatedly by my lord, but that has come to an end. You are my prisoner now and we are to have a discussion.”

Corbett was happy to hear that the interrogations by that loud-mouthed Welshman had ended, as uncomfortable and painful as it had been at times, but he was wary of the suggested “discussion”. He was concerned that if he didn’t tell this enormous Welshman what he wanted to hear, then there might be repercussions. He couldn’t even really see the man because of his sensitivity to light, so he couldn’t see his expression to see if there was anything to read into it. He went back to rubbing his neck, his eyes closed.

“Very well, Blayth,” he said. “What do you wish to discuss? But you must know that if you are going to ask me about English future plans for Wales, I will not tell you. In truth, I do not know anything. I am simply a knight; I am not in Pembroke’s inner circle and I do not know what he is planning.”

Blayth moved closer to the man, crouching down a few feet away. “I was not going to ask you that,” he said. “But I am going to tell you something.”

“What is it?”

“I told you that I am going to release you. But when I do, you are going to take a message back to the English on my behalf.”

Corbett sighed faintly, wondering just what kind of message he would be charged with. “I see,” he said. “Then I am to be your messenger?”

“You are.”

“What would you have me deliver?”

Blayth didn’t say anything for a moment; he didn’t want to speak to a man who wasn’t looking at him. The longer he remained silent, the more perplexed Corbett became until he finally opened his eyes and looked up, squinting against the torchlight with bloodshot eyes. Their eyes met, and Corbett blinked rapidly, several times, because his eyes were paining him so.

“Well?” he asked. “Will you tell me?”

Blayth nodded. “I will,” he said. “But I will not speak of something so important to a man who will not look me in the eye. What you are to tell your English overlords is simple – you will tell them that a new rebellion is rising in the south of Wales, led by the bastard son of Llywelyn the Last. Surprised? I can see by your expression that you are. This new prince has led the Welsh to capture three smaller castles in the past few weeks – Gwendraith, Idole, and Llandarog. Soon, we will be moving on more castles kept by the English, and we will not fail. I want you to tell the English who control the south of Wales now. Soon enough, we shall capture Pembroke and all of the large castles as well. Then, we shall move north, where we shall purge the English from our country. Do you understand what I am telling you so far?”

In truth, Blayth wasn’t sure if Corbett understood at all because, suddenly, he wasn’t blinking his eyes so much. He was staring at him with his crusty, red eyes, and his pale face seemed even paler. His mouth was hanging open now, too, and he was clearly shocked at the mention of a bastard son of Llywelyn the Last. At least, that’s what Blayth thought until Corbett uttered one word.

“James?” he hissed.

Blayth had no idea what he meant. “Nay, the bastard son’s name is not James,” he said. “Do you understand what it is I have told you? Acknowledge that you do.”

But Corbett wasn’t listening; he was quite obviously astonished by something, so much so that his hand flew to his mouth as he stared at Blayth.

“James,” he breathed again. “My God… is it you? My God… I hardly recognized you!”

Blayth was increasingly baffled by the man’s reaction to what he’d been told. It was as if Corbett didn’t understand him at all. It didn’t occur to him that the man thought he was someone else, someone he recognized, but the way Corbett was looking at him was making him feel awkward and confused.

“I do not know what you are saying,” he said. “Who is James?”

“You are!” Corbett gasped. “James… do you not recognize me?”

“My name is Blayth. I told you that.”

Tears were filling Corbett’s eyes, his hand still over his mouth. “Aye… it means wolf,” he whispered. When his hand came away from his mouth, he was smiling. “It means de Wolfe! James, it is me – Corbett! You know me! Surely – you know me! My God, man, we were told you were dead!”

De Wolfe. Blayth had no idea why, but hearing that name hit him in the chest, like a physical blow. He could hardly breathe. De Wolfe, de Wolfe… have I heard that name before? Blayth didn’t know, but something about it sounded… familiar. Oddly familiar. In fact, it made him feel quite unsettled and he stood up, off-balance by the course of the conversation.

“I know not what you mean,” he said. “My name is Blayth. Whoever you think I am, you are mistaken. Now, will you take my message to your English overlords or will I lock you back in your hole again? If I do, I promise you that you will not make it out of this place alive.”

Corbett was weeping, overcome by the sight of a man he thought was dead. A man he knew. Or, at least, he thought he knew. James de Wolfe was standing in front of him, looking as if he’d been chewed up and spit out by some great, terrible force, and he had to admit that it didn’t look like the James he remembered. He was bigger, battered, and his head – so scarred. But… he knew that face. He knew those eyes, sky blue in color and a sort of cat’s eye shape.

Aye, he knew them well because he’d fostered with the man for seven years. They’d been squires together, and their families were close friends and allies, but swearing fealty to Pembroke had separated them those years ago. He hadn’t seen James de Wolfe in years before the man had been killed in Wales, and Corbett had been devastated when he’d heard of it.

But now… dear God, now the dead was rising.

James de Wolfe in the flesh.

But he was a man who evidently had no memory of who, or what, he was. Above Corbett’s shock, he could see that the man who called himself Blayth, wolf, either had no idea who Corbett was referring to – or, better still – perhaps he couldn’t acknowledge it. It was possible that the news of James de Wolfe’s death was a cover and James was, perhaps, invested in the rebellion in Wales, perhaps even an agent of Edward in an attempt to control the Welsh. The House of de Wolfe was heavily invested in Edward’s wars, so it was possible that James was deeper than anyone realized.

Corbett glanced at the woman introduced to him as Lady Asmara. She was standing behind Blayth, in the shadows, but he could still see her outline. He couldn’t see her expression, but he suspected he might have gotten James into trouble by recognizing him. What if he destroyed the man’s cover? The speculation was enough to make Corbett’s head spin but, above it all, he knew he had to get out of there. A great deal was happening in Wales, beyond a man’s comprehension, and the English needed to know. Blayth had been right about that – the English needed to be aware of the latest turn of events.

A Welsh prince was rising – and James was trying to get the message out.

God’s Bones, he’d been such a fool! Thinking that, perhaps, he was now part of whatever spy game James was playing, Corbett became quite obedient and compliant.

“Forgive me,” he said after a moment. “You… you looked like someone I once knew. But clearly, I am mistaken. Forgive me. I… I understand your message. I will take it to the English, I swear it.”

Blayth was relieved at the man’s compliance, even though it seemed quite rapid and rather strange. Still… he couldn’t shake the odd sense of discomfort at the name de Wolfe. It was ringing around in his head like a bell even as he tried to ignore it.

“Excellent,” he said. “Take the message straight to the Marcher lords. They will want to know.”

Corbett nodded quickly; perhaps too quickly. “I will, my lord,” he said. “Is… is there any preference to whom I deliver the message?”

Blayth’s eyebrows lifted. “Pembroke is not in residence, so you cannot take it there,” he said, noting a flicker of surprise on Corbett’s face. “Aye, we know he is not at Pembroke Castle. It would do no good to take it to Chepstow or any of the other castles between here and the Marches. You must take it to someone who has great importance along the Marches. De Clare, mayhap. Or even de Lohr.”

De Lohr! The Earl of Hereford and Worcester was allied with the House of de Wolfe. Surely he would know if James was an agent for Edward. And perhaps in suggesting de Lohr, James was telling him where to go.

“I will go to de Lohr,” he said. “When would you have me leave, my lord?”

“You will be given food. You may leave on the morrow.”

Corbett eyed the hole in the ground that had been his home for the past month. “You will not put me back into my cell, will you?”

Blayth shook his head. “I will not.”

Corbett was greatly relieved to hear that. “Then mayhap you will allow me to leave tonight,” he said. “My eyes are greatly affected by the light and it might be better for me to travel when it is dark.”

Blayth didn’t see any issues with that. Besides… he wanted to get the man out of Gwendraith before Morys returned, and he wasn’t entirely sure when that would be. He knew Morys would be displeased that he’d let the garrison commander go because he was certain that Morys was looking at interrogating the man as a sport. But Blayth thought it was more important to send his message to the Marcher lords. He simply didn’t want Morys returning and delaying those plans, so the sooner Payton-Forrester took his leave, the better.

“Very well,” he said. “You will remain here for now. Food is being brought to you and I will have a horse brought around. But as soon as the sun sets, you will ride from here and head straight to de Lohr’s seat. Is that clear?”

“It is, my lord.”

“Fail me, and I shall find you and I shall kill you.”

“I will not fail you, my lord.”

Blayth’s gaze lingered on the man for a few seconds longer, as if to drive home his threat, but he soon turned away. Asmara was still standing behind him, where she’d been the entire time, and he took her politely by the elbow to turn her for the vault entry.

Without a second thought to Corbett Payton-Forrester, the pair headed out of the dismally dark vault, leaving the prisoner to ponder what he’d seen, and what he’d been told, and feeling a desperation as he’d never felt before to leave Gwendraith for the sweet green fields of home.

England.

When the sun finally set later that day, and a dark and cool night settled, Corbett was given an excitable young stallion to ride, and ride he did, heading at breakneck speed for Lioncross Abbey Castle.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


The Welsh filled up the feasting hall of Gwendraith that night as if they’d been feasting there all their lives.

It was a loud, festive gathering. A massive fire burned in the hearth as men ate and drank and laughed. The feasting table with the broken leg was crowded with men, and there were no other tables in the hall, so men sat on the floor, eating the mutton that had been roasted over an enormous fire in the kitchen yard. Great hunks of roasted meat were being passed around by servants, and men stuffed themselves on the cooked carcass.

After seeing Corbett off into the moonlit night, Blayth and Asmara had returned to the hall, lured as the other men were by the smell of food. When they’d entered the hall, however, it was already packed with bodies, and Blayth had bodily removed two men from the end of the table so that he and Asmara could sit. He’d then proceeded to steal the food that other men were eating to give over to Asmara, who was both touched and embarrassed by his chivalry.

She’d never known anyone to be chivalrous towards her before and she was quite used to fighting her own battles or grabbing her own food, but Blayth was quite happy to do it for her. She watched him as he confiscated food and utensils, and in a very short amount of time, she was sitting with a full trencher in front of her that included meat, bread, and boiled beans, and someone else’s knife. She didn’t know who it belonged to, but Blayth had given it to her, so she used it to stab at her food, which was quite good and salty. After he finished stealing her a meal, he stole one of his own and delved into it.

He didn’t say much at all, really. Small talk and comments as he stole food but, after that, he shoved food in his mouth as if he were starving and the conversation died. But even as they ate, surrounded by a room full of eating, noisy men, Asmara couldn’t seem to tear her attention away from Blayth.

James, the Saesneg knight had called him. He swore he knew him, and he was evidently quite convinced of it because he’d been very emotional about it. James, it’s me! We were told you were dead! Those had been the astonished words out of the man’s mouth, but it had been obvious that Blayth had no idea who the man was, or what he was talking about. Still, Corbett had been convinced that he was someone named James. But that recognition had abruptly, and oddly, ended and the knight had seemed most apologetic about it. Fearful, even.

But what could he be afraid of?

It was a brief instance of mistaken identity that Asmara should have easily forgotten, but she couldn’t quite seem to shake it. So much of Blayth’s past was a mystery. From what Blayth had told her, he didn’t remember anything prior to waking up in Morys’ hut. It was Morys who had told him who he was and had given him his past, and his legacy, but everyone knew that Morys could color the truth to suit him. Even Blayth had said so.

So… what if Blayth’s past was something Morys had also colored?

“You are quiet,” Blayth said, interrupting her thoughts. “And you are staring at me. What are you thinking?”

Asmara hadn’t even realized he’d glanced at her. She’d been too caught up in her reflections. Grinning with embarrassment, she looked to her food.

“I am thinking of the Saesneg knight,” she said. “I… I was simply wondering if he will do what you told him to do.”

Mouth full, Blayth shrugged. “There is no knowing for certain, at least not for a while,” he said. “He seemed as if he was agreeable, so I can only hope he values his word.”

Asmara tried to eat but she couldn’t seem to. There was far too much on her mind.

“He seemed to know you,” she said.

It was the statement she’d been hesitant to make but, in the same breath, they couldn’t avoid the obvious. They had both been present when the knight seemed to recognize him. But Blayth shrugged, apparently unfazed by the event.

“Too much time in the vault drove the man mad,” he said. “He was seeing things in the darkness that were not there.”

Asmara wasn’t so certain even if Blayth sounded positive about it. She was about to say something when a chorus of cries arose from men near the hall entry, and she turned to see Morys entering the hall.

He emerged into the crowded room to a hero’s welcome, lifting his hands to his men and absorbing the adulation, when he caught sight of Blayth and Asmara at the end of the table. Asmara swore the man’s expression darkened when he saw her, but his focus was mostly on Blayth, his shining star.

Morys had eyes only for him.

“Ah,” Morys said. “Here I find you. Is the food good tonight?”

Blayth glanced up. “Good enough,” he said. “How was your conference with Howell?”

Morys pushed the man seated next to Blayth down the table, opening up a spot, which he gladly took. “Something we shall discuss on the morrow, in private,” he said. Then, he turned his attention to Asmara. “What are you doing here?”

It wasn’t a polite greeting and Asmara could feel herself tensing up.

“My father sent me,” she said steadily. “There is nothing happening at Llandarog. The castle is secure, and the men grow fat and lazy. My father thought you could use me at Gwendraith if the situation was not so settled.”

Morys cocked his eyebrow. “You?” he said. “We do not need you. You can go back to my brother and tell him to keep his children away from Gwendraith.”

It was a nasty thing to say and it was a struggle for Asmara not to rise to it. If she rose to it, they would fight, and he would surely order her away. That would be a problem because she had no intention of returning to her father. Instead, she chose to ignore him, turning back to her food. But as she took a bite, Blayth spoke.

“She may remain,” he said. “She has wisdom and she is strong. She is a fine addition to our ranks.”

Morys looked at him in surprise before snorting rudely, grabbing at a cup of ale a servant brought for him. “So, the Dragon Princess has you under her spell, has she?” he said. “Very well. I will not contest you, but she will be your responsibility. I want nothing to do with her or her weakling father.”

Bashing her was one thing, but insulting her father was another. Asmara’s head shot up, a nasty comment on her lips, but Blayth caught her attention and shook his head faintly to discourage her from replying. There was something in his eyes that conveyed reassurance and trust – that he would not let such a thing to go unanswered. More of that chivalry that he’d been intent on showing her as of late. Confused and upset, Asmara returned to her food, but it was clear that she was upset.

Blayth knew this and, in truth, he was not particularly thrilled with Morys’ obvious attempts to offend Asmara. She didn’t deserve what the man was so callously dishing out. Keeping his focus on his meal, he spoke to Morys.

“I found Cader to be a sensible and thoughtful warrior in my dealings with him,” he said. “I would watch who I insult, even if it is your brother. He is still our ally and I am not in the habit of insulting men I would trust with my life.”

Morys wasn’t sure he liked Blayth’s attitude. This was the man he’d nursed back from the brink of death, the man who was leading this great new rebellion, and nothing could interfere with that. Blayth always agreed with him, in all things, and they understood one another.

At least, Morys thought they did. This was the first time that Morys could recall that Blayth even remotely came close to chastising him, of all subjects, over his brother.

And then, it occurred to him.

Asmara was sitting across the table, head down as she ate her food, but it began to occur to Morys why Blayth was defending Cader. Asmara was here, and he suspected that Blayth might have an interest in the woman. She’d come to Gwendraith, uninvited, and latched on to him. He’d never heard of the Dragon Princess having feminine wiles, but she wasn’t an un-handsome woman. Some might even call her beautiful. Therefore, it was more than possible that she’d learned to use that beauty to her advantage. It made Morys wonder what had gone on at Gwendraith since he was away. Given how he felt about his brother, it was difficult not to feel animosity towards Asmara.

My father sent me.

Was it possible that Cader had sent Asmara to lure Blayth away? In Morys’ paranoid mind, all things were probable.

“He is my brother and I shall say what I please,” Morys said as a servant put a trencher of roast mutton and beans in front of him. “Furthermore, I will not discuss him with you. I want to know what has been going on at Gwendraith since I have been away.”

Blayth drained his cup of ale before replying. “Nothing but what you see.”

Morys wasn’t sure if he believed Blayth; given that Asmara was there, certainly, there had been some activity. But he didn’t press him, at least not at the moment. With Asmara there, Morys was coming to think that Blayth was, indeed, under her spell.

“I have much to discuss with you from my conference with Howell,” he said. “There is much to say.”

Blayth simply nodded, holding his cup up as a servant filled it. “More plans, I will assume?”

“We will discuss that tomorrow.”

Morys effectively cut him off, which was unusual. Morys was usually more than happy to run off at the mouth about plans and schemes and dreams of glory. Blayth suspected his silence was because Asmara was there, something that didn’t sit well with Blayth. He trusted the woman, and she had proven herself to him. The siege of Llandarog had seen his respect for her irrevocably cemented, and it was beginning to bother him that Morys saw fit to treat the woman as if she were dirt beneath his feet.

Nay, he didn’t like that in the least.

More than that, he was making it clear that he didn’t respect Blayth’s opinion on either Asmara or Cader. That, more than anything, saw his ire rise.

It was time to assert himself.

“There is something else we must discuss that cannot wait until tomorrow,” he said to Morys. “We must discuss the captive English knight.”

Morys was chewing loudly on his meat. “What about him?”

“I sent him back to Lioncross Abbey with a message.”

Morys stopped chewing, his eyes opening wide with shock. “You… you what?” he swallowed the bite in his mouth, nearly choking. “You released him?”

Blayth turned to him, looking him fully in the face in a direct challenge for the man to contest his decision.

“I did,” he said flatly. “You left me in command, and command I did. The man has served his purpose. Your continued interrogation of him was futile, Morys. He wasn’t going to tell you anything. Therefore, I used him for a better purpose – sending a message back to the English Marcher lords that a rebellion is rising in the south, a rebellion the likes of which the English have never seen before, and it will be led by a bastard son of Llywelyn the Last. Do you think capturing these castles is going to frighten the English? Of course not. But telling them why we have captured them – and that they will not be the last castles taken by the Welsh – will put the fear of God into them. I cannot imagine they want to face another Welsh prince, and certainly not one that will unite all Welshmen against them. There is nothing so fearsome as the spark to the fuel of rebellion.”

Morys looked at him as if debating how to react to the news. Truthfully, he was shocked that Blayth had done such a thing. He’d told the man to stay clear of the prisoner and Blayth had never disobeyed him, so this news was astonishing, indeed. It was the second time that night that Blayth had shocked him by going against him, but in Morys’ opinion, this infraction was much more serious.

But there was a reason he’d told Blayth to stay clear of the English.

The reason he feared most of all.

It wasn’t just the English prisoner he wanted Blayth to stay clear of. It was all English. On that June day five years ago when he’d participated in the ambush that had seen several English knights killed, Morys had been there when the English had retreated, leaving their dead and dying behind. He’d been there when his men had swarmed over a dying English knight bearing the black and dark green of de Wolfe, the distinctive tunic worn by the house that was headed by one of the greatest knights England had ever seen.

William de Wolfe.

Morys had been fighting the English for a very long time. He knew the colors of the great Marcher lords and beyond – the blue and yellow of de Lohr, the blue and red of de Clare, and so forth. He knew their allies, like de Wolfe, but rather than kill the dying as his men were doing, Morys had protected the downed de Wolfe knight. He’d let his men take the tunic and wave it around like a flag, but he hadn’t let his men kill the man who was already dead.

Or so Morys thought.

The knight was a very strong man. His head had been badly damaged, but he was still breathing and still living. Much as Morys had done with the garrison commander of Gwendraith, he had the idea to save the knight’s life if only to keep the man captive and interrogate him. That had been the ultimate goal when he’d taken him back to Brecfa, to his sod house where Aeddan and Pryce and his wife, Auryn, had helped him tend the man. For the first three months, they had no idea if the man would even live, but he did. He opened his eyes and Morys was thrilled that he’d have a captive to interrogate.

But his excitement was dashed when the man had no memory of anything.

His mind was like a clean slate.

Morys had been forced to change his plans.

As he tried to figure out what to do with the English knight, now working with Aeddan and Pryce as they helped rehabilitate him, he came upon the idea of a new Welsh prince rising from the ashes. Who better to lead the rebellion against the English than an English knight who had once tried to subdue the Welsh? He thought it had been a rather brilliant plan, and he’d fed it to Blayth, and to Aeddan and Pryce and his other men, until they were all convinced that Blayth was who Morys said he was.

The only potential hole in the plan had been Aeddan and Pryce, who had been at Llandeilo, although they hadn’t been involved with Blayth until well after the battle when Morys brought the man back to Brecfa. Even then, Morys had been vague about who Blayth was, mostly because he didn’t want it to get out that he was trying to save an English knight. He could have been viewed as a traitor, in fact, and that was a real fear.

Therefore, Aeddan and Pryce knew Blayth had come from Llandeilo, but they didn’t know much more than that. It had been Morys who had convinced them of Blayth’s true identity with a rather madcap story about Llywelyn’s loyal teulu being at Llandeilo at the same time. Aeddan and Pryce believed him because they had no reason not to.

But Morys was always fearful his elaborate story would unravel.

The more he entangled himself in it, the deeper the story became.

And that was why Morys kept Blayth away from any contact with the English, fearful that it might trigger memories in him that were long buried or, worse still, someone might recognize him. Morys had no idea of Blayth’s true identity other than the fact that he was wearing a de Wolfe tunic, so clearly, he was from the House of de Wolfe, but that was all Morys knew.

That torn, bloodied de Wolfe tunic was still at Brecfa, buried in a trunk and hidden away from the world.

Now, what Morys feared had evidently happened. Blayth had contact with an English knight. Astonished as he was that Blayth had undermined his authority, that really wasn’t his primary concern. What he was most concerned with was if that contact had stirred something in Blayth. With that in mind, he swallowed whatever outrage he might be feeling.

There were things he had to discover.

“I see,” he said after several long moments. “Did you speak to the man, then?”

“I did,” Blayth replied.

“And what did you tell him, exactly?”

“Just what I told you – I sent him with a message for the Marcher lords.”

Morys eyed him. “And he agreed?”

Blayth nodded. “He did,” he said. “He gave his name as Corbett Payton-Forrester, the garrison commander of Gwendraith. He serves William de Valence and, I would imagine, that means he is a man of honor. He said he would deliver the message and I believe him. But he also said something odd.”

“What is that?”

“He mistook me for someone he used to know.”

“James de Wolfe,” Asmara spoke up. She had been listening to the conversation and spoke up before she really thought that perhaps she shouldn’t. “He seemed quite sure that Blayth was someone named James de Wolfe.”

Morys looked at her, such surprise on his face that it was difficult to conceal. “How – how would you know any of this?” he demanded.

“She was there,” Blayth said. He couldn’t help but notice that Morys was suddenly quite upset; the man’s entire countenance had changed and his body was coiled as if ready to burst. “I took her with me as a witness in case the knight said anything of note. But he did not; the only thing he really said was that he believed I was someone he once knew.”

Morys’ heart was beating heavily against his chest as he realized his fear, that godawful fear he’d been living with for the past five years, may have very well happened. What were the odds of such a thing? Dear God, he’d tried so hard to keep Blayth away from the English for this very reason.

He could hardly believe what he was hearing.

“You should not have permitted her to be there,” he snapped, rising to his feet. He was so unsteady that he had a nearly panicked urge to leave. “Did you tell him who you were?”

He was nearly barking at Blayth, who cooled dramatically. He didn’t like being barked at. “Of course I did,” he said. “It was dark. The man could hardly see. Clearly, he was mistaken. It is nothing to become irate over.”

It was a succinct answer and over his panic and anger, Morys realized something – that Blayth was still Blayth. He still believed he was the bastard son of Llywelyn in spite of the English knight evidently recognizing him. Now, Morys had a name to put with Blayth’s mysterious past.

James de Wolfe.

And it meant nothing to Blayth.

Morys wasn’t quite sure how to feel now. Was it possible that this would be an event to be quickly forgotten? Certainly, it would be remembered if Morys continued to have a tantrum over it, so he labored to calm himself. He had to push aside his shock if there was any hope of salvaging the situation. Therefore, he forced a smile, putting a hand on Blayth’s broad shoulder.

“Forgive me,” he said. “It has been a long day and a long journey. I am simply weary, and news such as this has upset my exhausted mind. I will retire, and I shall see you come the morrow.”

With that, he abruptly left the table, wandering out among the happy, drinking men, presenting a far more subdued figure than when he had entered the hall.

If Morys had hoped to ease the situation and not make it such a major event, then he had failed. Asmara was watching him leave, wondering why the man had become so upset over the English knight mistaking Blayth for someone he once knew. It seemed very odd that Morys should become so upset over such a thing.

… unless it wasn’t a mistake at all and Morys knew it.

Asmara glanced at Blayth, who had returned to the last of his food. If Morys was displaying bizarre behavior, Blayth didn’t seem to care about it. But he wasn’t seeing what Asmara was seeing – a man who had clearly been unbalanced by the English knight who had addressed Blayth as someone else. The truth was that before Blayth was the man sitting with her, he was someone else.

The mystery behind the mysterious man deepened.


PART THREE


TIMES OF CHANGE
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CHAPTER NINE


Lioncross Abbey Castle

Early October

“Your father will be very glad to hear of your release,” Chris said. “Praise God that the Welsh released you.”

Corbett was wolfing down a bowl of warmed-over stew and cramming hunks of bread into his mouth. He was absolutely starving, exhausted from his ride from Gwendraith. It had taken him a little over two days to reach Lioncross, and he’d forced himself to ride through the day as well as the night, regardless of his discomfort. As long as the horse held up, he could make it.

And he did.

He almost wept when he saw the enormous, squat towers of Lioncross’ curtain wall come into view. It had been mid-morning on the third day since leaving Gwendraith, and as he’d passed through the iconic gatehouse of the castle, with its massive lion-head corbel over the entry, the tears he’d been trying so hard to hold back finally made it to the surface. He told the sentry who he was, where he had come from, and why he was there, and it seemed to throw the entire castle into a frenzy.

De Lohr’s knight, Augustus de Shera, was a friend of Corbett’s. His family was allied with the House of de Shera and it was Augustus who had run out to meet him, and then nearly carried him into the hall. Even now, Augustus sat next to him with an expression of great concern on his face, watching him eat.

Chris was a little more subtle, but not much. He sat across from Corbett, trying to make it seem as if all was right and well in the world again with Corbett’s release. But that was far from the truth.

“The Welsh overtook Gwendraith in three days,” Corbett said, mouth full as he tried to speak and eat at the same time. “They had over a thousand men, at the very least, and they rained arrows on us so much that some of their men were able to build ladders and mount the walls. While we were protecting ourselves from the hail of arrows, the Welsh were aggressively trying to get into the castle.”

Chris thought of the news his spies had brought to him not long ago, and how he’d sent his own son north to Bhrodi with the news of a rising Welsh rebellion.

“I have heard of this new rebellion,” he said. “I have men in Wales that watch the countryside for just this very thing. I was told over a week ago about Llandarog, Gwendraith, and Idole Castles and how the Welsh had taken them. We speculated that the Welsh were trying to starve out Pembroke by cutting off the roads east, but we do not know for sure. Do you?”

Corbett shook his head, shoving more bread into his mouth. “Nay,” he said. “I have been kept in a tiny cell for the past month, in the dark. I have not been told anything, nor do I know anything, but I have come to you with a message.”

Chris’ brow furrowed with interest. “Me?” he said. “Someone is sending me a message?”

Corbett shook his head and swallowed his bite. He took several big gulps of wine before continuing. “Not you in particular, my lord,” he said. “The English Marcher lords. My message is for all of you. That was the only reason I was released – to bring you this message.”

Chris was growing increasingly interested. “What is this message?”

Corbett stopped shoveling food into his mouth for the moment and his expression grew serious. “I am to tell you that a new rebellion is rising, led by a bastard son of Llywelyn the Last.”

Chris sat forward, his arms resting on the feasting table. “I have heard this already,” he said. “My men have told me that because they heard it from their Welsh contacts. They said someone named Blayth the Strong is leading the rebellion.”

Corbett seemed to appear inordinately pale. “That is true,” he said. “I met the man they call Blayth. He is the one who told me to deliver this message.”

Chris’ eyebrows lifted. “You met him?” he repeated. “Did he tell you anything else?”

Corbett suddenly lost his appetite. He wiped his hand over his face in a nervous, weary gesture, and both Chris and Augustus could see that his hands were shaking. He’d been steady enough until the subject of Blayth the Strong arose, and on the entire ride to Lioncross he had been eager to tell de Lohr what he had seen, but now… now, the whole thing seemed mad. He was coming to wonder whether or not he’d imagined it all.

The dead had returned.

“It is not what he told me, my lord,” he said hoarsely. “It is what I saw. I am coming to wonder if I was momentarily insane because, in truth, I saw a ghost. A ghost from the past.”

Chris wasn’t following him, nor was Augustus, but they could see how upset he was. Augustus put a brotherly hand on the man’s back.

“What ghost?” he asked. “What did you see?”

At first, Corbett couldn’t even bring himself to say it. He knew that once he did, there would be no stemming the flood. The dam would have broken and men would either call him mad or they would praise him. He would be a lightning rod for controversy and speculation. Aye, he knew all of this, but he also knew he had to speak. He took a deep breath.

“You must understand that I have spent almost a month in total darkness,” he said quietly. “Any light at all is torture to my eyes and, even now, the light hurts them. I do not know if I will ever see clearly again. I was pulled from my cell by a beast of a man, very big and blond and scarred. So terribly scarred. The first thing I noticed about him was that the entire left side of his head is battered and scarred. His ear is missing. As he spoke to me, my eyes adjusted to the light and I saw his face. The man identified himself as Blayth the Strong.”

Chris still didn’t understand his meaning. “But why did you say you saw a ghost?”

Corbett sighed heavily and closed his eyes. “Because I believe that Blayth the Strong is James de Wolfe,” he nearly whispered. “I will swear upon my oath that James de Wolfe has returned from the dead.”

Chris stared at him a moment as the news sank in. Then, it hit him; his eyes widened and a hand flew to his mouth in disbelief. As he sat back and nearly reeled off the bench, Augustus was the one to grab Corbett’s arm as if the man had snakes coming out of his mouth.

“De Wolfe?” he gasped. “James de Wolfe? But… but that is not possible. He was killed five years ago at Llandeilo!”

Corbett nodded, peeling Augustus’ fingers from his arm because they hurt. “I know,” he said. “God help me, I know. We were told that James died there. But I swear to you upon my grandmother’s grave that James de Wolfe is calling himself Blayth the Strong, and it is he who is leading this rebellion.”

Chris was standing up now. He didn’t even know how he ended up on his feet, only that he had. His hand was still over his mouth as he struggled with the news he’d just been told. It was outrageous in so many ways, something no sane man would believe. Finally, he shook his head.

“That is not possible,” he muttered. “It is just not possible.”

“Why?” Corbett nearly demanded. “Were you at Llandeilo? Did you see his corpse?”

Chris began wiping at his mouth as if to wipe away the shock, his mind going back five years to that terrible and turbulent time.

“Nay,” he said. “I was with Roger Mortimer to the north of Llandeilo. Originally, I had been with de Wolfe and Gloucester, but Mortimer demanded more men and Edward told me to ride with him, so I did. Had I been with de Wolfe and Gloucester, the outcome of Llandeilo might have been different, but it was not. When I heard… when I heard of James’ death, I was devastated for William. I have been told it is something he has never recovered from.”

“Yet he married his youngest daughter to Bhrodi,” Augustus pointed out. “I heard that he did it because he did not want to lose another son in Wales, so he did it specifically for the alliance it would bring him. He did it for peace.”

Chris was looking at Augustus at this point, both of them overwhelmed by the possibility that James de Wolfe might not have died in Wales. “My God,” Chris finally breathed. “I know he had to leave James’ body behind. William was crushed because of it.”

Augustus lifted his eyebrows. “Then if he had no body to bury, it is possible that James did not die at all.”

“But William swore he was dead when he left him,” Chris said. “I spoke to him and to Paris de Norville shortly thereafter. In their retreat, they had to leave James behind. But they both swore he was dead.”

Corbett could see the shock between the two men as they tried to rationalize what they’d been told. There was urgency in their tones, and disbelief coupled with the pain of a lost knight, who might not be so lost after all.

The realization was staggering.

“I have a theory,” Corbett said, trying to stop the building perplexity. “You know that the House of de Wolfe is intertwined with the crown. I do not know how deep it goes, but we know that Edward greatly admires and respects William. I, too, have been wondering in earnest why we were told James was dead, yet I clearly saw him in Wales, claiming the identity of another man. It occurred to me that mayhap he is there for a reason – a royal reason.”

Chris and Augustus looked at him in confusion. “Explain,” Chris said.

Corbett had been harboring this crazy idea since he first realized he was looking at James de Wolfe and he could only hope it made some sense to Chris and Augustus.

“It was the man who called himself Blayth who released me from the vault after a month of confinement and torture,” he said evenly. “He seemed very insistent that I ride to one of the major Marcher lords to deliver his missive – that this new rebellion was rising, and that the bastard of Llywelyn was behind it. It was the way he said it that made me think… it made me think that, mayhap, James had assumed the identity of this Blayth.”

Chris was greatly puzzled. “Assumed this identity? Why?”

“So that Edward could have a man inside the rebellion,” Corbett replied. “Edward could have a man lead the Welsh to defeat. What better way to destroy the Welsh than from the inside?”

It was frightening to realize that it all made sense. Suddenly, Chris caught on to exactly what he was saying.

“An agent for Edward?” he breathed.

Corbett nodded. “That was my thought, my lord.”

Chris pondered that possibility. “But… but I saw William after James’ death. The man was genuinely distraught. I have never seen a father more grief-stricken.”

“It is possible Lord William does not know of his son’s mission,” Corbett insisted. “It is possible no one does but Edward and James. Mayhap, it was James’ directive to fake his death and become someone else. In any case, I know that I saw James de Wolfe. He is alive, and he is leading a rebellion.”

Chris could hardly believe it. He looked at Augustus, seeing the same astonishment reflecting in the man’s eyes. It was all so overwhelming he didn’t know what to think or where to start with any of it.

“Either way, the implications are staggering,” Chris finally said. “If James is leading this rebellion and plans to destroy it from within, we cannot interfere. But if he is not an agent for Edward and he is, indeed, leading the rebellion as Blayth the Strong, calling himself the bastard of Llywelyn… I simply cannot comprehend why he would do it. None of it makes any sense.”

The mood between the three men plummeted. It was a dark and confusing time, with no one really knowing where to turn. They couldn’t contact Edward about it, especially if James was an agent, and they couldn’t risk reaching out to James in any fashion.

“What will you do, my lord?” Augustus asked quietly. “Surely you cannot keep this news from Lord William.”

Chris eyed his knight for a moment before turning away, shaking his head. “Nay,” he muttered. “He must know. If my son had been found living years after I believed him to be dead, I would certainly want to know. I cannot withhold such information. But I am not sure how to tell him, either, especially since no one else but Corbett has seen him. Although I do not doubt the man’s word, a second opinion is needed, don’t you think?”

Augustus nodded. “I knew James,” he said. “Would you have me go into Wales to see for myself?”

Chris cast him an odd look. “Surely you jest,” he said. “You? An English knight? They would kill you on sight.”

Augustus didn’t subscribe to the fact that he would be killed on sight, for he could defend himself, but he didn’t argue. “Then what will you do?”

Chris scratched his head in a thoughtful gesture. “There is someone who can get closer to him than we can,” he said. “Bhrodi de Shera.”

Augustus frowned. “But Bhrodi married James’ sister well after James was killed. He has never seen the man.”

Chris looked at him. “Nay, he has not,” he said. “But his wife has. Let her confirm that her brother is indeed alive and then we will send word to William. For certain, the man will want to know.”

It made sense. Augustus was ready to carry out any orders to that effect. “Rees should have already reached Bhrodi right now with the first message you sent,” he said. “Shall we send a second one?”

Chris nodded. “Indeed,” he said. “I will scribe one before the day is out. Prepare our fastest messenger for the journey. I am going to invite Bhrodi and his wife to Lioncross so that we may discuss this issue in person, for certainly, they will want to know about it. And Bhrodi’s counsel on the matter will be welcome, for I doubt his wife can be rational about it. We will determine once and for all if James de Wolfe is alive or not.”

“And if he is?” Augustus asked.

Chris exhaled slowly, with feeling. “If he is,” he said, “then William must know. But, as I said, we cannot interfere in anything James is doing if he is an agent for Edward. A faked death, five years of infiltrating the Welsh… we could ruin everything if we try to contact the man.”

“True,” Augustus said. “But what if he is not an agent for Edward? What if he has simply gone mad and is now calling himself Blayth the Strong, bastard of Llywelyn?”

Chris shook his head. “If that is the case, God help us all,” he said. “Because not only will he lead a rebellion, he will bring down everything the House of de Wolfe has stood for. He will ruin his father’s legacy.”

Augustus digested that statement. Then, he said what they were all thinking. “If he is not an agent for Edward, then surely William will not let him destroy his legacy and the legacy of his entire family,” he said. “Surely… surely the man will do something to prevent that.”

Chris looked at him. “He will not,” he said. “But I will. My grandfather’s best friend in the world was Edward de Wolfe, William’s father. Did you know that? Edward de Wolfe and my grandfather were very close, all their lives. Even though we are not related by blood to the House of de Wolfe, they are still family, and family protects family. If James has lost his mind and is actively trying to destroy his father’s legacy, then I shall do what needs to be done. I will make sure James does not accomplish his goal. William lost his son once before; he will have to stomach losing him again and this time, for good.”

It was an ominous threat, but an understandable one. The Houses of de Lohr and de Wolfe were that intertwined, and very protective of each other. Even when it came to sons ruining fathers. Augustus knew that Chris meant every word of it.

Blayth would have to die.

Before the day was out, another rider was heading north into Wales, to Rhydilian Castle, the seat of Bhrodi de Shera.
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CHAPTER TEN


Gwendraith Castle

It was very late.

The full moon was in its zenith in the sky, a great silver ball shining over the land, bathing the landscape in a ghostly glow. Inside Gwendraith’s hall, Blayth was sitting by the hearth, gazing into the snapping flames as Morys, Aeddan, and Pryce also stood around the hearth, speaking of mundane things at this point.

But it wasn’t always thus.

Since his return from Carmarthen Castle, Morys had kept Blayth at his side. That had been two days ago, and Blayth was sick of the sight of the man. It had been two days of plans, of speculation, and of glorious goals for Morys and his men in the new Welsh order once the English had been purged.

Blayth was used to Morys and his dreams of grandeur, and talk like this normally didn’t bother him. He, too, wanted to see a free Wales, and Morys’ enthusiasm for his country was patriotic and proud. Normally, he was content to sit and listen to Morys spout off and lend his advice on such matters.

But this time, it was different.

This time, Blayth got the distinct impression that Morys kept him close for one very good reason – he didn’t want him finding company with Asmara. Morys had made a point of speaking ill of both Cader and Asmara, as if trying to poison Blayth’s opinion of the pair, but Blayth could see through the man’s attempts. He’d seen it the night he’d returned from Carmarthen and how disrespectful he’d been to Asmara.

Now, Morys was only succeeding in making him angry.

Two days later, Blayth had been fed his fill of the man. He was no longer tolerant of his foolish opinions, or schemes, because his thoughts were elsewhere. They’d been elsewhere for two solid days, lingering on the golden-eyed woman he seemed to be increasingly obsessed with. He didn’t want to hear Morys anymore.

He wanted away from the man.

“Did you hear me?” Morys cut into his thoughts. “Blayth, do you hear me?”

Broken from his mental wanderings, Blayth lifted the nearly empty cup of cheap ale to his lips. “What about?” he said. “All I have done is hear you for two days. What more do I need to hear?”

Unusually belligerent words from a man who was normally quite docile. Morys wasn’t stupid; he knew that Blayth was irritated at him and he knew why. But Morys needed to ensure that he had Blayth’s loyalty and attention, because he knew for a fact that his niece was a far more attractive prospect than he was.

Not knowing Asmara’s motives, or if Cader really had put her up to it, Morys had to assert his position in Blayth’s life and in the chain of command. He was Blayth’s leader, his mentor, and the man who had brought him back from the brink of death. It had been an uphill battle keeping the man close to him, but the past two days had been insurance against the woman creating so much of a distraction that she would fill Blayth’s attention for good. Morys had to purge the woman from his thoughts, whatever the cost.

In the end, Blayth would understand it was for his own good.

“We are to return to Carmarthen Castle in several days,” Morys said patiently. “Howell is calling his armies to him once again. I have explained this to you; now that we hold Idole, Llandarog, and Gwendraith, Howell plans to move on larger castles now. He will expect us to lead the charge.”

Blayth had heard all of this, numerous times. “And then what?” he asked. “Where is Rhys ap Maredudd in all of this? He has put out the call for support, yet we do not fight with the man.”

“He is to the north, as I have told you. He has taken Cilgerran Castle, among others.”

Blayth turned to look at him. “He takes castles that are of no real importance, whilst we put a stranglehold on Pembroke and the south,” he said. “Have you not looked at it this way? We are the ones taking the greater risk, Morys, not Rhys.”

Morys’ dark eyes flashed. “That is because we are the greater glory,” he hissed. “The son of Llywelyn the Last is leading this rebellion and all men will rise to follow you. It is only right that we take the greater risk.”

Blayth eyed him. “I am not leading anything,” he said. “You and Howell are planning this rebellion.”

“Blayth,” Aeddan said quietly. “I would not fight with just anyone. I will only fight with you. All of the men feel the same way.”

Blayth looked at him. “These are not my plans, Aeddan,” he pointed out. “Just like you, I am accountable to Morys. In battle, I make the decisions, but this rebellion as a whole… I have not planned this.”

It was the truth, the rather convoluted chain of command when it came to Morys and Blayth. In battle, Blayth was formidable, but he was only in the battle to begin with because Morys wanted him there. Men were naturally drawn to Blayth and his flawless capabilities in battle and Morys knew this, which is why he needed to keep the man close.

Without Blayth, the men would lose confidence.

It was more important than ever to keep him close.

“You are the spark to the kindling, Blayth,” Morys said. He needed to encourage the man, not fight with him. “I have told you this before. You are the light to whom all men look. You bear the blood of the Welsh princes, men who have died for this country. You give all men hope as the last of that line.”

Blayth’s gaze lingered on him before he turned back to the fire. “You speak of men I do not know, of a family I have no memory of,” he said. “I may as well be a stranger.”

“But you are not. You are Blayth ap Llywelyn and you bear a proud heritage.”

Blayth wasn’t looking at him; his mind was going back to the vaults of Gwendraith when the English knight had called him James. Even as he heard Morys speak of his lineage and, subsequently, his destiny, it just didn’t seem right. He’d always accepted what Morys had told him and he’d never contested it, but even so, it never felt right. There had always been a sense of loss with him, of wondering about his past life. After hearing the English knight call him by another name, Blayth wasn’t certain of who he was any longer. Initially, the knight’s words hadn’t bothered him, but they were beginning to.

They were beginning to get under his skin.

“Are you so certain?” he finally asked. “In all the time I have known you, Morys, not one man has come forth to confirm what you have told me. Look at me; I am not a young man. I do not know how many years I have seen, but I am older than Aeddan, and he has seen thirty years and three. In all that time before I came to you, not one man has seen me and is able to confirm the identity you have given me.”

Morys struggled not to rise to Blayth’s mood. He suspected this skewed outlook might be coming from Asmara, who had undoubtedly asked questions of Blayth’s true identity. But it could also be coming from the English knight who had called him by a name – James de Wolfe.

It had been that event that Morys had been so fearful of and, in truth, he’d hoped that Blayth had forgotten about it. He’d spent two days trying to hammer home Blayth’s destiny and the future of their rebellion in the hopes that it would drive whatever doubt Blayth was experiencing right out of his head.

But it hadn’t.

This is what he had feared – a man he’d given a mythical identity who was now starting to question that.

“It is your identity,” Morys said, not at all kindly. “You were brought to me, nearly dead, by your father’s teulu, old men who vanished back into the north to draw the English away from where they’d left you. They retreated north so the English would look for you there, and not here in the south with me. They fled to save your life. Do you want me to find those men? Do you want me to tell them to come back to you because you do not believe you are your father’s son? Tell me now and I shall send for them, Blayth.”

“Then send for them.”

He said it without hesitation and Morys looked at him as if he’d been struck. That wasn’t the answer he’d been expecting and, given that there were no men to send for, he was very close to losing credibility. He was almost panicked at the thought. He couldn’t lose Blayth, not when he’d worked so hard to build the man’s reputation and build glory for himself in the process. Damn the man… now, he was going to ruin it all, everything he’d worked for.

That brought out the anger in him.

“It is a sad day when the man whose life I saved doubts my word,” he growled. “Did you doubt my word when I was making it so you could breathe? So you could eat? Who washed your dirty body and cleaned away your filth? You trusted me then. But now, you would doubt me?”

It was the same thing Morys said every time he feared that Blayth was doubting anything he said, that reflexive action that always brought an apology from Blayth and assuagement to Morys. But this time, Blayth was looking at him without remorse, but more with an expression of a man who was curious and intent. That wasn’t the man Morys wanted to see.

“I do not doubt you,” Blayth finally said. “But I would like to speak to the men who brought me to you. Mayhap they can give me more background on the past I cannot remember. Morys, I remember nothing. You know this. And two days ago, a man was quite convinced I was someone he knew from the past.”

Morys’ temper was growing. “He was a fool! He mistook you for someone and you are a fool if you believe him!”

Blayth wouldn’t let Morys belittle him. He stood up, at least a head taller than Morys, a great and imposing presence. “I am not a fool,” he muttered, “and you will not call me one ever again. Do you understand me?”

Morys was so angry that his lips were white. He turned away, refusing to answer. “You will not tell me what to do.”

“If you call me a fool again, I will walk from this place and never turn back.”

Morys glared at him. “And go where?”

“That is for me to know.”

Morys could see that his anger and threats weren’t working, and he wasn’t entirely sure Blayth wouldn’t walk away from him. It’s her! He thought angrily. Ever since Asmara appeared, Blayth hadn’t been entirely predictable. Therefore, he took a deep breath and tried to calm himself. It wouldn’t do any good for them to continue arguing, so he switched tactics.

“If you want me to send word to the men who brought you to me, then so be it,” he said, throwing up his hands in a surrendering gesture. “It will take time, however. I do not know where they have gone or if they are even still alive. They were very old men, you know.”

“But you will send word.”

“I will.”

If Blayth didn’t believe him, he didn’t let on. He had what he wanted, although he had to admit that he wasn’t entirely sure Morys would follow through. Still, he would keep an eye on the man. Morys didn’t want to lose his faith, so it would be a touchy situation for them both.

And the consequences could be dire if faith was broken.

Meanwhile, Blayth reclaimed his seat by the fire, eyeing Aeddan and Pryce, who were sitting quietly by the hearth. The brothers usually remained quiet in matters between Blayth and Morys, but it was clear they were siding with Blayth in this matter. They had a liege who always had to be in control, and who was known to manipulate men. Still, he was a prince of Deheubarth, and that tie alone garnered him some respect.

But sometimes, it was difficult.

“Someone recognized you, Blayth?”

The question came from Aeddan. He’d not heard of the event on the day it happened, as he simply hadn’t spent any time with Blayth when he’d returned with Morys from Carmarthen. It was also true that other than Morys, Blayth hadn’t told anyone, so it wasn’t common knowledge. But it was clear that Aeddan and Pryce, seated beside his brother, were curious. Before Morys could stop him, Blayth answered.

“The garrison commander I released the day you and the others returned from Carmarthen,” he said. “The man called me James – de Wolfe, I believe. When I told him my name was Blayth, he pointed out that the name means wolf in our language. But he swore he knew me, at least at first.”

Aeddan was very interested. “De Wolfe,” he muttered. “I know the name. I have heard it. They are allied with the great Marcher lords, I believe. De Lohr and de Lara. They are a great family from the north of England.”

“It was rambling words from a sick man,” Morys said, trying to keep the speculation down. He didn’t want the ap Ninian brothers asking a lot of questions, not when he was trying to downplay the entire incident. “The man had been in the vault for a month, in darkness, so he mistook Blayth for someone he thought he knew.”

Aeddan simply nodded, not voicing what he was thinking. He knew how protective Morys was over Blayth and to bring about the subject of the man’s past would only upset Morys further. It was best to let the subject drop, as they often did in the times when it came up. Morys didn’t like to be questioned. But something occurred to Aeddan, something he couldn’t get out of his head.

He had been at Llandeilo, and had been there when Morys brought the battered, nearly-dead body of Blayth home with the tale of him having been delivered by Llywelyn’s teulu to Llandeilo, coincidentally, exactly when the battle was taking place. It hadn’t made a lot of sense to Aeddan at the time but, in hearing that an English knight had mistaken Blayth for someone he knew, someone named James de Wolfe, Aeddan was coming to think that something seemed quite strange about the entire situation. He wasn’t sure he ever believed Morys about how he came into possession of the gravely wounded man, but now, a thought was occurring to him, something he couldn’t get out of his head.

The de Wolfe army had been at Llandeilo.

He wondered if Blayth knew that.

It was an odd situation, indeed.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


The sky at sunrise was truly something to behold. It was a pink sky, with great ribbons of golden clouds streaked across it and a sun that was just peeking out from the eastern horizon. The vibrant green landscape of Wales was coming alive beneath the warm glow, awakening to the dawn of a new day.

Asmara was in the stables of Gwendraith, seeing to her horse. It seemed to have developed an abscess on its hoof. She noticed that the horse was favoring his right front leg yesterday and when she’d come in this morning, the abscess was evident. Bent over the animal, with an iron lamp casting a soft golden light on the floor of the stables, she was working on cleaning out the hoof itself before going in search of the items she would need to cleanse the abscess.

In fact, Asmara had been spending a good deal of time with her horse. Her presence with the animal had been constant over the past two days, ever since Morys returned from Carmarthen Castle. He’d kept Blayth with him, sequestered as they discussed more plans for the building rebellion, and Asmara has been left on her own. Not that she minded, because it was better than returning to Llandarog. As long as she was near Blayth, she was content.

But being away from him had given her time to think. In truth, all she’d done was think about Blayth and what she was coming to feel for him. They hadn’t spent a lot of time together before Morys returned and ruined everything, but she felt as if they’d gotten to know one another fairly well in that time. He’d spoken of his past, or what he could tell her, and of the memories Morys had given him.

But in hearing of Morys’ part in Blayth’s life, Asmara was even more suspicious of her uncle than she had been before. When Blayth told her that Morys had “given” him his memories, that had set off a warning bell in her mind. Then, when the Saesneg knight had called Blayth by another name, that had only confirmed what Asmara was already suspecting.

Then, Morys’ very strange behavior the night he returned from Carmarthen was questionable at best. It was a litany of clues, all adding up to something, telling Asmara that Morys knew far more about Blayth than what he’d told the man.

It also told her that Blayth wasn’t who Morys said he was.

But she would not speak of her suspicions, not to anyone, and especially not to Blayth. He didn’t remember anything, but he seemed comfortable in the memories Morys had given him. More than that, those involved in the rebellion were looking to Blayth as if he were their new savior and she would never take that hope away from her people.

It was an odd position she found herself in.

So, she spent time with her horse, stewing over Morys and his lies and wondering if, in the long run, they would end up hurting Blayth. If that happened, then Asmara was prepared to defend the man from any backlash to Morys’ lies. She would not let him be hurt, and least of all by Morys. If her greedy, self-serving uncle was on a path to destruction, then she would not let him take Blayth down with him.

That was what her father had said to Morys once, back when they were still speaking to one another. Morys had grand dreams of purging the English from Wales, as did Cader, but Morys was far more reckless about it. Cader preferred to be sly and calculated in his movements against the English, while Morys preferred to be loud and rash. Morys had always called Cader weak because he didn’t approve of Morys’ bold manner, but Morys had called Cader weak one too many times and Cader swore at him and told him he would not be pulled down by his brother’s path to destruction. That had been the beginning of the estrangement between them.

Asmara hadn’t spent much time around Morys before the separation. But in the moments she had spent with him as of late, she developed a healthy hatred for the man. She didn’t like anything about him and his manipulative ways, and she didn’t like the way he controlled Blayth.

Blayth was a good, loyal warrior and Morys took advantage of that.

Then came the silly daydreams of what it would be like if Blayth was free of Morys, and if that gentle chivalry he’d shown her meant something more than simply manners. What if it was something he wanted to show her? What if he didn’t look at her as another warrior, but as a woman fully grown? Her father was always asking about future grandchildren and her answer was always the same – Someday, Dadau, but not today.

What if that someday had finally come?

A noise shook her from those foolish dreams and she turned to see Aeddan and his brother, Pryce, entering the stable. Asmara had seen them since their return from Carmarthen with Morys, but she hadn’t really spoken to them. They had duties that kept them very busy. When the brothers entered, Aeddan’s dark eyes fixed on her and he smiled politely.

“My lady,” he said. “You are up early.”

Asmara turned back to her horse. “I thought my horse was coming up lame yesterday,” she said. “I came to check him.”

Aeddan had a cloak and a few other items in his hands. He set them down and came over to Asmara as she bent over her animal.

“How is he?” he asked.

Asmara held up the hoof, showing him the beginnings of the abscess. “Poison has somehow gotten into his hoof,” she said. “I must make a solution of salt water to help drain it.”

Aeddan was peering at the wound. “Indeed,” he said. “You should soak it several times a day with the salt. It should heal. It does not look too terribly bad.”

Asmara had a tool to clean out the hoof and she picked at the area carefully. “I hope not,” she said. “He has a propensity for hoof wounds.”

Aeddan’s gaze lingered on the hoof for a few moments before he looked up at the animal in general. He gave the beast an appreciative slap on the withers.

“He is a fine horse,” he said. “How old is he?”

“He has seen three years this summer. I raised him from birth.”

Aeddan passed a practiced eye over the long legs of the horse. “I would wager that he can run like the wind.”

“And he does not like to be captured, either. When I put him out to pasture, sometimes it takes me an hour to catch him. He thinks it’s a game to run from me.”

Aeddan smiled, petting the horse on his dark face. “I have a horse that looks a good deal like him,” he said. “Morys gave him to me. He once belonged to a Saesneg soldier.”

The mere mention of Morys brought down Asmara’s mood. Blayth had even mentioned that Aeddan and Pryce had been with him from the beginning of his memories so, with that in mind, Asmara’s curiosity took hold. There was something in her that wanted to know about Blayth and Morys from Aeddan’s perspective. He knew the situation as well as anyone.

“You have been with my uncle a long time, then?” she asked, sounding rather innocent in her attempts to probe him.

Aeddan wasn’t on his guard. He answered immediately. “Aye,” he said. “Since I was young. My father served him, too, so it was natural that we also serve him.”

“Is your father still alive?”

Aeddan shook his head, patting the horse’s head. “My father died several years ago,” he said. “It was Morys who practically raised my brother and me.”

“Then you are close to him?”

“Nay.”

The answer came from Pryce, who was standing back in the shadows. He had been listening to the conversation and could no longer remain silent. When Asmara and Aeddan turned to him, he seemed rather uncomfortable with the attention, but it didn’t stop him from speaking up.

“He is not like a father to us,” he said, stepping forward into the light. “He is our overlord and that is all. Morys does not treat anyone like family and God was wise when he did not allow the man to become a father. He would have been a terrible one.”

Aeddan was giving his brother a warning look, but Asmara pressed him. “Yet you still serve him,” she said. “Why do you serve him if you do not like him?”

Pryce simply shook his head. “We owe him a great deal,” he said. “When our father died, he fed us. He did not turn us out. But he expects something for that kindness.”

“Morys is a strict taskmaster,” Aeddan said, cutting of Pryce because the man was starting to complain. “Pryce does not appreciate a man who has a strong sense of control. But we appreciate that he has provided for us and continues to do so. He is a prince of Deheubarth, after all. It is a privilege to serve him.”

Asmara hadn’t had much contact with the ap Ninian brothers during the raid on Llandarog, or even afterwards, so this was the first real conversation she’d had with them. She could see that Pryce seemed to be somewhat discontented when it came to Morys and Aeddan tried to be tactful. It was a rather interesting take on Morys, but not a surprising one. She dropped the horse’s hoof and tossed the hoof pick aside.

“My father is also a prince, but he treats his people well,” she said. “He and Morys have never gotten on.”

“We know,” Aeddan said. “Morys is hard on people who do not think as he does.”

Asmara lifted her eyebrows. “I could see that the night he returned from Carmarthen when Blayth did not agree with what he was saying,” she said. “Does he always keep Blayth so close to him?”

Aeddan nodded firmly. “He does,” he said. “It has always been that way.”

“But why?”

Aeddan shrugged. “I suppose because of who he is. Morys protects him.”

“Protects him? Or hides him?” Asmara asked. Then, she noticed the change of expression on Pryce’s face; he wasn’t very good at hiding what seemed to be disbelief. “You have been with Blayth since Morys brought him back from Llandeilo, haven’t you?”

Aeddan looked at her. “Did Blayth tell you that?”

“He said that he recovered because of you.”

Aeddan’s focus seemed to hang on her for a few moments and Asmara was afraid he was becoming wise to the fact that she was trying to pry information out of him. The man gave the horse one last pet before dropping his hand.

“He is like a brother to me,” he finally said. “I would trust Blayth with my life many times over. I would trust Morys with my life, too.”

Asmara could sense that he was becoming either defensive or suspicious, so she stopped questioning him. Hopefully, there would be another chance but, for now, he was shutting her down.

“It is good to have friends and allies like that,” she said, taking the conversation in another direction. “You are very fortunate. I have my father and my sister, whom I trust, although Fairynne can be rather silly at times.”

The corner of Aeddan’s mouth twitched. “As my brother can be rather silly, also, I understand.”

Pryce made a hissing sound, a somewhat threatening sound, and Asmara knew the conversation was over for the most part. But it had been good while it lasted. She turned around, hunting for a bucket.

“I suppose I should find some salt now to soak the hoof,” she said. “You would not happen to know where I can find some, do you?”

“Find what?”

A fourth voice entered the stable and Asmara turned to see Blayth entering just as the sun came over the horizon. The light behind him was bright and beaming, as if the man had a halo. She felt her heart skip a beat at the sight of him.

“Salt,” she said. “My horse has a wound on his hoof that needs to be soaked.”

She was pointing to her horse, but Blayth was only looking at her. He had arisen early that morning with the specific purpose of finding Asmara before Morys also rose. The man liked to sleep past dawn but Blayth was counting on the fact that Asmara, an industrious woman, didn’t. He’d hunted in the hall for her, and all around the keep, before wandering down into the outer bailey only to be told by a soldier that he’d seen the woman heading for the stables.

Now that he’d found her, he intended to soak up every single moment he could with her, but he couldn’t do it with Aeddan and Pryce hanging around. In fact, he felt the unfamiliar stab of jealousy to realize the brothers had been alone with her.

“Aeddan,” he said. “Go and find salt for the lady. She should not have to hunt for it herself.”

Aeddan pointed to his brother. “Pryce can do it,” he said. “I am expected out on patrol.”

“Then get about your duties, both of you.”

As Pryce left the stable and Aeddan headed into one of the stalls to bring forth his horse, Blayth took a few more steps in Asmara’s direction.

Now, it was just the two of them, without an audience. Blayth could feel the excitement of her proximity, making his fingers tingle. Simply looking at the woman was beginning to feed his soul in ways he could hardly comprehend.

In her presence, all seemed right with the world again.

“I am sorry to hear about your horse,” he said. “Is there anything more I can do?”

Asmara’s heart was pounding against her ribs. She’d never in her life been so glad to see anyone and she had no idea how to elegantly handle the situation. When it came to social graces, she had none.

“Nay,” she said, thinking her voice sounded rather giddy on a serious matter regarding her horse. “Soaking the hoof should ease the situation.”

If he noticed the tremble to her voice, he didn’t acknowledge it. “Aye, it should. I hope it works.”

“So do I.”

An awkward silence followed as Aeddan moved past them, leading his horse out into the stable yard. When he was gone, Blayth turned to Asmara with a glimmer in his eye.

“I thought he would never leave,” he said.

“Why?”

“Because the man is not wanted.”

She cocked her head. “I do not understand.”

He started to chuckle. “I am not doing a very good job of this.”

“Of what?”

He scratched the scarred side of his head. “Of speaking with you. I wish to speak to you.”

“About what?”

He lifted his big shoulders. “Things,” he said. “Morys has kept me by his side for two days until I am sick of the sight of him. I had hoped you were still at Gwendraith. I was afraid his rudeness might have chased you back to Llandarog.”

Asmara shook her head. “He cannot chase me away. Did he tell you that he wanted to?”

“Nay,” Blayth said. “But he seems to see his brother when he looks at you. The same animosity is there.”

“You noticed, did you?”

Her tone was jesting, but the statement was a true one. He grinned.

“Unfortunately, I did,” he said. Then, he sobered, but his gaze upon her was most intense. “I… I was wondering if you might accompany me to Carmarthen, demoiselle. I am displeased with the smithy here at Gwendraith and I know that there is a superior smithy in Carmarthen that I should like to have repair the blade of my sword. It has been damaged and the smithy here has only made it worse.”

It was a surprising offer, one that Asmara had not been prepared for. But the thought of accompanying him into town did not displease her at all. In fact, she was most eager to go with him except for one rather major concern.

“I would be honored to go with you,” she said. “But if Morys is going also, then I shall decline.”

Blayth shook his head. “He is not going with me,” he said. “In fact, he does not even know that I plan to go. I swear, I cannot take another day of the man. I must have some time away from him and I should like you to go with me when I do.”

Realizing it would just be the two of them, Asmara was thrilled at the thought. “I will go,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound too eager. But then she remembered her horse and her manner cooled. “But my horse must be tended. I cannot simply leave him.”

“I will have the grooms soak his hoof. And you can ride with me.”

The self-reliant Dragon Princess had never once ridden with a man. In fact, she’d scorned those who had tried, men who wanted to make her anything other than what she was – fiercely independent and strong. She would look at women as they fawned over men and think poorly of them, and that meant she would ride her own horse.

No man would tell her otherwise.

At least, that was how she used to think, but since the introduction of the damaged warrior with the deliberate, and sometimes slow, speech pattern, that independent woman was coming to think that a little dependency – and a little chivalry – wasn’t such a bad thing, after all. He commanded that she should ride with him, and she would not argue. She wanted to do it.

For the first time in her life, she was starting to feel like a woman.

But there was some confusion as well as chagrin with that thought. Asmara had to admit that she was glad Fairynne wasn’t around to see such a thing. She’d often chastised her sister for her foolish, romantic notions, but now Asmara was starting to see what the fuss was about.

The right man changed everything.

“I always ride my own horse,” she finally said, though there was a twinkle in her eye. “I have never ridden with a man on his horse.”

“Why not?” Blayth asked. “Is it against your religion?”

Asmara burst out laughing. “Nay,” she said. “I suppose there is no one I would consider riding behind.”

“Will you ride with me?”

“I will make an exception with you.”

It was, perhaps, the first flirtatious thing she’d ever said to him, and Blayth took it as an open invitation. It did his heart such good to realize that the long-legged beauty was willing to put aside her own standards to agree to ride with him. As simple as it sounded, it was an important milestone.

She wanted to ride with him.

But the excitement in his chest began to wane when he thought back to their conversation on the day she’d arrived, and how he’d been unused to the compassion and understanding he’d shown her. Blayth was a man with demons, and perhaps one of his greatest demons was his own insecurities.

When it came to a woman, it was a demon that was almost stronger than he was. He started to think that perhaps her agreeing to ride with him was just another act of pity. She’d shown him so much understanding and grace. He’d asked her to ride with him and, perhaps, this was just more of her grace.

It wasn’t as if he’d given her a choice.

Now, he was starting to feel foolish.

“If you do not want to, you do not have to,” he said. “If you are more comfortable riding a horse of your own, then I am sure you can borrow one. I will find it for you myself.”

He started to step away but Asmara reached out to stop him. “Wait,” she said, grasping his arm. “I told you I would ride with you. Did you ask me hoping that I would refuse?”

“Nay…”

She cut him off. “Then you do not want me to ride with you?”

“It is not that at all, but…”

She cut him off a second time. “That what? You are very close to insulting me for the fourth time. You ask me to ride with you, but now you have changed your mind?”

She could bring words to her lips faster than he could even though his mind worked far more swiftly than hers. His head injury prevented him from finding the correct words sometimes, or speaking with any speed, and this was one of those cases. He could see that she was growing increasingly upset, so he put his hands up and grasped her firmly by the arms to stop her momentum.

“Stop,” he commanded quietly. “Shut your lips. I have not changed my mind, but you have yet to allow me to explain. You keep interrupting me.”

He was holding her very tightly and Asmara could feel the strength in those hands. If nothing else about the man had impressed her, the first touch of his hands upon her did. The power radiating from them was indescribable. It made her heart race so vibrantly that she could scarcely catch her breath.

“Very well,” she said. “Explain.”

He could see that she was still angry. She wasn’t going to make this easy for him, and he knew that anything other than the truth wouldn’t be well-met, so he swallowed his pride. His relationship with the woman was deepening, or at least he hoped so, and he decided that it was right that he should confess what he’d been thinking. If she didn’t understand, then perhaps all of that pity and compassion he’d felt from her was insincere. But if she did understand – and he prayed she did – then perhaps all of this was real.

He very much wanted it to be real.

“It occurred to me that I did not give you a choice,” he said. “It occurred to me that I have forced you into agreeing to ride with me. There is no reason why you should want to do so.”

Asmara was confused. Her brow furrowed as she peered at him. “Why would I not want to ride with you?”

He dropped his hands and averted his gaze. “Let us be honest,” he said. “I… I am not the most attractive man. My body is damaged. I do not blame you if that repulses you, so I did not mean to force you to do something that would mean… we will be close together by virtue of riding on the same horse, and… you do not need to be faced with the scars that cover me.”

He trailed off, putting his left hand up to cover the side of his head that was so badly damaged. He was covering it from her view. As he did so, it began to occur to Asmara what he meant and the pity, the sorrow, she felt for the man knew no limits.

“Is that what you think?” she said. “That I think you are repulsive somehow?”

He shrugged. “I would understand, demoiselle. You are such a beautiful woman and such perfection deserves perfection. I am far from it.”

Asmara’s heart just about broke. She’d always thought she was a hard woman, hardened to the feelings and emotions of others. She kept her composure through almost any situation, but not this one. It occurred to her that he was so very ashamed of the way he looked, at least when it came to a woman. But the truth was that she found it rugged and exciting.

She always had.

The stable was being filled with the warmth of the early morning sun as she took a few steps in his direction. When she was close enough, she reached out and put her hand over his as it covered the left side of his head. Curling her fingers around his, she pulled his hand away. When he looked up, wary of her intentions, all he saw was a gentle smile on her face.

“All I see is a man who has seen much in life,” she said softly. “I see a handsome man I would be delighted to ride with. You are strong and fearless as a warrior, but beneath that façade, you are kind and humorous. I also sense a gentleness in you that I cannot explain, but it is there. I can see it, just below the surface. I agreed to ride with you because I wanted to, not because you forced me to. No one can force me into anything I do not wish to do. Or haven’t you figured that out yet?”

Blayth could hardly breathe through the pounding in his chest. “I have,” he said. “But… are you certain?”

“Very certain.”

Asmara’s touch was so very gentle, and warm, and it was like nothing he’d ever experienced before. That this beautiful, accomplished woman was saying such things to him was beyond his wildest dreams. He’d never been very good with words, but always much better with actions. The only action he could think of was to take her in his arms and kiss her.

He did.

Enormous, freckled arms pulled her against him as his mouth slanted over hers. Initially, Asmara stiffened with shock and Blayth fully expected a fist to come flying into his jaw, but she didn’t hit him. She put her hands up, on his chest as if to push him away, but he simply pulled her closer and suckled her lips with a glorious hunger. It was enough of a hunger that Asmara felt it, too, and soon enough, he could feel her body relax. Slowly, but surely, she began responding to him.

In little time, she was limp and boneless against him.

It was like heaven.

Blayth couldn’t remember ever having a woman in his arms like this, so his actions weren’t from practice. They were instinctive. It was instinctive that his tongue snaked into her mouth, licking at her, and then feeling the woman tremble in his arms as his kisses became more forceful.

In truth, he was overwhelming her. The scent of her in his nostrils fed the primal beast within, the one that was greatly aroused by a woman. It was the most basic male in him, the one that wanted to mate with her in the worst way, and he put his big hands on her back, between her shoulder blades, and pulled her straight into his seeking mouth. He wasn’t feasting on her lips any longer, but on her neck and shoulders, and on the delicate flesh on the swell of her full bosom. The more he tasted, the more he wanted and through it all, Asmara had yet to utter a sound.

She was letting him do whatever he wanted to do.

Blayth was blinded by his lust for her, the soft warmth of her body, and he was thinking about pulling her into the shadows and exploring her even further when one of the horses nickered softly, setting off another horse, and then one of them kicked at the post on his stall. That rattled Blayth’s concentration and he loosened his grip, afraid that they were about to be seen. It was early still, and the animals were anticipating their morning meal, which would be coming shortly. Blayth didn’t want to be discovered with Asmara in a compromising position by some stable groom.

Before he realized it, they were standing a few feet apart, and Blayth found himself looking into Asmara’s flushed face.

“Should I apologize for forcing myself upon you?” he asked quietly.

Asmara was as close to swooning as she had ever been, but she managed to shake her head.

“Nay.”

“Good. Because I do not want to.”

Asmara swallowed, hard. She didn’t know what to say to that. She knew she should be terribly embarrassed, or angry at the very least, but she couldn’t seem to manage it. The moment he touched her, it was as if every bone in her body turned to jelly and her mind was laid to waste.

All she could do was let him kiss her.

There was fire in the man’s touch that had scorched her to the bone. And because she didn’t know how to reply to his statement, as romantic conversation was completely foreign to her, she simply grinned sheepishly and looked away.

Blayth’s gaze lingered on her lowered head, smiling at her coy manner. He was deeply relieved that his impulsive action hadn’t resulted in a bloodied nose, or worse. All he knew was that he’d wanted to kiss her, so he had. And she had liked it.

He could hardly believe it.

“Then I suppose I should find my horse so we can depart,” he said. He turned to his left, realized his horse wasn’t in that direction, and then quickly turned right. “Damnable animal keeps moving himself around. He is trying to trick me.”

Asmara giggled as Blayth headed down a row of stalls. He was acting about as giddy as she felt, which she thought was rather sweet. She watched him pull forth a dappled gray beast with a fat rump, leading the horse from the stable and out into the stable yard.

Asmara didn’t follow him, however, because her horse was still standing there, favoring his right front hoof, so she immediately set about finding a bucket to soak the horse’s hoof in. Blayth had said that the grooms would do it, but she didn’t want to leave it to chance. While he was preparing his horse, she would tend to hers. Finding a wooden bucket with the remains of grain in it, she blew into it, blowing out the chaff, as she headed out into the stable yard.

Blayth saw her leaving and he called out to her.

“Where are you going?”

Asmara paused, the bucket on her hip. “To find hot water to soak my horse’s hoof,” she said. “I will be back by the time you finish preparing your horse. Will you make sure to find a groom to tend my horse while we are gone?”

He smiled at her, a toothy grin. “With pleasure, demoiselle.”

Asmara fought off a smile as she turned and headed for the keep and the kitchen yards behind it. In fact, she couldn’t seem to stop smiling, thinking of Blayth and his kisses, feeling the soft warmth of his lips on hers. Lost in thought, she put her fingers to her lips as if to feel the last place he’d kissed her. She’d never been kissed by a man in her life and her first kiss had definitely been one to remember.

She was ashamed to admit there was something in her that liked it.

The Dragon Princess had a soft woman in her, after all.

The sun continued to rise overhead and the breeze was picking up, pushing puffy clouds across the sky. Somewhere to the east, storm clouds were starting to gather and it was possible they’d have a storm by nightfall, but Asmara wasn’t paying any attention to that. She was thinking ahead to the trip to Carmarthen and wondering if Blayth was going to try and kiss her again. Secretly, she hoped so. As she neared the keep, she began to hear someone calling her name. Torn from her daydreams, she turned to see a most unwelcome sight.

Cader was heading in her direction.

Immediately, Asmara went on her guard, knowing that if her father had come all the way to Gwendraith, he must be very mad, indeed. She’d had almost three days before he’d shown his face, but she supposed that she knew, in the end, that he would come for her. Finding her missing at Llandarog, he probably assumed she went home, but when he didn’t find her at Talley, then he came looking for her at any one of the recently captured castles. Gwendraith was closest and the logical choice.

Unfortunately, he’d caught her out in the open. There was no running and hiding now. With a heavy sigh, she turned and headed in his direction.

“Greetings, Dadau,” she said evenly. “It is a fine morning, is it not?”

Cader looked weary and furious. He was in no mood for his daughter’s flippant greeting. “What are you doing here?” he growled. “Why did you leave Llandarog?”

Asmara had been anticipating this question at some point and she was prepared. “Because Llandarog is dead,” she said. “There is nothing happening there. The men are lazy and bored. I came to Gwendraith to see if I was needed because, certainly, I am not needed at Llandarog.”

Cader’s lips were set in a hard, flat line. “That is for me to decide, not you,” he hissed. “I need you at Llandarog to oversee the men.”

“Nursemaid them, you mean.”

His eyes narrowed. “What does that mean?”

She threw up her free hand, the one that wasn’t holding the bucket. “It means that an old woman could do the same job you want me to do,” she said angrily. “The men at Llandarog do not need a commander; they need a nurse to wipe their noses and settle petty squabbles. I am a warrior, Dadau; I cannot sit around and tend an army of fools.”

Cader sighed sharply. “I decide what you will do, Asmara,” he snapped. “You do not seem to understand that. In fact, since you are so unhappy at Llandarog, you may return home to your mother and sister. I cannot use a warrior who will not follow my wishes.”

Asmara paused; she could do one of two things at that moment. She could fight him, or she could try to ease the situation. Her father was as stubborn as she was and, truth be told, she’d done wrong by leaving. She knew that. But she didn’t want to tell him the truth of exactly why she’d left. She would never admit that she’d come to Gwendraith because of a man. Instead, she turned the conversation to something she and her father were joined against – Morys.

“I do not think that would be wise,” she said, presenting someone who was much calmer than she had been only moments earlier. “Dadau, I will truthfully tell you why I came. It was something I did not want to speak of to you, but now… now I must.”

Cader had no patience for her. “What is it?”

“I am convinced something is very wrong with Morys.”

He rolled his eyes. “Nothing is wrong with him,” he said. “You simply want to find fault with him because you do not like him.”

“Nay, Dadau, not this time,” she insisted. “There is something wrong. He is up to something.”

Cader was still irritated with her, but part of him was the slightest bit interested in what she had to say. Asmara had always proven herself wise and a good judge of character. It was true that she was rash, and bold, and that was just something Cader lived with, but she was also someone he trusted. Therefore, he was inclined to listen to her as long as she wasn’t trying to stir up anything.

“Merch, I know you do not like your Uncle Morys,” he said, less angry than he had been. “As far as him being up to something, he is always up to something. That is who he is.”

He shook his head and lifted his hands in a futile gesture, as if he didn’t quite know how to address that side of his brother’s character. Asmara closed the distance between them, putting a hand on his arm.

“This is different than his usual ambition,” she said, lowering her voice. “There is something going on that he is not telling anyone, and it centers around Blayth.”

Now, she had her father’s attention. “What do you mean?”

Asmara was very careful with how much she told him; she had a plan in mind, a plan that would allow her to remain at Gwendraith, and with Blayth, but she had to make it believable to her father or he really would make her return home. And she very much wanted to stay.

Therefore, she rolled out an explanation that was half-truth, half-speculation. She wanted her father to hear what she had heard for the most part, at least enough to convince him that she would be doing right by remaining at Gwendraith.

“I am not entirely certain,” she said after a moment, “but I have had a few conversations with Blayth. Do you know he cannot remember anything before he came to live with Morys? He told me that it was Morys who told him he was the bastard son of Llywelyn. That information never came from Blayth; he does not remember if he is or not.”

By now, Cader was over his anger at his daughter, listening intently to what she was telling him about his brother and the mysterious warrior known as Blayth the Strong.

“Morys told him who he was?” he clarified.

Asmara nodded. “Aye,” she said. “I have been asking around and I believe I have the confidence of a few of Morys’ men. I want to know what they know about Blayth. It’s my belief that Morys is trying to use the man for some greater purpose, like a puppet. He gives orders and Blayth obeys.”

Cader wasn’t following her. “For what purpose?”

She lifted an eyebrow. “Think about it,” she said. “What if Morys is trying to unite Wales under Blayth, but Blayth will have no real power? It will be Morys with the power, Dadau.”

Cader was looking at her with great skepticism but, on the other hand, it sounded very much like his brother. Morys had always been extremely ambitious and with the bastard son of Llywelyn under his control, the power Morys could wield might be limitless. In truth, he couldn’t put anything past the man.

“That is serious speculation,” he said. “What proof do you have?”

Asmara shook her head. “None,” she said. “All I know is what Blayth has told me and what Morys has told all of us. But it all seems so strange, Dadau… doesn’t it?”

Cader had to admit that it did. “And that is why you came here?”

Asmara nodded, even though she was lying about it. “If Morys is trying to gain power, then we should know, shouldn’t we?” she said. “And what about Rhys ap Maredudd? He is the one heading this rebellion, but Morys is telling everyone that Blayth is the only true Welsh prince and that he is the one who should lead it. Rhys will not take any of this without a fight and it is possible that Morys will lead us all into a massive civil war – Rhys against Blayth.”

It was a horrific thought. But knowing what he did about his brother, none of this was far-fetched. It was not only possible, but probable. With that in mind, Cader suddenly wasn’t so angry about Asmara’s presence at Gwendraith. The woman had good instincts.

“Then you wish to remain here?” he asked.

“Someone should, don’t you think? Someone needs to watch Morys and see what he is planning.”

“You could just ask him, you know.”

“Do you truly believe he would confess such a thing?”

Cader shook his head reluctantly. “Nay,” he said. Then, he sighed heavily. “Very well. You may remain. But you will send word to me if you discover anything.”

“I will come and tell you myself if I discover anything.”

“I will hold you do that.”

He was going to allow her to remain. Asmara struggled against showing the relief she felt.

“You may as well see Morys while you are here,” she said. “He returned from Carmarthen two days ago, some kind of secret meetings with Howell, so you should ask him about it. He did not tell me anything.”

Cader was never in the mood to speak with his brother, but he thought that might be a good idea.

“I did not know about any meetings at Carmarthen,” he said.

“I did not think so.”

Cader’s gaze trailed up the massive keep as if to see Morys somewhere inside. “I am interested to know what was discussed.”

“Then go and ask him,” Asmara said. She held up the bucket in her hand. “I am going to the kitchen yard for hot water. My horse has a wound on his hoof that must be soaked. Oh… and if Morys asks you, I told him that you sent me to Gwendraith to see if I could be of any help. That is all he knows.”

Cader simply lifted his hand, acknowledging the situation, before heading off to the keep. Asmara stood there a moment, watching him go, wondering what would take place in the coming discussion between her father and his ambitious brother. If Morys felt cornered, or probed, the discussion might not go well at all. Asmara was coming to think that it might be a good idea to remain at Gwendraith to make sure a brotherly meeting didn’t turn into a brotherly argument.

That had been known to happen.

Not surprisingly, when she told Blayth that her father had arrived and wanted to know about the meeting with Howell, Blayth thought remaining at Gwendraith as the brothers ap Macsen held their meeting was a good idea, too. The trip into town could wait for another day.

After several long hours of arguing, Cader never did find out the details of Morys’ meeting at Carmarthen, only that there was a larger meeting for all of the warlords slated several days later. That was all Morys would tell his frustrated brother, who ended up riding out just before dawn and heading back to his village.

Asmara had seen her father as he’d ridden from Gwendraith, knowing how genuinely upset he was at his brother’s secrecy. It gave even more credence to her supposition that Morys was up to something, or even hiding something, and she knew without question that her father would be present at the big meeting at Carmarthen. In fact, he wouldn’t miss it.

Something told Asmara that the meeting was going to be a volatile one.

In truth, she had no idea just how volatile.

It would be life changing for them all.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Rhydilian Castle

Isle of Anglesey

Built from the black, ancient stone of Wales and rising like a dark beacon out of the forest, Rhydilian Castle sat nestled atop a wooded hill. The very green and very wet land surrounding it for miles was a marshland, and legend said that there was something evil lurking in the marsh. Many claimed to have seen it, a beast that rose up out of the swamp and fed during the full moon. Because of this rumor, no one went near Rhydilian Castle during that time.

It was a legend that made a dark and eerie castle seem even darker and eerier, and the truth was that it wasn’t a legend so much as it was fact. Since ancient times, there really had been a creature, or at times creatures, lurking in the swamps surrounding Rhydilian and it was an excellent way to keep an army at bay. Rhydilian had never known a serious siege because of it, making it a rather safe and peaceful place.

Rees de Lohr had arrived at Rhydilian the night before, an exhausted young knight bearing a missive from his father. He’d handed the missive over to Bhrodi de Shera, Earl of Coventry and the hereditary King of Anglesey, and then he’d been taken into the hall where he’d promptly fallen asleep near the hearth. This morning, he was still there, now surrounded by the dogs that lived in the hall, all of them snuggling up to the knight.

This was the scene Bhrodi encountered when he entered the hall after a restless night. A big man with a tight, muscular body and eyes the color of emeralds, Bhrodi snorted when he saw that his young cousin had become the bottom of a dog pile. He’d tried to get the man to rise and sleep in a good bed, but Rees wouldn’t move. Now, he was paying the price for being too weary to seek a decent bed.

He was going to smell like a dog.

Leaving the knight and his canine friends, Bhrodi headed for the solar of Rhydilian, a small, circular chamber near the entry that had been used by generations of his ancestors. His hereditary title came from his mother’s side, as she was the only child of the last King of Anglesey, and his earldom came from his father’s side. He had a half-dozen very close cousins on that side, men who were English to the bone and men he trusted to rule his earldom fairly and justly, because he felt it was more important to have a presence in Wales as one of the last true Welsh princes. A prince would outrank an earl every time, even an English earl, so Bhrodi remained in Wales as a beacon of hope and strength to the Welsh people.

But with that beacon of hope and strength came grave responsibilities.

The missive from Chris sat on the large, cluttered table in the solar. As soon as Bhrodi entered the chamber, he could see it. He’d left it here last night and had gone to bed, hopefully to sleep on the news he’d received and awaken with a fresh perspective. But he found that this morning his perspective wasn’t any fresher or any clearer. The news from Chris was so serious that he’d not even told his wife about it, although it affected her more than it affected him. A de Wolfe brother had returned from the dead, Chris had said. Bhrodi’s wife was a de Wolfe, and the missive spoke of a brother she had lost five years ago.

At least, that was what she believed.

In any case, Bhrodi needed to be very careful when he gave her the news.

He hadn’t told her last night for a variety of reasons, but not the least of which was the fact that she was busy with their two children, three-year-old William and the infant, Perri, who had seen seven months. Both of them had a slight case of the sniffles, and Perri was teething, making for two miserable children. Bhrodi’s wife, Penelope, had two nurses that helped her with the children, and all three of them had been up for most of the night soothing the boys, who were sleeping peacefully this morning. Bhrodi hoped his wife was sleeping peacefully, too, as he’d not seen her since he went to bed. She’d spent the night in the boys’ chamber.

As Bhrodi patiently waited for her to rise, he attended to other things, including a missive he’d received from Howell ap Gruffydd several weeks earlier. Howell was a warlord in the south of Wales and a man of a minor royal Welsh family, his bloodlines diluted by generations. Even so, he held a good deal of power in the south along with Rhys ap Maredudd, another minor Welsh prince who, according to Howell’s missive, was beginning to stir up another rebellion. But it wasn’t the rebellion or the request for support that had Bhrodi’s eye this morning – it was the mention of a bastard son of Llywelyn the Last, a man named Blayth the Strong.

Bhrodi had been shocked to see that name not only on Howell’s missive, but on Chris de Lohr’s. Howell spoke of Llywelyn’s bastard, a man who would rally all of Wales for one final push against the English, while Chris’ missive spoke of Blayth as the long-dead de Wolfe son, James. Bhrodi had read both missives side by side last night, first one and then the other, trying to figure out what was going on. Howell made no mention of de Wolfe, in any form, while Chris said he had an eyewitness who identified the man calling himself Blayth as James de Wolfe.

It was astonishing information.

Bhrodi had never met James. He had died the year before Bhrodi married Penelope. The de Wolfe family was a very close-knit group, and Bhrodi had been told how James’ death had devastated the entire family. Penelope had told him that her father had never gotten over the death, so to hear that the man might quite possibly be alive was truly staggering. Even more staggering was that he was posing as a Welshman and claiming to be the bastard of the last true Welsh prince.

It was a baffling mystery.

In truth, Bhrodi wasn’t entirely sure how his wife would take the information, but he had to tell her. Chris had asked for an urgent meeting, for Bhrodi to come to Lioncross, and Bhrodi was inclined to agree. This information needed an urgent meeting because things had to be clarified. If a man had returned from the dead, that was one thing. But if he was posing as a Welsh prince and inspiring a rebellion, it was quite another.

With thoughts of dead brothers and Welsh princes on his mind, Bhrodi broke his fast with some bread and warmed wine, pondering the land outside his window as the sun rose. He could smell smoke in the air, wafting in through his window, which was coming from the cooking fires of the nearby village. As he stood at the window with the warm cup in his hand, sipping on it and thinking of the chaos happening in the south of Wales, he began to hear his wife’s voice.

He was surprised she was awake so early, given the sick children she had been up with the night before. But Penelope was in the hall, giving instructions to the servants and her voice grew louder as she came closer. He could hear her speaking of taking porridge up to the children and of hot water for their baths. He turned away from the window about the time she entered the solar.

Bhrodi smiled at his wife. Every time he looked at the woman, his heart fluttered anew. That had never changed, the thrill of seeing the person he loved best in the world. She was a de Wolfe to the bone, bred from excellent stock, and as beautiful as a new morning with her dark brown hair and hazel eyes that were gold in certain light. Both of their children had inherited those de Wolfe eyes.

But Penelope was no ordinary woman; because she was a de Wolfe and came from a family of great knights, her father had indulged her and she, too, was raised as a knight. As the baby of the family, William could not deny his daughter anything, so the result was a beautiful woman who could fight with the best of them.

Bhrodi had tamed the fighting streak in her somewhat, especially when the children were born, but he still wouldn’t tangle with her. He was very proud of his wife who could fight as well as, if not better, than most men.

“Good morn, caria,” he said sweetly. His pet name for her was caria, which meant love in Welsh. “How are the boys this morning?”

Dressed in a soft yellow surcoat, her lovely hair wound and pinned at the nape of her neck, she didn’t look as if she’d been up most of the night. She came to her husband, putting her arms around him as she kissed him sweetly.

“They are perfectly fine,” she said, a weary twinkle in her eye. “It is as if nothing is amiss. William is demanding his toy soldiers and the baby wants to eat, so everything is normal once again.”

Bhrodi gave her a squeeze before releasing her. “And how is their mother?”

She grinned. “I am perfectly fine, too,” she said. Then, she yawned. “Although I am going to sleep this afternoon when they do. Mayhap you will join me?”

He could see the suggestive expression on her face and knew exactly what she meant. He was quite agreeable. “It would be my pleasure, literally,” he said, a seductive hint to his voice. “In fact, I believe an afternoon like that is how we had Perri.”

Penelope giggled. “Mayhap we shall have a girl this time.”

“You promised me twelve sons. We have ten more to go.”

Penelope rolled her eyes and Bhrodi snorted at her, touching her hand affectionately as he made his way over to his cluttered table. Penelope followed and, seeing the remnants of bread and cheese on a plate, took a piece of cheese and popped it in her mouth. He handed her the warmed wine still in his hand, and she accepted it gratefully.

As Bhrodi reached his table, the first thing he noticed were the two missives, reminding him of the pressing matters weighing upon him. He was aware that he had to tell Penelope what he knew, but he honestly wasn’t sure where to begin. Reaching down, he picked up the missive from Howell. Perhaps it was best to start with that one before leading into de Lohr’s.

“In truth, I am glad you are here,” he said. “There is something I must discuss with you.”

Penelope looked up from her cheese. “Oh? What is it?”

He held up Howell’s yellowed vellum. “Do you remember the missive I received from Howell last month?”

Penelope nodded. “I do,” she said. “He asked for your support in some rebellion. You are planning on taking your army into the south because of it.”

Bhrodi looked at the vellum as he set it back to the table. “I should have already left,” he said. “He asked for my support weeks ago.”

“Then why have you not gone?”

He sighed faintly and sat down. “I am not entirely sure,” he said. “Howell mentioned the rising rebellion, and Rhys ap Maredudd’s plan to starve out Pembroke. But he also mentioned some man I have never heard of who is claiming to be the bastard son of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, the last prince of Wales. Do you recall?”

Again, Penelope nodded. “I think so,” she said. “What about him?”

That was the question he had been looking for, a way to tell her everything in a normal conversation rather than dump the information on her in a dramatic burst. This news was so shocking that it wasn’t something he could just come out with. In truth, he was genuinely fearful for her reaction. With that on his mind, he rose from his chair.

“Interesting that you should ask that question,” he said. “You know that there is always some fool claiming to be a Welsh prince and trying to drive rebellion, so mayhap that is why I have not been so quick to move on this. I cannot support every man that claims he is Welsh royalty, so I have been waiting to see how this new rebellion takes root. Will it grow? Or will it die? I have been waiting to see, I suppose, because the name Blayth the Strong means nothing to me. But then, yesterday, I received a missive from Chris de Lohr. His son, Rees, brought it. Did you see him sleeping in the hall?”

The light of recognition went on in Penelope’s eyes. “Is that who that is?” she asked. “He is crammed into a corner near the hearth, with dogs all around him. I did not recognize him.”

Bhrodi grinned. “Aye, that is Rees,” he said. “His father has some interesting things to say about the rebellion rising in the south.”

Penelope was interested. “Oh?” she said. “Has he been attacked?”

“Not yet.”

“Then what does he say?”

Here it comes, Bhrodi thought. He was trying desperately to be tactful.

“Do you know a knight by the name of Corbett Payton-Forrester?” he asked.

Penelope immediately nodded. “I do,” she said. “His family is close to our family.”

“How well do you know him?”

She shrugged. “Well enough,” she said. “He is older, so he and my older brothers were great friends. He and his brothers would come to our home frequently.”

“Then he would know all of your brothers well?” Bhrodi ventured. “Scott? Troy? Patrick? James?”

Penelope nodded her head. “Aye, of course,” she said. “Why do you ask? What is this all about?”

Bhrodi paused a moment, considering how to continue. “Payton-Forrester was a garrison commander at one of the castles that the Welsh overran,” he said. “He was kept prisoner for a while before being released. He returned to de Lohr with a message from the rebellion, but he also returned with some… news.”

“What news?”

With a sigh, Bhrodi reached out and took his wife’s hand, caressing it. “Payton-Forrester came into contact with this man calling himself Blayth the Strong, the same man mentioned in Howell’s missive,” he said. “He swore to de Lohr that Blayth the Strong is, in fact, your brother, James.”

Penelope stared at him. For a moment, she didn’t react. But the seconds ticked away and as his words sank in, her eyes suddenly widened.

“What?” she hissed. “That is not possible!”

Bhrodi let go of her hand and reached over his table, picking up the missive and handing to her. He didn’t say a word as she snatched it from him and started reading it, greedily, and when she came to the part about her brother, she gasped. Bhrodi couldn’t tell whether it was a gasp of horror or one of delight, but he suspected the former. Her hands began to shake as she read the missive again before finally handing it back to her husband.

Bhrodi took the missive from her, watching her face, noting that she looked rather pale and sick.

“Caria?” he asked softly. “Speak to me. What are you thinking?”

Penelope didn’t know what she was thinking, only that she was swimming in the vast and unsteady sea of disbelief.

“I… I do not know,” she finally said. “God, Bhrodi, I do not know. It cannot be true!

He put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Would Payton-Forrester have made such a mistake?”

Penelope was struggling to keep her composure. “I would hope not,” she said. “But I cannot say for certain. With something as serious as this, I would sincerely hope not.”

Bhrodi stroked her shoulder. “As would I,” he said. “If he knows your family well, then he knows your brother was killed at Llandeilo. Was he, in fact, at Llandeilo when James was lost?”

She lifted her slender shoulders. “I do not think so,” she said, “but you were.”

Bhrodi nodded, resisting the urge to hang his head. He had, indeed, been present at Llandeilo when James had been killed. It was something he’d had to reconcile with William and the rest of the House of de Wolfe, and no one had ever suggested he was accountable for James’ death. It was simply a battle, like any other, and it had been well before Bhrodi and Penelope had married, before they had all become family. In fact, it wasn’t even something that was even discussed any longer so he knew that Penelope bringing it up wasn’t a malicious attempt. It was simply fact.

He had been there.

“I was,” he said quietly, “but you know I was tied up with Gloucester’s army. I never once saw the de Wolfe army until the end, when they were retreating. I had my own problems at that time, so I never saw the de Wolfe dead or wounded.”

Penelope knew that. “I suppose the point I was making was that my father and brothers were forced to retreat,” she said, pain in her eyes. “Papa held James as long as he could before my brothers forced him away. He said that Uncle Kieran tried to pick James up and carry him, but that he, too, was forced to drop him. I’ve always said that Papa never got over James’ death, but the truth was that it wasn’t just his death. It was the fact that he had to leave him behind. He did not have a body to bring to my mother or to Rose, James’ wife. And with no body…”

Bhrodi was aware of the point she was making. No body, no confirmed death, so it was entirely possible that James had survived.

“I cannot say that I would ever get over having to leave my son behind on the battlefield,” he said. “I do not know who fought against de Wolfe at Llandeilo and I do not know what would have become of your brother’s body. You have never asked me to find out, but it seems now as if there is some question as to whether or not the man was even killed. You said that Payton-Forrester knew James well. If so, then surely he would know the man on sight. He would know if Blayth the Strong was, in fact, your brother.”

Penelope was so overwhelmed with the thought that she could hardly think straight. “Oh… Bhrodi,” she finally breathed. There was anguish in her voice as her carefully held composure began to crack. “I suppose it is possible that he did not die, since we never had his body to bury. My God… what if James did not die? What if Papa left him behind and he lived? Do you know how that will tear my father apart?”

She was starting to cry now. Bhrodi took a knee beside her chair and put his arm around her shoulders to comfort her. “Chris has asked that I come to Lioncross Abbey,” he said softly. “He feels that it is important enough to discuss it face to face, and I agree. We must discover the truth about Blayth the Strong, one way or the other, because the man is feeding a rising rebellion against the English.”

Penelope looked at him, tears spilling down her cheeks. “But what if it really is James?”

He kissed her on the forehead. “I swear to you that I will find out,” he said. “But until I do, you must not tell your father. There is no sense in worrying the man if there is nothing to worry over. At least, not yet.”

Penelope wasn’t really listening to him because she was lost in a maelstrom of her own fear and speculation. “If it is my brother, why has he not come home?” she wept. “Why did he stay in Wales? Does he think we do not love him? Bhrodi – what if he thinks we do not love him because Papa left him behind?”

It was such a tragic thought, one that upset her deeply, and Bhrodi put his arms around her. He felt so very badly for her sorrow.

“There is no use in fretting until we can confirm the truth,” he said again. “Once we know if it is your brother or not, then you can ask your questions.”

She wiped at her wet face. She knew he was right, but she was so very upset by the entire circumstance. “When are you leaving?”

“Right away.”

“I am going with you.”

Bhrodi knew she might say something like that. “Nay, caria,” he said firmly. “You must stay with the boys.”

But Penelope would not be discouraged. From tears one moment to demands the next, she would not let him discourage her. “I must go,” she insisted. “The children will be fine with their nurses. I must do this, Bhrodi. I must see for myself if it is James.”

“Do you not trust me to discover the truth?”

“Of course I do,” she said. “But you do not know my brother on sight. I would recognize him in an instant.”

Bhrodi sighed heavily, mostly because she was right. She would know her brother on sight, and he had a feeling she wouldn’t rest until she did. This was the chance he’d taken by telling her the contents of the missives, and now he was facing that which he feared – she was demanding to come with him. He didn’t want her to, but he knew he couldn’t keep her away. If he denied her, she would only follow him.

Eyeing her, he stood up.

“You are not going to give me a choice, are you?” he asked.

Penelope could see that he was displeased. Standing up, she went to him, putting her hands on his arm. It was, perhaps, the most important thing that had ever happened to the de Wolfe family, and he had to know just how serious she was about this.

The loss of James was an event in her family’s history that had shaped all of them and changed them forever. They’d lost James, the gentle but fierce brother, and Penelope had such fond memories of him. He would ride her around on his war horse when she was younger and receive his mother’s wrath because of it. He was easily bent to her will, and would play with her or give her sweets, and then pretend to fight his brother, Patrick, for the title of Favored Brother. Penelope remembered very well that they would trade off “killing” one another for her favor. God, she had loved him. If there was even a chance James had survived Llandeilo, then she had to know.

They all had to know.

“I am giving you a choice,” she said after a moment, “but I am begging you to allow me to come. Bhrodi… I loved my brother very much. He was kind and generous and humorous, and I miss him every day. Please do not deny me the chance to see him again if, in fact, it is really him. You cannot know what this means to me.”

Bhrodi rolled his eyes in defeat. “As I said, I have no choice,” he said, but he wasn’t angry about it. Simply resigned. “You had better hurry and pack, then. We will travel light and swift, so keep that in mind. I plan to make it to Lioncross in just a few days, so the travel will be difficult.”

Penelope was very eager to go and relieved he wasn’t giving her grief about it. In truth, she knew he understood her need to know the truth.

“I will endure, I promise,” she said.

“You had better endure,” he said. “One complaint and I shall send you home.”

Penelope knew he wasn’t serious, but she also knew he wasn’t keen on her going. Throwing her arms around his neck, she kissed him swiftly and fled the solar before he could change his mind.

Bhrodi watched her go, thinking on the journey ahead and the wife he was now bringing along. After the shock and tears had faded, he could see the hope in her eyes, hope that the rumors were true and it really was her brother.

Still, Bhrodi was leery about it. Men had been wrong before and he would hate to see her so disappointed. But something told him that in any case, disappointment would be inevitable for one very good reason – a man who let his family believe he was dead was not a man who wanted to be found.

As Bhrodi prepared the escort party for the trip to Lioncross, Penelope was doing something he’d asked her not to do. He’d told her not to tell her father about any of this until they could confirm that James de Wolfe was, indeed, alive, but all Penelope could think of was how devastated her father had been when James had been killed. Penelope knew, as the entire family knew, that it was something her father had never recovered from.

Having two small sons of her own, Penelope could only imagine how she would feel if one of her sons had been killed. She also knew that if there was even a chance he had not been killed, and that he was still alive somewhere, she would desperately want to know. It simply wasn’t fair to keep her father in the dark in a matter of such importance, especially when it came to James.

Sweet James.

Therefore, against her husband’s wishes, Penelope wrote a missive to her father while Bhrodi was busy with preparations for their departure to Lioncross. She paid one of the stable grooms handsomely to take the missive north to Castle Questing, and the young man was more than happy to do it, slipping from Rhydilian’s postern gate, following the River Nodwydd until he came to a road that would take him towards the mainland. It was going to take him a week at the very least to reach Castle Questing, and Lady de Shera had insisted it was a matter of life or death.

When Penelope left with her husband and Rees de Lohr the next morning in the early dawn hours, it was with the knowledge that her father would soon know what she knew.

James had risen from the dead.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Gwendraith Castle

She was short and pretty, with dark brown hair.

And she was pelting him with snowballs.

Visions of a castle he didn’t know, and those same people whose names he couldn’t remember, were in his dreams again. There was a pretty little girl with long hair crying about snow in her ear, and then there was a one-eyed man hugging him. He’d seen that man in his dreams many times, but he had no idea who he was. All he knew was that he loved him, but he’d stopped trying long ago to remember the man’s name.

He never could.

And then he was getting amorous with the girl with the dark brown hair. He could feel her soft skin in his hands, and he had feelings for her. He wasn’t sure if it was lust or love or something else, but that girl brought about arousal in him and the intense feeling of attraction. He’d dreamed about her before, too. And in his dreams, she was something special to him. In truth, she had been his only experience with a woman that he could recall, a dream lover who had captured his attention.

But the dreams with his dream lover in them turned into something else. This often happened, too – his dreams would be those of nameless people he loved and then it would shift to a battle. Or, sometimes it was just the battle and nothing more. He could hear men screaming and fighting over his head as he lay on the ground. Fighting and more fighting.

Atty!

Scott!

Names that meant nothing to him, but he felt like they should.

In his dream, he could taste fear but he couldn’t move. Someone was trying to pick him up off the ground, but he fell away. He was conscious, hearing everything, but he couldn’t move. He couldn’t speak. But he had the greatest sense of loneliness he’d ever known, and as his dream faded into mist, all he could feel was a profound sense of loss. It left him feeling hollow and shattered, with a pain in his heart that he couldn’t describe. All he knew was that he felt… lost.

And then he awoke.

His heart was pounding, and he was sitting up in bed. Blayth didn’t even remember sitting up, but he was. There was sweat on his brow and he wiped at his face, trying to settle down. God, he hated these dreams. He had them frequently. It seemed that when he went to sleep, he entered another world, all his own. He spent his days in the real world and the nights in a world of people he didn’t know and fearsome battles that left him breathless.

He really hated that dream world, because it left him feeling sad and worn.

Blayth knew he couldn’t go back to sleep again. That was the curse of his vivid dreams. If he did, he’d fall right back into the same dream and wake up in a panic again. Therefore, he endeavored to remain awake. It was probably only an hour or two before dawn, anyway. There was no reason to return to sleep and suffer through another battle and more panic, or try to remember people he didn’t know.

His chamber was just off the entry of Gwendraith’s keep. It had been a guard room when they first took over the castle, but he transformed it into his bed chamber. That way, he was the first to hear of anything from the outer ward and the first man out of the keep if need be.

Climbing out of bed, he lit the taper on the bedside table. Before pulling on his leather breeches and long tunic, he headed to the basin to splash some water on his face and hair. Hair wet, he raked it back over his lumpy skull, or at least the left side of it was lumpy from the damage. There was a small piece of broken mirror that had been left behind at Gwendraith and he picked it up, gazing at his reflection.

Sometimes, he would stare at himself and wonder just who he really was. Morys called him Blayth, and although he’d gone along with Morys’ explanation about his past, he wondered quite often if that was really true. Something told him that all of those people he didn’t recognize in his dreams and the woman with the dark brown hair were all part of his past and had nothing to do with being a captive and tortured by the English. Something told him that his past was filled with better things than that.

The keep was quiet at this hour. He was awake, but he didn’t want to go about his duties yet. It was rare when he had moments of quiet like this, to relax and ponder his thoughts. Against the wall, and piled with his possessions, was a variation on a citole, a stringed musical instrument that he’d been given. For some reason, Blayth’s ability to sing and play an instrument had never left him, and it was something he enjoyed doing from time to time. He could remember so many songs and sing them quite ably. Picking up the instrument, which he hadn’t played in a long while, he took it with him as he headed out to the hall.

Men were sleeping on the fringes of the great hall, along with packs of scruffy-looking dogs, but Blayth didn’t pay any attention to them. His chamber was rather cramped and close, and he didn’t feel like spending any amount of time there, so he’d come out to the hall where the fire was dying and men were snoring.

Sitting down at the old feasting table, he kicked back his legs and leaned against the tabletop as he began to pick at the strings of the citole. A haunting melody came to mind and he quietly began to sing.

Come roam with me, my love,

Come roam far with me,

Away from this hard world,

And love only me.

His voice was rousing a few of the men, who began stirring in their sleep. He plucked a few more chords before starting the second verse.

They said that you loved me,

They said that you cared.

They said that your strong heart,

Wasn’t mine to be shared.

More men stirred, coughing as they began to awaken to the sound of Blayth’s beautiful baritone singing voice. He didn’t care a lick that he had awakened them, so he continued to sit there and hum the song, thinking of the coming day. He had great hopes of seeing Asmara and, perhaps, even taking that trip into Carmarthen that had been put off after the arrival of her father.

Even though there had been no great argument between Morys and Cader the day before, it was clear that not all was well between them. Cader wanted information from Morys’ meeting with Howell, but Morys told him very little other than the coming planned meeting at Carmarthen Castle next month.

Frustrated, Cader finally left Gwendraith in the late afternoon, heading to Carmarthen Castle to ask Howell personally what had been discussed between him and Morys, a move that utterly angered Morys. He liked to feel special, as if he was the only one privy to such inside information, but Cader wasn’t going to let him get away with it. He was part of this rebellion, too, and risking his men just as Morys was risking his. Therefore, he’d stormed off before sunset for the short ride to Carmarthen.

But Asmara had remained.

Blayth’s thoughts turned to the elegant creature everyone called the Dragon Princess. To him, she was becoming so much more than that. Their kiss yesterday had been an event that had changed something within him. He couldn’t believe she wasn’t repulsed by his big, scarred body, or his slow and sometimes hesitant speech. She had called him handsome.

No one had ever called him that before.

She hadn’t objected to his kiss, either. In fact, she seemed to enjoy it. He knew that he certainly did. She was the first kiss he’d ever had outside of his dream lover, but nothing with his dream lover had ever been so satisfying.

He knew he had to kiss Asmara again.

Kiss her and more. He’d never been one to think of marriage, but when he looked at Asmara, he was starting to think of such things. He couldn’t imagine not spending his life with her by his side, that strong and beautiful woman. She had endeared herself deeply to his damaged, confused soul, so much so that he knew he never wanted to be without her.

Odd thoughts for the usually solitary man.

Sitting back against the tabletop, he continued to strum his citole and think of Asmara ferch Cader. The hall was stirring around him, with men starting to rise for the day thanks to Blayth’s music. There were even a few grumbles and dirty looks in his direction. But he didn’t care, lost in a world of Asmara, and wondering what she looked like under the baggy clothing she wore.

As he continued to strum and think on golden-eyed beauties, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye at the hall entry and looked over just in time to see Asmara passing by the entry, heading out of the keep.

He was on his feet in an instant.

Quickly, he made his way back to his chamber to drop off the citole before leaving the keep, following Asmara’s path. It was quite early for her to be awake, with the eastern horizon just starting to lighten. There was a heavy dew in the air and the grass was wet, and his breath hung in the air in puffs of mist as Blayth continued to follow the woman from the inner ward and into the outer ward beyond.

He could see that she was heading for the stable, no doubt to check on her horse with the wounded hoof. Blayth continued to follow her at a distance. He was thinking of their kiss, of the day that followed, including sup that night where they’d sat in relative silence because Morys was upset about Cader, and Asmara didn’t want to draw the man’s ire.

In fact, she’d only stayed long enough to eat her meal before fleeing the hall and retreating to the chamber she’d been sleeping in. Blayth didn’t go after her, though; once she was gone, Morys began talking and he didn’t shut up until late in the night. After that, it was too late to see to her.

Fortunately, she was up early this morning.

The outer ward sloped downward and it was slippery from the early morning dampness, and Blayth struggled not to slip on the slick mud as he followed Asmara to the stable. He was far enough back from her that she didn’t hear him, nor did she notice, as she seemed singularly focused on reaching the stable. Once she disappeared inside the darkened structure that smelled heavily of hay and animals, Blayth came to a halt just outside the door, peering inside to see where she had gone.

He was stalking her.

Inside the stable, he could hear animals stirring as daylight approached. He could also hear Asmara moving around. He remained just outside the stable entry, pressed against the wall, hearing her soft voice as she spoke to the horse. Peering around the corner again, he saw her come forth with her horse, bringing him into an open area of the stable where she could tend to his hoof. When she tied up the horse and headed back into a corner of the stable to collect a bucket, he made his move.

Blayth knew he had to be careful when he ambushed her because it was dark, and he would startle her, and he didn’t want to end up missing an eye. So, he moved swiftly and quietly, and came up behind her just as she was bending down to pick something up. He tapped her on the shoulder and when she gasped and turned around, he threw his arms around her and kissed her.

But it wasn’t just any kiss – it was heated and sexy, and the moment her scent filled his nostrils, it was as if a fire sparked deep inside him. Asmara’s moment of surprise was quickly replaced by a response that saw her arms wind around his neck as she returned his feverish kiss. He even heard her giggle, low in her throat, and it fed his lust. Picking her off the ground, he carried her over into the last stall, which was quite dark at this hour, and pulled her down into the corner.

As he kissed her deeply, his hands started to wander. The tunic she wore was heavy against the cold morning, but he didn’t try to go through it. He simply went under it, snaking his hands beneath it until he came to her warm, naked belly. She flinched when he touched her skin. But instead of pulling from him in fear, she simply let him do as he wished, as his instincts dictated. She didn’t resist.

She wanted it as badly as he did.

Blayth’s hands seemed to have a mind of their own. He was a red-blooded man, with all of the needs of a man, and there were appetites inside of him that he’d kept repressed. They hadn’t been fed in any recent memory and now they were beginning to roar. As he suckled on her lips, he shoved her back into the corner of the stall to trap her, and his hands pulled up her tunic so that it was bunched around her waist as his hands moved to her full, soft breasts.

Both hands clamped down on her breasts and Asmara gasped. For a brief moment, she tried to push him away, unbalance by the intimate touch, but his hands were warm and gentle, and her body quickly relaxed. Blayth could feel her trembling beneath his touch as he kneaded her breasts, pinching her nipples.

All the while, his kisses were passionate and heated, and he had a raging erection that had happened fairly quickly. There was no way he could touch the woman’s delicious body and not react physically to her. All he could think of was satisfying himself, and of the contentment he would feel buried within her slick folds. Somehow, he managed to pull her out of the corner and lay her down on the dried grass of the stall. When she weakly tried to protest, he buried his head beneath her tunic and, in the darkness, his mouth latched on to a tender nipple.

Asmara’s protests died in her throat as he suckled her breasts, giving her pleasure that she’d never known before. In fact, she was letting him do whatever he wished and hardly uttering a word about it. Her body, young and strong and virile, was responding to his touch, and when his hands moved from her breasts and found their way into her hose, she still didn’t protest. It appeared she was without thought, without any opinions whatsoever. All she wanted to do was lay there and enjoy what he was doing to her, and Blayth was more than happy to comply.

He had her where he wanted her.

The skin of her buttocks and thighs was soft beyond measure, warm and inviting. His big hands gripped her buttocks first, squeezing them as he continued to suckle on her breasts but, before long, he was moving to the intimate junction between her legs. It was warm and safe and inviting down there and she trembled at his touch, even more when he stroked her with a finger. But that touch also seemed to awaken her from her haze of passion, for the long legs started to kick and she struggled to pull away from him.

“Nay,” she breathed. “We must not… you must not…”

His response was to suckle her harder. His hand was between her legs even as she tried to move away and he inserted a finger into her love-slick passage. Asmara gasped aloud at the sensual intrusion and she very quickly succumbed to his touch once more. Whatever he was doing to her was making her legs tremble, as if she had no control over them. And as his fingers probed her, the sensations he brought about dashed every thought out of her head.

She couldn’t fight him off, not even if she wanted to.

As she lay there with his hand between her legs, his head emerged from beneath her tunic and he began kissing her again, oh-so-gently. Between his tender probing and his gentle kisses, Asmara was like mud in his hands. She had no bones, no will of her own. But that soon came to a startling end when voices were heard.

Men were entering the stables, preparing to feed the animals, and Blayth abruptly stopped what he was doing and quickly yanked Asmara’s breeches up. She, too, was scrambling to her knees, pulling her breeches up and her tunic down, and Blayth stood up, seeing where the grooms were. Holding out a hand to Asmara, telling her to stay down and stay quiet, he headed out into the main part of the stable.

He made a preemptive move against the grooms, announcing himself as he came from the darkness. The grooms were surprised to see him but he pointed to Asmara’s horse, explaining the wound on the hoof that he’d come to tend. It was a bald-faced lie, but he had to say something. He then asked for help with the animal, sending one man for hot water and salt, while the other man went to the grain stores to get buckets of oats for the horses. When the men were out of the stable as they headed about their business, Blayth quickly went to the stall where Asmara was hiding and extended a hand to her.

She took it.

Quietly, he pulled her to her feet, holding her hand in his as he led her back over to her horse.

“One of them has gone for hot water so you can soak the horse’s hoof,” he said quietly, looking to the entry to the stables to see if anyone else was coming in. “You can be here, ready to tend your animal, when he returns.”

He turned to look at her in the growing light of morning only to realize that she was covered in hay and chaff. Swiftly, he began to brush her off, turning her around so he could sweep off the entire backside of her as she quickly moved to do the same on her front half.

“God’s Bones,” she muttered. “I look as if I have slept with the animals. They are going to know what we have been doing!”

Blayth shook his head to dispute her until she pointed at him and he, too, realized that he was covered in chaff. Then he started beating at his own clothing to shake it off, but as he swept and brushed and beat, he began to laugh.

“I do not mind for myself, of course,” he said. “But I would hate for anyone to think ill of you. And it would not be particularly healthy to have it get back to your father.”

Asmara reached out to brush off his left shoulder. “Nay, it would not,” she said. “He would make me go back to Llandarog for certain if he thought… well, if he thought I was compromised in any way.”

Blayth watched her as she finished brushing herself off. “I am not sorry I kissed you,” he said quietly. “I very much wanted to. But the rest of it… if you were uncomfortable, then I apologize. It will not happen again.”

She blushed, finding it difficult to look at him. “If my father found out what we have done, he would probably force you to marry me.”

“Who says I will not?”

The coy smile vanished from her face and she looked at him, eyes wide with shock. “Marriage?” she repeated. “Who has said anything about marriage?”

He chuckled. “You just did.”

“I did not mean it as an offer.”

“I did.”

Asmara had no idea what to say to him. Her eyes were wide and now her jaw was hanging open, genuinely astonished by the words coming out of his mouth. After a moment, she simply shook her head.

“You must be mad,” she finally hissed. “Who would want to marry a woman like me? No man wants a wife who can best him in a fight.”

Blayth cocked an eyebrow. “Who told you that?”

Her father had, but she didn’t want to throw him to the wolves. She shrugged her shoulders. “Everyone knows that. Everyone says it.”

“I do not say it,” he said. “Moreover, you cannot best me.”

She closed her mouth, not looking so surprised now. “Of course I can,” she said. “What would make you think that I cannot?”

“What makes you think you can?”

She was full of outrage as he snorted, laughing at her, and she couldn’t decide whether to laugh at him in return or challenge him. The warrior in her demanded a challenge.

“You have insulted me for the last time,” she said. “Now I will have to challenge you to a battle since you seem so keen on offending my honor.”

He wasn’t finished laughing. “Is that so?”

“It is!”

“If you wish it, demoiselle,” he said. “What is the weapon of choice?”

Asmara was genuinely irritated at a man who would laugh at her abilities as a warrior. “The staff,” she said. “If I win, you will declare to everyone that I am the greatest warrior you have ever known so that there will be no doubt.”

He nodded. “Very well,” he said. “And when I win, you will marry me and stop this warrior’s life. I would have you as my wife, not as a fellow soldier.”

She lost some of her humor then. “But… but I have always been a warrior,” she said seriously. “You cannot ask me to give that up. I do not know what I would do without it.”

“I do not want my wife on the field of battle.”

“Then I shall not be your wife.”

“Aye, you shall.”

She put her hands on her hips in growing frustration. “I do not agree to your terms.”

He matched her, stubborn against stubborn. “You are the one who challenged me,” he said. “I have agreed to your terms. It is very bad form for you not to agree to mine.”

For the first time, Asmara began to back away, uncertain with his demands. Was he jesting? Was he not?

“Please,” she said softly. “I cannot be any less than what I am. I would not be happy.”

Blayth could see the genuine sorrow in her eyes and he was coming to feel badly. He hadn’t meant to upset her, but he was fairly serious about not having a warrior wife. He would be worried every minute of every day if he did, worried that she might be injured or killed. He couldn’t live with himself if that happened.

Faintly, he sighed.

“But you will marry me.”

She gazed at him, her eyes like pools of undulating emotion. “If I do not have to give up what I have always known, I would be agreeable.”

Blayth felt a wave of joy wash over him. The woman was actually agreeable to marrying him in spite of their different opinions on what a wife should, or should not, do. He’d never felt such elation in his entire life. All jesting aside, it was a monumental moment.

“You would?” he murmured.

She nodded. The irritation was out of her expression. All he could see was honestly in her features.

“Aye,” she whispered.

“Truly?”

“Aye.”

He took a step in her direction, his eyes riveted to her. “You do not care of my past?” he muttered. “You know that I do not know the truth of where I come from or who I am. This does not bother you?”

She shook her head. “Nay. I know all I need to know about you.”

“And you would not be ashamed of me?”

“Never. And I will kill anyone who would say otherwise.”

It was like music to his ears. He could hardly believe it. “My sweet girl,” he said. “I never thought I would know a moment such as this. Now that it is here, I can hardly comprehend it.”

Asmara fought off a grin, seeing her own excitement and disbelief reflected in his features. “My father will not believe it, either,” she said. “All he wants is grandsons. Now he may actually have some.”

Blayth smiled. “God willing,” he said. “But do you still wish to fight me?”

She giggled, lowering her gaze. “I suppose it is not necessary since I have already agreed to your condition,” she said. “Will I have to give up my warrior ways?”

He shook his head. “I would not wish for you to be less than who you are,” he said. “But when those grandsons come along, I will ask that you do not fight whilst the child grows in your belly. Will you at least agree to that for me?”

She pursed her lips petulantly, but it was short-lived. “If I must.”

“It would make me happy.”

“Then I would wish to make you happy.”

He simply smiled at her, joy in his heart that he could not describe. “Thank you for this honor, demoiselle,” he said softly. “I shall endeavor to be a good husband and to always make you proud.”

It was a sweet thing to say and Asmara was deeply touched. In fact, she was rather overwhelmed with the entire conversation, which had been quite unexpected. But nothing had ever felt so right. In her heart, it felt right and true. She’d known many men, and a few had tried to court her, but she’d never felt in her heart and soul that it was the right thing to do. But with Blayth… there was no reservation whatsoever. She cared for him and she knew he cared for her. They could have a wonderful life together.

Except for one thing.

“You know that Morys will not be happy about this,” she said. “Blayth, I know he saved your life and he shall always have my gratitude because of it, but he does not wish for us to be together. We both know it.”

His smile faded. “He has made that clear,” he said honestly. “In fact, that is why he has kept me by his side for the past few days. He wants that my focus should be on him, and on the rebellion, and not you. I saw how he spoke to you when he returned from Carmarthen. He will not do that again, Asmara. I swear it.”

Asmara. It was the first time she’d heard her name from his lips and it sounded like the angels singing. She’d never heard her name said the way he’d pronounced it. Or perhaps she’d never noticed anyone else as they’d said it. Some men had said it sweeter, some harsher… who knew? Whatever the case, to hear her name from his mouth made her feel warm and giddy all over.

“You cannot end years of animosity simply by your command,” she said. “Although your desire to champion me is noble, I am afraid it may cause more problems. If Morys is already seeing me as a distraction, then it may make the problem worse if you try to intervene.”

Blayth knew that. He knew how Morys was; he’d seen the petty, ugly side of the man, and he’d seen his behavior towards his brother over the past few years.

But now… things were different.

“I will speak with him,” he said. “I cannot let him demean you. I will not. He will understand that we are to be married and if he has any respect for me, then he must respect you, also.”

He was being chivalrous again. Asmara had never known a man to show her such concern.

“Since you and I have come to know one another, when you are not insulting me, you have shown me that you can be quite chivalrous,” she said quietly. “It occurs to me that you must have learned that somewhere. Surely a man who has been beaten and tortured his entire life, as Morys has said, would not show the qualities that you have shown. Did you ever think of that?”

He hadn’t. “Nay,” he said. “I have not. I am as you see – simply me.”

She smiled. “I realize that, but there are things about you that a man is taught,” she said. “Your sense of chivalry, for one. And your ability to fight for another. You have tactical abilities that are learned, Blayth. I saw it when we overran Llandarog. You fight like a man who has been trained to fight, and that is not something English captors taught you. Does that make any sense?”

It did and, truthfully, he’d never thought of it that way. He knew what he knew, but he didn’t know how he knew it, only that he did.

“Aye,” he said. “Sometimes… sometimes I have dreams about men I do not know, and battles that I do not recognize. It is frustrating because I feel as if I should know these men. I told Morys of my dreams and he told me that I am dreaming of the men who tortured me, but I do not believe that is the case. When I am with these men, I feel… camaraderie. That is the best way I can describe it.”

Asmara was listening closely. “But you do not know these men in your dreams?”

He shook his head. “I wish I did.”

She pondered that. “And when the Saesneg knight called you James,” she ventured. “You did not feel anything when you heard that name?”

Again, he shook his head “Not at the time,” he said. “But it has become something of increasing interest to me. It is a feeling of curiosity and frustration – as if I should know the name, but I do not.”

Asmara didn’t push him, but she was glad she had asked him the question. They were closer now. And belonging to each other, she felt more comfortable with him than she’d ever felt with anyone in her life. He had been open and honest with her, and she felt as if she could be the same. She was greatly concerned with the way Morys treated him, like a possession, and the way Morys seemed to control Blayth’s memories. Therefore, she ventured to say what was on her mind and prayed it didn’t offend him.

“On the night Morys returned from Carmarthen, you mentioned what the Saesneg knight had said to you,” she said. “Do you recall how angry he became? There was no reason for him to become so angry, but he did.”

Blayth remembered that moment and nodded faintly. “I do recall.”

“I have been concerned with the way he treats you for some time,” she said. “When you told me that he gave you your memories and your name, that seemed so very strange to me. How would the man know of your past? How would he know everything about you?”

Blayth lifted an eyebrow. “I have wondered that very same thing.”

“Have you asked him?”

“I did last eve, in fact,” he said. “I asked him to send word to Llywelyn’s teulu, the men he claimed brought me to him. He has agreed to do it.”

“Do you believe him?”

“Until he proves otherwise, I will give him the benefit of the doubt.”

Asmara could see that there was still a great part of him that trusted Morys, the man who brought him back to life. There was some loyalty there and she knew it. She didn’t want to turn Blayth against Morys, but she wanted the man to know that, as an outsider, she thought the situation with Morys was odd.

Something, she suspected, that Blayth already realized.

“All I am saying is that I believe Morys knows more about your past than he is telling you,” she said. “The way he reacted when you mentioned the name that the knight called you – de Wolfe – tells me that he knows more. Much more.”

Blayth simply nodded, mulling over her words, as the groom suddenly reappeared, bearing two big buckets of steaming water. Morning was upon them and the castle was coming alive, but the private conversation they’d been able to have for the past few minutes had been priceless. Blayth thought that, perhaps, it had been the best conversation of his life.

But the first thing he had to do was tell Morys about the situation.

With the grooms around, and more people in the stable yard, his time alone with Asmara was finished. With a smile and a wink, Blayth left her to tend to her horse while he headed up to the keep to have a particularly serious discussion with Morys. Given the complexity of the situation in general, he felt he needed to be honest with Morys, most of all, and assure him that even though he planned on marrying Asmara, it did not weaken his passion for the rebellion, nor would it affect his duties in any way. Blayth hoped that those factors would be all Morys cared about, but something told him that, deep down, there was more to it. Morys could be jealous and petty, and Blayth had a feeling those particular traits of Morys might come into play.

As he headed for the keep, Blayth prepared himself for what was to come.

A showdown was on the horizon and there would only be one winner.

Blayth intended that it would be him.


PART FOUR


THE UNWANTED
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


I will marry Asmara.

Those words were still ringing around in Morys’ head. It was still morning and he’d awoken not long before and, having eaten a leisurely meal, he’d been interrupted from disrobing the serving woman who’d brought his meal to him by Blayth, who seemed most eager to speak with him about something.

Frustrated, he’d sent the serving woman away only to have Blayth tell him, almost immediately, that he was planning on marrying Asmara.

Any good mood Morys had felt that morning crashed into a nasty heap.

In truth, he wasn’t surprised to hear Blayth’s declaration. Some part of him was waiting for it, no matter how hard he’d tried to separate Blayth from his niece. There were things a woman could do to a man to make him forget everyone and everything else, including things that were the most important to him. The best laid plans had often been destroyed by a woman, and now Blayth had fallen into the feminine trap.

Stupid, stupid man.

But Morys had a plan. He always had a plan, and sometimes those plans involved ugly truths and half-lies, anything to convince Blayth that marrying Asmara was not in his best interest. The man was struck dumb by a lovely woman with long legs, and she’d more than likely already spread those legs for him, but Morys wasn’t going to let all of his hard work be ruined by his treacherous niece.

Perhaps his brother put her up to it, perhaps not. That didn’t much matter now. What mattered was that, in the end, Morys was going to win, no matter what the price.

It was time to lower the hammer.

“Well?” Blayth said. “Did you hear me?”

Morys nodded faintly. “I hear you.”

“And you have nothing to say about it?”

Morys lifted his eyebrows. “I have a good deal to say about it,” he said. “You simply caught me off guard, ’tis all. I have a great many things to say about this.”

Blayth held up a finger. “I will tell you this now before you say a word,” he said. “Asmara will be my wife and, as such, you will respect her. No more brutal comments about her or her father in my presence. I will not stand for you belittling or insulting her. Is this in any way unclear?”

Morys had little patience for Blayth trying to lecture him. “I told you before that you will not dictate my behavior when it comes to my brother,” he said. “Just as I would not tell you how to behave with yours, if you had one.”

That wasn’t the answer Blayth wanted. “Insult her and you shall have to answer to me,” he said. “I will not be discreet about my reaction.”

Morys didn’t say anything. He simply looked away, plotting what he was going to say next. He knew that it had to be powerful, powerful enough to get Blayth’s attention, because if he wanted to keep the man at his side, it would have to be with more power than what Asmara ferch Cader possessed.

“So you think my brother will let you marry his daughter, do you?” he said. “When Cader knows the truth about you, he will not. No man will want you for his daughter.”

Blayth eyed him. “Speak plainly.”

“Do you truly want me to?”

Blayth sighed sharply. “I have no time for your foolery, Morys,” he said. “I came to tell you that I plan to wed Asmara, and I will. I will seek her father’s permission as soon as possible and there is nothing you can say to discourage me.”

Morys fixed on him. “You do not want to challenge me on this subject,” he said, his voice low and threatening. “I can tell my brother every sordid detail about your past and ensure he forbids his daughter to marry you.”

Blayth knew that Morys was capable of lies and venom, so he wouldn’t put it past the man. “Why, in God’s name, would you do that?” he asked. “Just because I marry Asmara does not mean my dedication to the rebellion is any less. I will still be at your side, fighting for a free Wales. Why should marrying her make a difference?”

Morys grunted unhappily. “You have a destiny to fulfill,” he said. “You have always known you have a destiny to fulfill, but if you stray from the course, then I will see you destroyed before I see you ruin what I have worked so hard for.”

Now he was speaking of destruction, harsher words than Blayth had expected. Morys was plain when he spoke and rarely used metaphors, so Blayth knew he was speaking of killing him. The reaction went beyond what Blayth had believed Morys capable of, and he was genuinely puzzled that the man should be so rabidly jealous about a woman he intended to marry.

“I told you to speak plainly,” he said. “So now you intend to destroy me, do you?”

“If you do not fulfill your destiny. If you do not do as you are told.”

“What, exactly, am I being told to do that I have not already done? What has you so angry that you would threaten me when I tell you that I wish to marry?”

Morys could see that Blayth was not going to be intimidated. If he had any hope of maintaining control over him, then he had to hit and hit hard. He knew that. Blayth had never shown any measure of initiative since Morys had known him, always so willing to follow, always so willing to take directions.

But now, the Blayth he’d known for five years wasn’t the same man with the introduction of Asmara. She was bringing out the assertive man in him, a man no longer willing to be told what to do and when to do it. If Morys lost control of Blayth, then all of those dreams for his personal glory would be gone. It was all he wanted, this man he’d built a persona around, a man who would give him a final legacy as the man who protected – nay, championed – Llywelyn’s bastard son.

The one who would lead all of Wales to freedom.

He couldn’t lose that now!

The hammer he’d been lowering needed to hit the ground.

“Listen to me and listen well,” Morys snarled. “You owe me your very life. Were it not for me, you would have been killed long ago.”

Blayth remained calm. “I am aware of that.”

“Nay!” Morys snapped. “You are not aware of anything. You are only aware of what I have told you. You and your feeble mind have been strengthened by me and protected by me. What do you remember of your life before you came into my care, Blayth?”

“You know I remember very little.”

Morys slammed down the cup he’d had in his hand, spilling the contents onto the floor. He stood up by the chair he’d been sitting in, rushing at Blayth like a madman. Blayth didn’t flinch, however; he was certain that was what Morys wanted. Morys was looking for an excuse to strike him and Blayth wouldn’t give him one. However, what came forth from Morys’ mouth after that did far more damage than any blow from a fist ever could.

“Exactly,” Morys hissed. “You remember nothing. You do not remember when I found you on the field of battle at Llandeilo. You do not remember how I protected you from the Welsh who wanted to kill you. Do you?”

His words were somewhat confusing and Blayth’s brow furrowed. “Protected me from – ?”

Morys cut him off. “Aye,” he snarled. “You big, foolish brute. Do you wish to know the truth of everything? Do you wish to know why my brother will never give you his consent to marry his daughter? Then I shall tell you and mayhap you will forget this foolish pursuit. You will understand why you must remain Blayth the Strong, the bastard son of Llywelyn the Last, and you must remain dedicated to this cause.”

Blayth was watching Morys work himself up into a sweat and, to be truthful, he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to hear what would come out of the man’s mouth. A distinct sense of foreboding swept him.

“So what will you tell me?” he asked. “Fabrications? More stories to enthrall the men? Your stories lost their sheen to me some time ago, so do not think to lie to me.”

Morys didn’t rage at that insult. In fact, he seemed to cool rather dramatically. An odd smile came to his lips.

“Is that what you think?” he said. “That I have spun fabrications to enthrall the men? In your case, I have, but I did it to save your life. If they knew who you really were, then they would kill you. You would be dead before you could draw another breath.”

Blayth faced him warily. “What does that mean?”

Morys could see he had his attention. This was the moment he thought would never come, but he was prepared for it nonetheless. Blayth had to understand why he could never be anything other than what he was, and that included Asmara’s husband.

“It means that I found a dying English knight on the battlefield in Llandeilo,” he said, oddly calm as he faced him. “The man had the left side of his head smashed and the Welsh were beginning to strip him. They saw a target for their vengeance and intended on killing him, but do you know what I saw? An English knight of the highest order who could tell me everything I wanted to know about the English and their plans for Wales. I thought he could tell me their movements and all the inner secrets of Edward’s plans of conquest. That was what I saw, and I saw it in you. You were that dying English knight, Blayth.”

Blayth frowned. “What in the hell are you talking about?”

Morys cocked an eyebrow. “I have made it plain enough,” he said. “You were not brought to me by Llywelyn’s old teulu, a bastard of their lord whom they’d smuggled away from the English. You were a dying English knight, a man who served King Edward, and I’d hoped to learn so much from you, but you were not conscious. There were men all around who wanted to kill you, so I stripped you of everything identifiable, covered you up, and brought you home on my wagon. I kept you hidden as much as I could, waiting for the day you would awaken to reveal all of the glories of the English, but that day did not come. If anyone saw you and asked who you were, I would tell them that you were a wounded Welsh warrior. A very special wounded warrior. Imagine my disappointment when you awoke and did not even remember your own name. It was a bitter disappointment to realize that you could tell me nothing.”

Blayth was looking at him with some horror, as if he couldn’t decide whether or not to believe him. “That… that’s madness,” he finally breathed. “An English –?”

Morys cut him off. “You are English,” he said firmly. “When I realized you would not be able to tell me anything, I had to come up with some explanation about you, so the story of Blayth the Strong was born. You see, all you could said was wolf. It was the only word out of your mouth, so you named yourself. And you were strong; God, so very strong. You survived what no man should have survived. So Blayth the Strong became a Welsh warrior.”

Blayth simply stared at him. Oddly enough, he was coming to believe him. It sounded like something Morys would do and, having come to know the man as he had, Blayth believed everything he said. In fact, it was too outlandish not to be truthful. You are English. Blayth began to feel rather weak as shock rolled through his body, and he lowered himself into the nearest chair. He was stunned.

I am English!

“Then you do know more than what you told me,” he muttered. “I will assume that there are none of Llywelyn’s teulu to summon, then, to confirm the story you told me.”

Morys was watching him closely, pleased that the defiant man who had come to his chamber minutes before was now weak and submissive. That was exactly what he wanted to see.

“Nay, there is not,” he said. “That was something I had to tell you, for your own sake. Even though you could never give me the answers I sought about the English plans in Wales, I knew you could still be of use to me. That is when the bastard son of Llywelyn was born. What great irony there is in a former English knight leading mayhap the greatest rebellion Wales has ever seen. You came to my country to harness it but, instead, I have used you against your own people. It has been a greater destiny for you than I could have ever imagined.”

Blayth was leaning against the back of the chair, his gaze averted as he digested everything he’d been told. Now, so much made sense to him. He’d never truly felt like the man Morys had told him he was, nor had he ever felt completely convinced of the backstory he’d been given. The “memories” Morys had planted in his mind. It was all so astonishing that his mind was swimming from it.

“Those dreams I have had,” he murmured. “Dreams of men I do not know but feel as if I should. You told me that those were the men who had tortured me in captivity. I told you I never felt as if they had been my captors.”

Morys shrugged. “I am sure they are simply English comrades,” he said disinterestedly. “It does not matter who they are. You do not remember them.”

Blayth looked at him sharply. “But it does matter,” he said. “It matters a great deal. I was someone before you found me five years ago. Surely I must have had friends and family.”

Morys’ eyes narrowed. “If you did, then they did not care for you,” he said. “You were abandoned at Llandeilo when I found you. Your so-called friends and family left you there to die, Blayth. Do not forget that. They left you behind and you surely would have died had I not come along and saved you.”

His words were like a punch in the belly. Blayth’s breath caught in his throat as he realized Morys was right – he had been left behind to die. Did he not have family or friends that cared enough about him to take him with them when the English army retreated? If he had, then they did not come back for him. No one had tried to find him after the fact.

His guts began to churn with the realization, with the sorrow that perhaps he was unloved and discarded. Perhaps that was why he’d been left behind, just as Morys said.

He was unwanted.

“It is possible they thought I was already dead,” he said, trying to defend the actions of people he didn’t even know. “I was badly wounded and I was told that Llandeilo was chaotic.”

“It was.”

“Then mayhap they had no choice but to leave me behind.”

Morys shook his head. “They could have taken you with them if they’d wanted to,” he said. “You must come to grips with the fact that the English do not want you, Blayth, and the only way you can remain with the Welsh and fulfill your destiny is if they believe you are Llywelyn’s bastard. As Blayth the Strong, you are someone important and powerful. You are a man of respect. Why would you not wish to remain Blayth the Strong and destroy the English who cared so little for you that they left you behind in battle?”

Blayth was left feeling hollow and sick, mostly because Morys was making sense. He hated that he was making sense but, at the moment, there was so much turmoil in his mind that it was difficult for him to think clearly.

You are English, you are English, you are English…

An English knight who had been left behind to die.

But then, something occurred to him. He remembered the English commander in the vault who had called him by a name. The man had sworn he knew him and then, just as quickly, had backed off.

James de Wolfe…

“The commander of Gwendraith, the English knight I released from the vault,” he said, looking up at Morys. “He called me James de Wolfe. Is that my name? James de Wolfe?”

Morys lifted his shoulders. “I do not know what your name was,” he said. “You could never tell me. All you could say was wolf. I suppose your name could be de Wolfe.”

Blayth pondered that possibility. “That was what the English commander said,” he said. “When I said wolf, mayhap I was trying to tell you I was a de Wolfe.”

Morys considered telling him more about that possibility, the fact that he’d found him in a de Wolfe tunic that had been half-ripped from his body. He decided to tell him all of it, hoping it would feed his hatred against the men who left him behind.

“It is not only possible, it is probable,” he said quietly. “You were wearing a de Wolfe tunic when I found you, although rabid Welshmen had nearly ripped it from your body. I took it off you and hid it. It is back at my home in Brecfa, in a chest. Mayhap I held on to it for a moment just such as this – to tell you that you were left behind by the English, Blayth. They did not care for you enough to take you with them when they fled. They left you to die.”

He was beating in those words, pounding them into Blayth’s head, until all he could feel was abandonment and betrayal. Was it true? Was all of this really true? His gut told him that it was. Morys liked drama, and he was fully capable of lying about anything he considered important, but Blayth didn’t get the sense that this had all been an elaborate fabrication. It was too detailed and made too much sense to him.

Now, he knew the truth – he’d been a wounded English knight when Morys had found him. It had been Morys who had not only saved his life by tending his wounds, but by giving him a new identity so the Welsh would not kill him.

In no way did Blayth believe Morys’ motives had been altruistic. On the contrary, he knew they were self-serving. But it was done. Now, Morys and Blayth were at the head of a rebellion against the English, fighting for Welsh freedom, and Blayth was an important and respected man. The Welsh hadn’t left him behind to die and they wouldn’t. He knew his Welsh brothers would save him at all costs.

Unlike the English, who had abandoned him.

But he was English.

“De Wolfe,” he muttered. “I am a de Wolfe.”

Morys was watching him very carefully and he liked what he saw; a man who was once again complacent and willing to do as he was told. He was defeated, knowing he’d been abandoned.

But it wasn’t enough. Morys had to ensure Blayth would never again try to leave him, not even for something as normal as marriage.

“Do you understand why you cannot marry Asmara now?” he said. “You are English, Blayth. My brother would never allow his daughter to marry a Saesneg and I am certain Asmara would not want to marry one, either.”

Asmara. At the mention of her name, thoughts of her suddenly filled Blayth’s mind and he found himself feeling a great deal of angst because of it. His natural instinct was to refute Morys, to tell the man that it wouldn’t matter to Asmara. But the truth was that she had already suspected he wasn’t who Morys said he was. She had made it clear that she’d always had suspicions, so perhaps telling her the truth wouldn’t matter. For certain, he couldn’t keep it from her.

But Morys couldn’t know that.

Morys had gone out of his way to threaten him and tell him that the Welsh would kill him if they knew who he really was. Blayth suspected that was true, but he couldn’t believe it from Asmara. She cared for him, deeply. Perhaps she even loved him. Surely the truth of his identity wouldn’t deter her. At least, he hoped not, because he didn’t feel it was something he could keep from her. He wasn’t like Morys; he didn’t lie to suit his needs or wants. Therefore, he had to tell her.

“I understand,” he finally said, rising from the chair.

Morys went to him, putting a hand on the man’s arm. “Do you?” he asked earnestly. “You cannot tell her. You cannot tell anyone what I have told you. If you do, your life is forfeit, not to mention what they would do to me. I have protected you all of these years, Blayth. You owe me that much.”

Blayth just wanted to get out of there. His mind was whirling with everything he’d been told, and he simply wanted to remove himself from Morys’ presence. But more than anything, he wanted to find Asmara to tell her what Morys had told him. Tactfully, of course, but he had to tell the woman she’d been right all along.

She’d known.

“I told you that I understood,” he said after a moment, trying not to snap. “And I appreciate… everything you have done for me.”

He started to move away, heading towards the chamber door, but Morys stopped him. “Where are you going now?”

Blayth sighed with some irritation, pulling his arm from Morys’ grasp. “To think on what you have told me,” he said. “I find I am quite overwhelmed by it all, as you can imagine. Do Aeddan or Pryce know any of this?”

Morys shook his head. “They know nothing.”

“Then they shall not hear it from me.”

Morys didn’t try to grab him again as he headed for the door. “Remember,” he said firmly. “You are Blayth the Strong, bastard son of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd and a great leader among our men. You are far more valuable to the Welsh than you ever were to the English.”

Blayth paused before he opened the door, but he didn’t say anything. He was so confused that he didn’t know what to say any longer. He simply nodded his head, opened the door, and departed, leaving Morys standing in the center of his chamber, hoping his words had impacted Blayth enough so that he understood his place in the world – the unwanted English knight who had become a Welsh hero.

But even as Blayth left the chamber and headed off, something told Morys to keep an eye on the man. He was starting to get a mind of his own, something that didn’t sit well with Morys. He was thinking for himself lately, and that was dangerous. It made Blayth unpredictable at best. Morys swore he would see the man dead before he saw him ruin the greatest rebellion Wales had yet to see.

But there was a bright side in all of this. If push came to shove, Morys knew what he needed to do.

Sometimes heroes made the very best martyrs.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


It had been a very strange meal as far as Asmara was concerned.

She hadn’t seen Blayth for the rest of the day, after they’d agreed to marry and he left her at the stable, and she knew he’d gone to speak to Morys about their betrothal. She assumed, probably correctly, that he’d been with Morys the rest of the day, because she never saw him again after that, not until the evening descended and the men gathered in the great hall for their meal.

Asmara gathered there, too, sitting on the end of the great feasting table as she waited for Blayth to appear, but he never did. Morys appeared with Aeddan and Pryce, but as the two younger men smiled and acknowledged her, Morys looked right through her as if she didn’t exist. They all sat down and the meal of boiled mutton was served, but still no Blayth. Asmara ate little, keeping her eye out for him, but he never came and, eventually, she left the hall to hunt for him.

It wasn’t like Blayth not to come to the hall, especially when he knew she would be there. She fought down the fear that something might be wrong, that he was sick or injured, because it wasn’t like the man not to be present, especially when Morys was there. Just as she left the hall and headed for the entry, she passed by what used to be the former guard room for the keep. She almost didn’t look at the door, but she saw movement that drew her attention. The door was cracked open enough so that she could see half of a booted leg.

She recognized the boot.

Blayth had distinctive boots, probably because his feet were so big, and they were made up of different pieces of leather, in different colors, creating a patch-work pattern. Asmara hadn’t seen anyone else with that kind of boot, so she felt fairly confident that Blayth was inside the chamber as she knocked softly on the door. Because of the noise in the hall, she knocked again, louder. The door jerked open then and she found herself looking into Blayth’s pale face.

“What are you doing in here?” she asked. “I have been waiting for you. Are you ill?”

He looked weary and emotional. “Nay,” he shook his head, his voice soft. “I am not ill. I was going to find you, but…”

He trailed off, looking miserable, or so Asmara thought. She grew concerned. “But what?” she asked. “What is wrong?”

He motioned her into the chamber and shut the door, bolting it. It was dark inside but for a weak fire in the hearth, and he went to the hearth to throw more fuel on it. Light, and warmth, began to bloom.

“Sit, please,” he told her quietly. “I must speak with you.”

Asmara found a small stool near the bed and she pulled it out, perching herself on it. She watched him as he knelt by the hearth, stirring the embers and creating warmth against the cloying darkness, and she received the distinct impression that something was very wrong. His mood was almost as dark as the chamber around them. Patiently, she sat until he finished stirring the embers and stood up, brushing off his hands.

“Did you eat anything?” she asked.

He shook his head as he went to sit on the edge of the bed. “Nay,” he replied. “I am not hungry.”

“Why?”

He shook his head. “There is much on my mind, I suppose.”

“What has you so worried that you cannot eat?”

Blayth sat on the end of the bed, his gaze falling on Asmara. He knew that if he wasn’t able to marry her, his heart would break into a million pieces. It was such a fragile heart, the one part of his body and mind that he’d not yet learned to toughen up, so even as he looked at her, he could feel disappointment sweep him.

He didn’t want to lose her.

He would be unwanted yet again if he did.

“I do not even know where to start,” he said softly. “I have been sitting here all day, trying to think of what to say to you and how to say it. I can think of no other way to speak in such a serious subject except to be honest.”

Asmara could see how troubled he was. “Go ahead,” she said. “What is so terrible?”

“I am afraid I will never see you again once I tell you.”

“That will not happen. Do you not have any more faith in me than that?”

He smiled faintly. “You are as strong as you are faithful and beautiful,” he said. “I have every confidence in you. But the matter is quite… serious.”

Asmara watched him as he spoke and a thought occurred to her. “Did you speak with Morys today?” she asked. “About our marriage, I mean.”

“I did.”

“What did he say to you?”

So she was intuitive as well as beautiful. Blayth sat forward so he was closer to her as she sat upon the squatty stool. He gazed at her a moment, watching the firelight play off her features, before speaking.

“You said something to me today,” he said. “You told me that you believed Morys knew much more about my past then he has told me.”

She nodded. “I did say that. I believe it is true.”

“It is.”

Curiosity crossed her features. “How do you know?”

Blayth smiled faintly. Closing his eyes tightly, he hung his head, so very troubled with what he was about to say. But it was necessary.

“The easy thing to do would be to keep this information from you,” he said. “But I have too much respect for you to do that. I cannot start our marriage on a lie.”

She cocked her head. “And I am grateful for that,” she said. “But what is so terrible?”

He didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, he extended his hand to her and after a moment of puzzlement, she timidly lifted her hand and put it into his big, callused palm. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it sweetly, feeling his entire body tingle with the thrill of it. Something about the woman made him feel as if he were walking on clouds every time he touched her.

“You were there when the Saesneg knight called me by a name,” he nearly whispered. “Do you remember?”

Asmara gripped his hand, holding it tightly. “I do,” she said without hesitation. “He called you James.”

“It would seem that he was not wrong.”

She stared at him a moment, trying to figure out what, exactly, he meant. “What do you mean?”

He kissed her hand again. “You have expressed suspicions that Morys has given me my memories,” he said. “You said yourself that it seemed strange that he should be the one to tell me of my past, to tell me what my name was and give me an identity. It seems that your suspicions were correct, Asmara. When I told Morys that you and I were to be wed, he told me that your father would never permit it because I am, in truth, an English knight. He has kept it hidden from me all this time.”

Asmara’s eyes widened in shock, briefly, but she didn’t erupt, nor did she pull her hand from his grip. But the realization that she had been right all along was in her expression.

“You are?” she whispered.

He nodded. “I have been struggling with how to tell you this because I do not want to ruin what we have started,” he said. “I will be honest with you; I have never been so happy in my life. My memory is brief, only since I came into Morys’ care do I remember my life as it is, and in that time I have never felt truly happy. I have served Morys out of a sense of obligation, and out of my sense of duty to the cymry. When he told me that I was the bastard son of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, that served as the kindling to my great sense of duty to all men of Welsh birth. But there was no real joy in any of it, not until I met you. I… I simply do not want to lose you, but I understand if your feelings have changed.”

Asmara stared at him, seeing his pain and humility in the situation. But as he spoke and told her the news, she realized that it was no great surprise. She’d known from the beginning that something was odd with Blayth and Morys, so it was really a confirmation of her suspicions. After a moment, she shook her head.

“I suppose I knew you were not who Morys said you were from the very first,” she murmured. “There were so many signs that pointed to something else, that you were a tir allan, an outlander. Somehow, I knew you were not the son of Llywelyn, but it did not change my opinion of you. If you are English, or if you are Welsh, it does not change who you are, Blayth. You are still a man of strength and skill and dedication. And it does not change how I feel about you.”

It was the answer he was hoping to hear and he brought her hand to his lips again, pressing it against his mouth, feeling utter and complete gratitude. In fact, the relief he felt was almost more than he could bear.

“Are you certain?” he whispered, lips against her hand.

She could see how worried he was and she reached out, putting her hand on the top of his thick, blond hair.

“I am,” she murmured. “Nothing has changed with me, but I must ask you – how do you feel about all of this? And why would Morys confess it all to you?”

He relished the feel of her hand upon his head, touching that which was so damaged as if there was no damage at all. No revulsion. He was still wanted, thank God, and wanted by the only person in the world that he cared about.

“Morys wanted to stress to me how your father would not approve of his daughter marrying a Saesneg,” he said quietly. “He told me that so I would forget my desire to marry you, fearful my secret would be revealed. He assured me that if the truth was known, the Welsh would turn against me and kill me, which is probably true. If they discovered that Llywelyn’s bastard was not Welsh at all, it would be devastating. You must not tell anyone what I have told you.”

She shook her head. “I will not, I swear it,” she said. “But what will you do now? Will you continue to lead the armies as if nothing is amiss?”

He shrugged. “I thought I would. But as I considered everything today, my ideals have changed somewhat,” he said. “Morys told me that I had been abandoned by the English at Llandeilo, and that when he found me, I was a dying English knight and there were Welshmen swarming over me who wanted to kill me. He chased them away and brought me back to Brecfa, creating the entire persona of Blayth the Strong, son of Llywelyn. Wolf was the only word I could say for quite some time, apparently, which is why he gave me my name. But when I think back to what Payton-Forrester said to me, it all makes a good deal of sense. Do you recall when the man told me my family name was de Wolfe?”

Asmara nodded. “I do.”

“Then it seems I was trying to say my name,” he said quietly. “The House of de Wolfe was at Llandeilo. Morys said they abandoned me.”

She squeezed his hand. “Mayhap they could not bring you,” she said. “You were badly injured and it is possible they simply could not take you with them when they retreated. I have been told that Llandeilo was madness.”

Blayth nodded. “I pointed that out to Morys, but he insists I was abandoned and the English do not want me,” he said. “He says my only choice is to remain Blayth and continue as a Welshman.”

“Do you believe that?”

“All things considered, I would… except for one thing.”

“What is that?”

His gaze was intense. “The way Payton-Forrester looked at me when he called me James,” he said, thinking back to that moment. “You were there, Asmara – you saw his face. He was almost weeping with joy when he saw me. Did that look like a man who had seen someone who was intentionally abandoned?”

Slowly, she shook her head. “Nay,” she said. “He seemed most happy to see you at first. And then… then it was like he was frightened to have recognized you. I remember thinking that it was most strange.”

Blayth remembered that moment clearly. Although he hadn’t thought much of it at the time, because he was more concerned with Payton-Forrester delivering his message, in hindsight it did seem a bit strange.

“Indeed,” he said. Then, he shook his head, a gesture of frustration. “I have been sitting here wondering if what Morys told me was true in that I was intentionally abandoned at Llandeilo. With him, there is no knowing if that is the truth. In these dreams I have, I see men that I know that I should know, yet I cannot recall their names. But the feelings I have for them are not those of animosity, but those of affection. I do not even know if these men are real, but something tells me that I am dreaming of memories of my past. I have always wondered, but after what Morys told me, now I am coming to think that is exactly what has happened. What my conscious mind cannot remember, my dreams seem to be able to.”

She could see that he was confused and frustrated. She clutched his hand in both of hers. “It is possible,” she said. “Mayhap you will never know.”

He eyed her. “I think that I will. I cannot go to my grave with these doubts, wondering about my past and what really happened to me.”

“Then what will you do?”

“Payton-Forrester was heading to Lioncross Abbey Castle,” he said. “More than likely, he is still there. I think I should go there, too. Mayhap, he will tell me more of what he knows about me.”

She looked at him warily. “Do you think you should?” she asked. “Will it be safe?”

He shrugged his big shoulders. “If I am truly English, then I have nothing to fear,” he said. “In any case, there is something burning within me that must know. I must know who I am and Payton-Forrester can tell me.”

Asmara could see that he meant it and, in truth, she didn’t blame him. The man had his whole life taken from him and now there was a chance for him to find out who he was. Certainly, the lure of truth was strong.

“Very well,” she said. “When will you go?”

Blayth shrugged, averting his gaze. “Tonight,” he said. “I feel as if I cannot wait. I must go and I must go now.”

Asmara could feel his sense of urgency. “Will you tell Morys?”

He nodded. “I will tell him tonight.”

Asmara watched him as he looked off into the darkness of the room, a man with a million different thoughts on his mind. She didn’t want him to go and leave her here, a target of Morys’ animosity. But more than that, she simply didn’t want to be without him. She was becoming quite attached to him and the thought of him going away filled her with angst and sorrow.

“Please take me with you,” she said quietly. “I do not want to be left behind. I want to go where you go and be at your side as you discover these truths about your past. Will you please take me?”

He looked at her, a faint smile on his lips. “It would be quite scandalous, the two of us traveling together and not married,” he said. “I wish I had time to seek your father’s permission to marry you, but I am afraid I do not. As much as I want to marry you, I feel as if this is more pressing. I hope you understand.”

She nodded before he even finished speaking. “I do understand,” she insisted. “I would want to know about my past, too. But you do not need my father’s permission. You have mine, and that is all that matters in the end. My father will permit me to marry whoever I choose, and I choose you.”

His smile grew. “Do you suppose he will see it that way?”

She waved him off. “My father will simply be glad that I am marrying,” she said. “It does not matter to whom, so long as I marry and give him grandsons.”

Blayth chuckled. “Then I suppose we could find a church and ask them to marry us,” he said. “It would not be a grand wedding and a great feast that you deserve.”

She grinned, embarrassed. “I hate parties and grand feasts. I do not need any of those things.” Then, she sobered. “Will you take me with you, then?”

It was probably against his better judgement to do so, but he couldn’t deny her. He wanted her with him and he certainly couldn’t leave her here. After a moment, he relented.

“Aye,” he said. “Go and gather your things. But what about your horse? Is he well enough to travel with that hoof?”

She stood up, quickly. “It was healed this morning,” she said. “I simply soaked it again just to ensure that it was completely healed. It was not that bad to begin with.”

“Then he will travel well?”

“He will be fine.”

Reaching up a big hand, he swatted her gently on the bottom with a trencher-sized hand. “Then gather your things,” he said. “Go and prepare your horse and I will meet you in the stable in a little while. I must speak to Morys now.”

Asmara understood, feeling somewhat special and flattered with his love tap to her arse. Had any other man done that to her, she would have flattened him. But coming from Blayth, she didn’t mind it one bit. From one warrior to another, she understood an affectionate touch when she felt it.

She was eager to go with him, to help him follow the trail that would lead him to the answers he sought. It was a frightening thing that he was doing, but a brave one, and she admired him greatly for it. It didn’t matter to her one bit that the man was English; to her, he was simply Blayth, the man was cared deeply for. Perhaps she had even fallen in love with him, just a bit.

More than just a bit.

She knew she loved him.

Quickly, she fled his chamber, heading to the bower she had been using since her arrival to Gwendraith to collect her possessions. Her mind was on the journey ahead, a journey of a lifetime, and something she had never imagined she would ever do. She was leaving her family, and the rebellion, to chase dreams with the man she was to marry.

And the Dragon Princess couldn’t have been happier about it.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Morys’ plan had spectacularly backfired.

He realized that as he sat and listened to Blayth tell him of his future plans. Whatever he’d hoped telling the man the truth would accomplish, those hopes were dashed.

He’d hoped that by telling Blayth of his past, and of his true identity, that it would scare Blayth into staying the course and continuing to be a beacon of hope for the Welsh. Morys had made it clear that the English had abandoned him at Llandeilo and, therefore, didn’t want him. And he’d emphasized that Blayth only had value as a Welsh legend. He thought he’d made an excellent argument for everything, and he was certain that when the conversation was over, that Blayth understood his place in the world regardless of his true background.

But that hadn’t been the case.

Now, Blayth wanted to find out the truth behind his past. It had taken him a day to figure that out, to decide that none of Morys’ arguments meant anything to him. Blayth had pulled him out of the hall and into a small, dark chamber off the hall the smelled as if the dogs had been using it as their privy. What Blayth had to say couldn’t wait, so half-drunk, Morys stood in stunned silence as Blayth explained his desire to go to Lioncross Abbey Castle to seek out Corbett Payton-Forrester, who had called him James down in the dank recesses of the vault. He was convinced that Payton-Forrester would know more about who he had once been, and Blayth expressed a very strong desire to discover what the man knew.

That hadn’t been the outcome Morys had expected.

At first, he’d been calm about it. He’d explained, yet again, how Blayth had been abandoned. A loved and wanted man would not have been abandoned on the field of battle, he said. He’d tried to convince Blayth that seeking more information from Payton-Forrester would be foolish; it might even be deadly. Clearly, the English hadn’t wanted him so why show them that the man they’d tried to discard was still alive?

But the argument hadn’t worked with Blayth.

He was determined to go.

Slipping…

Morys could see the rebellion slipping away. The myth he’d built, the larger-than-life story of Blayth the Strong, son of Llywelyn the Last, was slipping away and the more he tried to grasp at it, the more it slipped between his fingers. The harder he pulled, the more Blayth pushed. Soon enough, Morys could see that there was no reasoning with the man. His mind was set.

Morys was losing the battle.

That was when the situation grew desperate.

Morys had considered before what he needed to do if Blayth decided to veer from the course – heroes made the best martyrs, he reminded himself, but if Blayth was going to depart this night and head into England to seek his truth, then there was no knowing when he would return, if ever. Blayth swore he only wanted to find out the truth of his past and of his true identity, but Morys couldn’t be sure that the man wouldn’t return to who he was before. Blayth hadn’t made that very clear.

If he did, there would be no chance for a hero’s death in battle.

Morys was a man who, if nothing else, had always been adaptable. He’d manipulated Blayth, lied to him, coerced him, and anything else he had to do in order to control the man. Blayth the Strong was more than a fictitious character – he had become a legend that the hope for Welsh freedom had been built upon. Now, that legend was leaving Gwendraith. The rebels were due to return to Carmarthen Castle in several days to plan the next phase in their uprising, and Blayth couldn’t confirm that he would be present at that gathering. He could be in England, still chasing after his lost past, because it seemed as if now that was the most important thing to him.

No more rebellion, no more legacy.

As far as Morys was concerned, he’d badly errored when he told Blayth the truth about his past, and now he had to remedy the situation and try to salvage what he could.

It was time to do something drastic.

Therefore, he let Blayth leave and go about gathering his things for his journey, whilst Morys went to plan for what needed to happen. Blayth would never realize what was happening until it was too late.

Dealings were about to get dirty.
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“The moon is so bright that it is almost like the sun,” Asmara observed as she stood at the mouth of the stables, gazing up into the crisp night sky. “How far do you think we can travel tonight?”

Blayth was finishing securing his crossbow to his saddle. “To Llandovery, at least,” he said. “We shall find a place to sleep outside of the town and then continue on in the morning.”

She turned to look at him. “We could wait until dawn and leave,” she pointed out. “We could make at least thirty-five miles in the daylight.”

He pulled his horse over to where she was standing. “And we will,” he said. “But we are going to do several miles tonight also. Unless you are too weak and feeble to do it.”

She scowled at him although, this time, she knew the insult wasn’t malicious. Insults were becoming terms of endearment these days, and she knew he was jesting with her.

“I can outride you any day,” she said. “I will still be riding when you are on the ground, writhing in pain because your little onion sacks are beaten to death from the strain of travel.”

He started to laugh, knowing exactly what she meant. “Onion sacks?” he repeated. “You mean my ballocks?”

She turned her nose up at him. “I do not use such language.”

He laughed out loud. “God’s Bones, woman, you just referred to them by calling them onion sacks,” he said. “Whatever you call them, they are all the same – a man’s balls.”

Asmara couldn’t stop the giggling. “Do you truly say such things in the presence of a lady?”

He eyed her. “Since when do you call yourself a lady?” he asked, watching her whirl to him in outrage. He held up a finger. “You are a woman, and a beautiful one, but you are also a warrior. I have never known the term lady and warrior to be interchangeable.”

He had a point. Asmara simply shrugged and moved to mount her steed. “You have called me demoiselle since we have known one another,” she said as she heaved herself up into the saddle. “Does that not mean lady?”

He mounted his horse also. “It does,” he said. “It means a young, unmarried lady.”

Asmara gathered her reins, pausing to look at him as he gathered his. “That is something else that told me you were not who Morys said you were,” she said, watching him look at her questioningly. “You called me demoiselle.”

He smiled at her under the moonlight. “What would you have me call you?”

She shrugged coyly and looked away. “That is not what I mean,” she said. “I meant that no one but the English or the French do that. That told me that you were not Welsh-born or, at the very least, you did not grow up in Wales.”

Blayth reined his horse over to her. “I will ask you again,” he said softly. “What would you have me call you?”

That low, slow voice was purring at her and Asmara could feel her cheeks flame; she was grossly unused to the flirtatious games played by men and women.

“Whatever you wish,” she said. “My name is Asmara.”

“And it is a beautiful name,” he said. “But I think I should like to call you something else.”

“What?”

“Cariad.”

It meant sweetheart in Welsh, and Asmara’s red cheeks grew redder. She’d never in her life been called anything other than her name, not even by her father, although her mother had often called her and Fairynne pet names. Gwirion, mostly, which meant “silly”. But that was different, from a mother to a daughter. But this… this was from a man who was to be her husband.

She’d never felt so giddy in her entire life.

“If that is what you would like to call me, I will not contest,” she said.

He laughed low in his throat, seeing even in the moonlight how embarrassed she was. Clucking softly to his horse, the animal began to move forward, followed by Asmara and her excitable young stallion.

“I have never called a woman cariad,” he said. “You will be my first.”

“As you will be mine.”

It was a sweet sentiment between two people who were unused to such things. In warm silence, the pair headed out of the stable yard and into the outer bailey, which was mostly devoid of men at this hour. Pinpricks of light emitted from the keep, from several of the outbuildings, and from the gatehouse as men settled in for the night. With the moon bathing the land in a silver glow, Asmara and Blayth headed for the two-storied gatehouse.

There were men upon it, men with torches, and as they drew closer to the gate, Blayth called up to the men who were manning it.

“Open the gates,” he boomed.

It was usual for there to be a delay of several seconds before the gates started moving. But in this case, the seconds turned into a minute and more. Blayth called to the gate guards again, thinking they might not have heard him, but then he saw Aeddan and Pryce heading towards him from the small guard room built into the gatehouse.

Curious, he moved his horse towards them to ask what the issue was, but that was when he saw Morys emerging from the gatehouse guard room as well. He wasn’t a welcome sight.

Something told Blayth that the situation was about to turn.

“What is amiss that you will not open the gates?” he asked Aeddan as the man drew near.

Aeddan didn’t look pleased. There were other men around, Welsh warriors, but he kept his voice down because he didn’t want them to hear.

“Morys wishes to speak with you,” he said as he reached Blayth. “He told us to hold the gates when you came. Blayth… he is armed.”

Blayth’s eyebrows lifted. “Armed? Why?”

Aeddan simply shook his head; either he didn’t know, or he didn’t want to say. In any case, Blayth didn’t push him. Something was amiss, and Aeddan was letting Blayth know that he had to expect anything.

With Morys, that was usually the case.

Blayth kept his cool on the surface but, on the inside, his concern was mounting. He thought he’d said everything to Morys that needed to be said and couldn’t imagine why the man was here… unless the words they’d spoken between them weren’t final in Morys’ opinion. And now the man was armed to stop him?

In truth, Blayth wasn’t surprised. He wasn’t surprised that Morys wasn’t willing to let him go so easily, perhaps to try one more time to convince him that it would not be in his best interest to dredge up his past. But Blayth was resolute that he needed to try.

Nothing Morys could say would change that.

“Morys?” Blayth said, calling to the man with veiled impatience. “What did you wish to speak of?”

Morys came forward, out of the darkness of the gatehouse, making his way towards Blayth. It was then that Blayth saw the crossbow in Morys’ hand; he wasn’t pointing it at anyone, but merely aiming it at the ground. But he was carrying a weapon, as Aeddan had said he was, and the concern Blayth felt blossomed into full-blown apprehension. It wasn’t for him so much as it was for Asmara; if Morys tried something, he didn’t want her caught in the crossfire.

But seeing Morys with the weapon, now Blayth was coming to understand what this was all about. Morys wasn’t here to talk him out of anything. Somehow, someway, Morys was going to force him into remaining because, Blayth knew, this went again Morys’ plans. This wasn’t want Morys wanted, so he was going to resort to intimidation.

Blayth braced himself.

But what he didn’t know was that several feet behind him, Asmara was also reaching for her crossbow, tied off on her saddle. She, too, was watching Morys come forth with a weapon in his hand and she knew he had it for a reason. It wasn’t simply to hint at threats and intimidation. Morys was aggressive, bold, and reckless, and if he felt he was being wronged, he would more than likely lash out at whoever he felt was wronging him. In this case, it was Blayth, leaving on his own quest and evidently not placing the greater priority on the rebellion and Morys’ wants.

Much like Blayth, none of this surprised her. And she wanted to be ready.

“Get off your horse, Blayth,” Morys said calmly. “You are not leaving. We have more important issues to deal with.”

Blayth remained calm. “I will not disagree that the issues are important,” he said evenly. “But I have explained that this is something I must do, Morys. It does not diminish my gratitude in what you have done for me, but surely you understand my need to know the truth.”

Morys was clearly impatient. “The truth you seek will be there in a year from now or five years from now,” he said. “The past cannot be changed. It will still be there in time but, for now, I need you here. You have an important destiny to fulfill at present.”

Blayth eyed the man. Unless they wanted the secret of Blayth’s true identity and background revealed, there wasn’t more either of them could say. Blayth had said everything he’d wanted to say earlier, so Morys’ attempt to force him into remaining was not sitting well with him. He honestly couldn’t believe the man was threatening him, out here for all to hear where their secret could easily be revealed.

But maybe that was Morys’ plan.

As Blayth contemplated how to handle Morys, Asmara didn’t have quite so much patience. As she saw it, Morys was, yet again, trying to control Blayth and as the man’s betrothed, she wasn’t going to stand for it. She’d never liked her uncle. In fact, she’d hated him for how he’d always treated her father, and she wasn’t going to let the man push Blayth, or her, around any longer.

It was time to take a stand.

The crossbow in her hand lifted.

“Get out of the way,” she told her uncle as she urged her excitable horse forward. “You know why he has to leave, so get out of the way.”

Morys looked up to see Asmara pointed a crossbow right at him. He wasn’t all that astonished that she had asserted herself, but it did infuriate him.

“This is not your affair,” he said. “Put that weapon down before you hurt someone.”

It was the wrong thing to say to her. “I am going to hurt you if you do not get out of his way,” she growled. “You have spent your entire life belittling people and ordering them around, my father included, but you are not going to do it now. You are a bitter excuse for a man, an inglorious fool who is trying to make himself feel important by pushing Blayth to do things you cannot do yourself. You are riding on his glory but, this time, he is going to choose his own path. Standing in front of these gates is only going to see you injured, or worse. I will not let you do it.”

He shook his head at her as if disgusted. “Shut your ridiculous mouth, girl,” he said. “My brother did not take a firm hand to you when you were younger, so you do not know your place. He let you do whatever you pleased and now you are a grotesque shadow of a female, neither a lady nor a man, but something in between. I can only imagine how you seduced Blayth because, certainly, there is nothing about you that is seductive or soft, and now you try to push yourself into business where you do not belong. Someone should have shut you up years ago.”

Asmara didn’t feel shame like she normally would have because her uncle was simply having a tantrum and pulling her right along with him, showing off to the men around him. Aeddan and Pryce were standing near Asmara, looking very strained and upset by what was going on, so she turned to them rather than responding directly to her uncle.

“Do you know that he has been lying to you this entire time?” she said loud enough for Morys to hear her. “He has been manipulating you and belittling you, pushing you around because he believes it is his right, as a prince of Deheubarth. Ask him why he does not want Blayth to leave Gwendraith. See if he is brave enough to tell you.”

That drew a very strong reaction from Morys. “I told you to shut your lips, you stupid chit,” he snarled. “You, who has sprung from the weak loins of my brother. He is so weak that he could only have females. Females he has raised as sons!”

“At least my father had children,” Asmara fired back. “If I were you, I would be careful who you accuse of being weak. Coming from a man who could not impregnate his wife, I would say you are the weak one in the family.”

Morys’ featured twisted, a macabre expression of rage on his face. “Bitch,” he hissed. “You will regret that.”

He started to lift his crossbow but Blayth was there, putting himself between Asmara and Morys. His gaze was deadly.

“I told you that you would not insult her in my presence,” he said. “And if you intend to use that crossbow on her, know that I will snap your neck before you can reload it. Make a move against her and it shall be your last.”

Morys was quickly moving beyond rational thinking. He was used to being in control, always, and he looked at Blayth’s words as a revolt. Now, the man was challenging him and Morys’ pride took a hit. It was a fragile thing, fed by his inflated sense of self-worth and the submission of the men under his command. It was easily bolstered and even more easily shattered. If he didn’t have control over all things, then he had nothing, and right now he was facing that very possibility with Blayth.

He couldn’t let the man gain the upper hand.

He was going to take him down.

“Did you hear him?” he cried, raising his voice so that even the sentries on the wall could hear him. “Do you know why he is threatening me? Because I know the truth about him!”

The men began to stir in the darkness, hearing Morys’ words. The general consensus believed that Morys was an arrogant man and would like to have his way in all things, but he also had that hereditary respect because of his lineage. He was followed more out of duty than out of love or respect, so when he started shouting about truths and threats, men listened but it was always with some doubt.

In fact, Aeddan and Pryce, now standing next to Asmara, listened to Morys with more doubt than most. They’d been around him far too long to believe anything he said without reservations. As the man began to cause a scene, Asmara turned to Aeddan once more.

“Get into the gatehouse and open the gates,” she pleaded softly. “This is not going to end well if Blayth is not permitted to leave.”

Pryce heard her. Having no love for Morys, he immediately moved towards the gatehouse, trying to stay to the shadows and trying to stay out of Morys’ line of sight. As he moved off, Aeddan whispered to Asmara.

“What is this all about?” he asked.

Asmara kept her eyes on her uncle. Since she didn’t know the man particularly well, she didn’t feel comfortable telling him the truth. That would have to come from Blayth, for it would be Blayth’s decision to trust his friend with such things.

“Whatever he says, it is not the truth,” she muttered, avoiding the question. “All Blayth wants to do is leave Gwendraith, but Morys wants to keep him here.”

“But why?”

She shook her head, unwilling to answer directly. “Just know that Morys is a liar. He will say anything to manipulate men. But I think you already know that.”

Aeddan did. He’d seen it his entire life. He’d seen the man beat down and belittle his own father until the man died at an early age. Before he could question her further, Morys turned to Blayth and pointed at the man.

“We have all been cruelly betrayed by this man,” he said. “I will not let him leave because he is a traitor. He is loyal to his English captors and plans to run to them and tell them of our plans. That is why I will not let him leave and why his woman is willing to kill me! She knows he is a traitor, too, and she is trying to help him!”

Asmara was infuriated as men began to grumble. Morys was collecting quite a crowd, but that was what he liked – an audience. She was shocked to hear the lies coming forth, but she also knew that there were men who would believe him without question. If Morys was able to rile them up enough, then there would be trouble.

“That is not true!” Asmara shouted. “Listen to me, my brothers! Morys has been lying to you from the beginning about Blayth. He has told you that he is the bastard son of Llywelyn the Last, our noble prince, but that is not the truth. He told you that so that he could control you and force you to fight in this rebellion. If there is a traitor here, it is Morys ap Macsen and not Blayth, who has also been lied to by him. He is a victim in all of this as much as any of you. Do not believe a word Morys has told you!”

More grumbling came from the crowd that was gathering. Furious, Morys could hardly believe that Asmara had dared to contradict him. No one contradicted him, not ever, and he was losing all control. His temper was spiraling as he realized Asmara was planting a seed of doubt among the men, a seed of doubt that could see his legacy ended. She was ruining everything.

She was going to pay.

“You would believe a woman?” he screamed. “She and her father have long hated me because I am the eldest son, the leader of all men, and she lies to erase your love for me. Blayth is a traitor and he must be stopped!”

He continued to shout venom as Asmara was turning to Aeddan, still standing next to her. When she spoke to Aeddan and Pryce in the stable those days ago, when she’d been trying to discover more about Blayth, she had seen the lack of blind respect from the brothers when it came to Morys. She could only pray that they loved Blayth more, and trusted him more, because she could no longer hold back the truth. If this situation was going to veer out of control, then Blayth would need help.

Only the truth would open that door.

“Do not listen to him,” she hissed. “He has been lying to you about Blayth. You were there when he brought Blayth back from Llandeilo, were you not?”

Aeddan, greatly torn and confused by what was going on, nodded. “I was.”

“Then you know that Blayth came from Llandeilo.”

“Morys said he was delivered by Llywelyn’s teulu and…”

She cut him off, shaking her head. “Blayth was an English knight, wounded at Llandeilo,” she hissed. “His real name is de Wolfe, but Morys lied to you. He has fabricated everything – Blayth’s name, his history – everything. He is not Llywelyn’s bastard son. He is an English knight, but he did not remember that. Yet, Morys knew, and he lied to Blayth and told him he was someone he was not. Morys told him that he was Llywelyn’s bastard so he could feed the rebellion. He only told Blayth tonight of his true past, and now Blayth has a chance to discover who he really is, only Morys will not let him go. If you love Blayth, you will help him. Help us, Aeddan!”

Aeddan was looking at her in utter shock. “He… he is Saesneg?”

She nodded rapidly, glancing at Morys because now he was pointing at Blayth again and shouting about his treachery. “He is,” he said. “And Morys knew. Blayth did not, so he is not to blame. The only one to blame is Morys. Help us leave before it is too late!”

It took Aeddan a few moments to overcome his astonishment and realize that what Asmara said made a great deal of sense. Morys’ story about how Blayth came into his possession never made sense to Aeddan but out of respect to Morys, he accepted it. Nay, he wasn’t surprised at all to discover that Blayth, the damaged warrior, was actually an English knight.

It made all the sense in the world.

Aeddan had been there from the beginning. He’d been there when Blayth had awoken from his lengthy unconsciousness, and he had been there when the man learned to speak and walk again. Aeddan had helped him with everything, so he knew that Blayth had no memory of who he was prior to his terrible injury.

But Morys knew.

Damn the man… he knew.

“But where is Blayth going?” he asked after a moment, feeling her panic. “Does he even know?”

Asmara shook her head. “He is not going to betray the Welsh if that’s what you are asking,” she insisted. “You must believe me. He only wants to find out who he really is, Aeddan. He has a chance to discover his true past. And Morys does not want him to go, so he is lying to everyone, still!”

He is lying to everyone, still. That seemed to snap something in Aeddan, who could see what was happening. He could see the entire picture – Morys, caught in his web of lies, was trying to salvage the situation by turning everyone against Blayth. He didn’t know why he should believe Asmara, but he did. God only knew how long he’d hated Morys and he’d hidden that hate behind obedience and forced gratitude, but he wasn’t going to let the man destroy Blayth, someone he considered another brother.

He had to help.

Just as he moved to do so, the gates began to lurch open and Morys, startled by the sound, turned to look to the gates. It was a reflexive reaction, brought on by the creak of the chains. But when he turned to look, he accidentally pulled the trigger on the crossbow. The iron-tipped arrow flew right at Asmara, hitting her in the left shoulder.

As she cried out in pain and jerked back in the saddle, Asmara also squeezed the trigger of the crossbow she was holding, and the arrow went flying. By chance, it found its mark in Morys’ neck, and the man collapsed into the mud, mortally wounded.

Panic ensued. Men were yelling, charging forward, and Blayth did the only thing he could do – he grabbed Asmara’s reins and spurred his horse towards the open gates, trampling Morys as he went. Together, he and Asmara galloped out of the gates and into the silver-bathed landscape beyond, fleeing the frenzy of Welsh who had been both stirred up and repulsed by Morys’ words.

But the chaos quickly died as Blayth and Asmara fled into the night, and men began to discuss what should be done. Some wanted to follow them, but Aeddan called them off. There would be no following, he said. Blayth had committed no crime.

The only crime had been committed by a man who was not long for this world.

So the Welsh began to disburse for the most part, milling around with some confusion on the cusp of a most confusing night. Beaten down into the mud by two fleeing horses, Morys struggled for air as Aeddan stood over him and watched him labor. He couldn’t even make a move to help the man, so great his hatred and disgust. Morys had finally demonstrated what he was fully capable of, and that greed had ultimately destroyed him.

As Morys’ breathing began to grow unsteady, Aeddan knelt down beside him and watched his chest rise and fall for the last time.

“I hope you can still hear me,” he rumbled. “If there is any justice in this world, I have seen it served tonight. You received exactly what you deserved.”

With that, he stood up and walked away, moving to the open gates to watch Blayth and Asmara as they disappeared into the night. In truth, the more he thought on what Asmara had told him, the more hope and even happiness he felt for Blayth. A man who had been the prisoner of a vile beast, fed lies and kept like a prized animal, now had the chance for true freedom. Whether or not it was at the head of a rebellion was no longer the issue.

The man had a chance to find himself, and Aeddan hoped for the best. When he told his brother what had happened, Pryce hoped for the very same thing.

They could only pray for the best for a man they looked upon as a brother, English or Welsh.

Godspeed, Blayth.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Castle Questing

Northumberland, Seat of the House of de Wolfe

William hadn’t been aware of just how long he’d been staring at the missive from his daughter. The faded yellow vellum sat on his massive desk, illuminated by the light from two banks of candles, one on either side of the table. He always kept the desk well-lit because his eyesight wasn’t what it used to be.

Hell, he’d lost his left eye in Wales over forty years ago, and he’d learned to compensate. But now as the years advanced and his body grew older and more tired, his one remaining eye wasn’t very good. He had difficulty reading and, sometimes, difficulty seeing the smaller details in things. But he pretended like everything was fine. He always pretended that everything was fine because he didn’t want his family to worry over him, but worry they did.

His family.

He’d sat staring at that vellum, pondering the contents with a mind that wasn’t quite apt to believe what he’d just read. He’d had to read it four times before setting it aside and simply staring at it. He didn’t want to believe any of it, but he knew that his daughter, Penelope, wouldn’t lie to him and he further knew she wouldn’t have sent the missive unless she had just cause.

That was what the missive was all about – his family.

As William pondered the contents of the missive, he realized that every part of his body was aching with stress and anxiety as a result. Damnation! He thought. He’d allowed the contents of the missive to get past his logical mind and into his veins, where it would pulsate through him and turn his shock into a physical manifestation. If he wasn’t careful, it would tear him apart. He could already feel it, pulling at him, tugging at his arms and legs and chest, and if he allowed it… God, if he allowed it… it could easily destroy him.

Nay… he’d come too far in his life, and he was too happy in his legacy, to allow anything to destroy him. He was William de Wolfe, the Earl of Warenton and the man known as the Wolfe of the Border. Nothing could destroy him.

Nothing but a missive bearing one name that had nearly sent him into oblivion.

James.

It just wasn’t possible. Five years after James’ death in Wales, to receive a message that suggested his son hadn’t died in Wales was foolish at best. Ludicrous, even, and stupid when all else failed. Outrageous! All of these words rolled through William’s mind as he looked at the missive. But in the midst of an explosion of adjectives, one small word also filled his mind, something that had the strength to push aside all of the others.

Hope.

But he couldn’t allow himself to feel any hope at all. It was preposterous. Furthermore, he couldn’t, and wouldn’t, tell his wife the contents of the missive because she, too, would be filled with the same stress and anxiety that he was.

William and his wife, Jordan, had ten children total, with nine living to adulthood, and only one of them lost as an adult – his beloved son, James. It was no secret in the family that William had never quite recovered from James’ death, which was why the missive from Penelope had him reeling. He’d never gotten over the guilt of having left his son behind when the English had retreated at Llandeilo. He had no body to bring home for James’ wife and mother to mourn, and that had made him feel so very weak and guilty.

And now this damnable missive, dredging it all up again.

He felt sick.

But he also knew he needed help. He needed the calm, rational eye of someone he trusted, so when he’d finished absorbing the contents of the missive, he stood up and collected the vellum, rolling it up tightly and holding it against his heart as if that somehow brought him closer to the son he’d lost. With the missive clutched to his chest, he quit the lavish solar of Castle Questing and headed to the upper floors of the enormous keep.

Castle Questing was William’s seat, and had been for forty years. Most of his children had been born here, as had many of his grandchildren, nieces, and nephews. The keep itself was more of a rectangular building, with three floors and more than two dozen rooms. There was more than enough space for a large family or two, and he shared the home not only with his wife and two of his sons, but he also shared it with another family.

In the days long past when he had served at Northwood Castle as the Captain of the Army, he’d had a dedicated knight corps of nine men. Paris de Norville was his closest friend, a man who also became family when four of William’s children married four of Paris’. Kieran Hage was also his closest friend, a bear of a man who had been third in command at Northwood, and a man who was also family by virtue of the fact that two of William’s children had married into the Hage family, including James.

When William had been granted Castle Questing by Henry III, he’d taken Kieran with him to help him establish his new seat, leaving Paris at Northwood as the Captain of the Army for the Earl of Teviot. But it didn’t matter that Paris was thirteen miles from William and Kieran; the men were as close as they’d ever been, and nothing could change that.

Nowadays, William and Kieran and their families still occupied Castle Questing. Considering Kieran had married Jordan de Wolfe’s cousin, Jemma, long ago, it made the families that much closer, so they were literally one giant family. William saw Kieran daily and had for the past forty years, through good times and bad, and even though William had brothers, he considered Kieran closer to him than a brother could ever be.

And that was why William was taking the missive to Kieran.

Taking the long flight of mural stairs up to the third floor of Castle Questing, William entered the east wing of the keep, a floor and section of the castle that was exclusively used by Kieran and his family. He was heading for Kieran’s chamber at the end of the corridor, a room with windows that faced northeast so Kieran could watch the sunrise. He didn’t move much from his bed these days, something William refused to acknowledge.

But he was the only one.

Everyone else had resigned themselves to the fact that Kieran was growing weaker by the day. His heart hadn’t been particularly healthy for the past several years. But only in the past year had they begun to see a steady decline in a man William had called the strongest man in the north.

In Kieran’s prime, there wasn’t a man in England or Scotland who could best him in feats of strength. A massive man with a big neck, broad shoulders, and hands of steel could rip men apart without the aid of a weapon, Kieran was an immovable object on the field of battle and had survived wounds that would have killed a lesser man. But this mountain of a man had a calm manner about him and always had; he was cool in any circumstance, cooler still in the heat of battle. He also possessed an ageless wisdom, something that William now sought. He needed Kieran’s level head to help him decide what to do about Penelope’s missive.

There were decisions to make and William feared he couldn’t be objective about them.

As he approached Kieran’s door, the panel opened and a small, round woman appeared. She had a tray in her hands and she closed the door behind her, glancing up to see William approach. Lady Jemma Hage had been a lush Scottish lass in her youth, and she was still lovely even in her advanced years. The fiery woman Paris had branded a banshee those years ago had been the rock of Kieran’s family, her strength beyond compare. William smiled when their eyes met.

“How is your husband today?” he asked.

Jemma’s forced smile told him something he didn’t want to know. “He is eating better,” she said in her thick Scots accent. “He finished his entire nooning meal. He hasna done that in a while.”

William looked at the tray she was carrying; there was a small empty bowl, a wooden plate with crumbs, a cup, and little else. To him, it didn’t look as if there had been much food to begin with, but he didn’t say anything. He simply smiled.

“Good,” he said. “He shall be back on his feet in little time. May I see him?”

Jemma’s smile faded. Like everyone else at Questing, she knew that William was in denial of Kieran’s health. To him, Kieran was simply resting and would soon resume his place as the commander of the de Wolfe armies. But it wasn’t the case, and Jemma as well as Jordan had tried to tell William that.

He simply wouldn’t listen.

“Ye may,” she said. “But I must speak tae ye first.”

William’s expression lost its warmth. If she was going to say what he thought she was going to say, then he didn’t want to hear it.

“What is it?” he asked warily.

Jemma sighed faintly, seeing that William was already on his guard. “William,” she said quietly. “I know ye dunna want tae hear this, but ye must know that the physic says that Kieran is growing weaker. We’ve been trying tae tell ye this, but…”

As she knew he would, he averted his gaze and pushed past her. “He is not,” he said, cutting her off. “He is simply growing old; we are all growing old. It is age and nothing more.”

Jemma reached out and grabbed his arm before he could get past her. “Would ye stop?” she hissed. “I know ye dunna want tae hear such things and surely, I dunna want tae say them, but Kieran will not rise from his bed as ye hope. The physic says his heart… ye know he has a bad heart. It is only a matter of time now before…”

William cut her off again, yanking his arm out of her grip. “It is not true,” he said, moving to the door. “I cannot believe you.”

“William,” Jemma snapped as he put his hand on the door latch. “Ye’re only making this harder. Ye need tae accept that Kieran is dying. Do ye think it doesna pain me tae say so? Do ye think I want tae lose the man I’ve loved most of my life? For my sake, ye must stop pretending everything will be okay again. Ye drive a stake through my heart every time ye do.”

William paused at the door, his jaw ticking faintly as he listened to Jemma spew things he refused to believe. His hand was on the latch but he didn’t open it. Gradually, his hand came away and he turned to Jemma.

“Please, Jemma,” he said hoarsely. “I cannot… I cannot face this.”

“And ye think I can?”

William’s jaw continued to flex. “You are giving in to the physic’s opinion. He is not God. He does not know everything.”

“He knows enough tae know that my husband is dying.”

William’s jaw stopped flexing as she laid bare the truth of the matter. It was so very difficult to hear. “I… I simply cannot believe it.”

Jemma understood. William was very attached to Kieran, and Kieran to him. The older the two became, the deeper their connection.

“Ye must,” she said quietly. “Not facing the truth will not change things.”

William closed his eye as if to ward off what she was saying. He knew she was right, but he didn’t want to agree. He simply couldn’t.

“I met Kieran when I was quite young,” he said after a moment, realizing there was a lump in his throat. “I am sure you have heard the story. He and Paris and I were all fostering together at Kenilworth, with the same master, before our master moved to Northwood Castle to serve the Earl of Teviot. We all came to Northwood together, including Kieran’s brother, Christian. I think I was ten years and four; so was Paris. Kieran was a year younger, and Christian was not quite nine years of age. Even back then, Kieran was a lad of considerable strength. Paris and I would go around making bets with the other squires that Kieran could wrestle them to the ground and we made a good deal of money off of Kieran’s strength. But then, our master heard what we were doing and punished us. He took all of the money we had earned from the bets, telling us that the money belonged to him and not to us. Did Kieran ever tell you about that?”

Jemma was listening to the story with a faint smile on her lips. “He has told me some of it, but not all of it,” she said. “He said ye whored him out.”

William burst into soft laughter. “We did,” he said, his white teeth flashing. “God help us, we did. And he went along with it, the big dolt that he is. But even then… even then, Jemma, I knew that Kieran and Paris and I would be friends forever. There are some people who mark your heart like that. Kieran has always been the brother I wish I had and the thought of losing him… I cannot face it.”

Jemma’s smile faded as she saw William tear up. He was emotional in his old age. “I cannot pretend tae know the bonds of men who have faced life and death together,” she said quietly. “All I know is that the bond they share is as strong as anything I’ve ever seen, and I know Kieran feels the same way about ye. If avoiding the truth is the only way ye can deal with the situation, then I’ll not fault ye. But Kieran knows his time is limited and he worries about what will happen when he leaves us all behind. All I ask is that ye dunna worry him needlessly about it. If he sees that ye’re strong and accepting, it willna make him so anxious.”

William sighed heavily and hung his head for a moment. There was a simple but powerful truth in her words. Finally, he nodded.

“I understand,” he said softly.

Leaving Jemma standing in the corridor with her tray of dishes, William opened the chamber door and stepped inside. He immediately spied Kieran, lying on a very large bed that faced the windows, and he could see three small boys crowded up on the side of the bed as they spoke to Kieran.

William forced a smile, seeing three of his grandsons. They were also Kieran’s grandsons, as William’s daughter, Katheryn, had married Kieran’s son, Alec. Edward was the oldest, at nearly ten years of age, followed by Axel, who was eight, and Christoph, who was five. Edward was the spitting image of William, while Axel and Christoph looked much more like Kieran’s side of the family. As William approached the bed, Christoph ran towards him.

“Poppy!” he cried. “They have my sword and will not give it back!”

William took Christoph’s hand as he came next to the bed to see, exactly what was going on. Kieran was holding a small sword, very dull, with Edward and Axel looking at William quite innocently.

“We were showing it to Kee,” Edward insisted. They called Kieran “Kee”, something Edward had called him when he’d been very young because he could not pronounce his grandfather’s name. It was a pet name that all the children called their grandfather. “Axel gave Christoph the sword, but Kee thinks it is too heavy for him.”

William recognized the sword he’d had made for Edward when the lad was quite young, something Edward had given to Axel, and now Axel had given it to Christoph. He held a hand out to Kieran, who handed it over. He pretended to feel the weight of it.

“It is rather heavy for a young lad,” he said to Christoph. “Axel, why did you give this to your brother without permission?”

Axel frowned, looking very much like Kieran in that gesture. “Because I want a new one,” he declared. “Edward got a new sword, so why can I not have a new sword?”

William looked at Kieran, who simply shook his head. “All young men want the latest and finest weaponry,” he said. “We did.”

It was true, but William didn’t want to get into an argument with his grandsons, not when he needed desperately to speak with Kieran. He handed the mock weapon back to Axel.

“You will not give this to your brother without permission,” he said. “If I find Christoph with it, I will take it away from you both. Is that clear?”

Axel nodded solemnly, as did Christoph, but Christoph was starting to cry. He began to wipe his eyes furiously.

“Can I not have it, Poppy?” he asked, rather pathetically.

William was quite a pushover for his grandchildren, so it was difficult to stand tough against them. He had to force himself.

“Not that one,” he said. “Mayhap I shall commission a new one for you, one that is not quite so heavy for you.” When Christoph’s tears instantly disappeared, William motioned to the door. “Go, now. I must speak with Kee.”

There was grumbling all the way to the door as Axel wanted to know why Christoph would get a new sword, but not him. He was the one who wanted a new sword, anyway. When they started squabbling next to the door, William cleared his throat loudly and pointed to the door again, and they quickly disappeared through it. As the door shut on the complaining grandsons, William turned to Kieran.

“I told you not to spoil them so much,” he said. “Now they all want swords?”

Kieran grinned. “Doesn’t every man?”

“They are not men yet.”

“They have Hage and de Wolfe blood. They were men the moment they were born.”

William cocked an eyebrow. “And excellent point,” he said. Then he paused a moment, scrutinizing Kieran. The man looked pale and his breathing was labored as it always was these days, but the dark eyes were still bright. “Your wife says you have had a good day today. How do you feel?”

Kieran shrugged. “The same,” he said. He pointed to a stool near the bed. “Sit down. Visit with me a while. All I have had is children and women to talk to this morning.”

William snorted as he pulled up the stool and planted his big body on it. “I have actually come on business,” he said, his humor quickly leaving him. “Serious business, Kieran. I received a missive from Penny today.”

Kieran’s eyebrows lifted. “Lady de Shera? What does she have to say?”

William thought to tell him, but he couldn’t quite put it into words. Instead, he handed over the missive to Kieran, who took it curiously. William sighed heavily and averted his gaze, so Kieran unrolled the missive, turned it towards the light, and began to read.

William dared to look up a few moments later, when Kieran was about halfway through, and he saw the man’s eyes widened. It was Kieran’s daughter, Rose, who had been married to James at the time of his death, so Kieran had a stake in this almost as much as William did. Kieran read through it once and then started a second time, now reading the missive aloud.

“… the utmost importance that I relay to you the following information told to Chris de Lohr by Corbett Payton-Forrester, who was the garrison commander for William de Valence at Gwendraith Castle until the Welsh captured it. Corbett has told Lord de Lohr of a new wave of Welsh rebellion moving through Southern Wales, led by a man who is rumored to be the bastard son of Llywelyn the Last. He is rallying the Welsh and already several castles have fallen to the rebels. Upon the capture of Gwendraith Castle, Corbett was taken prisoner by this son of Llywelyn. He has met the man, and seen his face, and has told Chris that he believes this new Welsh leader to be none other than my brother, James. He has begged Bhrodi to come to Lioncross Abbey to discuss this new threat and Corbett’s assertion that the new Welsh leader is my brother that we believed dead. We are leaving on the morrow, but you must come to Lioncross, too, Papa. If this new Welsh leader truly is my brother, then you must come immediately. My love to you and Mama, Penelope.”

Hearing the missive read aloud did something to William; the shock he’d experienced after reading it for himself was replaced by a massive measure of apprehension. There was something about hearing it in Kieran’s calm, deep tone that sent bolts of anxiety through him and he stood up, unable to sit because his body was beginning to twitch. He began to pace over towards the windows.

“It must be a ghost,” he finally said, “a phantom dredged up by the Welsh to throw the English off-balance. It is no secret that James died in Wales. We were all there, Kieran. I held him and you held him. He was dead.”

Kieran could hear the edginess in William’s voice, the uncertainty as well. “We certainly thought he was,” he said. “Paris said he was.”

William made it to the windows, looking out over his beloved Castle Questing. “Christ,” he finally hissed. “The guilt I felt at leaving James behind. The anguish I went through, that I still go through, not having brought my son home. You know this to be true, Kieran, and now this? Why would Corbett Payton-Forrester, whose father is a good friend of mine, say such a thing? Has he no idea how this will hurt my family?”

Kieran’s gaze moved back to the yellowed parchment. “William Payton-Forrester is a man beyond reproach,” he said. “He has raised his sons in the same way. You know Corbett; he is a good man. He knew all of your sons, including James. I do not think he would make a mistake on a subject as fragile as this one is. If he says that he has seen James, then mayhap you should take him at his word.”

William whirled around to face him. “This is madness. My son is dead.”

Kieran met his gaze. At the same time, he lifted up the parchment. “Is he?”

William stared at him. Then, the tears began to come as his mind allowed the possibility that what Corbett said was true. What if… what if… what if? With a growl, he closed his eye, warding off something that was both impossible and painful.

“Nay,” he hissed. “It cannot be. It is a mistake. James died in Wales five years ago. We all saw it; we saw it when we fled like cowards and the Welsh stripped my son of his de Wolfe tunic, waving it in the air like a victory banner as we left him behind. We saw it. I even went back to look for his body a year after the battle, and there was nothing. You know I went back for him, Kieran. I could not leave my boy there.”

Kieran could see the anguish in William’s expression. “I know you did,” he said. “You did all you could to recover him, but you were unable to. William, no one wants this to be true more than I do. You know I loved James like he was my very own son. When he married Rosie, I was overjoyed. No one understands your pain more than I do.”

“And now?” William demanded as he moved away from the window, coming towards Kieran. “Now what? I am so angry that I want to kill but, in the same breath, I feel such… such guilt. Christ, Kieran; what if he wasn’t dead when we left him in Wales? That very possibility has filled my nightmares and has left me sickened with the thought that I’d left my wounded son in Wales. I abandoned him. And now? My God… now, is it true?”

Kieran could only shake his head. “There is but one way to find out,” he said quietly. “Do as Penny asks. Go to Wales and see for yourself.”

William seemed to calm unnaturally fast at the simple, but truthful, words. He stared at Kieran a moment before retracing his steps back to the bed, sitting heavily once again on the stool. He suddenly looked very old and very weary.

“I knew that was to be my destiny the moment I read the missive,” he muttered. “If James is alive, really alive, then I must know. But… God, Kieran, what if he hates me for leaving him there? I do not know if I can survive such hatred from my sweet James.”

Kieran reached out, grasping William’s hand. He squeezed it tightly. “You must remember who you are speaking of,” he said. “We are speaking of a man who loved you more than anything on earth. He would understand why you left him behind.”

“Then why did he not come home?” William asked painfully. “If he did not die, and has survived these years, why did he not come home?”

“I do not know.”

“He had a wife and children here. Surely that would be enough to bring any man home.”

Kieran let go of his hand and sat back in his bed. “And that is another issue,” he said. “Rosie. She has since remarried and is very happy. I do not know how she is going to take this news.”

William shook his head. “Do not tell her, not until we know for certain,” he said. “Until I discover the truth, there is no reason to tell her. Right now, there are far too many questions with no answers. But should any of this be true, my fear of James’ hatred is all too real.”

Kieran sighed heavily. “You will not know anything until you go and discover the truth for yourself,” he said. “But whatever happens, William, know that you did all you could in Wales. Had there been another way not to leave James behind, we would have taken it. You cannot shoulder any guilt for that.”

William lifted his eyebrows, a gesture of resignation. “And yet, I do,” he mumbled. “I always will. But you are correct; I will not know the truth of Corbett’s report until I go to Lioncross and speak to him. Then I shall go to Wales and see for myself.”

Kieran squeezed his hand again. “And I wish I could go with you, with all my heart,” he said. “But alas, I am afraid I cannot make the journey. It is difficult for me to admit that, but it is the truth.”

Now they were on the subject of Kieran’s failing health and William exhaled sharply; he didn’t want to hear the defeatist tone in Kieran’s voice. “Mayhap you cannot make the journey, but you will be here when I return,” he said. “And if James is alive, I will not return without him.”

“When will you leave?”

“Immediately. As soon as I tell Jordan. I fear that my wife must be told of this.”

“Who will you take with you?”

William thought on his sons, men who were finer and stronger knights than he could ever hope to be. Each one, great in his own right.

“Scott is south, at his holding of Castle Canaan,” he said. “Troy is in Scotland, but he is not too far away should I need him. Patrick is at his garrison of Berwick Castle and Thomas is at his garrison of Wark Castle.”

“Thomas has not been there very long. How is he faring?”

William shrugged. “Well, from what Troy and Paris have told me,” he said. “I do not want to check on him for fear he will think that I do not trust him, so Troy and Paris have looked in on him. They say he is doing quite well, surprising from my youngest and sometimes grossly irresponsible son.”

Kieran smiled faintly; Thomas de Wolfe was the youngest son in a great family of knights and he had, indeed, been grossly irresponsible for much of his young life. But that had changed a few months ago when William finally gave him a command. For Thomas, it had been his moment to grow up, so the news was hopeful that he finally had. With the de Wolfe name, there was little choice.

“He’s had much to live up to, William,” Kieran said. “He just needed his moment to shine.”

“He will, I am sure.”

Kieran fell silent for a moment as he further pondered William’s coming journey. “When you go to Wales, take Scott with you,” he said. “Troy and Patrick have their hands full with Scots raids at the moment and should not leave their garrisons. Scott is the only one who could possibly spare the time, and you should not go alone to face this. Take Nathaniel, too. My youngest son knew James well, and I am sure that he would like to accompany you. Will you take him?”

William nodded faintly. “Nat is an excellent knight, like his father,” he said, “but I cannot take him with me. I will send him to Scotland to take over Troy’s garrison while Troy comes with me. Troy would never forgive me if I did not bring him with me.”

Kieran understood. The de Wolfe brothers were very close-knit. “And Patrick? If you take Troy, then you must take Patrick. He would be hurt if you did not.”

William knew that. “Alec is at Berwick,” he said, referring to Kieran’s eldest son. “He is perfectly capable of handling any situation while Patrick is gone.”

The situation was settled. “Very well,” he said. “Send Nat to Scotland and leave Alec at Berwick. But take a contingent of men with you when you go south. Eight hundred, I should think. You are heading into Wales, after all, and you do not want to go undermanned.”

William knew that. “I will,” he said. “Anything else, General?”

There was a twinkle in his eye when he said it. Kieran had been his second in command for a very long time, and he was the great organizer in such matters. William never had to worry with Kieran in charge of mustering the army.

But there was something more to that question, at least in Kieran’s view. He’d been watching his dear friend deny his health issues for several years, but never more strongly than he had as of late. Kieran was growing worse, but William refused to admit it. Now, with a months-long trip impending, they were reaching a crucial point in their relationship and, fearing that he might not be around when William returned, Kieran knew he had to speak what was on his mind and in his heart.

The time had finally come.

“Aye, there is,” he said. “I want you to listen to me without arguing. Will you at least do that?”

“I never argue with you.”

“You are doing it now.”

William chuckled. “Very well,” he said. “I will not speak another word. What else will you say?”

Kieran’s good mood faded. “What I am to say is very important,” he said. “There is a very good possibility that I will not be here when you return, William. The physic says my heart is growing worse by the day and there are times when I can hardly breathe. You know this. I know you do not want to acknowledge this, but you must. I have things that I need from you and I want to be assured that you will do them.”

William was looking at him with an expression of great sorrow. “Kieran…”

“William, please.”

William sighed heavily; he was cornered, and he knew it. “Very well. Continue.”

Kieran did. “I do not know what the future brings, so I must have my say,” he said, lowering his voice. “I have imagined this moment many times and thought of what I would say to you. What do you say to someone who has been closer to you than a brother? What do you say to someone who has meant everything to you, as much as you and I have meant to each other?”

William couldn’t help it; his eye began to fill with tears. “I do not know,” he said. “I have been asking myself the same thing.”

Kieran’s eyes began to grow moist and he reached out again, taking William’s hand and holding it tightly.

“I want to take a good look at you,” he said. “It will more than likely be my last look. And I want you to know that the day I met you was the best day of my life. I have watched you become the greatest knight England has ever seen, but your greatness as a knight cannot compare with your greatness as my friend. Nay, as my brother. You have always been my brother, William, and I want to thank you for everything. Life with you has been quite a journey.”

William’s tears were beginning to spill over, his head bent over his hands as he clutched Kieran’s fingers. “And I cannot imagine completing this journey without you,” he whispered. “I knew this time would come but I supposed I’d hoped we would die at the same time. I do not know what I am going to do without you, Kieran.”

Kieran put a big hand on his lowered head. “You will have Paris,” he said. “I realize that is a poor substitute for me, but he will have to suffice.”

William grinned through his tears. “A poor substitute, indeed,” he said. “He loves you almost as much as I do. He will miss you very much.”

Kieran smiled weakly. “He will not admit it,” he said. “But there is something more, William, something that is most important to me.”

“Name it and I shall make it so.”

“My wife. My passing will destroy her even though she pretends to be strong. You will make sure she is taken care of, please.”

“She is family. Of course I will take care of her; you need not ask.”

“And our grandchildren – you and I share several. In the years to come, make sure they remember me from time to time. Tell them… tell them how much I loved them.”

William’s tears flowed like rain. “I will, I swear it,” he said. “They will know how great their Kee was.”

“Kee,” Kieran chuckled softly. “I remember when Edward first called me that and it stuck. I hated it, but I could not shake it. Now, I love it. I want it to be the last thing I ever hear.”

William simply nodded, squeezing the man’s hand. “My tears are selfish tears, you know,” he said, wiping at his face with one hand. “I do not cry for you. You will go to sleep and when you awaken, you will find yourself young and strong again, and I envy that. I cry because I will be without you, and I will miss your quiet wisdom and your great strength. I do not know if I have ever told you that I love you, Kieran, but I do. I love you as deeply as a man has ever loved his brother and I swear to you that our grandchildren, and their children, will know of you. You will be well-remembered.”

Kieran’s dark eyes glimmered. “Thank you,” he murmured. “I am grateful.”

“Is there anything else?”

Kieran nodded. “Kevin,” he said. “I’ve not seen my son in quite some time, ever since he left for The Levant.”

William knew that. Kevin Hage, Kieran’s beloved son, had left England for The Holy Land because the woman he loved, William’s youngest daughter, Penelope, had married another man and Kevin had been unable to cope with the loss. He’d left for The Holy Land with Kieran’s blessing, but William knew how hard it had been for Kieran to let his son go.

“I know,” he said after a moment. “What would you have me tell him when I see him?”

For the first time, Kieran seemed to grow quite upset. “I never imagined that I would not speak with my son ever again in this life,” he said, fighting off tears. “Kevin is special to me. I love all of my sons very much, but Kevin… I understand him. He has a tender heart, something he tries so hard to protect, but he is simply incapable of hardening. I suppose that is what I love so much about him. William, when you see him again, will you tell him… tell him how much I loved him and how proud I was of him. No matter what, I was proud of him. I want you to tell him that my last thoughts were of him. Will you do this?”

William nodded. “I will.”

“Thank you.”

There wasn’t much more to say after that. They’d said everything they needed to. Kieran finally let go of William’s hands and opened up his arms, embracing William as they both found an outlet for their quiet tears. It was an embrace of everlasting friendship and of the bonds of brotherhood that could never be broken. When William finally released him, he kissed him on the forehead and stood up.

“You must know I have been dreading this moment,” he said. “I suppose that is why I have been avoiding this. I did not believe I could face it. But now… now I feel as if I have said what I needed to say. I am content, but I will say again how much I will miss you. I do not want to let you go.”

Kieran smiled weakly. “I know,” he said. “But I am tired, William. I am tired of being ill, of not being able to function as a normal man. I spend my days in this bed, remembering when I was young and strong and healthy. I do not like my family seeing me this way. It is no way for a knight’s life to end. I had always imagined that I would die a glorious death in battle, but it seems as if I am to die an old man in my bed.”

William was struggling not to weep again. Kieran had never spoken of his personal feelings on his health woes, so to know how much they affected him was difficult to hear. The powerful knight was no longer powerful; he was trapped by a dying body and deeply saddened for it.

“Is that so bad, dying in your bed?” he asked. “You have lived a full and wonderful life, Kieran. I do not mind the notion of dying in bed, with my wife by my side. I always thought the only glorious death would be the one in battle, but I have since changed my mind. A peaceful death, surrounded by my family, is more glorious to me. Mayhap it is the mark of a truly loved man.”

Kieran’s gaze moved to the windows that faced northwest. There was blue sky beyond in a warm autumn day. Memories of the years flashed in his mind, of him when he was young, and of William when he was young. They had, indeed, been glorious days, but what William said resonated with him – he was more content now than he’d ever been. And he had been fortunate enough to have loved deeply. After a moment, he tossed back the coverlet and put his feet on the ground.

As William watched, Kieran stood up, slowly and laboriously, and began to walk towards him. It wasn’t the usual proud gait that William remembered, but more of a shuffling gait from a man who shouldn’t even be out of bed. But William stood his ground as Kieran approached, looking the man in the eye when he came close. Kieran smiled faintly.

“I did not want your last memory of me to be as I lie in my bed,” he said, taking a deep breath to steady himself since his heart and lungs didn’t work well these days. “Remember me as I was, William. Remember me as the powerful knight who was honored to serve with you.”

William lost the battle against the tears once more. They streamed down his face. “I will,” he said. “It has been an honor to serve with you, also, Kieran Hage.”

Kieran nodded, feeling rather proud that he’d been able to face his friend on his feet one last time. “Now,” he said huskily. “Go to Wales and find your son. I will try to be here when you return, but if I am not, then this parting was well-made.”

William was trying to be brave about this, but he couldn’t seem to be. He couldn’t speak for the lump in his throat. Lifting his hand, he touched Kieran on the cheek.

“You will always be young and strong to me,” he whispered. “Godspeed, Kieran Hage. I will look forward to when next we meet again, in this life or in the next.”

With that, he turned and left the chamber, feeling more sorrow and anguish than he could imagine. It was true that all of the denial he’d had about Kieran’s health had hit him hard but, in the same breath, there was a satisfaction to the conversation. They’d said everything that needed to be said, and William could go forward now with his friend’s wise counsel. But, God, he missed him already.

Farewell, Kieran…
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Wales

The arrow wasn’t sticking out of her shoulder any longer, but Blayth knew that she must have been in a good deal of pain.

They were riding northeast beneath a dark pewter sky and a great silver moon that was beginning to set. Soon enough, it would disappear in the west and then the land would be as dark as pitch. Blayth knew they would have to find shelter before that happened, a place to tend Asmara’s wound.

He’d tried to do it as soon as they’d left Gwendraith, but Asmara was a strong woman. She’d ripped the arrow out of her shoulder and kept her hand against the wound, pressing it with the material from her tunic to stop the bleeding. She wouldn’t even let him stop so that he could get a look at the wound. She was concerned that men from Gwendraith might try to pursue them and she didn’t want them to catch up, so it was best to put as much distance between them and Gwendraith as possible.

Arrow wound be damned.

Therefore, they raced off into the night. Asmara’s young stallion was very fast, taking the lead as Blayth’s horse tried to keep up. To the south, they could see the rise of ghostly hills and to the north, it was mostly flat lands and forests. All of it was bathed in moonlight, which made the road easy to see. They were able to dodge things that, had it been a darker night, they would have tripped over.

Blayth mostly tried to stay on Asmara’s tail as she rode the horse at breakneck speed. She was only holding on with one hand as it was, the other one pressed tightly to her left shoulder, and he was genuinely fearful that she was going to fall off at some point, but his Dragon Princess remained strong. She held tight as they headed north, passing through smaller towns, and then letting the horses have their head on the long and barren stretches.

On they went, into the night.

Blayth wasn’t entirely sure how long they’d been running, but by the position of the moon, he guessed that it had been at least a couple of hours. The moon was so low now that it was beginning to dip below the horizon and he knew that they had to find shelter fairly quickly. On the road ahead, they could see a small village and they could smell the smoke from the dying fires. He managed to get his horse up next to Asmara’s and grab hold of her reins.

“We must stop,” he yelled over the rush of the wind. “Look; the moon is setting. We must stop for the night.”

Asmara looked pale and frightened. She was in panic mode, fleeing Gwendraith, fearful for her very life. They both knew what Morys was capable of and even though she’d hit the man with an arrow, she hadn’t really noticed where she’d hit him other than it had been up around his shoulders. After that, everything was a blur. As Blayth slowed the horses as they neared the edge of town, Asmara was very much starting to feel the pain of her wound. Now that the rush of fear had settled, the agony of a pierced shoulder was coming to the forefront. She groaned, leaning forward in the saddle as Blayth looked at her with concern.

The town was very small and Blayth was somewhat familiar with it since Brecfa, Morys’ stronghold was several miles to the west. He knew that there wasn’t a tavern to be found, but there was a church at the other end of the town, one that had been there since the Normans first came to Wales.

He led Asmara’s horse through the streets at a clipped pace as she increasingly gave in to the pain in her shoulder. Up ahead, illuminated by the setting moon, they could see the tower of the church, which was situated on a small hill. The tower itself was at least four stories, soaring above the countryside, while the church attached to it was long and rectangular, built from local stone and rubble.

As they drew closer, Blayth could see the churchyard with the stones atop the graves, a superstition to keep the dead from rising. There was a small structure to the rear of the church, housing of some sort, and Blayth took the horses into the churchyard and headed for the small house. Once they reached it, he slid from his horse and pounded on the door.

He had to pound on it at least four more times until he heard someone on the other side of the door. By this time, the moon was nearly down and the gnarled oak trees were casting great shadows, nearly blacking everything out. There was a small window in the heavily-fortified door that slid open.

“What’s wanting?” came a voice.

Blayth could hardly see anything as he peered at the small hole. “My lady has been injured,” he said. “We seek your help.”

There was no immediate reply and Blayth couldn’t tell if the person was looking at him or not. He leaned closer to the door, trying to see in the small window.

“Please help us,” he said. “My lady has a wound that needs tending. We… we have been attacked. Won’t you please help?”

More dead silence. As Blayth pondered what more to say, as he was trying not to frighten the person on the other side of the door, Asmara slid off her horse and marched up to the door.

“You are a priest,” she said irritably. “You cannot refuse to aid us. Open the door or I will start screaming. That will rouse everyone in town and they will wonder what you are doing to a woman that is causing her to scream. Is that what you want?”

As Blayth looked at her, shocked and amused, the small panel jerked shut and, suddenly, the door was being unbolted from within. When it lurched open, they found themselves looking at a small man with a care-worn face, wrapped in heavy woolen robes.

“A lady with a tongue of fire,” he said unhappily, looking at Asmara. “Who are you, girl?”

Blayth pushed into the small structure before Asmara could answer. He shoved the man out of the way, pulling Asmara along with him, and they found themselves in a two-room hut, dark and cold. The man, regaining his balance after being pushed aside, scurried after the pair.

“See here,” he said angrily. “What’s wanting?”

Blayth found a chair in the darkness and pushed Asmara down onto it. “I told you,” he said. “My lady has been injured in an attack. I would like hot water and wine if you have it, and bandages. I swear to you that we mean you no harm, but I must tend her wound.”

The man appeared quite put out. He frowned at the pair and prepared to order them out, but then he realized that would be futile. They were inside now, and it was clear that they intended to remain, so he had little choice. Angered, he shut the door and threw the bolt. Then he pointed to the hearth with just a few burning embers in it.

“Well?” he said. “If you want hot water, then put fuel on the fire. It’ll not burn all by itself.”

Grumbling to himself, the man went into the second room, pushing back heavy curtains that covered the doorway, and disappeared inside. Asmara looked up at Blayth, who wriggled his eyebrows in silent commentary of the irritated man, before turning for the hearth. He found the kindling right away, as it was scattered by the hearth, and he carefully placed it on the low-burning coals, blowing on it until the blaze began to take off. By the time the man returned from the other room, a decent fire was beginning to roar.

“Water is outside,” the man told Blayth snappishly. “Bucket is next to the door.”

As Blayth stood up from the fire, the man lit two fat tapers and a soft golden glow began to fill the room. Now that there was some illumination, Blayth could see that the room was packed to the ceiling with items – pots, clothing, broken pieces of furniture, and more. It took Blayth a moment to realize that among the clutter, he saw shields – English shields – as well as pieces of armor, satchels, saddlebags, and in one corner he saw a stack of weapons. Pikes, poles, and broadswords. He most definitely saw an array of English broadswords, more than likely worth a fortune, wedged into a corner and suffering from neglect.

It was an astonishing sight and he very nearly forgot about the water, but Asmara groaned when she shifted on the chair and leaned on the table that was next to her, so he quickly went about his tasks.

But those broadswords had his attention.

As Blayth ran out, Asmara tried to find a comfortable position leaning against the table but it was nearly impossible. Her left shoulder and entire arm were aching painfully, and she kept her hand over the wound area simply because she was afraid to ease the pressure. It seemed to feel better when her hand was firmly against it. She didn’t know how badly she’d been hit, but she knew it hurt a great deal.

As the fire in the hearth began to burn brightly and the tapers lit up the chamber, Asmara began to see what Blayth had seen. More clutter and possessions and weapons than she’d ever seen outside of an armory; there were several big shields stacked up, partially covered by what looked to be tunics or banners, and the broadswords in the corner glistened weakly in the light. The sight was almost enough to distract her from her pain.

“What is this place?” she asked the man, who was fumbling with something over by another table. “Why do you have all of these… these things?”

The man didn’t answer her directly. He glanced over his shoulder at her. “They are mine,” he said. “Tell me your name.”

Asmara hesitated. “Morwenna,” she said, giving him the name of her mother because it was the first thing that came to mind. “Who are you?”

“I am Jestin.”

“Are you the priest here?”

He nodded. “Aye,” he said. “Who is your man?”

Asmara didn’t want to give Blayth’s name away, either. “James,” she said, wincing as she spoke because it was also the first name that came to mind, and probably not the best name to give. In order to head off any further questions, she pushed forth with an explanation. “We were traveling north to… to see his family and we were attacked.”

Jestin had things in his hands as he headed over to the fire and pulled forth one of the iron arms that were used for hanging pots over the flame. He had a small pot in his hand and hung it on the arm, but Asmara noticed that he was also holding a small sack of some kind. There was already something in the pot, but she couldn’t see what it was, and she watched curiously as he sprinkled something from the little sack into the pot. Using a stick leaning on the wall next to the hearth, he stirred whatever was in the pot.

Asmara couldn’t help but notice that the man really didn’t have much to say. He seemed very annoyed with their intrusion, but that couldn’t be helped. Unsure of what more to say to him, her attention inevitably returned to the beautiful broadswords pushed into the corner. Dusty, and dulled with neglect, there was no mistaking their beauty.

“Did someone give those for safekeeping?” she asked. “Those weapons, I mean.”

Jestin was over at his table, his back turned to her as he ripped up material. Asmara could hear him tearing at it.

“You might say that,” he said. “Tell me why you were attacked.”

He was deliberately changing the subject, the second time she’d asked a question about all of the things he had stacked up in the corners, and the second time he avoided giving her an answer. Asmara was coming to think he simply didn’t want to speak of it, and the truth of the matter was that she and Blayth had barged in on the man, and threatened him, so she didn’t blame him for not being friendly.

But she really didn’t care. As long as they had some shelter, and she was able to tend her wound, that was all that mattered. They’d be gone in the morning, anyway, and their whole visit would have been forgotten.

“I do not know why we were attacked,” she said after a moment. “An arrow hit me. That is all you need be concerned with.”

Jestin glanced over his shoulder again, his dark eyes appraising her, but Asmara looked away, gazing into the fire. Much as he didn’t want to speak on his massive collection, she didn’t want to discuss why she’d been hit with an arrow, so silence seemed best at this point.

They’d come to a stalemate.

The entry door burst open and Blayth appeared, lugging a big bucket of icy water from the well. He headed straight to the hearth, taking a knee beside it and looking at all of the cluttered mess around the hearth until he came to an iron pot that was sitting off to one side.

He pulled it forth, peered inside of it, and then took the hem of his tunic to wipe it clean, again and again. When he was satisfied that it was clean enough, he poured the water into it and set it upon the coals.

“I am sorry I took so long,” he said, “but I took a few moments to tend to the horses. While the water is warming, I should take a look at your shoulder. Does it hurt very much?”

Asmara looked up at him and he could see the answer to his question in her eyes, even though he knew she would never admit it.

“Nay,” she lied. “Not very much.”

He didn’t contradict her. The Dragon Princess was strong in so many ways, and he would not diminish that strength, but he watched her grimace as he moved her hand away from the wound. Then he began peeling back the fabric of her tunic, getting a look at a puncture wound that was just below her left collarbone. She turned her head away as he bent lower to get a good look.

“It does not look as if it is too terribly deep,” he said, “but it needs to be cleaned out.”

Gingerly, he pulled out a piece of fabric from the surface of the wound, part of her tunic that was torn off when the arrow pierced her. As he looked closer, he realized there was another head close to his and he looked to see their host standing next to him, also peering curiously at the wound. He could feel the man’s hot breath on his neck as he scrutinized the wound quite closely.

“We will need the wine to wash the wound clean,” the man finally said. “I have brought all that I have. We will also need to stitch it closed. I have is sewing kit.”

Blayth didn’t like the fact that the man was so close to Asmara, but he tolerated it for the moment. “I agree,” he said. “What is your name?”

“Jestin,” Asmara said; her head was turned and her eyes were closed because she didn’t want to see the gaping hole in her shoulder. “This is Father Jestin. I have introduced us as Morwenna and James.”

Blayth looked at her rather curiously for a moment, realizing she had given the priest fake names. Still, he understood why; she didn’t want to involve the priest in their troubles and she didn’t want the man to be able to give their true names if Morys and other Welshmen came looking for them. That seemed dangerous. Therefore, he kept that in mind as he watched the priest scrutinize Asmara’s wound.

The man who could help them… or very well condemn them.

But he didn’t seem like he was in the mood to condemn. In fact, after his initial irritation at their intrusion, he’d settled down dramatically. Now, he seemed very interested in Asmara’s wound.

“I have something to help her,” he finally said, rushing off to another cluttered corner of the chamber. “I read a treatise on Arabic potions and it had the knowledge of a healing mixture that keeps away fever and disease. A rotten brew, it is called. I have made it before.”

Blayth didn’t like the sound of that. “Rotten?” he repeated. “And it is supposed to help?”

Jestin nodded eagerly. “Aye,” he said. “It cures all ailments, or at least most of them. I have given some to the people of the village who were in need and the results are miraculous.”

Blayth was leery but, at this point, he was willing to allow it. He and Asmara had a long journey ahead of them and he didn’t want her suffering or ill along the way. He couldn’t bear it if something happened to this brave woman because of him.

As Jestin fussed over in the corner by the light of a single taper, Blayth turned to Asmara as she sat, still leaning against the old table. He felt extremely guilty about what had happened and, in truth, he hadn’t really thought about it until now. He’d kept the visions of Morys’ actions pushed aside because the more important task had been to reach safety. But now, he had time to think about it. They were safe for the time being, Asmara was about to be tended, and he struggled not to let the guilt of it all consume him.

“You were very brave, cariad,” he finally said, kneeling down beside her. “It is strange… I am not accustomed to anyone fighting my own battles, but that is what you have done. You stood up to Morys in my defense and I am both awed and grateful. But please know how sorry I am that it ended with an arrow in your shoulder.”

Asmara turned to look at him, feeling the warmth from the man. There was so much warmth between them now that it was present every time they looked at each other, in their expressions as well as in their touch. She could see in his expression how grateful he was and she put her hand up, cupping his bearded jaw.

“I would do it a thousand times over,” she murmured. “He was trying to turn the men against you and I would not let him do that.”

He put his hand over hers, turning to kiss her palm sweetly. “You are my champion,” he said softly. Then, he eyed the priest over in the corner. “What did you tell him?”

Asmara turned as well, her gaze falling on the man who was busily doing something. “Not much,” she whispered so the priest couldn’t hear. “I did not want to give him our real names for fear that Morys might be tracking us.”

Blayth thought back to the moment he saw Asmara’s arrow hit Morys in the neck. “I do not think that will be possible,” he muttered. “Your aim was true.”

“What do you mean?”

“I believe you killed him. If the arrow did not, then we certainly did when we fled and trampled him.”

Her eyes widened. “I… I did not see,” she said. “The arrow was in my shoulder and that was all I was concerned with. I did not see what happened after it hit me.”

He kissed her hand again. “He would have killed us,” he said. “I have no doubt. What you did, you did to protect our lives. There is no dishonor or shame in that.”

Asmara thought on the moment she was hit with Morys’ arrow, the moment that her own arrow was accidentally released. She really hadn’t been aiming at the time, but if she hit her uncle, she realized that she did not regret it. Blayth was right; Morys would have killed them both.

“I never thought I would see him do such a thing,” she said truthfully. “I do not understand why he would… wait… that is not true. I do understand. Morys has always been selfish and deceitful. My own father will not speak ill of his brother, but I do not have such restraint. He was going to kill you to keep you from leaving him.”

“I know.”

“I would not have believed it had I not seen it for myself.”

Blayth simply nodded, thinking on Morys and how the man had been both a blessing and a curse to him. “It occurred to me that he started seeing me as a possession,” he muttered. “He saved my life. Therefore, it was his view that I should belong to him. I suppose I have always seen that in him, but never more so when you and I were coming to know one another. He did not like that my attention was somewhere other than on his goals.”

Asmara could see some regret in his expression. “The only decent thing my uncle ever did was save your life,” she said. “But even then, it wasn’t with altruistic intentions. Still… for the fact that he did save your life, I cannot hate him completely. But for what he tried to do tonight – I can never forgive him.”

Blayth simply kissed her hand again, catching sight of Jestin as the man came away from his table and moved in their direction. Blayth stood up, Asmara’s hand still in his, protectively, as he looked curiously at the things the man was carrying with him.

“What do you have?” he asked.

Jestin had quite a few items which he began sitting down on the table – an empty wooden cup, a half-full wooden cup, a wad of linen rags that he’d torn up for bandages, an earthenware bottle of wine, a slender iron bar that was several inches in length, and a sewing kit with needle and thread. All of these things ended up on the table beside Asmara as Jestin went to the pot he’d put above the flames, which was now beginning to steam. Removing the pot, he carefully poured the milky contents into the empty cup he’d brought with him.

“Now,” he said, handing Blayth the cup. “Have your woman drink this. Quickly, now – she must drink it all.”

Blayth eyed the cup. “What is it?”

“Something for the pain.”

Blayth continued to eye the cup. After a moment, he looked up at the priest. “Tell me what is in it. I will not give her an unknown potion.”

Jestin glanced at him. “Poppy,” he said, his annoyance returning. “There is poppy in the goat’s milk. Make her drink it. It will take away her pain.”

Blayth still didn’t like it. He extended the cup back to him.

“Take a sip from it,” he growled. “Prove to me that there is no poison in it.”

Jestin sighed sharply, took the cup, and promptly took a sip. Then he shoved it back at Blayth.

“You came to me for help,” he said. “If you did not want it, then I can just as easily sit by and do nothing.”

He had a point. Trust didn’t come naturally to Blayth, but he had little choice because he needed the help. Moderately convinced that the priest wasn’t out to harm Asmara, he turned and gave her the cup.

“Drink this down,” he said, putting it in her right hand. “He says it will help your pain.”

Asmara had been watching the entire exchange, including the moment when Blayth forced the priest to drink the goat’s milk potion. She was very touched by the way Blayth was watching out for her and she took the cup and drained it. The milk was warm and lovely, but she could taste something in it, something bitter. Licking her lips, she handed him back the cup.

“Why should he have poppy on hand?” she whispered. “Is he a physic also?”

“When the town’s folk need help, they come to me,” the priest said. He’d heard her question. “Either they need my prayers or my potions. Surely that is why you were sent to me, isn’t it?”

Blayth shook his head. “We were not sent to you.”

That seemed to surprise Jestin. “You weren’t?”

“Nay.”

“Then… you simply found me?”

Blayth nodded. “There is no tavern in the village and with the lady being injured, this was the most logical place to come.”

Jestin’s gaze lingered on him for a moment. “Then God must have been speaking to you,” he said. “He has brought you here, to me, because He knew I could help the lady.”

Blayth wasn’t so sure why that seemed like such a miracle that they should have come to the church in their hour of need, so he didn’t reply. He was simply glad that Asmara was receiving care.

In fact, for a man who had reluctantly admitted them into his residence, the priest had moved past that annoyance and was taking charge of Asmara’s care. He seemed very confident about it. After ensuring she drank the milk with the poppy in it, he approached her with a small dagger and tore away the tunic around the wound.

“Ah,” he said as he inspected the puncture. “It is not too deep, but it must be cleaned. Be still, lady, and this will go quickly.”

Asmara looked at him warily. “What are you going to do?” she demanded. “And why are you doing this? I did not give you permission to touch me.”

Jestin immediately stood up, looking at Blayth and pointing to Asmara. “Then you tend this ungrateful woman,” he said. “I can promise you have not tended nearly as many wounds as I have, but go ahead. Make a mess of her and I will not stop you.”

Frankly, Blayth wasn’t very good tending battle wounds. He’d seen many, of course, and could make do in rendering basic aid, but the tending of the wounded had always fallen to other men who were more specialized in it. In spite of his brusque manner, Jestin seemed much more comfortable around potions and needles. Blayth was confident in many things, but healing wasn’t one of them.

“Were you once a physic?” he asked. “Is that why you have potions and know so much about healing?”

Jestin lifted his skinny shoulders. “I read,” he said. “I read a great deal. I have treatises and books and documents from all over our world that tell of many things, so I have learned much. You have seen my collection of treasures; there is a good deal of information in these treasures and I have memorized it all. When anyone is wounded in the village, they come to me because they know I can heal them. That is why I asked if you had been sent.”

Blayth shook his head. “As I told you, no one sent us,” he said. “If you have knowledge on healing, then I would ask you to tend the lady. She will be still for you, I swear it. But know that I shall be watching everything you do and if I am not satisfied, you will not live to see the dawn.”

Jestin gave him an expression that suggested he wasn’t intimidated by the threat. “You will be satisfied,” he said. “And then you and your ungrateful wife will leave me and never return.”

It seemed like a fair deal, so Blayth nodded and Jestin returned to his position over Asmara. She didn’t seem thrilled by it, but she had little choice. She turned her head and closed her eyes as Blayth came up beside her, taking her good hand and holding it tightly as Jestin went to work.

Asmara did a good deal of grunting and wincing as Jestin picked bits of cloth from her wound, carefully, and periodically cleansing it with the wine. That seemed to hurt the most and she gasped whenever he poured the alcohol into the wound. Blayth held her hand tightly and had his arm around her shoulders, preventing her from moving around too much, as Jestin cleansed and picked. He took the iron stick-like implement and used the flat end of it to scrape out whatever debris he hadn’t been able to pick away. It had been excruciating for Asmara, who had her face buried in Blayth’s chest.

The cleansing and scraping seemed to go on for quite some time. Blayth was torn between anger that Jestin was causing Asmara pain, and gratitude that he was being so thorough. When the priest had finished picking and washing and scraping, he finally took a bone needle and fine silk thread and put six quick stitches in Asmara’s shoulder. She yelped a little, for it was clearly painful, but that was the extent of her visible pain.

When it was finally over, Jestin took the bandages he’d made and wrapped her shoulder up in them. The last step was to hand Blayth another cup that was half-full of a dark liquid that smelled horrific. He wanted Asmara to drink it, which she did, choking it down miserably because it tasted so badly. When Blayth handed the empty cup back to Jestin, the priest pointed towards the doorway to the second chamber.

“In there,” he said quietly, gathering his things. “There is a bed in there. Put her there to rest.”

Blayth obeyed. Asmara was exhausted and in pain, and the poppy potion had made her extremely sleepy. Bending over, he swept her into his arms and carried her into the second chamber, which was far more cluttered than the first, but there was, indeed, a small cot shoved against the wall. A cat was sleeping on it and he swept the cat away with his foot, depositing Asmara onto the straw mattress. She was nearly asleep when he pulled the rough woolen blanket over her.

“Sleep now,” he whispered, kissing her on the forehead. “I shall be nearby should you need me.”

Asmara didn’t respond. Her eyes were closed and she was asleep already. Pain, exhaustion, and the poppy had seen to that. Blayth’s gaze lingered on her a moment before wandering out into the main chamber.

Jestin was wiping out cups and cleaning the iron implement with wine as he emerged and headed over to the blazing fire. Now that Asmara was tended, he hoped to get some sleep before the night was through but, upon reflection, he thought that was a ridiculous hope. He’d be awake all night in case Asmara needed him. He and the surly priest were about to keep each other company.

“I will pay you for your services before we leave,” he said. “I am grateful for your assistance.”

Jestin snorted as he wiped the iron implement. “As if I had a choice,” he said. “You burst in without invitation.”

Blayth couldn’t disagree. “You are fortunate that is all I did, considering you called the lady fire-tongued.”

“Well… she is.”

“She most certainly is, but that is not for you to say.”

Jestin continued to snort as he put his things away. “I will grant you the husband’s privilege of insulting your wife, but I will not apologize for what I said,” he replied. “She said you were attacked. Where did this happen?”

“Gwendraith,” he said. It wasn’t a lie, after all. “And before you ask me why we came so far before seeking help, we feared that we were followed.”

“Were you?”

“I do not believe so.”

Jestin began pulling out other things. It seemed as if the man was constantly busy, unable to remain still. The cat that Blayth had swept from the bed came slinking into the chamber and the priest petted the cat, putting it up on the table and pouring it some goat’s milk.

“She also said that you were going to visit your family,” he said. “Where are you from?”

Blayth didn’t know how to answer that, considering he didn’t really know himself. “North,” he said, simply because that was the direction they were traveling. He found his attention turning towards the broadswords in the corner again and he meandered in that direction, hoping to change the subject away from him. “How did you come by these swords? They are quite beautiful and expensive, I would imagine. Did someone give them to you?”

Jestin came away from the table in the shadows where he had been standing. He had two cups in his hand and held one out to Blayth as he approached. “Go on,” he said. “Take it. It is cider.”

Blayth complied. He sniffed it before taking a drink of quite possibly the most potent alcohol he’d ever had the misfortune to drink. It was like a stream of fire going down his throat.

“God’s Bones,” he muttered. “That is cider?”

Jestin nodded. “I make it myself from the apples in the orchards surrounding Sanctiadd.”

“What is Sanctiadd?”

“My church.”

“I see,” Blayth said, taking another sup of cider and trying not to cough. “You make liquid fire from those apples.”

Jestin gave him a lopsided grin. “Mayhap,” he said. “Usually, I drink alone. It is rare I have someone to share it with. Even though you barged into my home and were rude, I forgive you. Now you will sit down and tell me of your journey. Your lady will sleep for a long while, so we will have time to converse.”

Blayth planted himself on a stool near the hearth, a small thing against his considerable size. “There is not much to tell of our journey, other than the attack,” he said. “I am more interested in knowing about all of these things you have collected. If I am not mistaken, you also have English shields against the wall.”

The potent liquid fire had the effect of loosening Jestin’s tongue because he had already downed nearly his entire cup, indicative of a man who was used to the strong drink.

“They are indeed English,” the priest said, moving to pour himself more of the cider. “You could say that I am the Keeper.”

Blayth looked at him. “The Keeper of what?”

Jestin glanced at the man. “Of what you see,” he said. “I am the Keeper.”

“But where do you get it?”

Jestin brought the pitcher over to Blayth and poured more into his cup. From the tension they’d endured since pushing their way into the residence to the relative peace of the moment, it seemed rather strange to Blayth that they were now drinking together like old friends, but he went along with it. He was glad he didn’t have to spend the entire night protecting an injured woman from an irate priest.

“I get it from the battles in this valley and others,” Jestin said as he plopped down onto a chair that nearly gave way because he sat down so hard. He steadied the chair and himself before continuing. “This entire valley has seen many battles and there are always things left behind. Sometimes there are battles to the south, at castles along the southern hills, and sometimes I go there, too. When I hear of them, I go. I gather what I can and bring it back here for safe keeping.”

Blayth thought that was an extremely odd thing to do. “But why?”

Jestin pondered the question as he slurped his cider. “Why not?” he said. “These are the fragments of men that must be guarded. These represent men who have died in senseless ways. These are the remnants of lives and, in God’s eyes, they must never be forgotten.”

It was a touching thing to say and, in a sense, Blayth could understand. “So… you keep these to remind God of the men who owned them? Of the men who died?”

Jestin nodded. Then, he peered more closely at Blayth, studying the man in the firelight. “You look as if you have been badly wounded in battle,” he said, gesturing to the left side of his head. “You speak slowly, as if the damage is lasting. What happened to you?”

Blayth wasn’t sure how much to tell him. “I do not remember,” he said honestly. “It was a terrible battle and I was wounded, but I was eventually healed. It took time.”

“Then you understand when I say that these remnants of battle must be preserved. They are tributes to the dead.”

Blayth nodded slowly. “I understand,” he said. “There are a good many English remnants here as well as Welsh.”

Abruptly, Jestin stood up and went over to the great clutter against the far wall. He began to rummage through the wooden shields, once proud symbols of the men who had owned them, and he pulled one shield out to hold it up.

“Do you see this?” he said, displaying a blue and white striped tri-cornered shield. It was beautiful and well-made. “This is from Llandeilo. There was a great battle there a few years ago and the English army was badly destroyed. I found this near a dead de Valence knight. That is the Earl of Pembroke, you know.”

Llandeilo. Blayth’s heart began to pound when Jestin brought up that fateful battle, the one that had changed the course of his life. God, he knew so little about it, but hearing the priest speak of it, he was almost frantic to know what the priest knew. Had he seen anything? Did he witness the carnage?

What did the man know?

“I am aware of Pembroke,” Blayth said, sounding surprisingly calm. “You… you were at Llandeilo?”

Jestin carefully set the shield against the wall. “It is not far from here,” he said. “Panicked men came to tell me about it, so I took my cart and went to the battlefield.”

“Did you see the battle?”

He shook his head. “Only the aftermath,” he said. “Only when the English wounded were being killed and the Welsh were stripping the dead.”

Blayth wasn’t sure what more to ask the man even though he had a thousand questions on his mind. His speech simply wasn’t swift enough to keep up with them, so it was better if he kept his mouth shut and didn’t sound like a fool. But one prevalent thought came to the forefront – if the priest came after the battle, then the armies were already gone at that time. That meant the House of de Wolfe and the other English had retreated.

They would be heading north whilst the priest was heading south along the same road.

Did he see them?

“If you were heading to the battle when the English were retreating, the surely you saw their armies,” he said, feeling anxious and curious. “They must have come this way, heading to the Marches.”

Jestin was pulling forth another shield. “I saw them,” he said. “They were fleeing quickly. They left their wounded; I know because I saw them. It was a slaughter, I am afraid. The English were ambushed, you see, and they could not take the dead.”

Blayth stared at him. They could not take their dead. He had no idea that just those few words could mean so much to him. Morys had told him that he’d been abandoned and unwanted, cast aside by the English, but the priest was telling him otherwise. A man who had been there, and who had seen the carnage, was telling him something completely different.

So Morys had lied to him yet again.

“You are certain of this?” he found himself asking.

“There is no doubt,” Jestin said. “I saw them fleeing and they could only take what they could carry. They left wagons behind, animals, and the dead and wounded. I was able to save some of the wounded from the Welsh, who were killing them all, but there were so many more I could not save. So… I brought their fragments back with me to preserve them. With me, they are protected, and they are remembered. They are not the lost dead.”

He sounded sorrowful as he said it, a man who seemed to have no country boundaries. He was a man of God and that was all that mattered to him. Before Blayth could respond, Jestin held up a big shield, tri-cornered, with a dark green background, gold around the edges, and a black wolf head in the middle. The wolf had its mouth open and big fangs, a very fearsome head, indeed.

“See this shield?” he said. “Someone told me this is the House of de Wolfe. This is one of the greatest families in England. I have one of their tunics here, somewhere. They left a good deal behind when they fled.”

Blayth stared at the shield, feeling something strange wash over him. He couldn’t stop looking at the shield because there was something oddly familiar about it. He was certain he’d never seen it before – or had he? Either way, he had a very strange feeling when he looked at it, as if he knew it but didn’t know it. It was both confusing and mesmerizing. Before he realized it, he was on his feet, moving to the shield even as Jestin set it down. Blayth took the shield from him and held it up in front of his face, looking at it, feeling oh-so-unsteady as he did.

And then it hit him.

He’d seen the shield in his dreams.

When he realized that, he almost dropped the thing. It was the strangest sensation he’d ever known but, as he continued to stare at the shield, he knew for a fact that he recognized it now. He had seen it in his dreams.

A de Wolfe shield.

Oh, God.

“What you have done,” he said, his voice trembling, “is noble. That you would remember men who have been left on the field of battle is one of the greatest acts of kindness I have ever heard. I am sure that if their families knew, they would thank you.”

Jestin could hear the quiver in his tone and turned to see that he was still looking at the de Wolfe shield. He seemed oddly awestruck by it.

“Sometimes, they do thank me,” he said.

Blayth was still looking at the shield. “What do you mean?”

Jestin began to look around at the other things in his collection. “Sometimes the fathers come looking for their sons,” he said. “In fact, a year after the battle, an older knight came looking for his son. Some of the villagers had told him that I collect things from the battlefield, so he came to see if I knew of his son. Unfortunately, I did not. It has happened before, you know, men looking for their sons. But so far, I have never been able to help them. What I keep here with me are the bones of what once was. I do not deal with the living, or even the bodies of the dead. Just the bones of battle.”

Blayth set the shield down, feeling more emotion than he’d ever felt in his life. It was such a monumental moment to him in such an unexpected place. But something Jestin said stuck with him and the question that was poised on his lips was something he could barely force himself to ask.

But he had to.

For the sake of his soul, he had to.

“This older knight,” he whispered. “Who was he?”

Jestin was over by the broadswords now, pulling one forth. “He did not give his name,” he said. “But he asked if I knew of his son.”

“What was his son’s name?”

Jestin snorted, an ironic sound. “Your name, in fact,” he said. “James.”

Blayth’s breath caught in his throat. “Was… was he English?”

“He was,” he said. “He did look at my collection, in fact, and he saw the shields. He seemed to look at the one you were looking at, but he did not say anything about it. He did not ask to take it. I could not tell him about his son, so he simply went away.”

The de Wolfe shield. The old knight had been looking at the de Wolfe shield. Was it a sign that he was from the House of de Wolfe, looking for a lost son? Blayth closed his eyes, struggling with all his might not to weep because his eyes stung with tears. He turned away from the shields, the swords, and sat back down by the fire, laboring with everything he had not to break down.

You were left behind, Morys had said. You were unwanted. Was it possible that the older knight had been his own father, coming to look for the son he’d lost? How many other knights named James were at Llandeilo?

Something told Blayth that his father had, in fact, returned for him. He didn’t know why he should think so, out of all the men who had fought at Llandeilo, but his gut told him his father had returned.

My God, Blayth thought to himself. He came back for me.

Opening his eyes, he blinked away the tears, noticing his cup of cider nearby and he snatched it, draining it and feeling all of that liquid fire course into his belly. Jestin, however, was oblivious to his emotional turmoil, still rifling through the clutter he had in neat stacks against the wall. He had absolutely no idea that this conversation, and those few words he’d delivered, had such an impact on the man seated before his hearth. The clouds had parted, and the sun shone brightly now, the light of understanding and realization in that he hadn’t been abandoned.

He wasn’t unwanted.

Blayth poured himself another full cup of cider.

“Even if you could not help him find his son, I am certain that the families of the men who once owned these possessions appreciate what you have done,” he finally said, his throat tight with emotion. “I am sure it means more than you know.”

Jestin carefully replaced the broadswords, inspecting his collection before heading back to the hearth and his fire-breathing cider.

“I do it because there is something in me that demands it,” he said. “I do not do it for the men who war monger. I do it for their souls, so that in death, they will know some peace. But the bones of war are not all I gather – I collect a great many things, as I told you. I have collected many documents over the years, and many items in general. You saw that the other chamber is full of such things. I even write down legends and stories that I have heard, local stories told to inspire or frighten the children. I record them so that someday, men will know of the legends of our land and they will know of our greatness.”

Blayth cocked an eyebrow. “Then you are a scholar as well as a priest and a healer?”

Jestin nodded. “When I told you that I was a Keeper, I meant it. I keep many things.”

Blayth downed his second cup of cider, finding that it went down easier the more he drank.

“You are like the birds that collect food and twigs to build their nests,” he said. “You feather your nest with anything you can get your hands on, including the bones of war, as you have put it.”

Jestin nodded. “Now you see why I did not unbolt the door for you at the first. I have much to protect.”

“I do not blame you.”

Now, they both had at least two cups of the potent cider in them and tongues, as well as everything else, were loosening. Whatever defenses they’d had up between them were melting away as Jestin poured himself more liquor.

“I am sorry if we started out badly,” he said as he poured. “I am not the rude sort, but I am careful. These days, we must all be careful.”

Blayth nodded, his head buzzing with drink. “That is very true,” he said, thinking of Morys and how the man had lied and manipulated him. “We must be careful even with those we are close to.”

“You speak as if you have known betrayal.”

Blayth sighed heavily. “You could say that.”

Jestin studied him carefully for a moment, the enormous man with the scarred and damaged head.

“Tell me of yourself, James,” he said. “You seem to me like a man who has seen much in life. What great stories can I write about you?”

Blayth lifted the cup to his lips, but he was grinning. “You would not believe me if I told you.

“Try me.”

Blayth took a long drink of cider before looking at the man. Truth be told, the story of his life, or at least what he remembered of it, was something that folktales were made of. Morys had always insisted that he would be a legend in his own time, but Blayth didn’t really believe it. Perhaps as the real bastard son of Llywelyn, he might have been, but as James de Wolfe, an English knight who’d been used and manipulated by an ambitious Welsh lord, he really wasn’t anything at all.

But the tale of Blayth was a fascinating story.

Perhaps it was something worth remembering.

More cider, and a bit more prompting, and Blayth told Jestin the tale of Blayth the Strong, the bastard son of the last Welsh prince, and the greatest hero of all.

It was a story worthy of a legend.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


Asmara awoke to the sounds of snoring.

It took her a moment to realize what she was hearing and when her eyes opened, she had no idea where she was. Nothing was familiar. It was a badly cluttered chamber, with dust everywhere, and sunlight was streaming in from the cracks in a shuttered window.

Turning her head slightly, she realized that she was drooling. Wiping at her chin in disgust, she lifted her head, trying to determine where she was. More snoring drew her attention and she looked down to see Blayth sleeping on the floor next to her bed.

He was sleeping on his back, his mouth hanging open as he snored loudly enough to rattle his teeth. Then, he’d stop, as if he’d awoken himself, and shift around before falling into a deep sleep again. The snoring came back. Asmara watched this cycle go on for a few minutes, enough to bring a smile to her lips.

In truth, it was rather fascinating watching him sleep.

Moving around in the bed, she could feel the pain in her shoulder, but it wasn’t too terribly bad. Cautiously, she sat up, waiting for a great stabbing pain, but there was none. Sore, yes, but no agony. She sat all the way up, gingerly moving her left shoulder as much as she could, thinking she felt much better than she should given the seriousness of the wound. Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, she saw that she couldn’t get to the floor without stepping on Blayth.

The man would have to move.

He continued to snore and every time he did, she tapped him on the belly with her foot. He’d stop, shift, and then start snoring again. Finally, after five or six taps with her foot to his belly, he opened his eyes and just stared at the ceiling. Asmara wondered if he was even awake. But then, his eyes moved to her, slowly, until their gazes met. She grinned.

“You snore like an old dog,” she said.

He blinked and licked his lips. “Is that so?” he said hoarsely. “And you talk in your sleep.”

Her smile vanished. “I do not!”

“How do you know?”

She didn’t have a snappy retort for him so she turned her nose up. “That is not a nice thing to say.”

He grinned, pushing himself up so he was still lying back but braced up on his elbows. “You cannot imagine the things you said in your sleep,” he teased because she was fun to tease. “Scandalous things. I never knew you had such thoughts.”

She scowled. “I did not.”

“Of course you did,” he said. “But you spoke of your undying love for me, mostly.”

She looked at him, aghast. “I did no such thing!”

His face fell. “Then you do not love me?”

Her shocked expression transformed into something thoughtful, then embarrassed, then warm. The jesting mood of the conversation faded as something quite real took hold.

“I told you that I would marry you, did I not?” she said softly.

“That does not mean you love me.”

“Do you love me?”

She had turned it around on him but rather than get defensive, he smiled. “There is nothing about you that is not to love,” he said quietly, his sleepy eyes glimmering at her. “How do you feel?”

Asmara was touched by his words, warming her in ways she could not have imagined. His question had caught her off guard at first, but his reply had been honest and sweet. That giddy feeling swept her again, so strongly that she was nearly lightheaded with it.

“I feel wonderful,” she said. “And there is nothing about you that is not to love, either.”

It was a bold statement from a woman who was unused to speaking on her feelings. With a massive grin on his face, Blayth sat up all the way and reached out, cupping her face and bringing her lips to his for a sweet kiss. But their lips against one another sparked an immediate blaze, one that roared for a few seconds until Asmara lifted her left arm to put it around his neck. The moment she did so, a great pain bolted through her shoulder and she immediately gasped, dropping her arm.

“Are you well?” he asked, great concern on his features as he helped her hold her arm and shoulder still. “I did not mean for a kiss to injure you.”

Asmara shook her head. “It did not,” she said, holding her left arm against her chest. “I simply did not think. It really does not feel too badly, so long as I do not move it too much.”

He began to peel back the bandages to see if she tore the stitches. “Then we must make sure you do not move it until it heals,” he said. “It does not look like the stitches are torn. Jestin did an excellent job of tending the wound because it is healing very well already.”

Asmara was relieved to hear that. “That is good news,” she said. Then, she looked around the cluttered, dusty chamber. “Where is Jestin?”

Blayth yawned and stood up, scratching his head. “Probably in the church,” he said. “That seems to be where he goes in the morning.”

Asmara looked up at him. “How would you know that?”

“Because he went there yesterday morning.”

She frowned. “Yesterday?” she said. “How long have we been here?”

He looked at her. “This is the second day,” he said. “You have been asleep for two nights and a day. The poppy potion he gave you must have been potent.”

Asmara was surprised to hear that. She felt groggy, that was true, but she didn’t feel terrible. But then, a thought seized her and she reached up, grasping Blayth’s hand.

“No one has come looking for us, have they?” she asked anxiously.

He patted her hand. “Nay,” he assured her. “Not that I have seen. Even so, the horses are tucked away where they cannot be easily seen. When you feel better, we shall leave.”

“I feel better now,” she insisted. “We can leave today.”

He eyed her. “There is no great rush,” he said. “We can afford the time for you to heal.”

She shook her head and stiffly stood up from the bed. “We cannot,” she said. “Every day that we delay is another day that Payton-Forrester might leave Lioncross Abbey. If we want to catch the man, then we must hurry.”

She had a point, but Blayth wasn’t going to insist they depart for Lioncross sooner than she was ready. He might push his men like that, but he wasn’t going to push her like that.

“And we will,” he said. “But it is my suspicion that he will be there for some time. When we released him from the vault, he had been starved and tortured, and I can imagine the ride to Lioncross must have taken a lot out of the man. Therefore, I would wager to guess that he will be at Lioncross for a time until he has sufficiently recovered his strength. I think he will be there for at least a few more days, certainly enough time for us to make it to Lioncross, too. Besides… given that we have stopped at a church, I had an idea.”

She wasn’t following his train of thought. “What idea?”

“You said you would marry me, and we have a priest at our disposal,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “Mayhap we should take advantage of the situation.”

Asmara quickly knew what he meant, and her cheeks flushed, feeling her excitement. “I think he believes that we are already married,” she said. “When we first came here and he asked our names, I never told him that we were not married.”

Blayth snickered at the thought of duping the priest. “He did let us sleep in the same chamber,” he said. “He must believe we are married. I hope he is not too angry to find out that we are not.”

“I suppose there is one way to find out.”

Blayth shrugged. “True enough,” he said. “I will find him. Meanwhile, you can change out of your torn and soiled clothing if you wish. I will bring your satchel to you so that you can clean up.”

Asmara thought that sounded like a wonderful idea.” I would be appreciative,” she said. “And mayhap some water? I would like to wash my hands and face.”

He put up his hands. “Remain here,” he said. “I will bring you everything. You do not need to move around overly with that shoulder.”

Smiling faintly, Asmara sat back down on the bed, watching him as he quickly headed into the other chamber. She realized that she could get very used to the man’s chivalry, something that had endeared her to him from the start. He was kind, gentle, and thoughtful. As she’d told him – what wasn’t there to love?

She patiently waited for him to return with her satchel, and he did so quickly. The sun was becoming brighter now, sending long beams of yellow light into the room from the cracks in the shutters. Once Blayth brought her satchel and a bowl of cold, clear water from the bucket near the hearth, he went to the window and pulled back the shutters, letting the daylight in.

From the window, he could see the vibrant green landscape beyond. There were trees in the way, but he could see the meadow across the road and the white flowers that grew there. There were some clouds in the sky but, to him, he’d never seen a more beautiful day. With Asmara by his side, every day was beautiful.

“It looks to be good traveling weather,” he told her. “I shall go find you something to eat and then I shall speak with Jestin. Do you require anything else?”

Asmara had untied her bag and was pulling forth items, trying not to use her left arm as she did it.

“I do not believe so,” she said. “But I am rather hungry.”

“I would believe that.”

“What did you do all day yesterday while I slept?”

Blayth made a funny little laugh, scratching at his temple as he turned to look at her. “Suffered through one of the worst aching heads I have ever had,” he said. When she looked at him curiously, he explained. “Jestin makes cider from the apples in his orchard that is like drinking lightning. It is potent enough to get a man very drunk if he is not careful. Unfortunately, I was not careful.”

Asmara laughed at him. “Let that be a lesson to you,” she said. “Beware of priests and their ciders.”

He wriggled his eyes in agreement. “In the future, I certainly shall,” he said. Then, he turned away from the window and headed towards the chamber entry. “I will leave you to dress. Or would you like for me to stay and help you?”

Asmara looked at him, feeling her cheeks flush as she fought off a self-conscious smile. “Once we are married, I shall gladly accept your assistance.”

He could see that she was sweetly embarrassed by his offer. “Then I shall hurry and get the priest now.”

She laughed. “I will be dressed by the time you return.” He was almost through the doorway when she called to him. “Blayth?”

He paused and looked at her. “Aye?”

Her smile faded. “When we are married, what shall I be known as?” she asked. “What I mean is that wives assume their husband’s name. What shall I be called?”

It was a very good question but one he’d not really considered until now. After a moment, he shook his head. “Ap Llywelyn is not my name,” he said quietly. “That has been established. Until we can establish what, exactly, my name is, then you shall be addressed as My Lady Wife, Lady Blayth.”

“But… your name is James.”

“What would you prefer to call me?”

“What are you comfortable with?”

“As I said, until my identity can be established without question, I shall continue to go by Blayth. It is the only name I remember.”

Asmara nodded, an acknowledgement of a most confusing issue. Blayth gave her a smile, and a wink, before leaving the chamber in search of Jestin.

As Asmara cleaned up, Blayth nosed around the main chamber for food and came across a half of a loaf of brown bread, covered up with cloth, and some hard, white cheese. He took it back to Asmara for her to eat before heading out of the small residence and into the cold morning beyond. The grass was wet with dew and moisture hung from the trees. He headed for the church, with its enormous tower and chapel attached, and entered through a side door.

Inside, it smelled of earth and incense, and he looked up at the heavy crossbeams across the ceiling, supporting the pitched roof. It was the first time he’d been inside the church because yesterday, as he’d told Asmara, he’d spent most of the day nursing a horrific headache, which meant he’d spent his time mostly lying down because it was more comfortable. He’d wanted to inspect the broadswords of Jestin’s collection, but he didn’t quite make it. He’d slept heavily last night only to be awakened by Asmara’s smiling face and blatant insult.

He wanted to wake up that way for the rest of his life.

In truth, he really didn’t know if Jestin spent his days here in the church. He’d only said that because the man left early yesterday morning, and this morning he’d also left early and had headed in the direction of the chapel. Therefore, Blayth could only assume the man was somewhere in the church and he found himself heading for the big tower, plainly seen through an open door on the west end of the chapel.

“Jestin?” he called.

He thought he heard a muffled reply coming from the tower so he continued on, entering the low doorway that led into the great stone turret, and he immediately saw Jestin sitting to his right, hunched over a table that was positioned below a window. The effect was such that there was light on the table, illuminating vellum, something Jestin appeared to be writing on. The table was crowded with pieces of vellum and writing instruments. The priest lifted his quill when he saw Blayth enter, turning towards the man.

“Ah,” he said. “So you have escaped the clutches of the demon cider?”

Blayth gave him a lopsided grin. “If you know it is sanctioned by Satan, then why do you make it?”

Jestin laughed softly. “Because I like it,” he said. “That must mean that I am sanctioned by Satan. But let us not discuss my immortal soul; let us discuss you and your lady wife. Has she awakened yet?”

Blayth nodded; he was coming to like this irreverent priest, just a little. “She has, indeed, awakened,” he said. “And I have a confession.”

“Then you have come to the right place.”

“She is not my wife. We would like for you to rectify that situation.”

Jestin lowered his quill completely. “I see,” he said thoughtfully. “Well, I suppose nothing untoward has happened since you have been here. But why did you not tell me the truth?”

Blayth shrugged. “There was never really the opportunity, I suppose,” he said. “She was injured and I was only concerned with her care. We did not intend to be deliberately subversive.”

Jestin really didn’t seem to mind. “And I did not ask you if you were married; I only assumed,” he said. “No harm done, I suppose. But we shall remedy the situation. I would be pleased to perform the rite.”

Blayth cast him a long look. “I am not so sure now,” he said. “I cannot have my marriage rite performed by a priest who is sanctioned by Satan.”

Jestin chuckled. “I promise that Satan will not enter into this,” he said. “I am glad you wish to marry the lady, even though she has a tongue of fire. You will have to douse that fire, Blayth.”

Blayth shook his head. “I do not want to,” he said. “What that woman has done in her life… she is fearless and brave as few men are. She is as strong as the mountains and then some. Nay, I would not douse her fire. I worship it.”

Jestin thought it was a rather sweet sentiment, something rarely heard these days. He’d not often come across men who spoke so highly of their women. He pointed to the vellum on the table, with his neat writing on it.

“You told me the story of Blayth the Strong on the evening you arrived, when the demon cider loosened your tongue,” he said. “I am writing it all down, by the way. It is a tale of great heroics. But you shall have to tell me the story of your lady if she is so fine and strong.”

“She is,” Blayth said. “But I am not sure I want to share that story. Mayhap the story of the Dragon Princess is just for me.”

Jestin’s eyebrows lifted. “The Dragon Princess?” he said. “I am intrigued. Then that would make you something of a dragon tamer.”

Blayth shook his head. “Do not let her hear you say that,” he said. “She would not like it.”

Jestin lifted his shoulders carelessly, as a man does when he is too foolish to be frightened by a woman. “It is not for her to know, is it?” he said. “She is brave, you say?”

“Like you have never seen.”

“She does not dress like a lady. She dresses more like a warrior.”

“That is because she can fight better than most men.”

“But she is a princess?”

“Rhys Gryg is her grandfather,” he said. “Her great-grandfather was the last King of Deheubarth.”

That meant something to Jestin, who was suitably impressed. “Then she is, indeed, a Dragon Princess,” he said. “And you wish to marry her?”

“Aye.”

“What of her father? Does he give his permission?”

Blayth didn’t want to have to explain the entire situation, so he lied about it. “He is dead,” he said. “She has no one but me, and I intend to marry her. She deserves to be worshiped and tended as only I can.”

Jestin didn’t push him on the subject; he was coming to like this slow-speaking but witty man who spoke so fondly of his lady. “Very well,” he said. “When do you wish to marry her?”

“Today. Now, if we can.”

Jestin nodded thoughtfully. “Two acolytes will be here at noon to help me with Sext, the mid-morning prayers for the faithful,” he said. “I will perform the marriage rite before Sext and they shall witness the ceremony.”

Blayth was satisfied. “My thanks,” he said. “I shall pay you for your service.”

Jestin turned to him, a shrewd twinkle in his eye. “I do not want your money,” he said. “I want you to tell me of the story of the Dragon Princess.”

Blayth had to grin at the man; he was persistent. After a moment of debate, he finally relented.

“If I do this, you cannot tell her,” he said.

“I will not say a word.”

“Are you going to write her story down as you’ve written mine?”

“Of course I am. I told you that I am the Keeper of legends.”

“Then do it after we have left, please. I should not like for her to know.”

Jestin agreed. For the next two hours, he heard Blayth tell him what he knew of Asmara and of her brave breach of Llandarog Castle.

It was everything Jestin hoped it would be.
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Dressed in a dark green woolen tunic that went to her knees, with her leather breeches beneath it, Asmara became Blayth’s wife as they both stood at the entry to Jestin’s church beneath a canopy of oak branches, swaying in the gentle wind.

It was right before the noon prayers and two boys from the village were witnesses as Jestin performed the marital rite. The younger of the boys picked his nose through the entire ceremony, right in Blayth’s line of sight, and he found it very difficult not to make threatening faces at the child at the terrible display of manners.

He focused on Asmara instead, on her lovely face as she gazed up at him with a mixture of adoration and excitement. Her pretty hair was braided and draped over her right shoulder. Even though she wasn’t dressed in fine clothing, she couldn’t have been more beautiful to him had she been wearing silks and jewels. He smiled at her the entire time, taking his vows, feeling his connection with her down to his bones. She was embedded in him, the strength of their feelings for one another more powerful than anything he’d ever known.

The day he realized she meant something to him was the day he began a life he never thought he’d have, something sweet and loving and kind. He was a man who had been born at least twice in his lifetime, but with Asmara in his life, he felt as if he was being born yet again. When the rite was over, and Jestin finished praying, Blayth took Asmara in his arms, being very careful of her left shoulder, and kissed her.

It was the best kiss of his life.

Shortly after the kiss, they could see villagers arriving for the nooning prayers, so he took Asmara back to the residence and closed the door, bolting it. He was fairly certain that Jestin wouldn’t disturb them, at least for a couple of hours, and he very much wanted that time alone with Asmara. Once he finished bolting the door, he turned to find her standing behind him rather expectantly.

He grinned sheepishly.

“I have good news,” he said.

She cocked her head curiously. “What is it?”

A somewhat seductive expression spread across his face. “I have taken a wife,” he said, “and I am a better man for it.”

She laughed softly. “And I have taken a husband,” she said. “To be truthful, I never thought I would. I still can hardly believe it. What man wants a wife who can best him in a fight?”

Blayth went to her and put his arms around her, kissing her soft mouth. “Me,” he whispered. “Let me prove it.”

Asmara could only nod her head, the flames of lust consuming them quickly as they so often did when they touched. But this wasn’t the stables of Gwendraith, where they had to hide in the darkness, concealing their desire from others. Now, they were in the proper place at the proper time, and nothing was going to stop their passion.

Now, they could explore their feelings for one another without reserve.

Blayth could think of nothing else. Although extremely mindful of her wounded shoulder, he wasn’t going to let it get in his way of expressing his love for his new wife. God, he loved her with everything he was, with every heartbeat that pulsed through him. She was like air and water to him; he needed her to survive. Now, she was finally his.

He would wait no longer.

His kisses were tender at first, gentle upon her lips and jaw. He was so very gentle with her. But quickly, they grew heated, and more powerful, and he swept her into his arms and carried her into the chamber with the tiny cot. It was all they had for what they needed to do, but it would be enough.

Carefully, he began to remove her from her clothing, untying the fastens on her tunic as his kisses distracted her from the fact that he was slowly undressing her. As he’d discovered in the stable of Gwendraith, she was easily distracted by his kisses and he used that to his advantage. All he wanted to do was get the woman naked and beneath him where he could feel their flesh touching. Nothing else seemed to matter. He had to claim her in every possible way.

But she seemed to be hesitant even though his kisses were powerful, and he remembered from their time in the stable that it had been dark then, perhaps somehow giving her a false sense of modesty. Quickly, he left her and went to the only window in the chamber, closing the shutters so that it was darker in the room and they had more privacy. He wanted her to be comfortable and that action seemed to ease her a great deal. In the dim light, he lay her down on the small bed and continued.

There wasn’t much room for him to lay beside her so he had to half-cover her with his body. For a man with no real memory of ever having coupled with a woman, because he’d never bedded one in the time he had been with Morys, he was acting purely on instinct, or so he thought. Perhaps there were some latent memories driving him, because he seemed to know exactly what to do. In the shadowed room, he resumed his kisses as his hand snaked underneath her tunic and onto her warm, soft belly. He remembered that belly, silky and smooth, but his hand immediately went to her breasts as his mouth found her sensitive earlobe and suckled.

Asmara gasped at the overload of sensations, something that turned her limbs to mush. Blayth felt her relax and he was able to lift the tunic over her head, immediately moving to strip her of her breeches as well. In nearly the same motion, he ripped off his own clothing, tossing it into a heap on the floor.

The moment his naked flesh touched hers, he knew he was lost.

Blayth wedged his knees between her slender thighs, his fingers moving to the dark curls between her legs as his lips found a tender nipple. Asmara twitched and groaned as Blayth suckled strongly, reacquainting himself with her delicious body. When his finger slipped into her, there was no discomfort; she was slick, her young and powerful body ready for his throbbing member, ready to accept the destiny of a woman.

There was no pain and no fear… only passion.

Asmara’s pants of pleasure were beginning to echo off the walls. Blayth inserted another finger into her, listening to her groan as she lifted her pelvis to him, seeking more of his touch. His tongue lapped at her nipples and he could feel her slick passage contracting around his fingers, a physical response to the ritual of mating. It was her body demanding his, whether or not she knew it, and he would answer the call.

Blayth removed his hand from her, no longer capable of pacing himself. He was trying; genuinely, he was trying, but her soft body was demanding him and he shifted his bulk, placing his heavy arousal against her and thrusting gently. He slipped into her without effort.

Her body was drawing him in, deeper by the moment. Asmara gasped at his intrusion, her pants of pleasure less evident as he gained headway. Blayth kissed her deeply, murmuring against her mouth and promising the pain would only be momentary. The further he moved into her, the more uncomfortable it was becoming, and he knew he could wait no longer.

Gathering her tightly against him, Blayth drew back and coiled his buttocks, driving into her. He couldn’t be sure he breached her maidenhead, because Asmara had spent her life in strenuous activity, including riding horses astride, so it was quite possible that she didn’t even have one. But it didn’t matter; from her reaction, he knew she was virgin. There was no doubt. When she yelped into his mouth, it only confirmed what he already knew. Holding her close and seated deep inside her, he could hear his own gasps echoing off the walls.

Blayth didn’t wait to give her pleasure. Cupping her heart-shaped bottom with one hand, he began to move. Within the first few thrusts, Asmara groaned, feeling uncomfortable and overwhelmed. But his gentle whispers broke through her haze and she instinctively began to respond to him, experiencing the friction of his manroot as he penetrated deep. The discomfort soon gave way to a blossoming fire that grew brighter by the moment.

Now, the spark that had existed between them from the beginning was finally allowed to blaze.

Asmara lay beneath him, her long legs parted and his big body pounding into her, experiencing every thrust, every withdrawal, with a pleasure she could never have imagined. There was something so deeply intimate about it, yet so deeply strong. He never stopped kissing her, or gently touching her with a free hand, the entire time, as if worshipping everything about her in the most powerful way possible. Every time their bodies came together, Asmara swore she could feel the sparks shooting up into her belly. The harder he drove into her, the more brilliant the sparks.

Blayth, too, was feeling the sparks shooting through his body as he felt his climax approach. She was so tight around him, so slick, that it was pleasure beyond all human comprehension. It felt like seconds, but it was actually several long minutes before he finally reached his peak, breathing her name as he released himself deep. Even so, he continued to move, feeling the slippery wetness he had put into her.

It was heaven.

Asmara felt his spasms, hearing her name in his strangled groan. But his thrusting continued as he reached between their bodies, his fingers probing her wet curls. A gasping scream erupted from her lips as he gently pinched her pulsing nub of pleasure, bringing her to the first release she had ever experienced. Waves of pleasure consumed her as her body twitched and rocked, and Asmara was vaguely aware of Blayth’s soft laughter.

“So you like that, do you?” he breathed, his fingers still between her legs, touching her where their bodies were joined. “I shall have to remember that.”

Whatever he was doing to her caused her to climax twice more, her entire body bucking with the pleasure he was bringing her. He was still embedded in her, still moving, stroking in and out of her as she experienced something more intimate and glorious than she could have ever dreamed.

The mating of a husband and a wife.

Finally, she put her hand between her legs to stop him because she was growing flushed and faint. It had all been so terribly overwhelming. When her fingers stilled his, he laid his head on her shoulder, dropping gentle kisses on her flesh.

“What is not to love about you, my lady?” he whispered. “From now until the end of time, I will love you and only you.”

Asmara’s breathing slowed and she opened her eyes, staring up at the ceiling and feeling Blayth’s weight on top of her. He was still in her, too, for she could feel his male member twitching and throbbing, as if it had a life all its own. It had been such a beautiful and overwhelming experience that tears trickled down her temples. Bringing up her legs, she wrapped them around him, holding him tightly against her.

“And I shall love only you,” she murmured. “You are my husband, my love, the man I adore. Tell me that this is only the beginning, Blayth. Tell me that our life will always be filled with such wonder.”

He lifted his head to look at her, seeing the trail of her tears down to the bed. Gently, he wiped them away.

“It will always be filled with such wonder,” he promised.

She turned to look at him. When their eyes met, all the words in the entire world weren’t enough to describe the beauty of the moment. What they were feeling went beyond words.

It went beyond love.

Finally, they were one.

[image: * * *]

When Jestin finished with the noon prayers, he never even tried to return to the residence where the newlywed couple had retreated. Something told him he wouldn’t get past the door, anyway.

Heading to his tower room, he sat down at his table beneath the window and continued his story about Blayth the Strong, finishing the legend as told to him by the very man it was based upon. Only in this legend, he added the tale of the Dragon Princess and how she and the Welsh hero had fought for freedom against the English in a small valley in southern Wales.

By the time he finished the tale, even he was coming to believe that the two of them were something beyond heroic.

They were the stuff of legends.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Carmarthen Castle

“Papa, promise me that I can go with Asmara,” Fairynne begged. “You sent me home after Llandarog and it simply wasn’t fair. Why should I have to go home while Asmara is allowed to fight?”

It was the gathering of the great houses once again at Carmarthen Castle, with Howell calling forth those who had taken the castles of Idole, Gwendraith, and Llandarog because there was a new push coming, something he needed all of his men for. It was the moment Morys had spoken of, and that had been planned for, and Cader was there, as was Fairynne, mostly because her father couldn’t keep her away. She’d followed him – again – and now she stood next to him, as annoying as a gnat.

When she buzzed too much, he swatted her, which was what he did when she started begging him about being allowed to return to Gwendraith with her sister. Fairynne yelped and rubbed at her bum unhappily, but she shut her mouth. Swats from her father weren’t meant to be disobeyed.

As Fairynne stewed, Cader was keeping an eye out for his eldest daughter with the party from Gwendraith. It was later in the afternoon, and most of the larger houses had already arrived, but Morys and the men from Gwendraith hadn’t yet appeared. When the Brondeifi men from Lampeter arrived, men who had served directly with Rhys ap Maredudd, Cader decided to retreat into the great hall of Carmarthen where the men were starting to gather.

Howell was in the hall, as were his teulu, and at some point, the discussions would begin, if they hadn’t already. Not wanting to miss anything, Cader headed for the gathering, but he was quite sure Morys would be very loud when he arrived and upset if the discussions started in earnest without him.

With Fairynne tagging after him, Cader entered the cold, dusty great hall and skirted the edges of it, making his way around the gathering groups and towards Howell, who was near the feasting table, in nearly the same place he’d been in the first big meeting they’d had those weeks ago.

The hall looked the same, only more run-down and dirty, and the broken feasting table was still broken. Even so, as Cader moved around the side of the hall, now holding Fairynne by the hand so she wouldn’t get separated from him, Howell climbed up onto the table and lifted his hands for silence.

“My friends, my allies, you honor me with your presence yet again,” he said. “We have much to discuss, so please quiet your conversations.”

The buzz in the hall died down as men began to turn in his direction. Cader came to stand next to Hew, and the two men acknowledged each other silently before turning their attention to Howell, who seemed to be looking around the chamber as if counting heads. In fact, that was exactly what he was doing, making sure everyone of importance was present, but he seemed rather confused. When he noticed Cader standing below him, he spoke.

“Where is your brother?” he asked.

Cader shook his head. “I have been wondering the same thing,” he said. “I have not seen him in some time, but I am sure he will be here. He would not miss it.”

Howell knew that about Morys. If there was battle and glory to be had, he wanted to be in the middle of it. “Strange,” he said. “He should have been one of the first to arrive. He has known of this meeting for several days.”

“Gwendraith is not far from here,” Cader said. “Shall I send a rider?”

Howell looked to Hew. “Will you go?”

Hew didn’t want to leave the meeting, but as Howell’s teulu, he didn’t have much choice. If his lord needed him, then he would go.

“If you wish it, lord,” he said.

Howell nodded. “Be quick, then,” he said. “If you see Morys on the road, tell him to hurry. Everyone has gathered and he must not delay.”

Begrudgingly, Hew turned for the hall entry, very put out that he should have to go and hunt down Morys ap Macsen, a man he didn’t even like. The man was arrogant and nasty. Several days ago, he’d come to Carmarthen to discuss this very meeting with Howell and he’d been quite pushy about it. Hew was starting to think that Morys had a rebellion of his own in mind, something led by the man he claimed to be Llywelyn’s bastard, and they were thoughts he’d relayed to Howell, but the man didn’t seem too concerned about it. Morys dreamt big but, in Howell’s opinion, much of it was just talk.

But he was still an important part of this rebellion and as Hew headed from the hall on the unhappy task of tracking Morys down, he ran headlong into two of Morys’ men as they entered the hall.

Aeddan and Pryce had arrived and Hew recognized them immediately. He went to the pair, curiosity in his expression.

“I am glad that Morys has arrived,” he said. “Howell has sent me to find him. Where is he?”

Aeddan looked at Hew, a man he had known for years but didn’t know particularly well. He stuck by Howell’s side and rarely ventured far from it.

“He is not here,” he said, his voice low. “I must speak with Howell immediately. It cannot wait.”

Hew sensed something urgent in his voice. He looked more closely at the man to see that he looked weary and strained.

“God,” he hissed. “What has happened?”

Aeddan simply shook his head, pushing through the crowd of men with his brother in tow, away from Hew, who began to follow. Aeddan pushed all the way to the broken feasting table and when Howell saw him, he recognized him.

“Ah,” he said. “Morys has arrived. Where is your lord?”

Aeddan saw Cader next to the table Howell was standing on. The question had been asked and although Aeddan had hoped to tell Cader privately the fate of his brother, he knew that any delay would upset the entire meeting. Men would be on edge, and rumors and speculation would run rampant if he were to take Cader aside.

Therefore, he knew he had to speak to all of them, as cruel or as harsh as it might seem, because he’d been planning for two days what he was going to say at this meeting. It was the meeting Morys had spoken of, knowing this would be where they decided the details for the second wave of conquest. But now, Morys would no longer be part of those plans.

And Aeddan wasn’t sorry in the least.

He’d spent the past two days in turmoil, having his lord buried and hating the man with all his heart. Everything he’d suspected about him had been true, about his lies and manipulation, and to realize that his faith in the man had been misplaced had been a bitter seed to swallow. Aeddan’s father had served Morys, and he and Pryce owed the man a great deal, as they’d once told Asmara. They’d often remained blind to Morys’ greed and conceit, but what happened two days ago at Gwendraith erased every bit of gratitude they’d ever felt for Morys. In those brief few moments when Morys had challenged Blayth, they saw the man for what he truly was.

A devil.

Therefore, when Aeddan answered Howell’s question, he was looking at Cader.

“Lord,” he said steadily, “I regret to inform you that your brother, Morys, has been killed.”

A collective gasp went up, followed by dead silence. Cader’s expression didn’t seem to change much other than his eyes seemed to narrow in disbelief.

“What?” he finally hissed.

Howell came down from the table, putting a hand on Aeddan’s arm to force the man to look at him. “Is this true?” he gasped. “What happened?”

Now, the real story was about to unfold. Aeddan didn’t want to speak ill of the dead, no matter how much he despised the man, but he had to speak the truth. To a roomful of men who looked to Morys as a leader, they were about to receive a shock as to who Morys really was.

He braced himself.

“There is no way I can tell you what happened without telling you of everything surrounding his death,” he said. “I will tell you the truth from my own experience, and from what I was told by both Blayth and Asmara ap Cader.”

Cader’s features paled. “Asmara?” he repeated. “What does she have to do with my brother’s death?”

Aeddan could see that Cader was already quite upset and he tried to be careful in how he delivered the news. But no matter how careful he was, the end result would be the same.

Shock.

“I will tell you, great lord,” he said. “But first, you must know that what Morys told you of Blayth the Strong was a lie. He is not the bastard son of Llywelyn the Last. He is an English knight who was gravely wounded at Llandeilo. Morys saved his life, but only to use him. He fabricated his history, and his name, because Blayth did not remember who he was. He accepted what Morys told him because he did not know any differently, but Morys knew the truth. He was using Blayth to spur this rebellion so that he could seek the glory of it.”

Cader was ashen as he listened to what his brother had done. “My… God,” he whispered. “Is this true? Did he really do this?”

Where Aeddan was trying to be tactful, Pryce would not make that mistake. He hated Morys and he didn’t care who knew it.

“Of course he did,” he said loudly, angrily. “He used Blayth and he lied to him, but that lie came to light when we took Gwendraith from the Saesneg because the garrison commander knew Blayth in his former life, when he was a Saesneg knight. He called Blayth by name, and Blayth asked Morys if it was true. Morys lied to him again. I do not know exactly what happened after that, but Morys finally told Blayth the truth of his origins and when Blayth tried to leave Gwendraith to seek answers of his past, Morys turned on him. He told the men that Blayth was really a Saesneg traitor and he tried to turn us all against him, but it did not work. Lady Asmara defended Blayth and Morys hated her for it.”

By now, the hall was beginning to rumble with men repeating the story and discussing it, shocked and angered at what they were hearing. Aeddan tried to raise his voice, to calm them down, but the buzz was too strong. It was Pryce who finally leapt onto the dilapidated feasting table and began shouting.

“Morys threatened to kill Blayth if he tried to leave him,” he boomed. “At the gates of Gwendraith Castle, he had a crossbow in his hands and he threatened the man, who was determined to leave. Morys finally tried to kill him, but he hit Lady Asmara instead. She, too, was armed, and she fired back to Morys, striking him in the neck. And that is what killed him, good lords. He deserved it!”

The roar in the hall reached a splitting capacity as men shouted their support of Morys’ death, while still more were shouting about the entire situation. Above all of the shouting, Cader sank down into a chair, his face in his hand, while next to him, he heard sobbing and turned to see Fairynne weeping.

“Is my sister dead, too, Papa?” she sobbed. “What happened to my sister?”

Cader was wondering that very same thing, completely overwhelmed with what he’d been told. Standing up unsteadily, he pushed his way through a few men until he came to Aeddan. Cader grabbed him by the arm.

“What of my daughter?” he demanded. “Did she survive?”

Aeddan turned to him, looking into a father’s worried face. “Morys hit her in the shoulder,” he said. “I do not know how bad it was, but she rode from Gwendraith with the arrow in her shoulder. It was not bad enough to topple her from her horse. Great lord… she went with Blayth to discover the truth behind his past. I cannot believe that she succumbed to Morys’ arrow. She is too strong for that, and God is not so cruel.”

Cader was relieved, but he was still very concerned. “But where did they go?”

Aeddan shook his head. “I wish I could tell you, but I do not know,” he said. “All I know is that Asmara told me his real name was de Wolfe, so mayhap they have gone to find the House of de Wolfe. I wish I could tell you more. But I can tell you this – I do believe that Blayth was in love with her, and she with him. No one told me, but you could see it in their eyes. There was something between them that was very special, indeed.”

Cader was struck by his words; Asmara in love? He’d never heard anything so foolish. Asmara wasn’t the type. He pondered the information, struggling not to be overcome by it.

“What of my brother?” he asked. “What became of his corpse?”

Aeddan paused, wondering if he should tell the man about his brother’s grisly end, being trampled by horses, his body broken and smashed. Ultimately, he decided against it; it didn’t matter in the end, anyway.

“I gave him over to St. John’s Church in Llanegwad for burial,” he said. “Forgive me, great lord, but after what I witnessed, I wanted nothing more to do with him.”

Cader accepted the statement without judgement. Perhaps there was none to give. In any case, Aeddan watched the man struggle with what he’d been told, but he didn’t sense any animosity because of it. Simply resignation. Cader finally turned away from him and put his arm around Fairynne, who was still sobbing her eyes out.

With his gaze lingering on the pair, Aeddan leapt onto the table beside his brother and emitted a piercing whistle between his teeth, loud enough to shock the room into silence.

He had more to say and he wanted men to hear it.

“Listen to me, please,” he said. “I did not tell you all of this to turn you against Blayth, who was lied to. I told you all of this because you needed to know that there was subversion going on, perpetrated by a man you trusted. Although I know Morys was self-serving, and his reasons for the most part were selfish, we must all remember one thing – Blayth was a leader in our fight for freedom. Whether the man was real, or a myth, the fact remains that his name means something to the cymry. Morys built up a Welsh hero in his lies and it is something we must not take away from those fighting for our freedom. Mayhap, it will be an even greater inspiration now that he has left us. This is a gift, good men. The myth of Blayth the Strong is our gift. We should not waste it.”

The young Welshman had a point. It was possible to turn such a shocking situation into something positive, by using Blayth as a martyr in their question for freedom. As Morys himself had once considered, martyrs made the very best heroes of all.

Aeddan climbed off the table, followed by his brother, only to be faced with Howell. The older man looked particularly worn and weary. He was having a difficult time accepting what had happened. But in Aeddan’s final words, he found hope that it would not be as devastating as he originally believed.

“Morys built up an elaborate web around Blayth,” he said. “It is something that has indeed given the cymry great inspiration. You are correct – mayhap it is a gift we should not waste. Sometimes the myths are even greater than our realities.”

Aeddan nodded. “That is very true,” he said. “But there is something else to consider – when Blayth fled Gwendraith, Lady Asmara went with him. The rebellion has also lost the Dragon Princess, as great a legend as there ever was. Her memory should not be forgotten, either.”

Howell thought on that. “It is difficult to lose such strong warriors,” he said. “You said that you saw them leave together?”

“I did, great lord.”

“You do not know where they went or if they will return?”

Aeddan shook his head. “Lord Cader asked the same question,” he said. “All I know is that Blayth went to discover his true past and Lady Asmara went with him. Whether or not they will return, I cannot say. But if I could speculate, I would not think so. Blayth was living a lie here in Wales, and a man cannot live a lie forever. Even so, what he has left us is a gift, as I have said. The memory of Blayth, and of Asmara, shall fuel this rebellion, mayhap stronger than before.”

Howell was willing to accept that. With Morys dead, and Blayth vanished with the lady warrior known as the Dragon Princess, the rebellion led by Rhys ap Maredudd had lost three very strong patriots. But it was true what Aeddan had said – sometimes myths were stronger than truth, and Howell was willing to use the memories of Blayth and Asmara to inspire those fighting so hard for their freedom.

Perhaps the rebellion would find new life from it, after all.

As Howell went to gather his thoughts and continue the discussion that needed to be pursued at the gathering, the next phase in the rebellion, Cader was still reeling from the news of his brother’s death and Asmara’s disappearance. He found a chair against the wall and sat down, pulling Fairynne with him as she wept over her sister.

In truth, Cader didn’t know what to say to her to give her comfort because he had no idea if Asmara was dead or alive. Aeddan’s words had given him some hope that she’d survived, but he still didn’t know for certain. It was going to be a difficult thing to tell Asmara’s mother, but Morwenna was a strong woman. That was where Asmara got her strength from. Morwenna would be philosophical about the situation and she wouldn’t let her husband know how worried she was. That was simply her way. But through the chaos, something Aeddan said stuck with Cader above all else.

I do believe that Blayth was in love with her, and she with him.

That was something Cader never thought he would hear and reliving those words in his mind brought a smile to his lips. At first, he hadn’t believed it, but now that the news had time to sink in, he was willing to believe anything. Asmara? In love? How many times had he scolded her for having no marital prospects, and for not allowing him to find her any? Too many times to count. Every time he’d bring up grandsons, she would say “someday, Dadau, but not today”. That was her standard answer to about anything he said to her regarding marriage and children.

Now, he was told that she’d fallen for Morys’ silent warrior, a man who wasn’t even Welsh, so they had discovered. But Asmara was an excellent judge of character, and Cader had always trusted her instincts, so he couldn’t imagine that she’d put herself in a stupid situation with a man who wasn’t everything she thought he was. Cader hadn’t really known the man, or shared more than a few words with him, but he saw the warrior as a scarred, nasty brute who was fearless in battle. Surely Asmara saw the same but, clearly, she saw even more than that.

Finally, she’d found a man who didn’t mind that his woman could fight.

More and more, Cader pondered that very thing. The death of his brother was fading; he was distressed by it, but not overly. Given Morys’ ambitions, it was only a matter of time before he got himself killed or someone killed him, so Cader simply accepted what had happened. It was done.

But Asmara – that had his attention far more than his brother did. His long-legged, beautiful daughter who had lived the life of a warrior had actually fallen in love, and now she was with the man she loved helping him seek out what was important to him… who he was.

It was a noble quest, Cader had to admit, and he didn’t feel one bit of disapproval for what Asmara had chosen to do. In fact, he was glad – she was no longer fighting in a rebellion meant for men as she found her place alongside the man she loved.

That was noble, indeed.

It would take some time for Cader to accept her absence, but he refused to accept her loss. Somehow, he suspected he would see her again. He couldn’t believe Morys’ arrow had killed her and he refused to believe that she would never return to see him, perhaps with those grandsons he so badly wanted.

Someday, Dadau, but not today.

It seemed that someday had finally come.

As Cader sat back in the chair and thought of Asmara and her adventure of a new life, he happened to glance over to check on Fairynne and saw her talking to the younger of the ap Ninian brothers, Pryce. She was no longer weeping as he held her hand and seemed to be gently explaining things to her. Fairynne, his flighty, silly, and sometimes rebellious daughter, was listening to him intently, wiping away her tears, and then finally smiling at him.

Pryce smiled back.

That was when Cader chuckled, shaking his head at his daughters, warrior women who were tough and skilled in battle yet, at heart, they were women just like all the rest, women who were the happiest with a good man by their side. As much as Asmara and Fairynne pretended otherwise, the devotion of a good man was perhaps the greatest achievement they could both find. For their father, it was the thing that gave him the most peace of mind. His gaze lingered on Fairynne as she let Pryce hold her hand, and it was bittersweet to realize that she, too, might soon be leaving him.

Glancing up to the heavens, Cader said a little prayer for Asmara.

Fair winds and fortune, my daughter, wherever you may be.

Somehow, he knew God heard him.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Six Days later

Lioncross Abbey

The sky was crowded with gray-tinged clouds, blown about by a blustery wind.

Asmara and Blayth were nearing Lioncross Abbey Castle, perched on the rise in the distance like a great crouching beast. It had massive towers on the corners of the curtain walls, and the mass of it was bigger than anything either of them had ever seen. The small Welsh castles had nothing against this enormous Norman monstrosity, at least from their limited experience. As they drew close and the wind whistled and howled, Asmara was beginning to feel a distinct sense of foreboding.

But they couldn’t turn back. She knew that. Her young stallion had come up lame again and she needed to find a safe haven to tend the horse. In fact, that had been their delay in leaving Jestin – the abscess in the hoof had returned and they had taken two precious days to try and ease it. When the horse seemed healed, they departed for Lioncross but the second day of their journey, the horse came up with a limp, so it had been slow going for the rest of the trip, which was fortunately almost over.

Now, Lioncross was on the horizon.

“How do you feel when you see the castle?” Asmara asked Blayth as they plodded along on the road, which had wound its way around the small hills of the Marches. “Are you still as determined as ever to do this?”

Blayth could hear the doubt in her voice. She was fearful of what was to come and, truth be told, so was he. But it did not diminish his desire to know the truth.

“I am,” he said, turning to look at her. “You should not worry. All will be well.”

Asmara tore her gaze away from the distant fortress, smiling weakly at him when their eyes met. “I am not worried for me,” she said. “Only you. De Lohr is the heart of the Marcher lords and he commands thousands. I feel as if we are walking into the belly of the beast.”

Blayth didn’t blame her for her apprehension. She’d spent her life fighting against men like the de Lohr. He was her enemy.

“You needn’t worry,” he said. “If I am really a de Wolfe, then I will be welcomed.”

“And if you are not?”

He cocked his head thoughtfully. “I have been thinking about the situation,” he said. “I would assume all English know one another, especially if they have fought in Wales, which the House of de Wolfe has.”

“We know that.”

“So has de Lohr.”

“Do you think they know each other, then? The House of de Wolfe and the House of de Lohr, I mean.”

He nodded. “It would make sense, would it not?” he said. “De Wolfe was at Llandeilo and we know that de Lohr has been involved in Edward’s conquest of Wales. Surely they know each other.”

“And if they do?”

He looked at her, then. “Then mayhap de Lohr will know me, as a de Wolfe,” he said. “I have been thinking he might. If Payton-Forrester is no longer here, then mayhap the earl will know me, or at least of de Wolfe. If I tell him my story, mayhap he will help.”

Asmara didn’t say what she was thinking, which was something not quite as optimistic as he was. She didn’t want to discourage him, not when they’d come so far and this was something he felt strongly that he needed to do, but the sight of the mighty bastion suddenly had her questioning the sanity of all of this. The English were something to be feared, and other than Pembroke Castle, this was the closest she’d ever come to an English stronghold.

The Welsh in her was naturally apprehensive.

“We can only pray,” she finally said. “But they will know we are Welsh. They will hear it in our voices when we speak their language, and it will not sound English. What if they do not believe your story?”

“We shall soon find out.”

Those were words of reason, not of comfort, and Asmara made a face at him when he couldn’t see her. They continued along the road, passing through the small green hills and coming up on the south side of the castle. There was a village to the east, and a fairly large one, but the road to the castle from the south didn’t pass through the village, it only skirted it. Soon enough, they saw the great lion-headed gatehouse of Lioncross looming before them.

The gates were open and people were passing in and out, going about their business, but there was a gang of heavily-armed de Lohr soldiers at the mouth of the gatehouse to ensure against any unsavory characters. Blayth had his eyes on the soldiers as he climbed down from his horse and with a hand gesture, asked Asmara to do the same thing. He was cautious as he approached, leading his horse, planning to say what he’d rehearsed in his mind a thousand times on their journey north. Now was the moment.

He prayed it went in his favor.

Approaching the group of armed soldiers as they watched peasants go in and out of the castle grounds, he was polite in his greeting.

“My name is Blayth,” he said. “This is my wife, Asmara. We seek Sir Corbett Payton-Forrester. Is he here at Lioncross?”

The soldiers looked at him curiously. There was no real hostility, merely interest. They began looking at each other.

“He was here,” one of them said. “I don’t know if he’s gone. Does anyone know?”

The soldiers began shaking their heads at each other. The younger soldier who had spoken first looked at Blayth.

“Do you know him?” he asked. “What do you want with him?”

Blayth could see that the soldiers were looking at the badly damaged left side of his head, and looking him over in general. He was an enormous man, and heavily scarred, and clearly something of interest.

Blayth could feel their scrutiny but he wasn’t self-conscious about it. As long as they weren’t being openly hostile, he could accept their curiosity.

“I have… unfinished business with him,” he said. “He was a prisoner in Wales. It was I who released him so that he could escape. I would like to speak with him.”

That brought a reaction of surprise from the soldiers, one of whom called for his commanding officer. An old soldier emerged from the guard room, speaking to another soldier and sending him off running before turning for the crew at the open gates. The soldiers were waving him over and he moved, rather slowly, until one of the men spoke to him and pointed at Blayth. That seemed to get the old soldier’s attention, and he moved among the men at the gate until he was in front of them, now with a clear view of Blayth.

Like the soldiers, the commander was now looking over the enormous, scarred warrior. He was definitely a curiosity, for all of them. It wasn’t often one saw a man that badly damaged and still standing, so that brought some respect from the old soldier. He approached cautiously.

“I understand you are looking for Corbett Payton-Forrester?” he asked.

Blayth nodded. “I am,” he said. “We have unfinished business. Is he still here?”

The old soldier started to nod, but suddenly, he came to a halt. He blinked his eyes as if he wasn’t sure what he was seeing and took a couple of steps in Blayth’s direction. His eyesight wasn’t very good at a distance, anyway, so he had to get closer in order to see the man more clearly and when he did, his eyes widened.

“What… what did you say your name was?” he asked, sounding startled.

“I am Blayth,” Blayth replied. “This is my wife, Asmara.”

The old soldier looked at him a moment longer before drawing back, a look of utter shock on his face.

“Blayth?” he repeated. “Is… is that what you said?”

Blayth wasn’t sure why the man seemed shaken up. In fact, it made him just the slightest bit wary. “Aye.”

The old soldier began to back away, but he was still looking at Blayth. He held up a hand to him. “Come with me,” he said, urgently. “Come into the ward with me, please. Bring your wife.”

Blayth thought the old man sounded rather odd, as if he were either very excited or very frightened about something. His voice was trembling. But Blayth obliged, motioning to Asmara, who followed him cautiously. She was still unsure about the entire situation, now being invited into what she had termed the belly of the beast. They entered the grounds of Lioncross Abbey Castle, passing under the enormous gatehouse with the lion’s head on it, and into a ward that was larger than anything either of them had seen inside of a castle.

The bailey was divided up into sections, with great stone walls creating the barriers, and the old soldier motioned them to a yew tree that was over near a wall that had a soldier’s training area beyond. The tree had wooden benches built around it and the old soldier pointed to it eagerly.

“Remain here,” he told them. “I will return.”

He started to walk away. “Are you going to tell Payton-Forrester than I am here?” Blayth called after him.

The old soldier didn’t reply. He simply kept walking, very quickly in fact. Blayth watched the man as he headed for the enormous, multi-leveled keep. When the man disappeared through the arched entry, he took a few steps towards Asmara, who was standing beneath the tree.

“That seemed odd,” he muttered to her. “I wonder why he was running like that.”

Asmara was leery about the entire circumstance, more so now with the soldier’s reaction. “I do not like the way they are looking at you,” she said. “Why did he run like that?”

Blayth shook his head slowly. “I do not know,” he said. “But I am sure we will find out.”

It was just a feeling he had.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


It had been a very long trip from Wales.

At least, it felt like that. The weather had been excellent and they’d made astonishingly good time. But even so, it had been a long trip for one very good reason: life-changing news was awaiting them and they couldn’t seem to get to Lioncross fast enough.

Bhrodi and Penelope had been at Lioncross ten days now, and it had been ten days of excitement, sorrow, and exhaustion. Even though neither of them had gotten much sleep on the trip from Wales, there was no possible way that Penelope was going to rest once they arrived, and she hadn’t. She wanted answers, as she’d had the entire journey to think about de Lohr’s missive, and what Corbett Payton-Forrester had said about her brother. So by the time they arrived at Lioncross, she was full of questions and nearly frantic about it.

As fortune would have it, Corbett was still at Lioncross, still recovering from his harrowing ordeal. He’d lost a good deal of weight and was fairly weak, so a diet of good food and regular attending from Lioncross’ physic were needed to nurse him back to health.

But that didn’t stop Penelope from interrogating the man until she could interrogate him no more. She’d asked the same questions a hundred times, always with the same answer, and within a day of their arrival to Lioncross, Penelope was convinced that her brother, James, was alive and leading a rebellion.

So was Corbett.

It was problematic even under usual circumstances, but these were unusual ones. A dead man was leading the Welsh against the English, and Bhrodi knew that, at some point, Penelope was going to want to go to Wales to see for herself. He had been preparing himself for the showdown to come, ten days of discussions and intimation from his wife that the next step would, indeed, be heading for Wales.

Of course, he wasn’t going to take her into Wales and that wasn’t going to sit well with her once she came right out and asked him. Bhrodi never denied her anything, nor had her father or her many family members, so a denial to Penelope wasn’t something she was accustomed to. He was going to have to watch her very closely because the woman wasn’t beyond sneaking out when her husband wasn’t looking. She knew that her brother was most likely at Gwendraith Castle, because that’s where Corbett said he would be, and she knew that if she headed southwest, she would eventually be able to find it.

Bhrodi knew he was going to have to keep an eye on her.

The showdown that he feared came on the afternoon of their tenth day at Lioncross. Penelope had spent the morning with Kaedia, Chris’ wife, in the garden of Lioncross, tending the smaller animals that they kept for food and as pets. There was an astonishing bank of rabbit cages, containing more rabbits than Penelope had ever seen, and she was fascinated by the rabbits that were about as large as a small dog. They were friendly, and soft, and she was growing quite fond of them.

But she had also been talking to Kaedia as the woman tended to the hare collection, and Kaedia had strong opinions about family. She knew about the situation with Penelope’s brother and she had told Penelope that she would let nothing stop her from discovering the truth about a long-lost brother. It was an opinion Penelope shared. Therefore, after her visit with Kaedia, Penelope wandered into the stables of Lioncross, near the soldier’s training field, to find her husband tending to his horse.

And that’s when it began.

It was quite innocent at first.

“I was told you were here,” she said, leaning in to Bhrodi as he put his arm around her shoulders and kissed her on the forehead. “Is something wrong with your horse?”

Bhrodi shook his head as he watched the smithy file off some of the big, black beast’s hoof. “Nay,” he said. “He has a loose shoe that must be fixed.”

Penelope watched the smithy working on the horse. “His gait was strange on the trip, wasn’t it?”

Bhrodi nodded. “It was, indeed,” he said. “The shoe did not seem loose to me, but the smithy assures me that it was.”

The conversation died as they both watched the man work on the horse until Penelope changed the subject.

“Do you know where I have been?” she asked.

“Where?”

“With Kaedia as she tended the rabbits.”

“I would have never guessed.”

He was jesting with her since she spent so much time at the hutches. She grinned at him. “Kaedia and I were talking,” she said. “Did you know that she has thirteen brothers?”

Bhrodi’s eyebrows lifted. “Then her father has his own army.”

Penelope laughed softly. “I have six,” she said. “That is plenty.”

“Your father would have been happy with thirteen, too. Imagine the damage he could have done with that bunch.”

She grinned at the comment, but that smile soon faded. “Now he has a chance to have a son returned to him,” she said. “Bhrodi, I cannot sit here any longer while James is in Wales. I must go to him; I must see him.”

The hammer had been lowered, just like that. Bhrodi didn’t want to argue in front of the smithy and he could sense that such a conversation was coming. With his arm still around her shoulders, he turned around and pulled her out of the stable with him.

Now, the battle could begin in earnest.

“I understand that you wish to go,” he said patiently. “Truly, caria, I do. But you know what Corbett and Chris have said – it is very possible that James is an agent for Edward and if you go running into Wales to save him, you may ruin everything he has accomplished. Do you understand that?”

“Of course I do,” she snapped softly. “I am not daft. But I cannot believe that he is on any special mission for Edward. Surely, if Edward had any mission in mind for my brother, he would have told my father, and I am positive my father knew nothing. You were not there when he returned home from Wales without James; you have never seen anyone so broken.”

Bhrodi faced her, putting his hands on her shoulders. “It is possible that Edward did not want your father to know simply to protect him,” he said. “Even if your father did not know, and James truly is an agent for Edward, what will rushing into Wales accomplish? What do you intend to do?”

She was growing upset. “I must see him,” she said. “I simply want to see if it is him.”

“And then what?”

“Then I will know that he is not dead!”

He was trying not to become irritated with her. “And then what?” he asked. “Will you tell your father? Because you know he will go running right into Wales to see for himself, and that will probably get him killed. Is that what you want?”

She frowned. “Then why did you let me come to Lioncross if you were not going to let me go into Wales to see for myself whether this Blayth is my brother?” she asked. “Your plan was to come here and not take any action?”

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “I am going to take some action,” he said. “You already know that Howell has sent a missive, requesting my support for Rhys ap Maredudd’s uprising. I intend to go to Howell and size up the situation before I allow you anywhere near the Welsh rebellion.”

“But…”

He held up a finger, cutting her off. “When we came to Lioncross, we did not know that Corbett suspected your brother might be an agent for Edward,” he pointed out. “Now that we know, the situation has changed. I cannot allow you to go charging in and possibly give him away to the Welsh. That is why I must size up the situation first before I permit you anywhere near him. Surely you understand that, Penny. This is a very delicate situation and it must be handled carefully.”

Although it didn’t make her particularly happy, she understood. “I do not want to ruin whatever James has been working towards if, in fact, he is an agent for Edward,” she said begrudgingly. “But there is also the possibility that he is not an agent for Edward. What then?”

“Then we shall decide what needs to be done,” he said quietly. “As Chris mentioned, we cannot allow your brother to bring down the entire de Wolfe legacy. It is a very delicate situation, caria. We will do our best to deal with it.”

Penelope was deeply unhappy that he wasn’t going to let her go into Wales right away. “When will all this be?” she asked. “When do you plan to tell my father?”

“As soon as he arrives.”

She looked at him curiously. “Is he coming here?”

He shrugged. “He should have received your missive six or seven days after you sent it from Rhydilian,” he said matter-of-factly. “Based upon the content of the missive, I would not imagine that your father would wait to come to Lioncross, meaning he has already been on the road for several days. I expect he should arrive any day now.”

Penelope was looking at him, her mouth hanging open. “How did you know I sent him a missive?”

He cast her a sidelong glance, a smile playing on his lips. “Rhydilian is my castle, Penelope,” he said with some irritation. “There is nothing that goes on at my castle that I am not aware of. You paid a stable groom to ride to Castle Questing to tell your father about James after I specifically told you not to.”

She was both defiant and contrite. “I did,” she said, thrusting up her chin. “I could not, in good conscience, keep such information from him. How would you like it if someone kept information about William or Perri from you? They are your sons, Bhrodi. You would have a right to know. So does my father. It simply wasn’t right not to tell him.”

He really wasn’t angry at her and even if he was, it never lasted long. He sighed heavily. “As I said,” he muttered as he turned back for the stable, “your father should be here any day now. We can discuss the situation with him, but I have a feeling he will want to go into Wales to see for himself and if that is the case, I cannot stop him. You know I cannot stop him. And I have been afraid all along the man is going to go charging into Wales and get himself killed.”

Penelope shook her head. “He will not do anything so foolish,” she said. “But you are correct when you said he will want to see for himself. I do not know what we can do about that.”

“You de Wolfes are a foolish bunch.”

“Foolish and loyal. When we love, it is deeply, and it is for life. Much as I love you.”

Bhrodi just shook his head and Penelope received the impression that he was greatly distressed that William de Wolfe should want to go into Wales at all. The last time the man had been in southern Wales, he’d lost a son, or so he thought. Bhrodi couldn’t even fathom what would happen this time around.

As Bhrodi blew his wife a kiss and meandered back into the stable to see to his horse, Penelope was lost to thoughts of her own. Her father would soon be here, and they would decide what to do about James and the rising rebellion. She had quickly come to learn that the case of her brother returning from the dead wasn’t simple in the least. Speculation on him being an agent for Edward had entered the situation, making it more complex than ever.

As Penelope wandered along the edge of the training ground, heading for the main portion of the bailey and the gatehouse, she thought back to the day when her father had returned from Wales with only three sons and not the four he’d left with. She remembered the army returning, the massive de Wolfe army coming in through Castle Questing’s three-storied gatehouse, and she remembered distinctly when her father went to her mother, who was waiting patiently for her husband, and threw his arms around her. She also remembered watching him whisper something in her ear, and she heard her mother wail.

It had been the beginning of a horrible day, one that none of them would ever forget. As her mother had wept in her father’s arms, Kieran had approached Rose, who was James’ wife. She had given birth to a girl while the army was in Wales, and she’d been standing with the infant in her arms and a small boy standing beside her. Kieran had taken the child out of her arms, handed it over to Rose’s mother, and then calmly informed Rose that her husband would not be returning home.

The news must have confused Rose because she tried to run away. She tried to run right into the returning army and she would have had Patrick not grabbed her. She fought Patrick viciously, howling and screaming that they were all lying to her and that James was somewhere in the army. She simply had to find him. It had been a chaotic scene as Rose’s mother had taken Rose’s children back into the keep, struggling to keep everyone calm.

But Rose wouldn’t be calm. She’d been hysterical until she abruptly fainted in her father’s arms.

After that, the news had spread.

James de Wolfe had died at Llandeilo.

Penelope sighed heavily as she still remembered that day. It still brought tears to her eyes to think of it and the anguish they’d gone through. Life had gone on, and Rose had eventually married a fine young knight who accepted James’ children as his very own, but life had never been the same for the House of de Wolfe. They had lost one of their own, and that hole would always be there.

That was why she was so determined to go to Wales.

What if the hole could be filled? What if the belief of James’ death had been some horrible mistake?

The wind was picking up now as Penelope crossed from the training area and into the main part of the bailey. Almost immediately, she saw a couple sitting beneath the yew tree that had grown into a monstrosity of a tree. There were benches beneath it, and it was a good resting place with lovely shade, and she passed close to it as she emerged into the bailey. She could see a man sitting on one of the benches, his back turned to her, but the woman was fairly close, checking the hoof of a gorgeous young stallion. Appreciative of horseflesh, Penelope moved closer, noting the fine lines of the animal.

“What a beautiful horse,” Penelope said. “How old is he?”

The woman’s head came up as she was addressed in the language of the Normans. She looked over to see a lovely young woman with hazel eyes approach, her focus fixed on the horse. A little startled at the attention, she was hesitant in her reply.

“He has seen three summers,” she replied. “He… he is still quite young.”

Penelope recognized her Welsh accent and she switched to the Welsh language, something she had learned from her years of marriage to a hereditary Welsh king.

“You are Welsh?” she asked.

The woman nodded to the question, perfectly spoken in her language. “Aye.”

Penelope smiled. “So is my husband,” she said. “My name is Penelope. Who are you?”

“Asmara ferch Cader.”

Penelope continued to smile as she reached out to pet the horse. “He is so very beautiful,” she said. “Did you raise him from birth?”

Having been a warrior for most of her life, Asmara wasn’t very good with social skills when it came to other women, but she wanted to respond to this friendly young woman.

“I was there when he foaled,” she said. “I watched him take his first steps and since that time, he has always been with me.”

“What is his name?”

“Storm.”

Penelope continued to pet the horse, noticing that Asmara was still holding the animal’s hoof. She pointed.

“Is he injured?”

Asmara looked back to the hoof with the abscess that wouldn’t heal properly. “He has been bothered by poison in it,” she said, pointing to the area when Penelope looked closer. “I must tend to it as soon as possible.”

Penelope looked at her. “Then why are you here?” she asked, indicating the training area she had just come from. “The stables are through there. The grooms will help you tend to your horse. Would you like me to show you were to go?”

Asmara shook her head. “Nay, but I thank you,” she said. “The soldier told us to wait here, so we are. I should not like to leave or it might anger him.”

Penelope frowned. “What soldier?”

“The commander at the gatehouse.”

She understood, somewhat. “I see,” she said. “Are you here to visit someone, then?”

Over on the bench, the man was listening to the conversation but Penelope couldn’t quite see him. When he heard the question, he stood up, his head popping up over the back of Asmara’s stallion.

“We are here to see a knight,” he said in his slow, deliberate speech. “We must wait here until the soldier returns for us.”

Penelope looked at the man, heard the voice, and time seemed to stop. A buzzing filled her head because she honestly couldn’t hear anything else around her, nor could she see. The entire world could come crashing down around her and she would still be standing there, still looking into the face of the man who had just spoken to her. He was older, scarred, the sides of his head were shaved, he was missing his left ear, and a beard covered the lower part of his face. He had the look of a barbarian.

But… by God, she knew him.

She’d seen him a million times, in her dreams and in her heart, as a child, as a girl, and as a young woman. The face had changed slightly from what she remembered, and the left side of his head was badly damaged, but it didn’t change the facts. It didn’t change what she knew in her heart.

The ground seemed to rock as she stared at him and her breath caught in her throat. She thought she might faint until she realized that she wasn’t breathing, so she forced herself to take a gasping breath.

A hand flew to her mouth.

“It… it…” She breathed, hardly able to speak. “I… you are…”

She couldn’t finish because it occurred to her that he wasn’t running at her with joy. He was simply looking at her with some confusion, as if she were a stranger. There was no light of recognition in his eyes, no warmth of realization. He wasn’t seeing what she was seeing.

But she was seeing it all.

My God… it was James.

“You’re here,” she finally gasped.

It was all she could think to say. Asmara, seeing that the friendly woman looked as if she’d seen a ghost, suddenly began looking between the pair. Blayth was looking at the young woman with some concern, as if he’d said something wrong, but the young woman was ashen white and breathing unsteadily. She was looking at Blayth the same way Payton-Forrester had, and it occurred to her that this young woman might recognize him just as the English knight had.

Her heart began to pound, just a little faster.

“Lady?” she said to Penelope. When the woman didn’t respond, she said it again, louder. “Lady Penelope? Do you know him?”

Penelope snapped out of whatever trance she was in, looking to Asmara as tears filled her eyes. All of those things that Corbett and Chris had said, about James being an agent for Edward, filled her mind and the world began to spin. Before she said something that would ruin whatever James had been trying to build, because Bhrodi had warned her about wreaking such havoc, she simply looked back at James, her beloved brother, and could only think to say one thing to him.

“Do… do you know me?” she whispered.

Blayth found himself staring at her, hard. As she said that, he realized there was something familiar about her, but he couldn’t quite place her. It was mostly in her eyes – he knew those eyes, now filled with an ocean of tears. Clearly, seeing him had her shaken and he had no idea why. But when she asked that question, he, too, realized that she had the same expression that Payton-Forrester had when he’d first looked at him.

It was the light of recognition.

He sighed sharply.

“I… I don’t know,” he said. “But I know I should. Do you know me?”

Penelope blinked and the tears splattered. She suddenly didn’t care what Chris or Corbett or even Bhrodi had said. This was her James, the brother she thought she’d lost, and she could hardly believe it. Every fiber in her body screamed with disbelief, while her heart began to leap with joy.

It was him!

“Aye,” she finally said, breaking down into tears. “I do. I know you.”

Asmara rushed to her side, seeing how overwrought she was. “You do?” she asked in disbelief. “Who is he to you? Please tell me. Do not be afraid.”

Penelope was beginning to sob. Her hands were over her mouth as she took a few halting steps in Blayth’s direction, her eyes drinking in a sight she never thought she’d see again in this life. She couldn’t even answer Asmara’s question as her teary gaze held her brother.

“You were dead,” she sobbed. “We were told you were dead. But you are not! You are alive!”

Asmara was following her, genuinely trying to find answers from the woman. “Who is he to you?” she begged. “Please tell me.”

Penelope heard the question and she swallowed, wiping the tears that were coursing down her cheeks. “My brother,” she whispered. Then, she looked at Blayth, who was looking at her in astonishment. “Don’t you know me? I’m Penelope. I am your sister. James, we thought you were dead!”

She was off sobbing again, hands over her mouth to stifle the noise. Asmara looked to Blayth in shock.

“James,” she said to him. “She called you James.”

Blayth was nearly as stunned as Penelope was, only marginally better at keeping his emotions in check. But it was a hard-fought battle. Everything he’d come to Lioncross to discover had happened right here, right now, in the most unexpected of places. It had happened so swiftly that he could hardly believe it. Reaching out, he grasped Penelope by both arms, his expression beseeching.

“I am sorry,” he said hoarsely. “I do not remember you. I do not remember anything. I was badly injured at Llandeilo and lay unconscious for weeks. When I awoke, I had no memory of who I was, so I do not remember you. I wish I did. God, I wish I did. Am I truly your brother?”

Penelope nodded. Then, she threw her arms around his neck, nearly knocking him off-balance as she sobbed her heart out.

“James,” she wept. “I have missed you so terribly. We have all missed you so terribly. I never thought to see you ever again!”

Blayth didn’t know what to say or what to do. He kept from putting his arms around her because she was essentially a stranger, and he was quite uncomfortable with her display of emotion. But when he looked at Asmara, he could see the tears in the woman’s eyes. Tears of joy, he thought. But he, too, was beginning to feel tears.

He felt as if a large piece of a larger puzzle had just come to light.

She knew him.

You are my brother!

“Please,” he begged her, trying to pull her away from him. “Please tell me; are you certain I am your brother?”

Penelope nodded, struggling with her hysterics, but she genuinely couldn’t help it. “Aye, of course,” she said, releasing her death grip on him. “I came here to find you and I did!”

Blayth was beside himself with the situation, trying to think of what to ask her. There was so much he wanted to ask. But he could only think of one thing at a time. He couldn’t speak as quickly as his mind worked, so it was a struggle to get the words out.

Asmara could see that. His face was turning read, overwhelmed with the situation. So she went to stand beside him, her hand on Penelope’s arm because the woman was still so upset.

“You called him James,” she said. “Can you please tell us your family name?”

Penelope wiped furiously at her eyes, taking a deep breath to steady herself. “De Wolfe,” she said. “My father is William de Wolfe, the Earl of Warenton. In his youth, he was called the Wolfe of the Border. There is no greater knight in all of England than my father. Our father.”

Asmara looked at Blayth to see how he was taking the news; his eyes were wide, staring at Penelope as if she alone contained all of the answers he’d ever wanted to know. The key to his past was standing right in front of him and he was so stunned that he couldn’t even speak. She could see his mouth moving, but nothing was coming forth.

Now, at this moment, his limited power of speech had failed him.

“My husband knows nothing of his past,” she told Penelope. “As you can see, he is having a difficult time speaking. He was badly wounded at Llandeilo, smashed in the head, and there have been some things that have been slow to recover. His ability to speak has been one of them, but the only memories he has are of those since Llandeilo. His only memory is as a man of Wales. That is all he has known these past five years.”

Penelope listened carefully to what she was being told and it was starting to occur to her what had happened. The explanation was perfectly clear. James’ memory had been erased from the terrible wound to his head, the evidence of which was right before her. The left side of his head was in ruins. Without the ability to tell anyone who he was or return home, he’d simply remained in Wales because it was all he knew.

It was all he could do.

Dear God… so many things became clear in that brief explanation and she looked to her brother, feeling more disbelief and sympathy than she ever thought possible. Reaching out, she took one of his big, callused hands.

“You are my brother, James de Wolfe,” she said, her voice tight with emotion. “You are the fourth son of William de Wolfe and his wife, Jordan. You have three older brothers – Scott, Troy, and Patrick. You have a twin sister, Katheryn. You also have another sister, Evelyn, and two younger brothers, Thomas and Edward. And then there is me, the baby of the family. You used to bring me sweets when I was a child and I would call you my favorite brother. Then, Patrick would bring me sweets and I would call him my favorite brother. You would challenge Patrick to a duel for the title of Supreme Favorite Brother, and I would demand a long and drawn-out death from the loser. You don’t remember any of this?”

Blayth was listening to her, his eyes filling with tears. He simply couldn’t help it. He had so many brothers and sisters, and he didn’t even remember them. It was tragic beyond words.

“I wish I did,” he whispered. “I wish I remembered it all.”

Penelope could see that, and it was a struggle for her not to burst into tears again. Reaching up, she put her hand on his damaged face, tears spilling down her cheeks when she saw the tears coming from his eyes. The man wanted so badly to remember what she was telling him.

“We had such wonderful times as a family,” she said haltingly. “We were very much loved by our parents, and we loved each other. Above all, know that you were happy and that you were loved. When Papa returned to tell us that you’d been killed at Llandeilo, it was a great loss for us all. Papa has never recovered from it, James, not ever. He never got over the guilt of having to leave you behind.”

Blayth’s lower lip was trembling. “I was told that the English left me behind,” he murmured. “I was told that I was unwanted.”

Penelope was shaking her head before he even finished. “That is not true,” she said. “I was told that Llandeilo was chaos. The English were outmanned and ambushed, and they had to leave their dead behind in the retreat. Believe me; if Papa could have taken you with him, he would have. He told me that Uncle Kieran tried to carry you out, but that he had to leave you, too, or risk being killed. They tried to bring you, James, but it simply wasn’t possible. Please don’t think you were left behind because you were unwanted. Papa even went back to find you, once, but no one could tell him what had become of you.”

Blayth closed his eyes, the tears falling as he turned away from her. Asmara went to him, putting her arms around him as Penelope stood there and watched the pair. Her hysteria had eased, but her tears hadn’t. She was still weeping silently, watching her brother as he was comforted by a woman who called herself his wife. As she stood there, wiping the constant flow of tears from her face, she heard a voice behind her.

“Penny?” It was Bhrodi. “What is happening here?”

She turned around to see her husband standing behind her, looking quite confused and concerned. She rushed to him, throwing her arms around him as the sobs came again. She wept against him as he held her, but he didn’t hold her for long. His concern had the better of him.

“Penny, what is the matter?” he demanded. “Why are you crying? And who are they?”

He was indicating Blayth and Asmara, and Penelope labored to stop weeping so she could explain.

“It’s him,” she whispered tightly. “It is my brother, James. He… he is here. I do not know how he is here, but he is. It is him!”

Bhrodi’s eyes widened. “What?” he hissed. “Are you serious?”

Penelope nodded fiercely. “Very,” she said. She tried to explain something that even she herself didn’t quite understand. “When I left you in the stable, I walked out here and there he was, sitting under the yew tree. I started talking to the woman about her horse and then I saw him… he said that he was waiting for someone. Bhrodi… it is a miracle!”

Bhrodi was astounded. He turned to look at Asmara and Blayth, who were now turning around to look at him. Greatly shocked, Bhrodi took a few steps towards them, inspecting the big, blond warrior with the scarred head. He couldn’t take his eyes off the man as Penelope walked beside him, her hands wrapped up in his big palm.

It wasn’t that Bhrodi didn’t believe Penelope because, clearly, something had happened. Everyone was in tears, their features ashen, as if they had all just had a great shock. But Bhrodi didn’t have an emotional stake in this, other than his wife, so he could be a little more objective. He looked closely at the big warrior with the beard and in looking into the man’s eyes, he could see the faint resemblance to his wife. They both had the same eyes.

His jaw dropped.

“What is your name?” he asked.

“Blayth,” the man responded without hesitation.

Blayth. The man mentioned in Howell’s missive, Bhrodi thought quickly. He wasn’t only astonished by the man’s appearance, but quite curious about it as well. The man was supposed to be in Wales leading a rebellion, wasn’t he? So why was he here at Lioncross Abbey?

“Why are you here?” he asked in his perfect Welsh.

Blayth didn’t know who the man was other than the fact he must have been Penelope’s husband. His sister. He was big and dark, and had the look of a warrior about him, but Blayth wasn’t going to answer any questions until he knew who, exactly, he was.

“Forgive me,” he replied. “I do not know you. What is your name?”

“Bhrodi de Shera.”

Blayth knew that name; he’d heard it a thousand times, a name revered by the Welsh. The man was the hereditary King of Anglesey. He remembered hearing that Bhrodi had married a Saesneg, but he had no idea that the man’s wife was Penelope de Wolfe.

It seemed it was a day full of surprises, and things were coming full circle, but Blayth was still cautious. He wasn’t sure just how devout, or rabid, Bhrodi might be about the Welsh rebellion, so he wasn’t sure how much he wanted to tell the man.

He would proceed cautiously.

“Great lord,” he said, bowing his head respectfully. “I have heard of your greatness. It is an honor to meet you.”

Bhrodi was watching him like a hawk. He kissed Penelope’s hand before letting it go, taking a step away from her and crooking a finger at Blayth. The man immediately obeyed, and Asmara tried to follow, but Bhrodi held up a hand to stop her, so she didn’t go any further. She stood there, concerned, as Bhrodi pulled Blayth with him into a private conference.

With the women looking after them rather anxiously, Bhrodi came to a halt and turned to Blayth. He took a moment just to look the man over again, now that he was at close range, and he could see every detail of him from his damaged head, to his wife’s eyes, to the shape of William de Wolfe’s face. Beneath that reddish-blond beard, he suspected the man looked a great deal like William. He folded his big arms over his chest.

“What are you doing here?” he asked quietly. “I received word from Howell ap Gruffydd that you were helping drive Rhys ap Maredudd’s rebellion in the south. You are aware that Howell has asked for my support.”

“I am, great lord.”

“Then if you’ve come to Lioncross to create some sort of a ruse or betrayal, I am going to tell you to go back to Howell. This is no place for you.”

Blayth understood his concern but, in explaining his presence, he was going to have to tell Bhrodi things he wasn’t so certain he wanted to tell him. He wanted to proceed cautiously, but it may not be possible.

The truth was the only thing he could give the man.

“I am not here to create a ruse, great lord,” he said. “I am not sure how to explain this to you without telling you everything, so suffice it to say that I am no longer part of the rebellion.”

Bhrodi’s brow furrowed. “Why not?”

“Because I am English. I have come to Lioncross to discover who I truly am.”

Bhrodi cocked his head curiously. “I do not understand.”

Blayth conceded the point. “I know,” he said. “I was discussing it with your lady wife before you came. You see, I was badly injured at Llandeilo five years ago. You can see the damage on my head. When I awoke from this wound, I had no memory of who I was. I was taken in by Morys ap Macsen, who told me that I was the bastard son of Llywelyn the Last. Without any knowledge of my past, I trusted him. I believed him. But recently, Morys told me the truth of who I am, and I have decided that discovering my true past is more important than fighting in a Welsh rebellion when I am not even Welsh. If that offends you, great lord, then I beg your forgiveness. But that is why I have come to Lioncross – to find out who I really am.”

It was an astonishing story, but one that made sense to Bhrodi. He was sure there was much more to it but, in that brief explanation, he didn’t sense lies or deceit. He sensed that Blayth truly meant what he said and, clearly, his reaction to Penelope and hers to him were genuine.

“Then… you are not here to try and wreak havoc?” he asked.

Blayth smiled thinly, shaking his head. “Nay, great lord,” he said. “The only havoc I seemed to have wrought is upon your lady wife when she told me who I was.”

It all seemed honest enough, but there was one more thing on Bhrodi’s mind. “I will ask you a question and you will tell me truthfully,” he said. “Know that I will not punish you in any way, but I must know the truth. Will you do this?”

“If I can, great lord.”

“Are you an English agent for King Edward, sent to destroy ap Maredudd’s rebellion?”

Blayth looked at him in surprise, such a genuine reaction that Bhrodi knew right then that the man wasn’t who he’d been suspected of.

“Nay, great lord,” he said, perplexed. “Have men been saying that about me?”

Bhrodi shrugged. “I heard someone say it,” he said. “Then it is not true?”

“Nay, great lord, I swear with all my heart it is not.”

Bhrodi believed him. “That is good,” he said. “Because that has been something of a concern. For your father’s sake, I was hoping that your reported death wasn’t some elaborate hoax.”

Blayth shook his head as if the entire concept baffled him. “Not at all, great lord,” he said. “It seems like something terribly cruel to do. I hope my father did not think that.”

“He does not know. And he never shall from my lips.”

Blayth understood. “Nor mine,” he said. From the corner of his eye, he could see Penelope and Asmara standing together, now in quiet conversation, and he was drawn to the woman who had identified herself as his long-lost sister. He very much wanted to be part of that conversation, too. “Now, if I may have your permission to speak with your lady wife and find out about my family, I would be grateful.”

Bhrodi simply nodded and Blayth smiled, a genuine gesture. But before turning to the women, he paused one last time.

“I have been told that I am a de Wolfe, but you must understand that being cymry is the only thing I remember,” he said. “I find myself in a very strange position now, a Saesneg by birth, but a Welshman by heart. I would be proud to call you brother in any case. But knowing what I do about you, and how the Welsh feel about you, I hope that from time to time you will permit me to speak to you of the Wales I remember.”

For the first time, Bhrodi smiled at the man. He could sense a kind man, perhaps even a gentle nature, which seemed odd considering the reputation Blayth the Strong had amassed as a warrior.

“I would be honored,” he said. “But remember this – the English heritage you have and the love of your family are as strong as anything I have ever seen. They adore you, James. Do not be afraid to embrace that. It is something few men ever know.”

Blayth simply nodded, perhaps lingering on the thought of being loved beyond measure, before turning for the women and making his way over to them.

Bhrodi simply stood there and watched as Penelope pulled the man over to the benches beneath the yew tree, where Blayth the Strong would learn about James de Wolfe from one of the people who had loved him best.

A sister who had once called him her Favorite Brother.

Truth be told, he still was.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


“God, I never thought we’d get here,” Scott muttered. “That must have been the fastest trip from northern England that I have ever had the discomfort of participating in. Papa, how is your backside?”

William de Wolfe grunted as he glanced up at the massive gatehouse of Lioncross, feeling an extraordinary amount of relief.

“Painful,” he muttered. “As if it has been spread a mile wide by all of the time we have spent in the saddle.”

“You have no right to speak on such things,” Patrick said, reining his enormous red beast in behind his father. “I have been in the saddle longer than any of you. All the way from Berwick, for Christ’s sake. If I can no longer have children, you are all to blame.”

As Scott snorted at Patrick’s misery, Troy chimed in. “I am surprised the horses are still standing,” he said. “We must have done forty miles a day at times. Thank God these beasts are as strong as they are, or we would still be up in Manchester somewhere.”

As William listened to his sons bicker back and forth, men who were exhausted by the pace their elderly father had set, his focus was on the wide bailey of Lioncross as it opened up before them. He had his three eldest sons with him along with eight hundred men and three wagons, as he’d promised Kieran. An entire army was rolling in with him and he could hear the sergeants organizing the men, pulling them into the bailey that could easily accommodate a thousand men or more.

It was mid-morning on the eleventh day since leaving Castle Questing to come to Lioncross. With every mile they drew closer to the Marches, William’s anxiety had grown. His sons surely must have felt his mood, but they kept the conversation as normal as possible, trying to keep their father sane as he entertained the hope of recovering a dead son.

It was a like a massive weight hanging over them all.

In truth, Scott and Troy and Patrick thought it was a false hope. They, too, had read the missive from their sister, but they had been tactful in pointing out that what Penelope had given them was at least third-hand information. Corbett Payton-Forrester “thought” he’d seen James and although it was cruel to make such a mistake, it was true that mistakes like that had been made before. Still, William was determined to come, and they would come with him. So, four big de Wolfe knights entered Lioncross’ bailey, all of them hoping beyond hope that Penelope’s missive hadn’t been wrong.

But the moment the army began entering the gates was the moment the chaos really began.

First, it was Chris de Lohr emerging from his keep along with his sons, Morgen and Rees. William saw them coming and he reined his horse to a halt, stiffly dismounting as Corbett suddenly emerged from the keep as well, coming up behind Chris and his sons as they made their way across the bailey.

Scott, Troy, and Patrick saw the onslaught of knights rushing from the keep so they, too, dismounted, coming up behind their father like a great line of support, wondering why everyone seemed to be running at them.

It was something that filled William with great apprehension. He had been prepared for polite greetings and small conversation before delving into the meat of the situation. But when he saw all the rush of de Lohrs coming at him, his tactics changed. He’d come a very long way and there was only one question he wanted answered.

As Chris came near, William held out his hand to the man.

“Is it true?” he demanded. “Is my son alive?”

Chris heard the father’s plea and it was heartbreaking. He grabbed William’s outstretched hand, taking it tightly as he hugged the man.

“My lord,” he breathed. “It is true. James is alive.”

William simply stared at him, letting the words sink in. But behind him, his sons’ reactions were varied – Patrick’s eyes widened, Troy hung his head as if he’d just been dealt a great shock, and Scott put his hand over his mouth in astonishment.

The most emotional of the brothers, Scott could hardly hold back the tears.

“He is?” Scott asked hoarsely. “Dear God… it’s really true? James is alive?”

Chris nodded, seeing the wild range of emotions running through the de Wolfe men. He still had William in his grip and he could feel the man trembling.

“It is,” he said evenly. “Truly, he is. I have seen him. I have spoken with him. But that is why I have come to greet you in the bailey – there is something you should know before you see him.”

William was quivering so badly that his knees were beginning to give way. “Where is my son?” he breathed. “I must go to him. Where is he, please?”

“He is inside,” Chris said. “He came yesterday. Penelope and Bhrodi are here, too, and they are all inside. I told my men to be discreet when they saw your army arrive so that I could have a chance to speak with you first, but your daughter is very nosy. I am sure she has been watching the horizon for you, so my time with you is limited before she interrupts. My lord, you must listen to me about your son. There is much you must know.”

William was holding on to him with two hands now. “He is here?” he asked, incredulous. “James is at Lioncross?”

Chris nodded. “He does not go by James any longer,” he said. “His name is now Blayth. As his story goes, he was badly wounded at Llandeilo, as you know.”

“He was dead!” William hissed. “I held him in my arms and he was dead!”

He was starting to grow upset and Scott came up beside his father, putting his arm around his broad shoulders. “We all thought he was, Papa,” he said steadily. “I thought he was and so did Uncle Paris. You cannot blame yourself in that you thought he was dead.”

William closed his one good eye, the tears coming. “God,” he gasped. “How he must hate me for having left him behind. I did not want to.”

“You had no choice,” Scott said again, growing concerned over his elderly father’s mental state. “You cannot blame yourself. We will tell James the truth.”

“Nay,” Chris said, interrupting them. “William, he does not remember anything. His head wound was so terrible that he lay unconscious for weeks and when he awoke, he had no memory of who he was. A Welsh warlord took him in, healed him, and told him that he was the bastard son of Llywelyn the Last. Do you hear me? James’ only memory is of being told that he was a Welshman with a great legacy, and that was why he was part of Rhys ap Maredudd’s rebellion. He does not remember you at all.”

By now, William, Scott, Troy, and Patrick were looking at Chris in astonishment. “Is this true?” William said with awe. “He… he did not know who he was?”

Chris shook his head. “Nay,” he said. “He only came to know his true identity a few days ago and he set out to discover the truth about his past. He knew Corbett was here and he came to find him, because Corbett saw him when he was in Wales. Corbett recognized him, but James did not return that recognition.”

Chris turned to look at Corbett, who stepped forward when he saw that the attention was on him.

“It is true, my lord,” he said to William. “James commanded the Welsh rebels who captured Gwendraith Castle, where I was the garrison commander. They managed to capture me, too, and I was in the vault for a month before James came to question me. I recognized him, but he did not recognize me, and then I thought… I thought that, mayhap, he was only pretending not to recognize me.”

William wasn’t following him. “What do you mean?”

Corbett felt somewhat foolish for ever suspecting such an elaborate scheme. “Because I thought, mayhap, that he’d meant for everyone to think he was dead because he was an agent for King Edward.”

William was thoroughly confused now. “An agent?” he said, aghast. “For what purpose?”

Corbett was feeling foolish. “To infiltrate the Welsh resistance, I thought. James is a de Wolfe, after all, and the de Wolfe connection with the crown is very close. I thought that he might be a spy.”

William glanced at his sons, who had a variety of shocked and confused expressions on their faces. “James?” he said as he turned back to Corbett. “My son a spy?”

Corbett shook his head before William finished speaking. “He is not, my lord, I assure you,” he said. “It was simply a wild idea I had, but James is no spy. Lord de Shera is convinced of it. In any case, James knew that I recognized him, and it was he who released me from Gwendraith. So when he came seeking the truth behind his past, he came to Lioncross because he knew that I would be here. He came to find me.”

“It is true,” Chris said, seeing the bewilderment settling over the de Wolfe men. “All of it is true. But what James did not know was that Penelope would be here, also. Penelope has spent every second with him since yesterday. She has told him so many things, things he does not remember, so do not be disheartened if he does not know you, William. He does not know anyone.”

William stared at him a moment before hanging his head, processing what he’d been told. His beloved boy, his sweet James, had no memory of who he was and would therefore treat him like a stranger. William didn’t know if he could take that, not from James. The young man he so clearly adored, a young man he’d been so very proud of. He’d resigned himself to his son’s death, but he’d never gotten over it. If his son didn’t recognize him, he wondered if it would be worse than his death. In a sense, he wouldn’t have him back.

He’d have a stranger.

Quietly, he cleared his throat.

“I understand,” he said softly. “Now, where is he so that I may see him?”

“Papa!”

The scream came from the entry to Lioncross’ keep, and they all turned to see Penelope launching herself from the doorway, racing across the bailey as fast as her legs would carry her. William opened up his arms for his youngest child, his baby, and she leapt into his arms, gleeful at the sight of him.

“Sweetheart,” William breathed as he held her tightly. “It is so good to see you.”

Penelope hugged her father so tightly that she nearly cut off his circulation. “You came!” she gasped, releasing him long enough to look him in the face. “Papa, it’s true. What I wrote to you in the missive – it’s true!”

William put a hand up, stroking her soft cheek, drinking in the sight of the lovely young woman. “I know,” he said softly. “Chris was telling me what has happened. I… I can hardly believe it, any of it. I feel as if this is a dream.”

Penelope hugged him again. “Nay, Papa,” she said. “It is not a dream. He is inside, in the great hall. He knows that you are here. I told him to wait in the hall and that I would bring you to him. And, Papa… he brought his wife with him. He is married.”

William’s eyebrows lifted. “He took a wife?”

The brothers were listening. “Rose married years ago,” Troy reminded his father what he already knew. “She is pregnant with her second child with her new husband.”

William scratched his head in thought. “That complicates things a bit,” he said. He looked at Penelope. “Did you tell him that he was already married?”

Penelope shook her head. “He seems so happy with Asmara,” she said. “That is her name – Asmara. She is a great-granddaughter of a great Welsh king and I like her very much. They are so happy, Papa. You should see them together – I know that he and Rosie loved one another, but I never saw him with Rosie the way he is with Asmara. It is something magical and I did not want to ruin it.”

William wasn’t sure what to do about it, in fact. It seemed like quite a complex situation to him, one he didn’t particularly want to deal with at the moment. Rose married over three years ago and she was very happy with her new husband. It just didn’t seem fair that the unexpected return of James should complicate it, even though, technically, he and Rose were probably still married. He looked around at his sons, and at Chris and the others, as he spoke.

“Until I can speak with a priest, then I suggest no one tell him that he was already married,” he said. “We must deal with one issue at a time. At this moment, I do not consider this an important detail. We will address it when we must. Now… may we go inside?”

They understood about the marriage issue, a silent agreement to keep quiet on the matter. As the group turned for the keep, William looked to the entry and suddenly came to a halt. When Penelope saw what he was looking at, she came to a halt, too, as did everyone else.

At the top step of the keep entry stood Blayth and Asmara.

The afternoon sun illuminated them and, for a moment, no one moved. It was as if time itself came to a halt, just for a brief moment, but for William, it was much more than that. His eyesight wasn’t very good these days, and he didn’t see things at a distance very well, so he was staring for quite a different reason – mostly, he simply couldn’t see. But he could see enough to know that what he was looking at was his son.

It really was James.

Maybe he truly hadn’t believed it until this very moment, until he actually saw his son in the flesh, and now that he was seeing him, he hardly knew what to do. As William stood there with his sons, unsure what to do next, Penelope let go of her father and scurried over to Blayth and Asmara. As she mounted the steps, Bhrodi emerged from the keep and looked sheepishly at his wife.

“He did not want to remain in the hall,” he told her. “Unless I was going to wrestle the man to the ground, I could not make him remain.”

Blayth heard him. He, too, had been staring at the men in the bailey as if in a trance, but Bhrodi’s voice broke the spell. He tore his gaze off the men in the bailey as he turned to Bhrodi.

“I would not have given you much of a fight, great lord,” he said. “But I probably would have pleaded quite a bit. Knowing they are out here… I simply could not wait any longer.”

Bhrodi understood. He patted Blayth on the shoulder as Penelope took him by the hand. “Come,” she said, her eyes glimmering with joy. “Papa has come to see you. He has brought Scott and Troy and Patrick with him. Come and see them, Blayth. Please.”

She wasn’t calling him James any longer because, as she’d discovered yesterday, the name meant nothing to him. The only name he remembered was Blayth, so she honored that. But even so, Penelope was coming to swear that there was a spark in him that remembered her because even though he looked differently and acted somewhat differently, the same gentle humor was there. She had tried to teach Asmara a board game last night and Blayth sat on the table, watching them, alternately praising his wife’s skill and then accusing Penelope of cheating. It had been good-natured, but it seemed to Penelope that it was very much something James of old would have done to her.

She’d never been so happy to be called a cheater.

Even now, as she coaxed him off the steps and into the bailey, there was something in his gaze that looked just like James to her. She was relishing this moment, when her father would finally meet the son he thought was dead. But when she turned to look at her father and older brothers standing in a group, she could see the shock washing over their faces.

She knew why, for she’d had nearly the same reaction when she saw James for the first time. He didn’t look the way they remembered; with his shaved head, more muscular physique, and missing ear, it took some time to become accustomed to the new appearance. It was the new James, who really wasn’t James at all.

But quickly, the gap closed between them. William was standing before them and Penelope smiled at her father, still holding Blayth’s hand.

The moment had arrived.

“Blayth,” she said. “This is our father, William de Wolfe.”

Those were words Blayth would remember for the rest of his life.
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It was strange, really.

He’d been sitting inside Lioncross’ cavernous hall, engaged in conversation with Bhrodi de Shera and knowing full well that the man he had ultimately come to seek was out in the bailey, having arrived with his army.

Blayth thought that, perhaps, they’d been trying to keep it from him. They’d spoken of the approach of William de Wolfe in hushed tones and Blayth overheard, so he finally asked Penelope about it, who sheepishly told him the truth. William de Wolfe was coming, and he was coming to see the son he thought was dead. That information alone had prepared Blayth for this moment.

So he thought.

But the truth was it really hadn’t prepared him at all. He stood there, looking at a very big man with a patch over his left eye and a face that was careworn and leathery. But it didn’t diminish the gleam in the one remaining eye or the expression that bespoke of the joy in his heart. The man was looking at the son he thought was dead, but he wasn’t rushing forth with hysteria – he was being very measured, fearful that anything he did or said might turn his lost son away from him, so he wasn’t really reacting at all. Blayth thought that was rather strange until he happened to look down at William’s hands to see that they were shaking.

His entire body was shaking.

That told Blayth that there was a geyser of emotions ready to spew out at any moment and, in truth, he had quite enough emotion of his own. His gaze moved from William to the very tall man behind him, with dark hair and green eyes, then to the shorter man next to him, also with dark hair but with hazel eyes, and then finally to another tall man next to him with dark blond hair and green eyes. They were all looking at Blayth with such warmth and he had no idea why. He didn’t know these men and wondered why they were gazing at him so fondly.

And then, it occurred to him – he’d seen these men before.

In his dreams.

It was as if a great weight had suddenly been lifted from Blayth. He felt lightheaded with the abrupt realization and, along with that sensation, he could feel a rush of happiness as he’d never felt in his life. Tears stung his eyes and he started to blink, rapidly, breathing deeply through his nose as if he couldn’t quite catch his breath.

Scott!

Atty!

Those were the names of the men he saw in those dreams, men with swords, men he’d fought with, men he saw in brief glimpses. These were the men that Morys told him had captured him and tortured him, and he knew in his heart that Morys hadn’t been right. He’d never felt anything but affection and warmth for these men, and now here they were, looking at him. They appeared slightly different from the way they’d been in his dreams, but the eyes… he knew those eyes.

Blinking back the tears, his focus returned to William.

“I was told you left me behind at Llandeilo,” he said. “Tell me that was not true.”

It was such a painful question and William immediately started to tear up. “Nay, lad,” he breathed. He felt he was answering the very question that had been his worst nightmare. “I never thought I would be able to speak to you again, not in this lifetime, and I was prepared to answer this question when we found each other in heaven. We did all we could to take you with us when we fled Llandeilo, but we were overwhelmed by the Welsh. The worst day of my life was leaving you behind. Had there been another way, I would have taken it. You must believe that.”

Blayth sniffled, wiping at his nose, which was beginning to leak. All he could feel was the emotion of the moment, swamping him, and he knew he recognized William’s voice. He’d heard that in his dreams, too.

He remembered it very specifically.

“I do not know how much you have been told, but I remember nothing of my life before I awoke in a darkened hut five years ago,” he said. “I have had to learn to talk again and think again. I have had to learn to walk and run and fight. But I have heard your voice in my dreams, and I have seen you there, too, but I did not realize those were memories of the before time. Before I was injured. I simply thought they were people that I had created.”

There were tears on William’s face. “What do you remember of your dreams, lad?”

Blayth didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, he reached out a hand to William, who took it quickly. The moment their flesh touched, William hung his head and quietly wept. He was touching his son, a man he believed dead, and it was too much for him to take.

Blayth could see that. He took a step towards him, still holding his hand, and put his free hand on William’s shoulder.

“I needed to know that you left me because you had no other choice, not because I was unwanted,” he said hoarsely. “I believe I recognize your voice, although I am not sure how much I truly know of you. But I do not think I have to remember you to realize that I love you. Something inside me tells me that I do. Something tells me that you are the greatest man I have ever known, the man I most wish to emulate. I do not know why those words come to me, but they do.”

William was still weeping softly, his head coming up and a hand going to Blayth’s bearded face. “That is because you said those exact words to me, once,” he said. “I remember them as clearly as if you said them yesterday. My son, I never thought I would have this moment with you in this life, and because God has been good to us, I have a second chance with you. And I must tell you something – I must tell you how much I love you and how proud I am of you. I thought I’d lost you, but I have not, and even if you return to Wales and we never see one another again, please know how very much to you mean to me and to your mother, and we shall love you as much as we always have no matter where your life takes you.”

Other than with Asmara, Blayth had never felt true love or true acceptance until that very moment. He knew William meant every word and he simply nodded his head, unable to speak for the lump in his throat. As William struggled to compose himself, Blayth’s attention turned to the three men standing behind him.

His brothers.

The impact of that realization was powerful. Releasing William, he made his way to Scott, the first of the three, and looked him in the eye. He was a little taller than Scott, but not by much. Wiping the tears from his face, he smiled weakly at the man.

“I should know you,” he said. “Forgive me that I do not. What is your name?”

Scott was smiling at him, tears stinging his eyes as he gazed into his brother’s face. “Scott,” he said. “I am Scott, your eldest brother.”

Blayth’s eyebrows lifted. “Scott,” he repeated. “I know that name. I have dreamed of it often.”

“Then you have not forgotten me, after all.”

Blayth smiled at the realization. As Scott patted him on the cheek, his attention turned to Troy, who wasn’t as emotional as Scott was. At least, he was keeping it in check a little better. But out of the two of them, Troy tended to be the more volatile. At the moment, he was managing that particular trait.

“I am Troy,” he said quietly. “I am also your elder brother, although by virtue of birth order, Scott is the eldest. And the ugliest, although he will not admit to that.”

Blayth grinned, full-on. “Troy,” he repeated, feeling the name upon his tongue and realizing that it didn’t feel all that strange. “If you call Scott the ugliest, I wonder what you shall call me?”

Troy laughed softly. “I shall call you nothing until you remember me fully,” he said. “Then, I will insult you at every turn just as I have always done, little brother.”

Because Troy was laughing, Blayth did, too. He only sensed good humor from the man and nothing malicious. “I look forward to it,” he said. He meant it. “Am I allowed to retaliate?”

Troy lifted his shoulders. “If you feel you can defend yourself against me, you may try.”

Blayth simply chuckled. “I greatly anticipate that day,” he said. Then, his focus turned to the tallest de Wolfe brother, the man with the bright green eyes. “You are another brother because you look like the others.”

Patrick cocked an eyebrow. “Are you calling me ugly?”

Blayth started to laugh again. “I can see there is a theme with you three,” he said. “Was I part of that theme, also?”

“Of course you were,” Patrick said. “The four of us were inseparable until… well, until Llandeilo. It was as Papa said, James… we tried to take you with us, but we were overrun. It soon became a matter of saving our own lives and we had to leave. I cannot tell you how much it tore us apart to have to leave you behind. We are so very sorry it happened.”

Blayth’s smile faded. “I understand why,” he said. “I do not curse you because of it. There was no choice.”

Patrick nodded. Then, he reached out, extending his hand to Blayth in friendship and in brotherhood, who took it strongly. That first touch of brother against brother almost undid Blayth, but he fought it. He kept looking at Patrick, seeing something familiar about him, knowing that he’d seen this man in his dreams, probably more than the others. He couldn’t explain why, only that he had.

And then, it occurred to him.

“Atty,” he said. “Your name is Atty.”

Patrick grinned, a smile that was brighter than the sun. “Aye,” he said. “I am Atty. Welcome home, James. We have missed you.”

With that, he threw his arms around him, hugging him tightly as Troy and Scott also crowded around, hugging James when Patrick finally decided to let him go. There wasn’t a dry eye among them as they realized Blayth did remember some things about them and perhaps with time, he would remember more.

In fact, there wasn’t a dry eye among anyone watching the reunion, the return of a brother believed to be dead, who, by some miracle, had found a second chance at life. Blayth didn’t remember his life as James de Wolfe, but his heart, and his soul, knew these men even if his conscious mind did not. He planned to spend the rest of his life getting to know them again and perhaps with that, the rest of his memories would return.

He certainly intended to find out.

Chris and his sons, and Corbett, began to filter back into the keep, with Chris demanding a feast fit for his de Wolfe guests, which sent his wife into a frenzy to realize she had important guests. Bhrodi, who was still on the steps of the keep, watched as Blayth was surrounded by his family, including Penelope, who latched on to his hand and began to drag him towards the keep. It was a family reunion sent from heaven as far as the de Wolfes were concerned, and they were delighted beyond measure to have a second chance with the brother they thought they’d lost.

There was so very much to be thankful for.

As the group neared the steps of the keep, Bhrodi came forward and pulled his wife away, muttering something in her ear. She gasped and quickly looked behind her brothers to see Asmara bringing up the rear, walking alone. Penelope left her brothers, father, and husband to rush to Asmara, appalled that she’d left the woman alone during this most important moment.

“Come, my lady,” she said, taking her by the hand. “I am very sorry you were left alone. We did not mean to neglect you. Please come inside and get to know my father and brothers. I am sure they will like you very much.”

But Asmara didn’t seem put out in the least. In fact, she wasn’t at all. She’d stood by and watched Blayth become acquainted with the father he’d been told had abandoned him, and brothers who clearly adored him. She’d watched it all, so very happy for Blayth, thrilled beyond words that he’d found his family again. The quest they’d set out to accomplish had ended rather quickly, but it was the best possible ending imaginable.

Blayth found what he’d been looking for.

“I do not feel neglected,” she said, pausing as the men mounted the stairs. She watched Blayth as he laughed with Troy. “In fact, my heart is full as I watch my husband with his brothers and his father. He set out on this journey to find answers to his past, and this is greater than he could have hoped for.”

Because Asmara came to a halt, Penelope did, too. She also watched as Blayth entered the keep, surrounded by his brothers, as William and Bhrodi brought up the rear. All of the men filtering into the great hall to become better acquainted, and to begin making new memories for a man who had none at all.

They had a whole lifetime ahead of them to do it.

“I feel as if I am living a dream,” Penelope said. “We had reconciled ourselves to James’ death, and for him to return makes this feel so very surreal. But if it is a dream, I do not want to wake up from it.”

Asmara looked at her. “Nor I,” she said. “I have lived all my life in Wales, but I did not start living until Blayth came into my life. Whether he remains Blayth, or becomes James again, does not matter to me. He is the man I love, and I shall go with him wherever he wishes to go, and I will call him whatever he wishes to be called. The mark of a man is not in his name, but in his character.”

“And in his heart,” Penelope finished softly. When Asmara smiled at her, she smiled in return. “But you will tell me the story of Blayth the Strong, will you not? All I have heard is what de Lohr and Payton-Forrester have told me. I want to hear of his legend through your eyes. Will you share it with me?”

Asmara thought back to the first time she’d ever seen Blayth the Strong. She’d tripped over him and fell in the mud and he’d thrown her in a trough. Then, she thought of him as they’d assaulted Llandarog Castle, how she’d scaled the walls and how he’d used brute strength to subdue an entire garrison. She remembered their time at Gwendraith and their very first kiss in that musty stable. The man who didn’t remember his past but who had an uncanny skill as a warrior was someone she’d loved from the start. In fact, she couldn’t remember when she hadn’t loved him. And as he wandered into the great hall of Lioncross with his family, her love for him only grew.

Blayth the Strong was unwanted no longer.

“I will be happy to tell you,” she said as they began to follow the men into the hall. “The first time I met him, he threw me into a horse trough.”

Penelope looked at her with surprise. “Is that true?” she said. “The first time I met my husband, I challenged him to a fight.”

Asmara grinned. “Did you win?”

“Of course I did. I am a de Wolfe; I was born with a sword in my hand.”

“As was I, practically.”

When they reached the top of the stairs, Penelope put her arms around Asmara and hugged her tightly.

“Then you are going to fit into this family perfectly,” she said.

Asmara hoped so. As she entered the great hall, she saw Blayth sitting at the massive feasting table with his brothers, being served great cups of ale by the servants. He caught a glimpse of her and when their eyes met, she would never forget the look of joy on the man’s face.

It was the joy of a man who was loved fully, and who loved fully. It was the joy of a story with a happy ending, and the joy of a legend whose dreams had actually come true.

James de Wolfe had risen from the dead, and now he was home to stay.
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EPILOGUE


Castle Questing

One month later

“You look very beautiful,” Blayth said. “I have the most beautiful wife in all the world.”

Asmara cast him a look that could only be described as hateful. It was late on a mild autumn day as they rode with William, Scott, Troy, Patrick, and eight hundred de Wolfe soldiers on their return to Castle Questing. The comment had come from Blayth because his wife was dressed in a lovely frock, courtesy of Penelope, on the occasion of visiting Castle Questing and, consequently, meeting family and relatives for the first time.

But it had been a hard fight.

Penelope and Asmara were roughly the same size, with coloring that was also similar, so before departing Lioncross Abbey, Penelope had given Asmara three lovely gowns she’d brought with her so that Asmara would have something nice to wear. It had been a very sweet gesture, as Penelope and Asmara had become very close over the past month, but Asmara had never worn feminine clothing in her life and was very embarrassed to do so.

She felt like a fool.

But the appreciative expressions of her husband, and his brothers, had changed that attitude somewhat. Not much, but a little. Asmara was receiving attention she normally didn’t receive and it was flattering, although she didn’t want to admit it. Penelope had even shown Asmara how to fashion her hair so that it was both pretty and practical. No more long, silky strands of dark hair blowing in the wind. Now, it was braided and pinned to the nape of her neck. She kept scratching at her neck, at the iron pins that poked, while Blayth watched her with amusement.

One too many amused looks and she punched him.

But he’d laughed at her, taking it in stride. The de Wolfe brothers knew better than to comment to Asmara; they’d grown up with a sister who was also a warrior, and fine compliments would only bring them pain. Therefore, they let Blayth take the brunt of Asmara’s frustration with her new ladylike appearance. But the truth was that she looked quite lovely.

Beneath a crisp blue sky, the returning de Wolfe party mounted the hill that led to Castle Questing, and Blayth and Asmara were once again faced with an enormous English castle that took up nearly the entire top of a hill. William had explained that Scotland wasn’t far off, and it was his job to police this portion of the border, but Asmara found it all quite fascinating. The landscape this far north was different from that of Wales, but just as beautiful, she thought. She had thoroughly enjoyed the trip and the opportunity to see parts of England. Although she missed her home, and her family, she could not have been happier, or more content, with Blayth.

She knew her father would have approved.

In truth, the past month for them had been life-changing for them both. Blayth had spent the time with his brothers and father at Lioncross, listening to night after night of tales from his past, as they all tried to stir memories long buried.

William refused to believe that they were gone completely, so he’d spent his days with Blayth, speaking of events from his childhood and from the days when he’d fostered. Asmara listened as well, learning of her husband’s past. Sometimes, Blayth thought he might actually remember what he was being told, but other times, there was no recognition at all.

But the fact remained that William, Scott, Troy, and Patrick never gave up. They were so thrilled to have their son and brother returned to them that it was a genuine joy speaking on things he no longer remembered. Even though he’d changed somewhat, and his memory was mostly gone, they all saw characteristics in the man that had never left him. He was still quiet, with a ready humor, and he still became quite emotional about certain things. That was the brother they remembered. And the love he felt for his family, even though he didn’t really remember much about them, was ready and prevalent.

Love was something that couldn’t be forgotten.

But those conversations about the past also brought up conversations about the future, and it was quickly determined that Blayth really couldn’t return to Wales, nor did he want to. What he’d left there was an episode of his life and he genuinely wanted to return to the House of de Wolfe and resume his former life as best he was able, with Asmara by his side.

It was then that William was forced to tell him that he had been married before, and he had two children as a result. Ronan had been six years of age and his daughter, Isabella, had been born when he’d been in Wales. The little girl was five years of age now and the only father she’d ever known was the man her mother had married two years after her father’s “passing”. Owen le Mon was from a fine family, a knight who had served at a neighboring castle, and he’d accepted Ronan and Isabella as if they were his own.

Blayth had heard that his children and his first wife had resumed their happy life after his disappearance and he had no intention of disturbing that. But the fact remained that he had been married before, putting his marriage to Asmara in jeopardy. William and Blayth consulted with a priest local to Lioncross to discuss the issue, but after much discussion with the priest and a good deal of deliberation, the priest decided that James, for the most part, no longer existed and the man Blayth had taken his place. In the church’s view, that meant there was no marriage between Blayth and Rose.

It wasn’t only Blayth who had been relieved to hear that, but Asmara.

Suspecting she was pregnant, she didn’t particularly want her child to be born a bastard. And as they finally arrived in Questing’s enormous bailey, Asmara had the confidence in her marriage and in her husband enough to be secure in their love and in their future.

And that was why they had come to Castle Questing.

“Come down, cariad,” Blayth said as he dismounted his steed and quickly came around her horse to help her dismount. “Get down and stretch your legs. You must be exhausted.”

Asmara slid into his arms, feeling his strength around her. She kissed his fuzzy face. “I am fine,” she said, looking around. “I am much more interested in this place. It is enormous.”

Blayth held on to her as she stretched out her back. He, too, was looking around, feeling a twinge of recognition. It was another place he’d seen in his dreams, with big towers and sand-colored walls.

“It is,” he agreed quietly. “I was born here, so I am told.”

Asmara heard the tone in his voice and she turned to look at him. “Do you recognize it?”

He nodded, faintly. “I think so,” he said. “I feel as if I do. It is a very strange feeling, as if I have been here before.”

As they stood there, Patrick and Troy came to stand with them. On the trip north, they had left Scott at his home in the south of Cumbria, but Troy and Patrick’s homes were here in the north, with their father. They had continued onward, all the way to Questing.

“Well?” Patrick said. “Do you recognize the place?”

Blayth nodded. “I was telling Asmara that I feel as if I have been here before.”

“You should,” Troy said. “You have spent a large portion of your life here. Of our siblings, no one lives here year-round any longer, but they are all nearby with the exception of Penelope and Scott. And Katheryn, your twin, lives at Berwick. I am sure you will see her shortly.”

Blayth smiled faintly. “I should like to,” he said. But his attention moved back to the vast castle around them. “I am looking forward to getting reacquainted with everyone.”

Patrick started to speak, but something over Blayth’s head caught his attention. He cleared his throat softly.

“Mother is coming,” he said quietly.

Everyone turned to see William walking towards them, his arm around the shoulders of a petite woman clad in a cloak against the cool autumn breeze. Her honey-blonde hair was pulled back into a bun at the back of her head, and she wore a loose wimple about her head and neck. She was older, but the expression on her face was intense and ageless. Her green eyes were riveted on Blayth as she came closer, and closer still.

Troy and Patrick backed away, affording their mother some private space as she came face to face with the son she thought she’d lost. When Jordan came to within a foot or so of Blayth, William spoke.

“Blayth,” he said softly, “this is your mother, Jordan.”

Blayth stared at the woman. Unlike his father or brothers, where there had been only a small amount of recognition, the moment he looked into his mother’s eyes, he knew her. It was a very strong feeling he had, a connection he didn’t have with any of the other members of his family. The bond between mother and child was like nothing else and, in this case, it broke the boundaries of amnesia. His eyes grew moist when she reached out, offering him her hand. He took it quickly.

“I have seen ye in my dreams for five long years,” she said in her heavy Scots accent. “I’ve talked tae ye in my dreams and told ye how much I loved ye. Have ye heard me?”

Tears pooled in his eyes. “I think I have.”

Jordan smiled. “When ye were a wee lad, I called ye Jamie,” she said. “Do ye remember?”

He sniffled. “I do not. I am sorry.”

Jordan gazed at him a moment, studying the new man her son had become, before lifting her hand to touch the damaged side of his head. Her fingers were gentle as she acquainted herself with the new side of him, tender yet probing, as only a mother could be.

It was a deeply poignant moment and Blayth closed his eyes, tears streaming down his cheeks as he felt his mother’s touch for the first time that he could remember. She touched that terrible side of his head without fear, without revulsion.

Only love.

“When ye were born, ye were a weak little lad,” she finally said. “We were a-feared ye would not live. I spent so much time with ye, rocking ye, holding ye, and telling ye what a great man ye would become someday. I’m not sure if I believed it, but I wanted ye tae know that I had faith in ye. I had faith that ye would fulfill yer destiny. I think… I think that even though yer destiny wasna as we’d planned, it is still a fine one. Yer father sent me a missive when he found ye at Lioncross, and he explained what became of ye. I wanted ye tae know that I’m very proud of ye, because ye’ve been a hero tae people who trusted ye, and that’s a grand destiny for any man.”

Blayth bent over, kissing her hands as he held them. He was so choked up that he couldn’t even speak. Jordan touched the top of his head, the thick blond strands that she remembered so well. Perhaps he went by another name now, and perhaps he didn’t remember everything of his life as a de Wolfe, but to Jordan, he was still her little boy.

He was still her Jamie.

As Blayth bent over her, wrought with emotion, Jordan’s attention moved to the young woman next to him. Tall, dark-haired, she had a fine-featured face, and Jordan smiled at her.

“Ye must be Asmara,” she said. “I am very happy tae meet ye.”

Asmara smiled timidly. “Thank you, my lady,” she said. “I am happy to know you, too.”

Blayth, realizing he’d been rude by not introducing his wife, stood up and wiped the tears from his face. Still holding Jordan’s hand, he put his arm around Asmara’s shoulders.

“She is a great woman and I am undeserving of her, but she loves me anyway,” he said. “I know you two will become great friends.”

Jordan squeezed her son’s hand before letting it go, moving to Asmara and reaching for the woman. She took Asmara’s hands, gazing into the face of the woman her husband’s missive had also told her about. It had been a very long missive that explained everything. Dragon Princess, William had said about James’ new wife. She was a great woman among the Welsh. But all Jordan saw was the woman her son clearly adored.

“Of course we will,” she said. “Come inside with me. Ye must be weary.”

Asmara was immediately at ease with Jordan’s sweet manner. She didn’t even hesitate as the woman pulled her along, towards the enormous keep of Castle Questing. She, too, felt instant comfort at Castle Questing and as Jordan pulled her away, Blayth moved to follow. William, however, stopped him.

“Wait,” he said quietly. “There is someone else you must see.”

Blayth looked at him curiously, but his father indicated a dark-haired woman and two small children who were standing several feet away. In fact, Jordan and Asmara walked right past them, close enough to touch them had they tried. As soon as dark-haired woman saw that William’s attention was on her, she moved forward with her children.

“This is Rose,” William told Blayth quietly. “The children with her are yours.”

Blayth found himself looking at a pretty woman, very pretty, and two very handsome children. The boy was older, having seen eleven summers, but the little girl was small and shy.

Rose walked right up to him, her expression serious as she saw all of the damage to his head. It was her former husband, but he’d transformed into something else. She almost didn’t recognize him. She’d had weeks to prepare for this moment, but now that it was here, it wasn’t as gut-wrenching or emotional as she thought it would have been. There was a peace about it, in fact. James was here, but only in the literal sense. The man he was had died at Llandeilo; the man she saw before her was what came in his place.

It was a strange realization, but not uncomfortable.

When their eyes met, she forced a smile.

“Greetings,” she said. “Do you remember me?”

Blayth almost did, but he wasn’t sure. He had that feeling so often that it was frustrating. “I wish I did,” he said. “Greetings, Lady le Mon.”

He was acknowledging her married name, the name that was no longer his. Rose, too, knew that her marriage to James was no longer valid, thanks to the same missive William had sent to his wife. It was a missive that had contained, and explained, a great many things, so Rose knew the situation for what it was. In truth, she felt relief and she felt joy, if only for William and Jordan’s sake. She wasn’t quite sure how James would fit into the life of her son now, for he was the only child who remembered him, but she had every faith that everything would happen as it should. She had her father’s philosophy on life, and considering she’d spent many an hour with Kieran speaking on this very subject, she’d come to the conclusion that James’ return wouldn’t disrupt her life.

But it was rather bittersweet to see him again.

“For your family’s sake, I am glad that you have returned,” she said. “And for Ronan’s sake. We have kept your memory alive for him, and he still remembers you.”

Blayth looked to the boy with the white-blond hair standing next to Rose. He looked very much as James had when he’d been that age, something that brought William and Jordan much comfort over the years. He smiled at the lad.

“Do you remember me?” he asked.

Ronan had his grandfather’s strength, his father’s humor, and his mother’s wild streak. He looked up at his father, fearlessly. “Aye,” he said. “Are… are you really back from the dead?”

Blayth laughed softly. “Some would say so.”

“What was it like to be dead?”

Blayth shrugged. “If your mother will allow it, then I should like to spend time with you and tell you,” he said. “Of course, only if you will allow it, too.”

Ronan looked at his mother, who nodded encouragingly, before lifting his slender shoulders. “I think so,” he said. “I have a pony. Would you like to see him?”

Blayth had never heard such a wonderful question. Although he didn’t remember his son, the moment he saw the boy, he felt a familiar connection. He wasn’t determined to be a father to the boy, because the lad had a father in his mother’s new husband, but perhaps he could have some place in his child’s life. A friend, a mentor…

He realized that he would like that very much.

“Aye,” he said. “I would.”

With a wink to his father and brothers, Blayth followed young Ronan as the lad led him off towards the stables of Castle Questing. William watched him go, feeling a sense of contentment that he couldn’t begin to describe. His son was home, and even though the world was different now, it was no less wonderful. It could only get better.

He could see the old James in the folds of Blayth’s persona, and he knew in his heart that James would make a full return someday.

He could feel it.

“Well,” Patrick said, breaking William from his train of thought. “It seems to me that all is well in the world again. Blayth seems happy, doesn’t he?”

They had all taken to calling him Blayth because it was the only name he remembered. His family had to accept that James, for the moment, was no longer with them. To Patrick’s question, William nodded.

“He does,” he said, turning to Troy and Patrick. “As am I. My son was dead, but I got him back. For every parent who has lost a child, that is the dream. Today, I am living my dream.”

Patrick and Troy understood. And in particular, Troy did. Having lost two children of his own to a terrible accident years before, what his father said was particularly poignant.

He understood, indeed.

As the two brothers headed off to take care of the horses and help disband the army, William continued to stand there, thinking that he was incredibly blessed to have all of his children returned to him, even if it wasn’t exactly as it had been before. In truth, he didn’t care that it wasn’t. He was very happy with this new world he lived in. As he stood there, pondering what the future would bring for Blayth and Asmara, Rose came to stand next to him.

“Uncle William?”

William turned to her, the lovely young woman who had been his son’s first wife. He still loved her like a daughter. Reaching out, he picked up Isabella, kissing the little girl on the cheek.

“You were very brave, Rosie,” he said. “I cannot imagine this was easy for you.”

Rose shrugged. “To tell the truth, I was not sure how I would feel,” she said. “Hearing that James was alive, and then understanding the circumstances of his return, I truly wasn’t sure how I would feel. But when I saw him… it wasn’t James. I do not know if it makes any sense, but that isn’t the man I loved. He is very different.”

William nodded. “He is, indeed,” he said. “But our James is still there. I catch a glimpse of him now and again. But this Blayth… I like him, too.”

Rose simply smiled. She knew how devastated William had been at James’ death, but she was glad to see that he wasn’t disappointed that the James he knew wasn’t the James that returned. There were no unrealistic expectations on William’s part, only gratitude.

“I am glad,” she said, patting his arm. She, too, turned her attention towards the stables, where she could see her son and Blayth disappearing into the structure, but her mind was elsewhere. Her manner sobered. “You have not asked about my father, Uncle William.”

William’s entire manner seemed to tense. He’d been so happy, and now Rose had brought about a subject that instantly brought him down. He was afraid to even continue the conversation, but he forced himself.

“I know,” he said. “I have not asked anyone about him. I am afraid to.”

Rose turned to him. Like everyone else at Questing, she knew how William had been dealing with Kieran’s illness. Or not dealing with it, as it were. He couldn’t bring himself to. Gently, she put a hand on his shoulder.

“He is waiting for you,” she said softly. “He knows you have returned.”

William’s eye filled with tears and his composure took a hit. “In his chamber?” he asked hoarsely. “Or in his new crypt in the chapel?”

Rose could see his tears coming and it choked her up to see how emotional he was. “In his chamber,” she said. “My mother is with him. That is why she is not here to greet James.”

William blinked, tears dripping down his face. “Rosie… how is he?”

“Failing.”

William inhaled deeply, steadying himself, as he handed Isabella over to Rose. “Then I shall not make him wait.”

With that, he crossed the bailey and entered the cool, dark keep of Castle Questing. There were only a few servants around as he took the mural stairs up to the Hage living quarters, and he found that he was almost running as he made his way to Kieran’s chamber at the end of the corridor. The more he moved, the more urgent his desire to see his old friend.

One last time.

He didn’t even knock. Slowly, he pushed the door open, his gaze immediately going to the big bed where he knew his dearest friend was laying. Stepping into the chamber, he saw Jemma sitting beside her husband, but she stood up quickly when she saw who it was. William approached the bed, his focus on his dying friend.

“Thank God,” Jemma said. “Ye’ve returned. And James?”

William came around the bed to where she was standing. “He is here,” he said. “My son has come home.”

Jemma closed her eyes briefly, a gesture of thanks and relief. “Then I shall go and see him,” she said. But she paused, looking William in the face. “He hasna eaten in a week, William, and he hasna spoken in a few days. I believe he was waiting for ye tae return. He was holding out as long as he could.”

William nodded, but he was fighting off a roar of tears. He sat down in the seat vacated by Jemma as she kissed him on the temple and quietly left the chamber. His attention was on Kieran as the man lay there, drawn and pasty and sleeping heavily. His chest lifted slowly, and unsteadily, the only sign that the man was alive. Leaning forward, William took Kieran’s big hand in his.

“I have returned,” he whispered tightly. “I have brought James with me. I do not know how much you have been told, but he does not remember anything, Kieran. The damage to his head, the blow we thought killed him, erased most of his memory. Scott and Troy and Patrick and I have spent the past month trying to help him remember who he was, but the truth is that he has been living as a hero to the Welsh. Can you imagine? A de Wolfe being a hero to the Welsh?”

Kieran twitched, and William was positive the man heard him. He squeezed his friend’s big hand. “He has married, too,” he continued. “A lovely lass, a great-granddaughter of a Welsh king. It seems that two of my children have married Welsh royalty, which means I can no longer fight Edward’s wars in Wales. I would be fighting my own kin. But, then again, I married a Scots and still do battle in Scotland, so I suppose I am traitor to my family all the way around.”

He meant it as a joke, hoping it would stir Kieran, and he was rewarded when the man moved a bit more, as if he were trying to open his eyes He hadn’t really expected the man to awaken for him. Hell, he hadn’t expected the man to even be alive upon his return, but he was.

And perhaps, it was all William’s fault.

William had expressed such distress over Kieran’s health, repeatedly telling the man that he couldn’t do without him, and as he looked at the dying man on the bed, it occurred to him that Kieran might be hanging on because of William’s complaints. It further occurred to William just how selfish he had been.

Oh, he’d fully admitted his selfishness, but seeing Kieran lying pale and sickly on the bed, he realized just how horrible he’d been about the entire situation. William didn’t want Kieran to die, and by sheer willpower alone, Kieran was still alive. For William, the man had fought off the jaws of death. But as William looked at his gallant friend, he remembered something Kieran had told him –

I am tired, William. I am tired of being ill, of not being able to function as a normal man. I spend my days in this bed, remembering when I was young and strong and healthy. I do not like my family seeing me this way. It is no way for a knight’s life to end. I had always imagined that I would die a glorious death in battle, but it seems as if I am to die an old man in my bed.

But even now, because of William’s selfishness, Kieran wouldn’t let go.

William knew it was time to make him let go.

“Kieran,” he said, the tears beginning to fall again. “I know you waited for me to return, and return I have. James has come home, and he is happy and whole. Rosie is also happy. There is no trouble with her having seen James. She understands that he is not the same man. And I am happy because my son has returned. As much as I love you and as much as I am going to miss you, it is okay for you to go now. It is okay for you to leave me because I will be okay in the end. I will do everything I promised; I shall make sure our grandsons remember you, and I shall make sure your memory is honored. We shall all remember your greatness, for generations to come. You no longer need to remain here. Be young and strong again, my friend. Be free.”

After that, he couldn’t say anything more. He was too overcome by emotion, but he was also overcome by a sense of peace. Peace that this was the right thing for Kieran, and for them all.

It was time.

William remained with Kieran, holding the man’s hand, until his breathing grew weaker, and more erratic. When that time came, he sent a servant for Jemma, but he continued to sit there, holding the man’s hand and whispering of past adventures, of the battles they’d fought together, and of the humorous events of their youth.

When Kieran finally breathed his last, it was with William’s voice in his ear, speaking of a particular battle where the fighting had been so vicious, an enemy blade sliced through the garters holding up the mail on Kieran’s left leg. When the mail trousers slid down, so did part of his breeches, leaving his naked leg and bare arse exposed.

The last thing Kieran ever heard was William’s soft laughter in his ear.

And that was the way he wanted it.

* THE END *

Blayth and Asmara’s children:

Maddock

Bowen

Caius

Garreth
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POST SCRIPT


I don’t normally do a post script. But with this book, I thought I should.

It’s quite a tale that old Mr. Nolwynn told, isn’t it? Helped along by Jestin, of course. I hope you enjoyed the novel and I hope the passing of an old de Wolfe knight touched you like it touched me. It was ugly crying for me as I wrote it, so don’t be ashamed if that was your reaction, too. Although I don’t normally write about the deaths of any of my heroes (or even significant secondary characters), I felt that I had to address it because according to the novel Scorpion, which is Kevin Hage’s story, the year Kieran died was, indeed, the year A WOLFE AMONG DRAGONS is set in.

Therefore, I couldn’t ignore it. I decided to make his passing something we could all experience, like the passing of a favorite uncle, and that is why I put it at the very end of the book. Blayth and Asmara have had their happily ever after, but it was time for all of us to move Kieran on. I warned you to get the tissues before this book even started. I wasn’t kidding.

Also, the biggest question readers will ask is did Cader ever get to see his grandsons, and did Fairynne end up marrying Pryce?

The answer, to both, is yes.

But look for that in a future de Wolfe novel.

And the de Wolfe pack lives on…

~ KL
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Family Trees for the de Wolfe, Hage, and de Norville Families


The next generation Wolfe Pack

William and Jordan Scott de Wolfe

Scott (Wife #1 Lady Athena de Norville, issue. Wife #2, Lady Avrielle Huntley du Rennic, issue.)

Troy (Wife #1 Lady Helene de Norville, has issue. Wife #2 Lady Rhoswyn Johnstone, issue.)

Patrick (married to Lady Brighton de Favereux, has issue)

James – Killed in Wales June 1282 (married to Lady Rose Hage, has issue)

Katheryn (James’ twin) Married Sir Alec Hage, has issue

Evelyn (married to Sir Hector de Norville, has issue)

Baby de Wolfe – died same day. Christened Madeleine.

Edward (married to Lady Cassiopeia de Norville, has issue)

Thomas

Penelope (married to Bhrodi de Shera, hereditary King of Anglesey and Earl of Coventry, has issue)

Kieran and Jemma Scott Hage

Mary Alys (adopted) married, with issue

Baby Hage, died same day. Christened Bridget.

Alec (married to Lady Katheryn de Wolfe, has issue)

Christian (died Holy Land 1269 A.D.) no issue

Moira (married to Sir Apollo de Norville, has issue)

Kevin (married to Lady Annavieve de Ferrers, has issue)

Rose (widow of Sir James de Wolfe, has issue)

Nathaniel

Paris and Caladora Scott de Norville

Hector (married to Lady Evelyn de Wolfe, has issue)

Apollo (married to Lady Moira Hage, has issue)

Helene (married to Sir Troy de Wolfe, has issue)

Athena (married to Sir Scott de Wolfe, has issue)

Adonis

Cassiopeia (married to Sir Edward de Wolfe, has issue)


[image: ‡]
PROLOGUE


Present day, May

Pendraeth Forest, Anglesey, Wales

Archaeological Dig for the University of California at San Marcos in conjunction with the University of Aberystwyth

The forest was thick with foliage, moist in the mid-summer heat. Even this far north, the weather could grow very warm and the humidity could get nasty.

The Pendraeth Forest was one of the dwindling sections of heavily forested land in the United Kingdom. Most of the great forests were gone due to a myriad of reasons; pollution, human encroachment, and other factors had shrunk even the greatest of forests. The most legendary forest of all, Sherwood, was nothing more than a grove of trees these days. Certainly it was no place for great outlaws to hide out in. Times had changed, indeed.

On this bright day in mid-August, a group of students from the University of California at San Marcos was working on a dig deep in the forest near Llyn Llwydiarth, or Lake Llwydiarth. There used to be a great marsh surrounding it but it had been drained around the turn of the last century to produce rich farmlands. However, a section of it closer to the lake had remained undisturbed until last spring when the farmer who owned the land drained it off to expand his grass crop for hay. However, when the water was drained off and the man began to prepare the section, he’d come across something that had put an immediate stop to his agricultural plans. He’d discovered human bones.

The farmer had called the police who had shown up and determined that the bones were very old; in fact, they suspected they were Dark Age burials and called upon the University of Aberystwyth because they had an ancient studies department. The university had sent people to check it out and after some carbon dating samples, determined that it was, in fact, a Medieval burial site. Archaeologists were called in and the farmer lost a good portion of his agricultural site to the scholars.

Dr. Bud Becker, the senior field archaeologist in Medieval Studies at the University of California at San Marcos had been on-site since June, when he had been called in by a colleague at Aberystwyth. Everyone in the field of archaeology knew Dr. Becker’s reputation, as the foremost expert in Medieval field archaeology, so the University of Aberystwyth was very glad to have him.

Dr. Becker had brought in twenty-one archaeology students for a summer session along with him so they had plenty of help as they excavated the farmer’s field. But more and more as of late, Dr. Becker was convinced this wasn’t a burial. Bodies were in pieces, missing heads, missing limbs, and generally scattered all over about a quarter of a mile radius. It didn’t look like any battle he’d ever seen; it looked like a massacre. He had been genuinely baffled until they had come across bones that didn’t match anything he’d ever seen before. Buried deep in the muck of the field, in the low-acidic soil, had been pieces of a skeleton that wasn’t man or animal. He didn’t know what it was, which is why Aberystwyth had brought in a paleontologist, also from the University of California at San Marcos. They had no idea what they had, and the mystery deepened.

The paleontologist had created her own sub-dig within Dr. Becker’s dig. Dr. Cynthia Paz was a pretty woman with deep blue eyes, small and quick, and very diligent about her work. There were times during the dig when they had to literally pull her out of her hole so they could shut down for the night. The woman put in eighteen hour days and had for about three weeks, ever since they had called her in. The very first thing she had done upon her first inspection of the bones was send samples to a lab in London for analysis. Whatever she was dealing with, it wasn’t petrified as a dinosaur skeleton would have been, and it didn’t look like anything from the early age of man. The low acidic soil had preserved the bones so much that they were nearly pliable. Brand-new as far as old skeletons went. She was as confused as anyone else.

So, she continued her dig while Becker worked around her. There was quite a killing field surrounding whatever the massive skeleton was, and the age of the human bones had already come back from the lab circa 1200 A.D. to 1338 A.D. was the closest the carbon dating could come up with, which clearly made them Medieval. Therefore, Becker and his crew continued to excavate the human remains and, as of this morning, had uncovered five hundred and eleven pieces of bodies. There wasn’t one complete corpse in the entire group. Becker, having just finished exposing a skull that had been smashed to bits, took a brief break and headed over to the tent where they had water and other consumables. He was in the process of downing a bottle of Gatorade when Dr. Paz came up behind him.

“Hey, Bud,” she said, pulling off her baseball cap and wiping the sweat off her forehead. “Anything exciting today?”

Becker swallowed the last gulp of orange sports drink. “More crushed bones,” he said. “I swear, I have never seen anything like this in all my years of archaeology. It’s almost like this was a dumping ground for dismembered bodies.”

“Sounds like quite a mess.”

“You’d better believe it,” Becker concurred. “And it doesn’t look like ritualistic killing, either. It’s too disorganized, which makes me go back to the body dumping grounds theory. Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

Dr. Paz shook her head but the entire time she was eyeing a long table that had a variety of excavated human bones on it. Students were cleaning and cataloging them. She seemed rather ill at ease, edgy even, but Becker hadn’t noticed. He was too busy contemplating the dismembered body burial ground.

“No,” Dr. Paz said, clearing her throat softly. “But, then again, this kind of thing isn’t my area of expertise. In fact, I have to tell you that… uh, can we go somewhere private and talk?”

Becker nodded, following her out of the tent and out into the trees. When Dr. Paz thought they were isolated enough, she dug into her pocket and produced a piece of paper.

“I received this email this morning from the lab in London,” she said quietly. “You know that I sent some bone samples from that skeleton you found down there. I also sent them samples of the dirt surrounding the bones just in case anything organic remained. God, I don’t even know where to begin with this.”

Bud was all ears; he could see that she was acting nervously. It concerned him. “Why?” he asked. “What did the lab say?”

Dr. Paz looked at the paper in her hand. Then, she sighed heavily. “The results from the carbon dating test puts the skeleton between 1248 A.D. to 1300 A.D.,” she said. “They’re clearly Medieval. The lab also found DNA in the soil surrounding the bones from organic decomposition, but more than that, they were able to extract DNA from the bones themselves. This is what they came back with as to the origins of the skeleton.”

She handed the paper over to Bud, who read it closely. When he came to the bottom portion of the results where the lab determined the DNA makeup, his eyes widened.

“What in the hell?” he breathed, reading the results over again. “A… a…?”

“Sauropod,” Dr. Paz said quietly. “They’ve classified it as a Sauropod.”

Becker looked at her, confusion rampant in his expression. “What does that mean?”

Dr. Paz sighed heavily. “It means that they’ve classified it as a dinosaur, but that doesn’t make any sense since the bones themselves have been carbon dated to the High Middle Ages.” She shook her head, obviously baffled. “What the lab is basically telling us is that there was a dinosaur living as late as the Medieval period. I’ve never seen anything like this in my entire life.”

Becker’s jaw was hanging open. “A dinosaur?” he repeated. “In Medieval Wales?”

Dr. Paz lifted her shoulders. “Stranger things have happened,” she said. “Maybe it was a mutated creature that had somehow survived into modern times. You know, legends like dragons and sea serpents have existed for thousands of years and who’s to say there isn’t any real basis for that? It’s quite possible a lone branch of the sauropod family somehow survived into the High Middle Ages but eventually died off. Maybe nature decided it had no place in the modern world; who knows? There are always the legends like the Loch Ness Monster and other lake beasts. You hear that kind of thing all the time.”

Becker wasn’t convinced; he was stricken with the information in his hand and lifted the paper up as if to emphasize his point. “The Loch Ness Monster is bullshit and everyone knows it,” he said. “But right here – in this paper – an independent lab is telling us that we’ve got some kind of… Medieval dinosaur right here in Wales!”

Dr. Paz nodded her head in resignation. “I know,” she said. “My main goal now is to uncover that entire skeleton and reconstruct it. I really want to see what that thing looks like.”

Becker lowered the paper in his hand, struggling to collect his wits. He was genuinely blown away by the information. “Me, too,” he agreed, taking a deep breath as he labored for calm. His gaze moved to the tent where the students were diligently working. “But this really puts an entirely new spin to evolution if this information is accurate.”

Dr. Paz was thoughtful, trying to be clinical about such outlandish news. “There are lots of descendants of dinosaurs that have lived into modern times, so this isn’t completely crazy,” she said. “Alligators, for instance. They have dinosaur ancestors. So do birds. Remember the movie ‘Jurassic Park’? There are lots of creatures that survived the Jurassic and Triassic periods, evolving into creatures we know today.”

Becker knew that and he, too, was trying to be clinical about the information. He was a scientist, after all, so in his mind there had to be a logical explanation. “So something like this really isn’t out of the realm of possibility?”

Dr. Paz nodded seriously. “It’s entirely possible, as strange as it sounds.”

Becker pondered that for a moment. “I’ve got some students researching local legends simply because I’m trying to get to the bottom of all of these bodies,” he said. “I’ll see if they can find something about monsters or beasts roaming around out here. There has got to be some kind of local legend. A creature like this wouldn’t have gone unseen.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Dr. Paz said. “You’ll let me know if they find anything?”

“Of course,” Becker said as he handed the paper back to her. “We keep this between us for now, okay? I don’t want this news getting out, at least not yet. We’re going to have a hell of a time defending this.”

Dr. Paz agreed. “I know,” she said, her gaze moving to the tent where Becker’s students were working. “But I think I have a theory about your human remains.”

Becker looked at her curiously. “What’s that?”

Dr. Paz reached into her pocket and pulled out a long, slender piece of bone. Upon closer inspection, Becker could see that it was a fang or sharp tooth. Silently, Dr. Paz motioned for Becker to follow her back over to the tent where she went to one of the tables and lifted up a femur bone. She looked at Becker.

“Do you remember telling me that it looked as if these bodies had been hacked apart or dismembered by knives or chisels because of the hack marks in the bone?” she asked.

Becker nodded. “Yes,” he said, looking at the bones spread over the table. “All of the bones have those marks.”

Dr. Paz shook her head. “Watch this,” she said. Then she took the long tooth and held it up to one of the hack marks in the femur bone. It fit the shape perfectly. When Becker saw that, his eyes threatened to burst from his skull.

“No…,” he gasped.

Dr. Paz nodded as she looked at the tooth, fitting into the hack mark like the last piece of a perfect puzzle.

“Yes,” she whispered in return. “This is a tooth from that skeleton. These are teeth marks in the bone, not hack marks. Your bodies weren’t in a big battle, Bud. They were eaten by that beast out there.”

Becker didn’t think he could be more astonished than he already was. He took the femur from her, and the tooth, and fitted the two together perfectly.

“Holy crap,” he gasped in astonishment. “So there were human sacrifices to it?”

“That’s as good an explanation as any,” Dr. Paz replied.

As Dr. Becker’s overwhelmed mind was trying to digest the information, one of Dr. Paz’s students came rushing into the tent.

“Dr. Paz,” the girl called breathlessly. “Dr. Becker, you both need to come.”

Dr. Paz was already on the move with Becker right behind her. “Why?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

The student shook her head. “Nothing’s wrong,” she said. “But we were moving away some earth just like you instructed and we came across something.”

“What?”

The student looked between Dr. Paz and Dr. Becker, excitement in her face. “We thought it was a piece of wood or a log, but it wasn’t,” she said. “We came across a broadsword buried in the earth.”

Dr. Becker stepped forward. “A broadsword?” he repeated. “Are you sure?”

The girl nodded firmly. “The steel of the blade is black from the acidic soil that it’s been in, but the hilt is still there.” A grin spread across her face. “It’s gold, Dr. Becker. It’s a big, beautiful Medieval hilt and it looks like there are stones in it. It’s absolutely gorgeous.”

Becker was really curious now. “Let’s go take a look.”

The girl nodded and rushed off with Dr. Becker and Dr. Paz hot on her heels. The mystery in the marsh was deepening.


 

A knight, he traveled, lone and weary,

Upon a road so nigh.

Upon this road, a wraith came leery,

And moved the knight to by.

“Behold,” said he, “I clearly see,

Your heart is not content.”

“Be wise,” it replied, “and know, forsooth,

That all is not as it seems.

Your road is long, and your path is wrong,

For you have entered the realm of the Serpent.”

~ 17th Century Welsh Chronicler
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CHAPTER ONE


Year of Our Lord 1283 A.D., the Month of April

Reign of Edward I

Castle Questing, Northumberland, England

“She did not simply disappear, but I would wager to say she is holed up somewhere in the castle. Woe betide the man who finds her for she shall not make capture easy.”

The grim prediction came from an elderly man, big and dark and battle-scarred, and a patch over his missing left eye. He was old, that was true, but the gleam in his one good eye was as youthful and strong as it had ever been. The Wolfe of the North, Sir William de Wolfe, gazed at the men surrounding him, his expression wrought with tension. There was battle in the air.

“We checked all of the usual places, Father,” a big, brawny man with blond hair and hazel-gold eyes informed him. “She is nowhere to be found.”

“She is somewhere,” William repeated steadily. “I would suggest you are fully armed as you search. If I know my youngest daughter, and I believe I do, she is armed and lying in wait for one of you hapless souls to come across her. She does not wish to be captured so heed my advice; she has a tendency to go for the neck so if I were you, I would take all steps to protect myself should you happen to find her. She will fight like a caged beast.”

The brawny blond man grunted, perhaps in disapproval, and glanced at the men around him; four of them were his brothers, including his twin, and they all had the very same thought when it came to their youngest sister, the Lady Penelope Adalira de Wolfe. Mayhap you should not have raised her as a knight, Father. She can best every one of us if she puts her mind to it. They were all thinking the same thing but no one had the courage to speak it.

No one dared lecture The Wolfe; to do so was a sign of disrespect and all of them had the very greatest esteem for their father. But even infallible men sometimes had a weakness; in William’s case, it happened to be his youngest child. A surprise baby that was born when both of her parents were well past their prime, she had been doted on and spoiled ridiculously, and when she had shown interest in doing what her older brothers were doing, William had not the heart to tell his cherubic little Penelope that she could not do what the boys did. He let her do it. The older she grew, the more strong-willed she had become and now he was facing the results of his lack of parental control. It was about to bite him in the arse.

“’Tis yer own fault, English,” came the softly uttered voice of their mother, her words infused with a heavy Scots accent. “Ye taught Penelope well and now ye must pay for yer sins. She has yer cunning and she willna be snared. If she truly wishes tae hide from ye, then ye’ve taught her enough that she can stay away quite adequately.”

William glanced at his wife as she stood in the doorway of his massive solar. Illuminated by the soft light, she looked far younger than her sixty-odd years. “So you have come to scold me?” he asked, somewhat defensively.

“I have come tae warn ye. She’ll not be taken easily.”

William already knew that. He tried to keep his patience with his wife but he couldn’t stomach the “I told you so” attitude. “Then what do you suggest?” he nearly demanded.

The Lady Jordan Scott de Wolfe gazed steadily at her husband of nearly forty years. She knew what he was thinking, just as he knew what she was thinking. There wasn’t much they thought differently on, although Penelope had been one of those things. William had indulged the girl’s interest in knights and weapons whereas Jordan had tried to dissuade her, knowing how difficult it would be for her once she grew older. She would be an oddity in a man’s world. It would seem that Jordan had been increasingly correct, as the current situation now exemplified. They were in for trouble.

Stepping into the solar, Jordan glanced at the rich and comfortable surroundings. Planted in the heart of Castle Questing, a massive fortress that crouched upon the lines of the Scottish border like a lion waiting to feed upon the unwitting souls of the Scots, the solar was a room that had seen more of its share of triumph and tragedy. The cold stone walls themselves reeked of power and warfare, as the lair of The Wolfe weaved its own web of intrigue and mystery.

“Dunna search for her,” Jordan said quietly, pulling her wrap more tightly around her slender shoulders against the chill of the room. “She is smart enough tae hide from ye. A trap is the best thing for Penelope.”

William was intrigued. “A trap?”

Jordan nodded her head, gazing at the knights in the room; a few were her sons, a few were sons of other elderly knights that had been with her husband since he had been a young warrior. She gazed at the handsome faces of her sons; Scott, blond and brawny, and his twin Troy, who was dark like his father. Her gaze fell upon Patrick, her third son and the biggest and most powerful of them all, and then to Edward and Thomas, strapping men who were seasoned even at their young age. Five sons of the mighty Wolfe, all of them distinguished warriors in their own right, but the sixth son was missing. James had been killed in Wales the year before and the agony was still very fresh when she gazed at her boys. She imagined the missing one who had been tall and blond with an impish grin. Struggling against the familiar grief, her gaze returned to her husband.

“Aye,” she said finally. “Ye must lure her out if ye have any chance of capturing her.”

“How shall we lure her?”

Jordan shrugged, a twinkle in her soft green eyes. “’Tis ye who are the military genius, English,” she said. “I shall leave that up tae ye.”

William twisted his lips irritably at her but the truth was that he was trying not to grin. “You are no help at all, woman,” he growled.

“Ye didna marry me tae help ye. Ye married me tae breed a host of strong sons and tell ye when ye are wrong.”

William’s smile broke through. “I shall beat you severely for being so insolent.”

Jordan snorted, glancing at her boys, who were also grinning. As she turned for the door, the panel to the chamber suddenly slammed shut hard enough to rattle the expensive plate armor that was stacked up over the massive hearth. The very shelves shook. They all heard something slam up against the door, a second blow, and William, puzzled, made his way to the door and lifted the old iron latch. It was jammed. Curious, he shook the door as if attempting to open it.

“Who shut this door?” he yelled, pounding a fist against it. “Who is there?”

There was a brief pause. “I shall not let you out until we come to an agreement, Father!”

It was a decidedly feminine voice and they all recognized it in an instant. Frustrated, though not surprised, William looked at his wife.

“Penelope,” he hissed. “Did you put her up to this?”

Jordan’s expression was innocent. “Now, why would I do that?”

He pointed a finger at her. “Because you have been against my decision from the beginning,” he accused. “You’ve not supported me one bit!”

Jordan was trying not to crack a smile. “Yer mad, English,” she dismissed him. “Ye know she’s a clever lass. Mayhap ye shouldna have piled most of yer knights intae one room. Now she has ye trapped, all of ye.”

William scowled at her; he wasn’t the scowling type but his wife had pushed his hand. He snapped his big fingers at the eleven knights in the room. “Edward, Thomas,” he hissed at the younger, thinner, and more agile sons. “Climb out through the window and get around to the corridor where she is. Do not let her get away from you, do you understand?”

The young knights were nodding even as they swiftly moved for the long lancet windows that overlooked the bailey. The other knights followed them and began helping them strip off the heavy armor so they could move more freely.

“’Tis a two-story drop to the bailey, Father,” Scott reminded his father.

William waived him off tersely. “Then use the tapestry near the hearth as a rope,” he said. “If the rest of you can fit through the windows, then go with them.”

The knights were on the move as William returned his attention to the door. “Penelope?” he called sweetly, hoping she hadn’t heard the commands being issued inside the room. “Penelope, my love? Please open the door. I promise we shall speak with reason and wisdom on the matter. Penelope, do you hear me?”

“Father!” Edward called; his body was halfway out of the window but he refused to go any further. He was pointing down into the darkened bailey. “Father, Penelope is down there with a broadsword!”

William and Jordan rushed to the windows, as did the other knights. They could see the young woman down in the darkness of the bailey, dressed in mail and pieces of armor that had been custom-fitted to her body. In her hand was a very sharp broadsword. When she saw all of the faces looking down at her, she assumed a defensive stance.

“Come down here, all of you,” she challenged. “You shall be very sorry.”

William sighed heavily and looked at his wife. “Now what?” he asked. He threw a hand in the direction of the solar door. “She has us trapped in here.”

“That is because ye made it easy for her,” Jordan scolded softly. “Did ye not think she would take advantage of it?”

“She would with her mother advising her.”

“Then that would make me a better military commander than ye.”

William couldn’t decide whether to laugh or spank her. “You’re so smart,” he said sarcastically. “Now what do we do?”

Jordan couldn’t help but grin; a small but scrappy woman had twelve very big men trapped in a little room and was holding them hostage. It was a fairly comical situation and very damaging to the male pride. Jordan was very proud of her little girl.

“Mayhap ye should tell her that she doesna have tae marry the warlord ye’ve pledged her tae,” she said casually. “Mayhap then she shall let ye out. She doesna want tae marry the man and unless ye wish tae remain her hostage the rest of yer life, then I would suggest yet negotiate with her.”

William’s frustration was mounting at his taunting wife. With an angry sigh, he pushed Troy out of the way so he could get closer to the lancet window.

“Penelope?” he called down to her. “Penelope, my sweet, I want you to listen to me very carefully. Will you do this, please?”

Penelope had not moved from her defensive stance. “I have already heard you, Father. You know my thoughts on the matter. I will not let you out of that room until you promise me I do not have to go to Wales.”

By now, most of Castle Questing was alerted to what was going on; there was too much shouting on the east side of the keep to maintain the secrecy of the situation. The Lady Penelope had her father and most of his senior knights trapped in her father’s solar and a shouting match was going on; Penelope in the bailey and her father with his head out of the window two stories above. Men were starting to come around to see what all of the yelling was about, including William’s second in command, Sir Kieran Hage.

Kieran, as old as he was, still drew the night watch every night. The massive knight with the piercing brown eyes still guarded the dark. He was on the wall, watching the happening and coming to see what had occurred; in fact, his own three sons were in that solar; Alec, Kevin, and Christian. He knew this was a particularly painful moment for Kevin, in fact, being in love with Penelope as he was. He knew the man was in the solar, cheering her on. Resist, Penelope! Resist with all your might!

But that didn’t erase the fact that there was a stand-off going on. As Kieran swiftly made his way off the wall, William proceeded to reason with a very angry young lady.

“Penelope,” he began, “you understand a knight’s heart. You understand what it is to fight and die for what you believe in. You understand what makes England what it is and how important loyalty and allegiance are to the king. You also understand that peace is made in many ways and the least violent method is through negotiations and treaties and contracts. That being said, I know you understand how much of an honor it is that King Edward has asked that you become his emissary for peace.”

Even in the darkness, they could see Penelope’s scowl, which was an unfortunate expression on her exquisite face.

“I am not to be an emissary for peace,” she countered firmly. “The king has had a time of it in Wales and he seeks to make me a sacrifice to the biggest Welsh warlord of all by marrying me to the man.”

“He is trying to make an alliance.”

“He is trying to make me the sacrificial lamb!”

William was struggling to remain calm. “I know you are not that dense,” he said. “You know who Bhrodi de Shera is; the man still holds the hereditary title of King of Anglesey, for Christ’s sake. He descends from Welsh royalty on his mother’s side and on his father’s side, he holds the title of Earl of Coventry. He is both Welsh and English, my love, but Edward wishes to appeal to his English blood by marrying the daughter of a great English warlord to him. It will ally our two families, Penelope, and it will guarantee Edward control of Northern Wales. After that disastrous defeat at Llandeilo last year when we lost your brother and then the terrible defeat at Moel-y-don a few months ago, the king is tired of losing so many men. He is hoping you can save lives by marrying the man who holds most of Northern Wales in his grasp. Can you not understand this?”

By now, Penelope had calmed somewhat but she was still clearly unhappy. “You put too much of a burden upon me, Father,” she said. “You make it seem as if I do not marry the man, then I will be responsible for all of the English deaths that will result in continued warfare. I am not to blame; it is the king. His greed kills men.”

“Silence,” William hissed at her. “You cannot judge the fortunes of the king. It is his right to expand his holdings and you are, by law, sworn to do his bidding. What is the difference if he sends you to Wales to fight or to marry a warlord to secure peace? Either way, you are doing his bidding. If you are a knight, as you have so often sworn you are, then you have no choice. You must do as you are told.”

Penelope was losing ground. “I would rather fight than marry a man I would be bound to for life.”

William went for the kill. “Fine,” he said as if agreeing to her terms. “Then the next time there are battles in Wales, your brothers will go and fight. We’ve already lost James, but mayhap that will just be the beginning. It would be a true tragedy to see more of your brothers die in a battle you could have just as easily prevented. They will do their duty and fight for the king; will you do your duty and marry for peace so they will not have to die?”

Penelope held his gaze a moment longer before hanging her head. But as she did so, she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. As quick as a cat, she jumped back and lifted her broadsword but she wasn’t fast enough; Kieran had come up behind her and now held her in a great bear hug from behind. Her arms were pinned by his iron grip and she could hardly move.

“Uncle Kieran!” she grunted, struggling against him. “Let me go!”

Kieran had her tightly; he was concerned what would happen to him should he lose his grip. Penelope could fight as well as any man.

“In time,” he said calmly. “Drop the sword.”

“Nay!”

“Drop it or you will be very sorry.”

Penelope began to kick and twist, but Kieran was so big that she truly didn’t have a chance against him. Suddenly, she began to twitch and spasm. Her howls filled the air.

“Nay!” she screamed. “Don’t you dare do that!”

Kieran was laughing low in his throat; the fingers of his right hand just happened to be along the left side of her torso, in a seam where the mail gapped, and he tickled her mercilessly as she screamed. The broadsword hit the ground and she began to beg for mercy as up in the keep, the servants had managed to straighten out the damaged door latch that was keeping William and his knights barricaded inside the solar.

When the door opened, the knights all spilled out except for William. He remained by the window with his wife, watching Kieran tickle Penelope until she was gasping for air. She was captured, that was certain, but he knew it wouldn’t be the last of her rebellion. She was too stubborn for that. He knew the best course of action would be to get her to Wales as soon as possible. There, she would marry the Welsh warlord that was the most powerful man in all of Wales, if not all of England. The man had lands and wealth beyond the wildest dreams. He also had the reputation of the Devil.

William had known many powerful warlords in his life. He was, in fact, one of the more powerful ones in the north of England; The Wolfe was legendary. But Sir Bhrodi ap Gaerwen de Shera went beyond William’s status. The man had Welsh royalty on his mother’s side and English nobility on his father’s; he fought for the Welsh when it suited him and the English when he felt like it. His loyalty was to himself and no one else.

It was King Edward’s hope that marrying him to the daughter of a legendary English warlord would secure de Shera’s loyalty to England permanently. Securing the loyalty of the man known throughout the realm as The Serpent, and for very good reason.

His strike was deadly.
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CHAPTER TWO


Rhydilian Castle, the Month of May

Isle of Anglesey, Wales

“They are on their way.” A big knight with shaggy black hair entered the great hall with his grand announcement. “In fact, they are already in Wales.”

His statement didn’t seem to have much impact to the occupants. Four pairs of eyes looked up at him from various positions around the great open pit in the center of the hall. The smoke from the fire in the pit was creating a fog of sorts, mostly because of the storm outside. Winds were preventing the smoke from escaping through holes in the thatched roof. Rain trickled down through the roof, hitting the glowing embers with a sharp hiss.

The mood of the room was dark and somber, as was usual. There hadn’t been any levity in the room in well over two years, ever since “she” had died. No one was allowed to speak her name so she was only referred to as “she”. That was as far as it went, memories of “she” having long since been forced into the shadows. That was how their liege wanted it.

As the announced words faded into the smoky blackness of the hall, a man seated near the fire with a sword in his hand, carefully sharpening it with a pumice stone, finally responded.

“How do you know this?” he asked, his voice deep and melodic as he continued to run the stone over the edge of the blade. “Have we received word?”

The knight with the shaggy hair nodded. “Indeed, my lord,” he replied. “Word has come. De Wolfe has accepted Edward’s proposal and is on his way with your bride.”

The man sharpening the sword came to an unsteady halt. His eyes, the color of emeralds, seemed to flicker, to shift, before returning them to the blade. He resumed sharpening.

“Why would he come?” he asked calmly. “I have not yet accepted Edward’s proposal. Do they think to force me to marry an English woman, then?”

The shaggy knight eyed the lowered head of his liege; Sir Bhrodi ap Gaerwen de Shera was a cool man in most situations, cooler still when the circumstances grew harried and violent. But the man had been known to have a temper, legendary outbursts that were far and few between yet had been known to have dire if not deadly results. It took a great deal to provoke the man known as The Serpent, but when The Serpent struck, he laid waste to all he touched. Even the men around the fire were watching de Shera, waiting. It was a tense moment as the realization of the words settled.

“De Wolfe’s messenger is in the bailey,” Ivor ap Bando replied steadily. “I made him wait whilst I informed you of the information he bore. Would you hear him now, my lord?”

Bhrodi continued to rub the stone on the edge of the blade, coolly, but his brilliant mind was working steadily. They are on their way. He was mildly annoyed, that was true, but there was also curiosity in the mix. A daughter of the legendary Wolfe would soon be upon his doorstep. If he was to ever consider an English bride, it would only be from a family of a great warrior. Edward had known him well; the man was well aware of his enemy’s requirements. He understood his adversary and had acted accordingly. No woman but one from legendary warrior blood would be acceptable. Now, The Wolfe had come to Wales.

Straight into The Serpent’s lair.

Bhrodi continued sharpening the blade. “It is a dangerous time to make the journey,” he said, eyeing the razor-sharp steel. “By the full of the moon is not the best time to come to these parts.”

Ivor nodded. “I realize that, my lord,” he said. “The messenger says they should be here on the morrow. Mayhap you should….”

He was cut off by the slam of a door. It was a loud crack, a brutal sound in the depths of the darkened hall, but no one seemed particularly startled by it. It was merely a familiar interruption, one that occurred several times a night. But they all paused, glancing towards a large wardrobe that had been a permanent part of the great hall for longer than any of them could remember. It had been part of a cache of booty from raids along the coast of Eire decades ago and had once contained great and expensive things. But that had been years ago. Now, it contained something different altogether. By the time Bhrodi glanced over his shoulder to look at the wardrobe, something thin and wrath-like burst forth from the cabinet.

A figure danced about in the shadows, shuffling and leaping. There was a good deal of grunting going on as the figure moved about, flickering through the streams of light that reached out from the hearth like fingers into the dim recesses of the room, recesses obscured by the darkness that cloaked the chamber like the dank depths of a polluted soul. They could all hear the hunting and grunting before the figure finally came closer, into the edge of the light, where they could see a little man dressed in filthy rags, with stringy white hair, waving his hand about in front of him as if extending an imaginary sword.

It was evident the man was doing battle with unseen forces, and it was a fierce battle indeed. He thrust, he parried, and he charged forward when he thought he had the advantage. He even shrieked when the invisible weapons aiming for him came too close. It was a macabre dance of a clear madman, though one who was determined to protect himself and the occupants of the room from unseen demons.

As Bhrodi and the others watched, the tiny man with the wild hair moved with leaps and bounds back towards his cabinet. Then, as quickly as the show began, it was summarily finished as he sheathed his imaginary sword and bowed swiftly to his ghostly opponent. And with that, he jumped back into his cabinet and closed the door.

It was over as quickly as it had begun, but no one commented on it. They’d seen it before, many times, and they returned to what they had been doing as if nothing was amiss. Ivor, who had been speaking when the little man had emerged, continued on as if nothing strange had just occurred. It was all quite normal in their world.

“Would you speak with the messenger, my lord?” he asked. “I have kept him in the gatehouse. If he is de Wolfe’s messenger, we do not want to show him any disrespect and have The Wolfe down around our ears. It would be wise for you to see him.”

Bhrodi inhaled slowly, thoughtfully, and stopped sharpening his sword. “Show him in,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “I would like to know what the man has to say about a marriage contract I’ve not yet agreed to.”

Ivor didn’t want to debate it with him; any talk of marriage, or women in general, were not healthy subjects to broach with his liege and he was eager for it to be someone else’s problem. Swiftly, he turned on his heal and headed back the way he had come.

Ivor’s bootfalls faded as Bhrodi continued to sit, inactive, a pumice stone in one hand and his sword in the other, pondering the arrival of the Wolfe Pack. That was what everyone in military circles referred to them as; William de Wolfe and his stable of powerful and legendary fighting men were known as the Wolfe Pack. Bhrodi had been raised on stories of de Wolfe’s valor and wasn’t hard pressed to admit he admired the man greatly. Tales of de Wolfe’s exploits along the Scots border were almost mythical in proportion. Bhrodi wondered if de Wolfe himself would be accompanying his daughter; suspicion told him the man, no matter his advanced age, would come. This was too important a meeting to leave to lesser knights.

So he continued to sharpen his blade, contemplating, as the men around him whispered among themselves. Usually, he ignored it but tonight he wasn’t apt to. He spit on his pumice stone to wet it as he sharpened.

“Ianto,” he said to the man sitting off to his right. “You will make sure we have accommodations for de Wolfe and his men. The bulk of the men can sleep in the hall but de Wolfe will have his own chamber. See to it.”

Sir Ianto ap Huw, a big man from a fine and noble family, looked up from the cup of ale in his hand. “We can put him in the top of the keep,” he said. “There are two rooms there. It is big enough.”

“See to it.”

“Aye, fy arglwydd,” he said quietly. Aye, my lord. “But what of the woman he brings? This is no place for a woman.”

Bhrodi stopped sharpening and turned to look at the group. “So that is what all of you are hissing about?” he asked. “The fact that Rhydilian is no place for women? You forget there was a woman here, once, and there is a woman here now.”

“But she is kept to her chamber, fy arglwydd, and does not wander,” a round man with a receding hairline responded softly. “Rhydilian is not a friendly place. The walls of this hall have not seen any woman in over two years.”

Bhrodi’s piercing green eyes fixed on him. “Two years, seven months, and eighteen days,” he said, his tone low and nearly threatening. “And so this hall will see a woman now, Gwyllim. Prepare the chamber next to mine for her.”

“That is a small chamber,” Sir Gwyllim ap Evan replied again with his soft but firm tone. He was a man of great reason and often tried to counsel Bhrodi when the man was open to such things. “The chamber on the top floor is much larger and would be more comfortable for her. It is a woman’s chamber, after all.”

Bhrodi shook his head brusquely, as they knew he would. No one spoke of the chamber on the top floor, a chamber that had been sealed up for two years, seven months, and eighteen days, ever since the day Bhrodi’s beloved Sian had died giving birth to a son. Since that day, no one had dared to venture into the room which was exactly how it was the moment Sian’s body had been removed. Bhrodi wouldn’t let anyone in to even clean it up. Stale, with still-bloodied linens and old ashes in the hearth, the chamber sat cold and dark and unloved. Gwyllim had taken his life in his hands by as much as suggesting they disturb what had become a shrine to grief.

“Nay,” Bhrodi barked, his mood turning from calm to annoyed in a split second. “Put the woman next to me and that will be the end of it.”

Gwyllim glanced at Ianto and another man seated around the fire, noting their various expressions of uncertainty; whereas Ianto tended to be the most outspoken of the group, the man next to him, Yestin ap Bran, would side with Bhrodi until the end. What Bhrodi said was good enough for him, no matter what it was.

Bhrodi had put an end to the discussion of the chamber next to the hall, as they all knew he would. There was no more discussing it and no one would try. As Gwyllim rose wearily to his feet to carry out Bhrodi’s command, the keep entry door swung open. They could hear it snap back on the old iron hinges. Gwyllim paused, as did everyone else, their attention turning to the hall entry as Ivor entered the chamber with a knight on his heels.

Immediately, the ambiance of the room changed. This was no ordinary knight; the stench of the Saesneg was upon them, an English knight of the highest and most professional order. The extremely tall man clad in expensive and well-used armor entered the hall, his mail jingling as he walked and his big boots thumping purposefully against the wooden floor. As he approached the fire pit where the men were gathered, Bhrodi’s men rose to their feet but Bhrodi did not. He was not apt to show any respect or curiosity to a mere English knight.

He did, however, eye the man carefully; he was a big man with big hands and a crown of reddish-gold hair. As the knight and Bhrodi stared each other down, Ivor spoke.

“You are in the presence of the King of Anglesey, Prince of Cefni, Lord of the Green Isle, and the Earl of Coventry,” he said in a formal tone. “You will show your respect to him, Saesneg.”

The knight didn’t hesitate; he folded his long body over, bowing respectfully. “My lord,” the knight said in a deep and charismatic voice. “Mae’n anrhydedd yn eich presenoldeb.” I am honored in your presence.

Bhrodi was studying the man intently, still seated upon a chair with a sword in his hand. It was a most disinterested stance, and meant to be that way. There was no shortage of arrogance in Bhrodi’s manner.

“You will speak English in my presence,” he finally said. “I will not have the Welsh language sullied upon your tongue.”

The knight nodded politely. “As you wish, my lord.”

“What is your name?”

“Sir Apollo de Norville, my lord,” he replied respectfully. “I serve Sir William de Wolfe.”

“Where is The Wolfe?”

“He is camped about six or seven miles to the east, my lord, on the other side of the lake which is at the base of your mountain,” he replied. “He thought it best to seek shelter and rest for the night and then present himself to you in the morning.”

Something changed in Bhrodi’s eyes at that moment; an ominous flicker in the deep green depths. In fact, his entire expression seemed to tighten and he rose to his feet.

“Where, exactly, did he camp?” he asked, an odd sense of urgency in his tone.

Apollo tried to be more specific. “There is a clearing to the south, near a copse of trees,” he said. “A brook runs next to it and there are some rock formations to the north, although it was difficult to make them out, exactly.”

“There is a smaller lake and a marsh next to this clearing.”

“Aye, my lord.”

Bhrodi’s gaze lingered on the knight for a moment before passing a glance at Ivor. “That is not a safe place,” he told him. “Get a party together. We must ride for them.”

Apollo was confused. “I do not understand, my lord,” he said. “Are we not on your lands? Did we mistakenly venture into enemy territory?”

Bhrodi could only shake his head as his men ran past him, calling for soldiers and mounts. Men began shouting and they could hear the calls out in the bailey. Apollo was genuinely puzzled as Bhrodi collected the sheath for his sword and moved past the knight.

“Come along, Saesneg,” he said. “Let us see if we can save The Wolfe from the demon that lurks in the night.”

Apollo followed, growing increasingly concerned. “Demon, my lord?” he repeated. “What demon?”

Bhrodi cast the man a long glance as they headed out of the hall and into the full moon in the bailey beyond.

“Let us hope you do not find out.”
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“She is standing watch,” Jordan’s voice was soft. “She is tending tae her duties as always. Did ye think this journey would be any different than the others?”

William sighed faintly. Bundled up against the cold night, he faced his wife in the well-appointed tent the family shared when they traveled. He had come looking for his daughter but found his wife alone before the brazier. Wrapped in furs, she was small and pale against the glowing embers, but her expression upon him was serious and all-knowing.

“Nay,” he replied honestly. “I would expect her to behave as she always has.”

“She will not shirk her duties.”

William simply nodded, reflecting on his daughter and their journey from England. It had been almost three long weeks of travel, of contemplating Penelope’s future. There had been a lot of time to think. He sighed again.

“I would not expect her to, as she is very dutiful,” he replied. “In fact, she has settled down remarkably since that scene back at Questing when she locked us all in the solar and attempted to challenge my decision. I have watched her for almost three weeks now and she has not said another word about her impending future. Has she said anything to you?”

Jordan shrugged faintly. “Not in so many words,” she said softly. “She has mentioned how she will miss England but nothing more than that. But her expression at times… ye can see she has great longing. And great fear. Yet, she is a daughter of de Wolfe. She has accepted her duty.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“I do.”

“She will not try to escape this marriage before it can be completed?”

“I dunna believe so. Tae do that would bring ye shame, and Penny wouldna knowingly bring ye shame.”

William accepted that. His daughter was honorable above all else. But she was also stubborn and disobedient, as the current situation displayed.

“She should be here, with you,” he said, some displeasure in his tone. “I told her to retire early because tomorrow we meet her future husband.”

Jordan was aware of the directive. “English,” she said, somewhat admonishingly, “ye have raised her with yer own sense of duty. She is a young and beautiful woman, that is true, but inside that lovely façade beats her father’s heart. She is the daughter of The Wolfe and ye canna deny her what comes naturally. I told ye she wouldna shirk her duties; therefore, she has taken the night watch. If ye want her tae come tae bed, then ye must go out and bring her in.”

William knew that but it did nothing to ease his mounting frustration. With a growl, he raked his fingers through his graying dark hair, a gesture of aggravation.

“Why is it that all of the women in my family seem intent to disobey me?” he asked. “Nothing on this journey is going as I had planned. I did not want you to come, yet you are here. Because Kieran and his sons came, Jemma had to come. Now I have womenfolk tagging along where there should be none.”

Jordan’s voice was soft. “Jemma is here tae ease Kevin.”

William frowned. “Kevin is a grown man,” he said. “He must come to accept that the woman he wants is meant for another and nothing his mother can do will change it. You know I have nothing but respect for Kevin and his abilities as both man and knight, but Penelope is not meant for him. He will have to find a wife elsewhere.”

Jordan sighed faintly, lowering her gaze and looking at the smoldering fire. She felt very sorry for her cousin’s son; Jemma was her closest kin, more of a sister to her than a cousin. They had grown up together and had married Englishmen who had served together. Therefore, she was particularly sympathetic to Jemma’s son’s sorrow.

“He has been in love with her since she was a bairn,” she murmured. “Ye canna change how the man feels.”

William’s frown deepened. “And you do not approve of my offering Penny in marriage to another?” he asked, his jaw ticking. “Is that why you have truly come? To make sure I know of your disapproval with this match?”

Jordan’s eyes moved to him again. “There is no disapproval to be had,” she said. “I support whatever decision ye make and well ye know it. But Jemma is here tae comfort Kevin, who also happens to be riding escort intae Wales tae deliver the woman he loves tae another man, and I am here tae make sure Penelope behaves herself. Do ye disagree with my logic?”

He calmed somewhat, though it was reluctant. “Nay,” he grumbled, turning away. “You are the only one who has any chance of controlling her. I never could.”

“That is because ye spoiled her, English,” Jordan said softly. “Ye love her too much. I know this marriage was a difficult decision for ye. I know ye dunna want tae let her go.”

He was less agitated now, now leaning towards depression. “She is my baby,” he murmured. “Of course I do not want to let her go yet I know I must. This marital contract… she is worthy of it. I would not have pledged her had I not thought so.”

Jordan rose from her stool and went to him, putting her arms around her big, strong husband who, with the years, had seen his emotions run rampant with his children. He was such a good father, doting and wise and kind, but he was deep and irrevocably emotionally invested in all of his children. The mighty Wolf of the Border had one weakness and one weakness only; his outlook on life was directly related to his children, and mostly to his wife. He couldn’t do without any of them, yet it was inevitable that he had to. Children grew up, and parents grew old. He hated that fact of life.

“I know,” Jordan said softly. “Now, go out and find her and bring her back. She must sleep for a time. She will meet her future husband tomorrow and must look her best.”

“She will hate you for saying so.”

Jordan grinned, giving him a hug before letting him go. “Find her, English. Be swift about it.”

“Why?”

“Because there is every chance that Kevin is with her, trying to talk her into running off with him.”

William rolled his eyes as he dutifully quit the tent. He knew his wife wasn’t far wrong with what she had said and he couldn’t help the sense of urgency that suddenly gripped him.

Kevin Hage was much like his wise and powerful father; if he wanted something, he would not give up.
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“The moonlight is so bright that it is nearly day.”

Penelope was gazing up at the moon, listening to the knight beside her speak of it. It was white and brilliant against the dark expanse of sky, and she nodded at his assessment.

“It nearly hurts my eyes to look at it,” she said. Then, she looked at the landscape surrounding them, the silver-cast fields and distant trees. “It makes everything ghostly and glowing. This whole land seems very surreal. Can you feel it?”

Sir Kevin Hage wasn’t looking at the landscape; he was looking at Penelope. She was all he ever looked at, and had since he had been a youth and had spent hours upon hours with Penelope as she had trained alongside the young men of Castle Questing.

Even at a young age she had been smart, determined, and tough, and as William and Kieran and Paris’ sons had fostered together, Penelope, the youngest of William’s nine children, had been allowed to tag along. Kevin, only eight years older than she was, found himself taking her under his wing. He and Penelope had been through a lot together, suffering both hardship and triumph, and over the years Kevin’s sense of brotherly protectiveness turned into something else.

Now, he couldn’t remember when he hadn’t loved her and this journey into Wales was difficult for him. He tried not to think about what lay at the end of the voyage but now, as it would end tomorrow when Penelope was presented to the Welsh prince known as The Serpent, he realized this would be his last night alone with her. It tore at him like nothing he had ever known and he wanted to make this a night they would both remember forever; he simply wasn’t sure how to do it without crossing lines and violating trust. There were things he wanted to say and things he wanted to do, now eight years in the making. Trouble was, he didn’t want to get slugged for either effort, so he struggled to focus on a benign and meaningless conversation instead.

“Aye,” he said, tearing his gaze away from her and looking out over the glistening gray land. “I feel it. It is Wales, a place wrought of demons and wild men.”

Penelope looked at him; Kevin was an enormous man, like his father, with broad shoulders and big arms, but he had his mother’s coloring in his green eyes and dark hair. He was quite handsome, and he most definitely had his father’s temperament, rather calm and sedate.

“I have never heard of demons in Wales,” she said. “But I have heard of mysterious creatures and of strange magic. Uncle Paris once told me that the Northmen brought their magic with them and left it here long ago. He told me a story once about a Welsh enchantress who could change form at will.”

Kevin snorted. “Uncle Paris likes to tell stories.”

“You do not believe in magic, Kevin?”

Kevin fought off a grin as he looked at her. He didn’t want to seem condescending. “I believe in what I can see or taste or feel. If there is magic in this world, I have yet to truly see it.”

Penelope clawed a hand at him. “Be still, else I will turn you into a fish and throw you into the marsh over near those trees.”

His grin broke through. “So you think yourself a witch, do you?”

Penelope lowered the hand and giggled. “Nay, I am not a witch,” she said, her smile fading as she gazed upon the silvery landscape of the unfamiliar country. “If I was, then I would cast a spell so that I would not have to marry The Serpent. Why is he called The Serpent, anyway? Can no one tell me this?”

It was difficult for Kevin to bite his tongue. “He is said to be a great warrior and a great commander,” he said, feeling his heart tug with sorrow. “He is called The Serpent because his strike is deadly. He was at Llandeilo in the battle where we lost your brother, James. We were told he masterminded the battle. It was a vicious fight, to be sure.”

Penelope looked at him, sadness in her expression as she remembered that terrible time. “James died in Papa’s arms,” she murmured. “Papa has not yet recovered from it.”

Kevin nodded faintly. “Nor I,” he said. “James was a good friend. I miss him every day.”

Penelope thought on her tall, blond brother a moment. “That is why Papa has brokered this marriage,” she said, sounding as if she were trying to talk herself into the favor of the situation. “He does not want to lose another son in battle against the Welsh. I understand his logic although it does not make me happy to be the peace offering. Why could he not offer your sister, Rose? Why must it be me?”

Kevin had asked himself that same question a dozen times although he knew the answer. “Because you are the daughter of The Wolfe,” he said simply. “Rose is the daughter of a mere knight. It would not have the same impact.”

Penelope knew that. She grunted unhappily. “But Rose wants to remarry after James died last year,” she said. “She would make a much more willing bride than I do.”

Kevin was silent, his gaze moving out over the marsh to the north. “Do you not want children and a family of your own someday?”

He should not have asked it because the answer, either way, would hurt him. Still, he had foolishly asked. Penelope’s lips twisted wryly.

“I would not know how to be a good wife,” she said. “I have never had an interest in such things. Katheryn and Evelyn did, but not me. Never me.”

Kevin glanced at her, studying her glorious beauty in the moonlight and thinking of William and Jordan’s two other daughters. Katheryn, the eldest, was in Jordan’s image, blond and lovely, while Evelyn, the second daughter, took after the Scots side of the family with her pale skin and red hair. Penelope, however, was all William; she had his dark brown hair and hazel-gold eyes, giving her a most striking countenance.

It was widely accepted that Penelope was the most beautiful out of all of The Wolfe’s daughters except for the unfortunate habit she had of dressing, and generally acting, like a knight. It was that lifestyle that her mother had been fearful of, but one Kevin understood completely. He wondered if The Serpent would understand, too. After a moment’s reflection of a marriage to the woman he loved that would never be, he sighed sadly and looked away.

“Your marriage will be more prestigious than your sisters’,” he said, trying to sound positive when all he really wanted to do was beg her not to do it. “Katheryn married my older brother and Evelyn married Hector, but neither one of them will marry a warlord with such great stature. It is something you should be proud of.”

Penelope opened her mouth to speak but something in the distance caught her attention. There seemed to be something moving in the shadows of the marsh, something she couldn’t quite make out. It seemed to flicker and roll, and just as she narrowed her eyes to get a better look at it, it quickly vanished. Thinking it was a trick of the moonlight, she returned her attention to Kevin only to see her father strolling up in the darkness.

“Greetings, Papa,” she said as William approached. “All is well.”

William came upon the pair, glancing at Kevin to see if he could determine the course of the conversation and the mood in the air, but Kevin met his gaze steadily. There was nothing in his expression suggesting anything other than a normal situation and William was relieved.

“That is good to know,” he said, pausing as his gaze moved out over the ghostly landscape. It was indeed still and quiet. After a moment, he looked at his daughter. “Leave the night watch to Kevin. You must get some sleep. You have an important day ahead of you.”

Penelope frowned. “I will retire soon,” she said, trying to ignore her father now that she knew why he had come. “A few more hours and I will come to bed.”

“Nay,” William said, more firmly. “You will come now. Kevin can handle the north perimeter. Scott and Troy are off to the west while the rest of the knights are spread out. You are not needed.”

Penelope’s frown deepened. “Papa, truly, I am not tired in the least,” she insisted. “I do not want….”

She was cut off by an unearthly howl that came from the direction of the marsh. It was so loud that it literally reverberated off of the trees, tents, or anything else that happened to provide a measure of sound resistance. Penelope whirled in the direction of the marsh, as did Kevin and William. Penelope was armed, as was Kevin, and the broadswords came out.

It had been a terrible and shattering sound, one that sent hearts to racing with apprehension. In this vast and unfamiliar land, it was an unwelcome and unsettling noise. They stood there, watching and waiting, as the entire camp began to stir.

“What was that?” Penelope asked, rather breathlessly.

William was characteristically calm, his one good eye scrutinizing the moonlit lands. He slowly shook his head.

“I do not know,” he said. “A creature of some kind, I suppose. Hopefully the fires will keep it away.”

Penelope looked at her father with some fear in her expression. “A creature?” she repeated. “I have never heard any creature make that kind of noise.”

William wasn’t inclined to get worked up about it; the man was not easily spooked. He had learned long ago not to get agitated over things he could not control.

“If it shows itself, then we shall know what it is,” he said, his gaze lingering on the marshy area a moment longer before returning to his daughter. “Meanwhile, you will come with me and get some sleep. If you resist me, know that I will carry you over my shoulder.”

Penelope still had her sword up in front of her, defensively. The otherworldly howl still had the hair on the back of her neck on end. Before she could respond to her father, she could see a pair of men making their way towards them from the darkness of the camp. The first face she could make out was Kieran, looking as if he had just awoken from a deep sleep. He slept heavily and long these days, an old man whose health had seen better times. Next to him came another familiar face, a big and handsome man with graying blond hair. Penelope fixed on him.

“Did you hear that noise, Uncle Paris?” she asked eagerly. “Could that be the creatures you have told me lurk in these lands? The ones that followed the Northmen here those centuries ago?”

Sir Paris de Norville scratched his head as he glanced at William; William and Paris had been the best of friends since their days as squires, having served in the north and fought against the Scots side by side for more years than they cared to remember. Closer than brothers, they could generally read each other’s minds. At the moment, Paris was fairly certain that William was unhappy with him for filling Penelope’s head with wild tales of Wales. He tried not to look too guilty.

“It was an interesting sound, to be sure,” Paris said, avoiding her question. “We thought we heard it come from this direction.”

William nodded. “I believe so.”

“You did not see anything?”

“Nay.”

All eyes were trained on the marsh beneath the full moon. Paris pointed in the direction of the swampy and dark lands. “I saw a small lake to the north of the marsh when we rode in,” he said. “There is not much land in that direction. It all seems to be water.”

Kieran came to stand next to his son as Paris and William tried to calm Penelope. She had been trained as a knight, that was true, but she tended to get excited due to her young and passionate nature. As Kieran and Kevin scanned the silvery landscape for any hint of what might have made such a terrible sound, it was Kevin who finally spotted the source. He pointed a big finger towards the north.

“Father?” he said to Kieran, struggling to maintain a calm demeanor. “Do you see that?”

Kieran, old as he was, still had sharp eyesight. He was starting to see what his son was pointing at and he didn’t like it one bit. At first, he wasn’t sure he was seeing clearly but as the thing began to move and its form became clearer in the moonlight, Kieran fought down a sense of shock. He could hardly believe his eyes.

“Aye,” he muttered. “What in the hell is it?”

“I do not know.”

Kieran gazed at the sight a moment longer before turning to William, his expression grim. “How far is Rhydilian Castle from here?”

By now, William, Paris, and Penelope were also straining to catch a glimpse of what had Kieran and Kevin’s attention. They all saw it at nearly the same time, a very large and horrific vision that seemed to displace entire mounds of earth and swamp as it moved. Water sloshed and trees were uprooted in its path. It was, in truth, a terrifying and startling sight, and quite difficult to comprehend.

“Too far,” William growled. Still, he was on the move. “Too far but we have no choice. Rouse the camp and tell them to take only what they can carry on horseback. Leave everything else behind. Knights will hang back and form a line to give the others time to reach the castle. Kieran, Kevin; move.”

He didn’t even wait for the men to swing into action, knowing that they would without question. As Penelope stood there, eyes wide and mouth agape, William grabbed her and pulled her away with him.

The last thing Penelope heard as her father hurried her across the camp was another horrifying, unearthly howl, this one closer than the last. It was coming for them, this nightmare from the mysterious lands of the Welsh, looming closer and closer, perhaps attracted by the smell of human flesh. It was difficult to know why it came, only that it had, and all Penelope could think about was reaching her mother. She couldn’t even think about herself; all she knew was that she had to get her mother to safety.

Death approached.
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CHAPTER THREE


By the time William and Penelope reached their tent, they could hear the sentries on the south side of the camp take up a common cry. It was enough to give William pause as, suddenly, men on horseback were charging through his encampment. Shoving Penelope into the tent, he went for his broadsword. Now, he was in battle mode and The Wolfe would spare no one. With his family at stake, especially his wife and daughter, he was in full warrior form. Old as he was, it was still an impressive sight to behold.

“Stay with your mother,” he commanded Penelope. “You will protect her, do you hear? Stay here.”

Penelope didn’t argue; she was in mail, with her broadsword in hand, and she pushed her startled mother to the ground near the brazier. There were a few other candles in the tent, giving off light, and she quickly doused them so they would not throw shadows against the hide walls of the shelter. If the enemy was upon them, she didn’t want them to be seen.

There was a good deal of shouting going on in the darkness and she could hear the clash of swords. Most definitely she heard weapons being produced. She could also hear the thunder of horses and the roar of the approaching horror. Men were shouting and she could hear lines being formed. Suddenly, another woman appeared in their tent. She was small and rather round, but she was feisty and quick. Wrapped in a heavy cloak, with her dark hair escaping its net, the Lady Jemma Scott Hage was making an appearance.

“What in the bloody hell is that noise out there?” she demanded, but kept speaking before Penelope could answer her. “Alec tossed me in here and told me to stay with ye. Me own son tossed me about like an ale-house wench! Now, what is all of the madness about?”

Penelope grasped her Aunt Jemma and pulled the woman over to the brazier, which she then toppled onto its side to douse the embers. Jordan saw what her daughter was doing and quickly pushed dirt upon the coals to quench them. Even Jemma kicked at the dark, moist earth as they hurriedly buried the coals, but she was more interested in what was happening.

“Penny?” she urged. “What has happened?”

“I am not sure, Aunty,” Penelope said honestly “I was on watch at the north perimeter of the encampment when something roared. Did you hear it? And then it seemed as if the entire marsh came to life because the water was churning and this… this head came out of the water.”

Jordan and Jemma looked at Penelope as if the woman had gone mad. “Head?” Jordan repeated, incredulous and apprehensive. “What kind of head?”

Penelope thought back to that terrifying moment; in truth, she was frightened, perhaps more frightened than she had ever been in her life. She struggled against that fear, an unfamiliar sensation.

“I do not know,” she said, listening to the shouting about camp grow closer. Horses seemed to be all around them. “It was big and… and silver, I think. It looked like the head of a horse. Or a snake. Oh, I do not know what it looked like, exactly. It was difficult to tell in the moonlight.”

The thunder of hooves was right outside the tent now and the side of the tent suddenly caved in. Penelope pulled her mother and aunt out of the way of the folding fabric and then leapt in front of the pair, broadsword lifted, as a man burst into the collapsing tent. She thrust violently at the figure only to be met with a block of greater power. It was dark so it was difficult to see who she was engaging, but after a short and panic-filled moment, Penelope realized she was looking at her brother, Thomas.

“’Tis me!” Thomas hissed, shoving her broadsword aside. Another dark de Wolfe son only a few years older than Penelope, he reached down for his mother. “We must get to the horses.”

Penelope grasped her Aunt Jemma and followed her brother from the partially-collapsed tent. “What is happening, Thomas?” she demanded.

There were horses all around and men shouting as they exited into the cold and bright night. Several soldiers ran past them, nearly knocking Jemma over, and the woman cursed loudly. Penelope was trying to help the woman along, glancing over her shoulder towards the northern perimeter as they fled. She could see a line of men, and knights on horseback, and as she watched, a very large creature with a long neck and a snake-like head reared up and roared into the night. She could see the silver moonlight reflecting off of long and terrifying fangs. It was too astonishing to believe.

There was tangible terror in the air as the four of them raced to several horses that were tethered near a small copse of trees. The ground was heavy with moist earth and wet grass, making it difficult to move quickly and not slip. By the time they reached the horses, more men were rushing in from the road to the south astride steeds that were fast and lightly armored. Penelope watched the men rush past them, trying not to feel an inordinate amount of confusion. For a knight, confusion could be deadly.

“Thomas,” she called to her brother as the man moved to help his mother mount a skittish horse. “Who are these men?”

Thomas launched his mother onto the back of the horse. His gaze moved to the group of men who were fending off whatever hellish creature was upon them, helping The Wolfe’s men in their fight. He shook his head, genuinely puzzled, but nonetheless focused on what he must do. Like his father and brothers, he was a competent and powerful knight.

“I do not know,” he said, moving to his Aunt Jemma. “They came in from the road to the west and headed straight into the fight. They are Welsh, that is certain, but we do not know who they are. All that matters at the moment is that they are with us, not against us.”

Penelope helped her brother get Jemma to a horse and assisted her in mounting. The horses were agitated and Thomas grabbed his sister.

“Get mounted,” he told her. “Father wants you to take Mother and Aunt Jemma and ride for Rhydilian Castle.”

Penelope tried not to be startled by yet another horrific roar as the creature was fended off by a host of well-armed men. But as she mounted the nearest steed, which happened to be Thomas’ horse, the lure proved to be too great and she turned to watch as men began lighting arrows and shooting flaming projectiles from their crossbows. The light of fiery arrows began to fill the night sky as they shot overhead, illuminating the terrible beast at the edge of the marsh. In fact, there seemed to be a good deal of flame happening on the northern perimeter, so much so that the creature, whatever it was, began to shrink back, clearly turned away by the men with flame.

“Thomas, look,” Penelope pointed to the battle in the distance. “It is moving away!”

Thomas was preparing to send his mother and aunt off into the night but he paused at his sister’s insistence. His hazel eyes watched the scene, carefully gauging the degree of battle and of danger as the flame arrows continued to fly and the creature turned back for the marsh. With the bright moon and flaming projectiles, it was easy to see what was going on. He had to admit that his sister’s assessment seemed to be correct; the creature seemed to be returning to whatever hellish cave it crawled out of.

But for Penelope, it was not enough. She had to see for herself, attracted as she was to the heart of any conflict. It was the de Wolfe in her, the traits passed down by her father. As Thomas yelled after her, she spurred the black charger towards the gathering of men, most of whom seemed to be backing away, in a line, just as the creature was moving away from them. She could see de Wolfe men poised for battle, and knights she had known all her life who were watching the retreat with concern; her father, Paris, Kieran, her brothers Scott and Troy and Patrick, Kieran’s sons Kevin, Alec, and Christian, and Paris’ sons Hector and Adonis and Apollo.

… Apollo?

Penelope could see the tall, red-haired knight standing next to Alec Hage. The last she had seen of Apollo, he had ridden on to Rhydilian Castle to announce the arrival of the party from Castle Questing. Logic would dictate, then, that the men who had ridden to their aid must have been from Rhydilian Castle if Apollo was with them. Further logic would dictate that The Serpent must be among them; it must have been the man himself who had ridden to their aid. There was no other clear alternative.

Penelope didn’t like that thought at all. She didn’t know why she was suddenly apprehensive, but she was. To know that the man she was pledged to was somewhere in her midst unnerved her. When she heard someone give the retreat cover command, she drove her heels into the sides of the horse and charged after the men on horseback that were pursuing the beast. As she raced towards the marsh, unknown to her father or the rest of his knights, the de Wolfe encampment began to hastily pack up and prepare to move out.

It hadn’t been a particularly wise move on her part, she thought in hindsight, going in pursuit of a dangerous beast, but she found that she had to get away. She had to do what came naturally, to fight and defend, and then perhaps it would help her clear her mind and not feel such apprehension. She didn’t like the feeling. But the truth was that she didn’t know this land and in the bright moonlight, it made movement more difficult. Everything was gray or shadowed, making it difficult to focus on the details of her surroundings. She knew she had put herself in some danger by bolting off but she wouldn’t dwell on it. She was riding at the tail end of the group of men going after the beast until abruptly, they split up and went different directions. The swiftness of the movement caught Penelope off guard and she was unable to pull her horse up before the animal slipped headlong into the marsh.

Panicked, she spurred the animal out of the water and back onto firm land. She could see men off to her right in the distance, skirting the edge of the marsh, and she thought to go in their direction until the water in front of her suddenly exploded up into the air like a great silver fount. The charger startled and reared, dumping Penelope off onto the soft and wet ground. Falling on the hilt of her broadsword, she grunted in pain as she rolled to her knees. She tried to grab the horse but he was too spooked and bolted off. As she struggled to regain her footing, a familiar and terrible roar burst out next to her.

The creature was suddenly there, emerging from the marsh in a great eruption of water and mud. Penelope, stunned and horrified, watched the beast rear its neck out of the water, no more than a dozen feet away from her. It spied her instantly as she knelt on the ground, halfway to her feet, and the big mouth gaped open, roaring again. It was an utterly terrifying sound.

Penelope could see that it was looking at her and at that moment, she could have done one of two things; she could have surrendered to the inevitable, knowing it meant to kill her, or she could do what her character dictated – she could fight it. She was a de Wolfe, born and bred for battle, and whatever this creature was, it would not be the end of her. She would not allow it. She had to kill it, or injure it, before it did the same to her. The crossroads of life and death were staring her in the face and she was not about to back down. She was not going to concede defeat.

Quick as a flash, Penelope unsheathed her broadsword, the one she had fallen on when the horse had dumped her. There was nowhere to run or hide as the enormous head of the beast began to reach for her; if she turned her back on it to run away, it would surely kill her, and she couldn’t run fast enough to get out of the reach of its very long neck. Therefore, she stood her ground as a trained warrior would, watching the thing come down on her and waiting until the last second to roll away, away from the momentum of the lurching head. As it slammed to the ground beside her, she lifted her sword and jammed the blade straight into the baleful right eye.

The creature screamed, a howl that was so loud it nearly ruptured her eardrums, and her broadsword remained stuck in the beast’s eye as it reared up and screamed in pain. Terrified, Penelope scrambled to her feet and began to run, running so hard and so fast that she dare not look behind her. As she ran for the safety of the nearby trees, men on horseback raced past her, heading for the animal. All except one; he pulled his horse up as she ran past him and bailed off of the animal, grabbing her on the arm.

Her momentum sent them both to the ground. Penelope was in a flurry of panic, beating at the man who held her, struggling to get away from his grip. But his embrace was like iron; he was a very big man and extraordinarily strong.

“Let me go!” she howled. “We must run from this place! It will come back!”

The knight held on tightly. “Easy,” he said, laboring to calm her. “You’ll not run that way. There is only more swamp and many ways to drown.”

Penelope had stopped fighting him but she was still struggling. “Please,” she begged. “We must get away from here. That beast will surely return.”

The man sat up, pulling her with him. His dark green eyes were on the scene in the distance; the creature with a broadsword in its eye had quickly submerged and his men were standing on the edge of the marsh, waiting and watching for the beast’s return. But his attention was more on the knight he had grabbed than the beast; he had no idea it was a woman until she spoke and now, his curiosity had the better of him.

He studied her intently in the silver moonlight; her dark hair was pulled back against her skull, braided and pinned behind her head. He hadn’t noticed her hair until now; she must have had a lot of it because the bun and the braid were very thick. At close range, he could see her exquisite features with a pert nose and seductive, long-lashed eyes. She was a remarkable beauty, even in the dark, but she was also wearing heavy mail, portions of plate armor that was custom –fitted to her body, and a scabbard for the sword she had just launched into the beast’s eye. His curiosity turned to confusion.

“You… you are not a knight,” he stated the obvious. “Who are you?”

Penelope looked at the man, hearing the disapproval and hazard in his tone. She resumed her attempts to pull away from him. “I am with William de Wolfe,” she said, avoiding giving him an answer for the most part. “Who are you?”

Bhrodi wasn’t going to tell her; at this point, he really didn’t want anyone to know. He still wasn’t sure he wanted de Wolfe here and certainly didn’t want to meet the man on a level playing field, here out in the middle of the marsh as they fought off The Serpent. He wanted to meet the man in his great hall where he had the upper hand and the perception of being in control in his own castle.

“A man who has saved your life,” he said, eyeing the mail hood about her shoulders. “What are you doing dressed as a knight? Where is your husband that he would let you dress like this?”

Penelope could see he was more interested in what she was than who she was. Still, she didn’t like the questions. She didn’t like his tone. But there was something in the depths of his dark green eyes that smoldered at her, like the glowing embers of a raging fire that were waiting to be rekindled. There was something very unsettling and powerful about the man, something that was starting to shake her.

“What was that… that creature?” she asked, instinctively shrinking away from him.

He sat next to her, watching her pull away. His grip tightened. He didn’t want her going anywhere. After a moment, he stood up and pulled her up next to him. “Where is de Wolfe?” he asked, ignoring the question. He could hear the shouts of men in the distance. “I want to know why this man lets you fight for him. Are the English so desperate for knights that they are now recruiting women?”

Penelope had enough of his condescending attitude. She tried to yank her hand away but he held fast. “He lets me fight for him because I am a warrior,” she said snappishly. “Let me go immediately or you will not like my reaction.”

Bhrodi looked at her, his eyes glimmering with amusement. “Is that so?” he said. “I would like to see your reaction, in fact.”

“Nay, you would not.”

“I think I would.”

Those eyes were pulling at her again, stronger than before. There was something in the glimmer that made her heart skip a beat. But she was also incredibly frustrated, fearful and angry to boot, so she lashed out a fist and nearly caught him in the neck. Bhrodi was too fast for her, however, and managed to move out of the line of fire just in time. Penelope’s momentum took her forward and he got in behind her, wrapping her up in a bear hug. Infuriated, Penelope threw her head backwards, right into his face, and hit him squarely in the nose. Stars danced before Bhrodi’s eyes but he didn’t release her. Something about the tussle excited him. Something about her intrigued him.

I can feel her heat through the mail, he thought even as his nose throbbed with the blow. He could feel the blood begin to trickle. Trapped against him, Penelope stomped on his foot, hard enough to cause him to flinch and loosen his grip. As she threw herself forward to get away, Bhrodi reached out and snatched her by the hair, pulling loose the bun and sending the iron pins flying.

Penelope was furious to realize he had her by her long, thick braid, now like a leash in his hand. Turning around, she flew at him with hands and feet, ably landing some blows because he was handicapped with only one free hand. Still, he was able to very adequately defend himself and he never made any attempt to strike her in return; he simply prevented her from doing any further damage to him. When she came too close, he managed to block a series of strikes and spin her around, trapping her yet again. This time, he had her hair wound around one of his big fists and her head was against his chest. He wasn’t about to put himself in a position where she could head-butt him again.

“That was a good reaction,” he admitted. “Had you caught me off guard, you might have done real damage. You are skilled for a woman.”

Angry, insulted, Penelope struggled against his iron grip. “I am skilled for anyone, man or woman,” she said. “Let me go, do you hear?”

“Not until you tell me your name.”

“I will not tell you my name.”

“Then we will be here for a very long time. I will not release you until you tell me who you are and why you fight for de Wolfe.”

“I’ll not tell you anything!”

He didn’t reply for a moment and Penelope knew that was not a good sign. So far, he had proved to be cunning and powerful, and she knew he was about to turn those attributes against her. Unfortunately, she was correct; abruptly, the knight picked her up and, still clutched against his torso, began to walk towards the marsh.

“Tell me or I’ll throw you to the beast,” he said.

Penelope could see the ghostly silver expanse of marsh drawing closer and her heart began to race with fear. “Never!”

“Then the beast will enjoy your tasty flesh.”

With a furious and frightened shriek, Penelope went mad, kicking at his legs savagely until she made contact with his knees. It was enough of a blow to cause him to lose his balance and together, they fell into the soft, marshy earth. Penelope fell beneath him and Bhrodi’s entire body weight came crashing down upon her. Even though she had on mail and pieces of armor, it hadn’t prevented the full impact of his substantial weight. Momentarily stunned and unable to breathe, she lay there gasping.

The humor was out of his expression when he realized how hard he had fallen on her. Releasing her hair, he pushed himself up and looked at her with worry.

“Are you well?” he asked, concerned in spite of himself. “Did you hurt yourself?”

Penelope didn’t respond; she continued to gasp for air, but after the first few moments, it was all an act. He had released her and she wasn’t about to let down her guard. She wanted to get away from him. Peering through slitted eyes, she saw that he was rather close to her, his brow slightly furrowed upon his darkly handsome face. When he opened his mouth to ask her again, she reared up and hit him squarely in the throat.

Bhrodi fell onto his back, gasping savagely for air as Penelope bolted to her feet and raced off into the darkness. He continued to lay there, struggling to breathe, until his men came around and found him there some time later.

They had no idea why Bhrodi was on the ground, laughing.
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CHAPTER FOUR


“It has guarded the pass through Pendraeth Forest since ages past and it always emerges on the full moon to feed. Your party was in the wrong place at the wrong time and it is fortunate there were not any deaths as a result.”

In the great hall of Rhydilian Castle that smelled heavily of smoke and dogs, William and his knights stood just inside the doorway as a man standing near the enormous hearth lectured them. They had just arrived at Rhydilian as a result of their flight from the marsh and William was in no mood for foolery. The entire night had been unnerving and exhausting, and his usually calm temper was in danger of flaring because it was clear that Bhrodi de Shera was not happy to see the English upon his doorstep. Instead of polite Welsh hospitality, they were receiving a lashing.

“I will not speak another word until I know who it is I am addressing,” William said, his tone a growl. “Although I am deeply appreciative of your protection for my people this night, your behavior since I have walked within these walls has been rude and arrogant. I am a lord with titles and honor and will not tolerate your discourteous behavior any longer. Either you bring me de Shera or I will turn and ride from here. I do not speak with hired men on a matter of such importance.”

Bhrodi was standing near the flames with Ivor, Ianto, Yestin, and Gwyllim. Since the moment they had returned from the marshes near Llyn Llwydiarth, he had purposely kept the English waiting and when he did speak to de Wolfe, it was without introduction. He was making his displeasure at their uninvited appearance known but he wasn’t willing to push it too far; there was a part of him that wanted peace, an alliance, although it was difficult to admit it. Only since he had aided the English in chasing off the beast from the marsh had he really given it serious thought.

Oddly, it had felt empowering fighting with The Wolfe and not against him. He rather liked the feeling when he should not have. There was a sense of unity and strength, something he’d never known with the Saesneg. Indeed, perhaps he needed to give the marriage proposal more consideration. Perhaps it was time to ease his rough stance and show the English a measure of welcome.

With a faint sigh, Bhrodi moved away from the flames and in William’s direction. His gaze was intense upon the enormous man with the eye patch. He knew he was looking at a legend; the entire room filled with the presence of de Wolfe the moment the man passed through the doors. There was no mistaking such power.

“I am de Shera,” he finally said, “and you, my lord, are William de Wolfe. I was raised on stories of your valor. Even Welshmen respect you.”

William eyed the very big, and very muscular, young lord. He was dark, like the Welsh, but he had eyes the color of emeralds that looked strangely bright on his shadowed face. The most predominant feature about the man that struck William was the size of de Shera’s shoulders; the man was tall, although he’d seen taller, but the pure muscular width of his shoulders and chest was truly something to behold. The only men he’d ever seen close to that kind of power were Kieran and Kieran’s son, Kevin. De Shera radiated nothing but pure, unadulterated power. So many master races culminated in de Shera; English, Welsh, Norse, and Irish. The powerful qualities of each race filled him. The man was bred to kill.

But he also radiated a sense of entitlement and arrogance; William could see it in his face. De Shera spoke with a deep, succinct voice, as if there was no room for discussion or debate because he knew better than everyone else. Therefore, William had suspected the man’s identity all along but he wanted a formal introduction. He didn’t like being treated like a lesser class because he was English; it was simply good manners.

“If that is true, then why have you treated me so poorly since my arrival?” he asked after a moment. “You show your respect in strange ways.”

Bhrodi smiled wryly. “And you appear in places you have not yet been invited to.”

William wouldn’t back down, especially not to a Welshman regardless of his titles. “I am here on the directive of my king. If you have issues with whether or not I was invited, then I suggest you take it up with Edward.”

Bhrodi’s smile turned real. “I intend to,” he said. “And I will thank him for sending The Wolfe to my doorstep. In spite of the circumstances, I would say that it is an honor for us both.”

William couldn’t help it; the man’s arrogance was astounding and he cocked an eyebrow at the comment. “How kind,” he said, although he didn’t mean it and they all knew it. “Now, let us return to the subject at hand when I had entered the hall; what was that… that beast that attacked us? I have never heard of such a thing in all of my travels.”

Bhrodi didn’t seem too concerned about it; he lifted those enormous shoulders in response. “As I said, it has guarded the pass through Pendraeth Forest for as long as anyone can recall,” he said. “My grandfather used to tell me the Northmen brought it with them hundreds of years ago, a serpent that had followed them from their land who then took up residency in the marshes. It remains in the marshes, and in the lake at the base of the mountain, and it feeds when the moon is full although it has been known to expose itself in the daylight. Surely you’ve heard of The Serpent in these parts.”

“I thought that was you.”

Bhrodi’s intense eyes focused on him. “It is me,” he said. “Some say my family draws strength from the serpent of the lake; therefore, I am also called The Serpent. The beast and the lake and I are one and the same. We are both deadly.”

It was a hugely egotistical statement and William resisted the urge to roll his eye. Paris, however, was not so discreet; he clearly rolled his eyes, glancing to Kieran as he did so. The two old men looked at each other, displaying expressions that suggested they’d had enough conceit for one day. William caught sight of Paris’ antics and hastened to keep Bhrodi’s attention away from it. He didn’t want the man becoming angry with the posturing of the elderly English knights.

“As your reputation would suggest and I will not dispute,” he said, moving closer to the man and stepping on Paris’ foot in the process. It was a hard pinch, one that suggested the man keep his opinions off his face. He could hear Paris grunt in pain. “But surely that creature has not lived for hundreds of years. Nothing can live that long. It is quite clearly a living, breathing animal and not one of magic.”

If Bhrodi had noticed the elderly knights and their impatience with him, he didn’t acknowledge it. Evidently, only The Wolfe was worthy of his attention.

“Nay, it is not magic,” he agreed, his voice quieting. “Truthfully, my grandfather has spoken of it and he said his father before him did as well, but that is as far back as the legend goes. Mayhap it did not come with the Northmen hundreds of years ago as my grandfather said; in fact, the Northmen still come to these parts on occasion, although they have not attacked in recent memory. Have you seen their long ships? Often they have serpent’s heads carved upon the bow to break the waves. That is why my grandfather believes the Northmen brought that serpent with them and left it here to terrorize us.”

William still wasn’t convinced, of anything. “And that is all you know about it?”

“That is all I will tell you.”

It was an evasive answer but William didn’t pursue it. Whatever the creature was, either de Shera wouldn’t tell him all of it, or couldn’t tell him all of it. What mattered now was that they had survived the attack and were now in Rhydilian’s great hall, facing a man with more royal and noble blood in him than most. William tried to keep that in perspective because he wasn’t at all sure he liked or even respected the man for the way they had all been treated.

“Then I will again thank you for riding to our aid,” he finally said. “We had no idea such things even existed and surely no ideas on how to fight it off.”

“Fire is the only thing that works.”

“I deduced that.”

Bhrodi held the man’s gaze for a moment, sensing something edgy in the old, one-eyed knight. He had no doubt that, if challenged, de Wolfe could quite easily put a blade in his belly. Men like de Wolfe had lived to a ripe old age for good reason. Perhaps now it was time to ease the standoffishness and create a more sociable atmosphere. This was a gathering of peace, after all. It was time to be hospitable.

“I suppose we should discuss the reasons for your visit,” he said, turning his back and motioning to Ianto, who disappeared into the shadows. “Please be seated and be comfortable. I will have food and drink brought to you.”

It was the first real show of hospitality and William motioned to his men; Kieran, Paris, Kevin, Scott, Troy, Patrick, and Paris’ son, Apollo, cautiously moved towards the feasting table in the middle of the room, chipped and worn with age, and began to sit. They, like William, were perturbed by de Shera’s attitude and slightly hostile as a result. The younger knights eyed de Shera’s men as they claimed their seats, feeling the uncertain mood settle. They were in enemy lands in an enemy castle. Anything could happen, and they would not be caught off guard.

Accordingly, they all leapt to their feet when the big wardrobe in the shadows rattled and the door suddenly popped open. Kevin went so far as to unsheathe his broadsword when a tiny little man with stringy white hair burst out of the wardrobe, but William held out a calming hand to prevent his knights from doing anything drastic. He kept his eye trained on the small figure who shuffled around back in the shadows. Like his men, he would not be caught off guard.

Bhrodi could see what had the attention of his English visitors and he realized they were startled by something that was an everyday occurrence to him. He put up his hands as if to force them to relax.

“Have no fear,” he said. “’Tis only my elderly uncle, and he is quite mad. He lives in the wardrobe and only emerges to fight unseen enemies or steal food. He is harmless, I assure you. When I was a child, however, I use to think he was a ghost. Most frightening.”

William cast him a long glance. “A ghost?”

Bhrodi nodded, turning to look at the tiny man as he battled against unseen forces. “He is my mother’s uncle and he has been mad as long as I can recall,” he said. “He has lived in that wardrobe for at least thirty years, mayhap more. When I was small, I was terrified of the man who lived in the wardrobe and only came out at night.”

“But a ghost?”

Bhrodi shrugged. “If you were five years of age and you saw such madness in the dead of night, what would you think?”

William conceded the point. “That he was a ghost, I suppose,” he replied. Then, he eyed the man. “Are there any other ghosts or creatures we should know about so that my men are not startled by such things? Startled knights tend to react with deadly consequences, as they are trained.”

Bhrodi shook his head. “Nay, no more oddities that I am aware of,” he said. “But be mindful that my uncle may come into the hall in his quest to vanquish his invisible enemy. He will not harm anyone but do not try to stop him; he must run his course. Just stay out of his way.”

“What happens if someone interferes?”

Bhrodi lifted his eyebrows. “Then my uncle might do some genuine harm,” he said. “He becomes even more insane if another human being touches him. Therefore, it is best to simply stay out of his way.”

An interesting statement in an evening that had been full of them. This is a very odd place, William thought as he glanced over at Paris and Kieran. He knew they were thinking the same thing. Without further delay or questions, but keeping an eye on the strange old man as he battled ghosts, William took a seat at the big feasting table just as Ianto emerged from the shadows with kitchen servants in tow. The servants were weighed down with food and drink, and soon the big and worn table began to fill with warm edibles and cold alcohol.

Bhrodi took a seat across from William where he could better see the man. Ivor and Gwyllim sat on either side of him, and he was eventually joined by Ianto and Yestin as more food was set upon the table. William and his knights didn’t touch the food until his host did, an example of good English manners, but once Bhrodi reached for a knuckle of beef, it was as if the dam had burst and many English hands were reaching for the presented fare.

In the wake of the feeding frenzy, mutton was torn apart and all that remained of the beef was a few scraps. There was quite a bit of fish on the table, or at least they thought so, until the English discovered it was eel and they passed on it. No one particularly liked it. There were also bowls of beans and fat green peas, and great loaves of cream-colored bread.

It was a surprisingly lavish feast, but not completely unexpected considering Bhrodi’s station. The man had access to much and a fortune behind the de Shera name. As the English and Welsh ate silently, eyeing each other across the big table, Bhrodi finally broke the silence.

“I would assume by your presence, my lord, that you have brought me my bride,” he said, mouth full of beef. “Tell me who you have selected for this auspicious position.”

More arrogance. William heard Paris grunt unhappily beside him and he elbowed the man to keep him silent.

“I have only three daughters, two of which are already married to fine knights,” he said. “Therefore, I have pledged my youngest daughter as your bride.”

Bhrodi didn’t seemed pleased by the statement; in fact, he appeared suspicious. “Youngest?” he repeated. “How young?”

“Penelope has seen twenty years of age.”

Bhrodi’s eyebrows lifted in disbelief. “Twenty years of age?” he repeated, nearly outraged. “She is not young in the least; she is an old maid at that age. Why is she so old? Could you not find her a suitable husband before now? I will take no cast-offs, de Wolfe.”

William gazed at the man a moment before setting his cup of nearly-finished wine down and rising to his feet. When he stood up, his entire stable of knights stood up with him and when he spoke, it was with the greatest restraint. The man had finally reached his limit; words were about to be exchanged, and not pleasant ones.

“I came to Wales with the greatest of intentions of securing a peace between your loyalists and mine,” he said through clenched teeth. “I came to Rhydilian with the respect for your station that your bloodlines warranted, but what I found when I got here was a man of such conceit that he vomits it out of every pore of his body, forcing the rest of us to choke on it. Tell your men to remove their hands from the hilts of their weapons or I will tell my men to charge and we will have a bloodbath. Are we clear? Thank you. As I was saying, I came here with purely noble intentions but I draw the line at you insulting my daughter. Let me make this very clear so there is no mistake; it is you who are unworthy of her and unless something drastic changes my mind, I will return to England on the morrow and take her with me. I would rather see her a spinster or a nun than marry a lord so arrogant that he truly believes all of Wales and England is at his beck and call. You have much to learn about graciousness and tact, de Shera, but it would be beneath me to teach it to you. And with that, I will thank you for the meal, and for your assistance earlier, and bid you a good eve.”

William swept from the table with his knights in tow, each one of them eyeing Bhrodi and his men as they followed their liege from the hall. They were hostile glares and perhaps gloating ones. De Wolfe had said everything they wanted to say but were in no position to say it. The victory, for the evening, had gone to the English, and everyone knew it.

Bhrodi’s men were not so accepting of it, however; Bhrodi practically had to sit on Ivor to keep him quiet and Ianto had Gwyllim by the neck to keep him from charging. They were clearly outnumbered against the English so to provoke a fight would have more than likely ended badly for them.

Only when the English had cleared the hall did Ianto let go of Gwyllim and return to his food as if nothing unusual had happened. Truth was, he was very curious to see how Bhrodi would react considering no one had ever said such things to him. Not that it hadn’t been a long time in coming, but no one had ever had the nerve.

Therefore, Ianto sat and waited, watching as Gwyllim began drinking heavily because he was so frustrated. Ivor had lost his appetite and Yestin seemed to be the only one actively eating and drinking, waiting and watching, as Ianto was, for Bhrodi’s response. It was a tense wait.

Bhrodi, however, had no immediate reaction. He simply gazed at the doorway where the English had disappeared, a cup of wine in his hand. If he was embarrassed, he gave no indication. If he was furious, no one would have known. His features were utterly devoid of emotion.

Without another word, he set his cup down and quit the hall.
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“Was it that bad, English?”

Jordan’s question was soft but William, animated when in the presence of his family, looked at her as if she had just grievously insulted him.

“Of course it was that bad,” he said. “I would not lie to you.”

Jordan looked at Paris, who was standing just inside the doorway of the tent they had pitched against the walls of Rhydilian’s bailey. In fact, there were several tents pitched in the enormous bailey because Rhydilian didn’t have accommodations for visitors. They had a great hall, a massive D-shaped keep, and outbuildings. The complex was rather spartan and obviously not meant to house guests.

In fact, the de Wolfe party was stuffing the entire east side of the bailey with their men and tents and wagons. The covered traveling wagon that carried the de Wolfe women on long journeys was positioned next to the big family tent. It was long, a fortified box on wheels, and had several shuttered windows that could be propped open to allow for ventilation. It also had two long and cushioned couches in it, one on each side of the wagon, that were also used as beds. On this trip, Penelope had slept in the wagon while her mother had slept with her father in the big tent. Even now, Penelope was in the wagon, busying herself with repairing some damaged mail as her mother and father discussed the first meeting with Bhrodi de Shera in the big tent.

It was a meeting that had evidently not gone well. Jordan’s gaze lingered on Paris for the man to either confirm or deny William’s version of the meeting.

“Was that how it happened?” she asked Paris. “’Tis hard tae know considering de Shera is tae be Penny’s groom. I doubt Christ himself would be good enough.”

But Paris nodded his head in full support of William. “Pompous oaf,” he muttered. “From the moment we entered the hall, ’twas as if we were no more than insects beneath his feet. The great and mighty Bhrodi de Shera was very clear in that respect and your husband was handling himself quite well until de Shera insulted Penelope.”

The doubtful expression vanished from Jordan’s face and she bolted to her feet. “He insulted my daughter?” she demanded. “An madra ideal! Beidh mé buille air soundly más rud é go bhfuil an fhírinne!” The foolish dog! I will beat him soundly if that is the truth!

Jordan lapsing into Gaelic was never a good thing. William could see that there would be more trouble if he didn’t calm his wife; his anger was one thing, but Jordan’s was entirely another. If she was mad enough, she’d go after the man with a dirk. He’d seen it before.

“He seemed to think that twenty years of age was quite old,” he replied steadily, hoping to calm her. “He thought that mayhap there was a reason why she was so old and still unmarried. It was not a horrific reaction, but one that had my initial ire.”

That didn’t soothe Jordan in the least. “So he thinks we would provide him with a hag of a wife?” she said, outraged. “Penelope can have her pick of any man in England!”

William went to her, putting his big hands on her shoulders to calm her. “I know, love,” he said soothingly. “Do not upset yourself so.”

“She is far too good for the likes of him!”

“I know, love.”

Jordan wouldn’t be eased. “What are ye going tae tell him?” she wanted to know. “I dunna want me daughter marrying such an arrogant lout as that. He isna worthy of her!”

“I know.”

“Then ye tell him or I will!”

As William grunted softly, with regret that his wife was so angry, the flap to the tent was pulled back and Jemma entered bearing a tray of cups. Something was steaming from them as she approached William and Jordan.

“Warmed wine,” she told them. “Drink it while it’s hot. There’s some food for ye, too, if ye are hungry.”

Jordan turned to her cousin, furiously. “Do ye know what Bhrodi de Shera said about Penelope?” she said. “He said she was too old for a bride! He thinks we would give him a relic of a wife!”

Jemma, who possessed the legendary fire of a Scots more than anyone alive, scowled at her cousin. “That is ridiculous,” she said, glaring at William. “Did ye tell him so?”

William knew he had his hands full with two very angry Scotswomen. One did not insult a member of their family and get away with it; he’d seen their retribution towards someone who did and had no desire to beat them off of de Shera. With a grunt of impatience, he held up his hands.

“Do you think I would let the man insult my youngest, my baby girl?” he said, more forcefully to gain the upper hand with them. “Of course I put him in his place and I do not need anger from either one of you at this moment. I have a bigger problem on my hands.”

“Bigger than an insult tae yer daughter?” Jordan asked, incredulous. “What could that be?”

William looked at her with exasperation. “I have already pledged Penelope to him and if I withdraw that pledge, then that will be very serious, indeed,” he replied. “At this moment, I am not at all certain I want to leave her here with him. With his arrogance and her temper, they’d be at each other’s throats in a matter of minutes.”

Jemma made a face. “Well and good,” she said. “Mayhap Penny will kill him and our problems will be solved.”

William just rolled his eye, shaking his head and turning away from the pair. Jemma, still riled, turned to see Paris standing back in the shadows. The man had historically been her nemesis, since the very day they had met, but there was also a very strong loyalty and camaraderie between them. Paris was Jemma’s biggest antagonist but he was also, behind her husband, her biggest supporter. It was a true love-hate relationship in every sense of the word.

“Were ye there when the arrogant Welshman insulted Penny?” Jemma asked him. “Well?”

Paris nodded patiently. “Ease yourself, banshee,” he said, using his familiar nickname for her. He was the only one who could call her that and get away with it because between the two of them, it was a term of affection. “It was not as bad as what you might think. Twenty years of age is rather old to be married. The man’s reaction was understandable, although the words of insult dealt after that were not.”

Jemma flared. “So ye admit he did insult Penny!”

Paris actually took a step back as Jemma and Jordan both approached him; though they were elderly women, there was nothing elderly in their expressions. It was all fire.

“You’ll not harm me, do you hear?” he said, moving away from them as they followed. “I do not like women following me about in rabid packs. I shall tell my wife and then you’ll both have trouble!”

Jemma and Jordan slowed but they didn’t stop completely. Paris’ wife was also their cousin, a tall and sweet woman whose health had been terrible over the past few months. It was why she had not come to Wales; the physics said it was a cancer, something that sickened and saddened all of them deeply. Paris, in fact, couldn’t deal with it at all; the man was an excellent healer and understood well how the body functioned, but when it came to his wife, he couldn’t face the reality of it. It was something they didn’t speak of in front of him for that reason. The end of Paris’ world was approaching and the man couldn’t accept the fact.

“Caladora is too fine a lady,” Jemma said after a moment, her expression softening somewhat. “Nay, Callie wouldna give us trouble. She’d applaud us for telling ye to stand up for Penny!”

William watched the pair go after Paris, daring him to tell them something they did not want to hear. He had to step in.

“Leave him alone,” he said. “In fact, I would have both of you put this out of your mind. My dealings with de Shera are my own and I do not need or want your interference. Is that clear?”

Jemma was still going after Paris but Jordan stopped. “She’s me daughter, too, English,” she said. “I am very concerned by what ye have told me. De Shera needs tae be put in his place.”

“And I shall.”

“When?”

“Let me sleep on it, at least. I will deal with him tomorrow.”

“May I come?”

“You may not.”

That started the riot all over again.
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CHAPTER FIVE


Two hours of mail repair and Penelope was bored out of her mind. The squires usually did this kind of thing but her father’s squire was occupied with a charger that had a swollen fetlock, so she had been relegated to repairing her own armor.

She could hear her parents arguing in the great tent but she couldn’t hear what they were saying. Every once in a while there would be a raised voice, or she would hear her father’s scolding tone, but she couldn’t hear what was being said. She gathered that the first meeting with de Shera hadn’t gone well. Truth be told, she wasn’t particularly surprised. Her father had a way of not getting along with men when the subject was her.

It was a cold and damp night, and the mist from the marsh was settling heavily over the castle. What had once been a bright moonscape was now covered up by the advancing fog from the nearby bay, giving the grounds a spooky and edgy feel. Torches were upon the battlements, giving off spots of light in the gray mist, and all was very quiet for the most part.

After the battle with the beast of the lake, it seemed that everyone had settled down, but there was a feeling that perhaps they were waiting for something more to happen. Perhaps the violence of the night was not over yet.

Penelope could feel the uneasiness, too, even though she was safe and sound in the protected wagon. The wagon actually had armored sides so she was perhaps the best protected out of anyone in the entire party. It was a very cozy wagon, like her own private chamber, and she felt very safe. But she was also very bored and very curious as to what her parents were arguing about.

Finally, her curiosity got the better of her and she put the mail down. It was mostly repaired, anyway. She had changed clothes after the battle at the marsh because she had been covered in mud, and had washed down as well. Lavender water provided by her mother had washed the mud off her neck and hands and face, and she had dressed in a heavy linen shift, snug leather hose, and a heavy leather and fur robe that went all the way to the ground. The sleeves were snug, and the wrists and neck lined with fur so that it was very warm. The long, dark hair that fell past her buttocks was re-braided and pinned with great iron pins into a bun at the nape of her neck. Penelope didn’t like to wear her hair free as a maiden would have; she found it got in the way of what she was doing, so it was always neatly braided and pinned. It also fit better under her helm that way.

She was well protected against the chill as she wrapped herself up in a big shawl that belonged to her mother. It smelled like Jordan and Penelope took great comfort from it. Swaddled in the shawl and her leather and fur robe, she was insulated against the cold as she opened the wagon door and took the five wooden steps down into the bailey. The mist, growing thicker by the moment, cloaked her as she made her way to the tent where her parents were still bickering.

Penelope lingered outside the tent flap for a moment, listening to her mother scold her father about something. Most of it was in Gaelic, which Penelope understood somewhat, and from what she could tell, her mother wanted her father to fight someone. Probably de Shera from the way they were talking; something about the meeting hadn’t gone well at all.

Penelope didn’t want to get in the middle of it, mostly because she knew she would only exacerbate the problem, so it would be best to stay clear of her mother and father until they decided what to do about it. They both knew her position on it so one more opinion to the situation wouldn’t help. When she heard her Aunt Jemma pipe up, she moved swiftly away from the tent. With Aunt Jemma in any argument, things were likely to get lively and she didn’t want to get caught in the crossfire. She wondered if she should go for her Uncle Kieran; he was usually the only one who could calm Jemma. But her better sense told her to just stay away.

So, she did. Penelope rounded the tent and moved through the very tight collection of shelters that dotted the eastern portion of Rhydilian’s bailey. She passed by her brothers’ tent, hearing them muttering inside and moved past the tent belonging to her Uncle Paris. Just as she passed by, Apollo emerged.

“You, there,” he called softly. “Where do you think you are going? You are not running away, are you?”

Apollo had his father’s sense of humor and his mother’s red-headed looks. He was one of her favorite cousins with his ready smile and gentle manner.

“And if I am?” she retorted.

He made a wry face. “I will be forced to stop you.”

“You can try.”

She was grinning as she said it and he shook his head. “Nay,” he said, putting up his hands in surrender. “You take too much pleasure fighting with me. Where are you going, anyway?”

Penelope shrugged. “I thought to search for the privy,” she said. “I am going to assume it is near or in the great hall over there.”

Apollo glanced in the direction of the big stone hall with the sharply angled thatched roof, now shrouded in mist. “Mayhap,” he said. “Shall I escort you?”

Penelope shook her head. “Nay,” she replied. “I do not need you.”

Apollo grinned. “You never have needed of us, Penny. You are too independent for your own good.”

“Will you be sorry to see me go, Apollo?”

He shook his head firmly. “I will wish the man the best of luck. He will need it.”

Penelope grinned and balled her fist at him, but she continued on. The mist seemed to be heavier now as she wandered across the bailey, glancing up at the sentries on the walls with their torches and knowing that Apollo was watching her from afar. The boys were always watching her from afar to make sure she didn’t come to any harm. It used to annoy her badly and it still did, so she ducked behind the D-shaped keep in order to break the man’s line of sight. When she was sure he couldn’t see her anymore, she moved into the shadows of the great stone wall, moist with the mist and slick with moss, and headed in the direction of the cold and dark hall.

As she had hoped, there was indeed a garderobe in the great hall; there were two, in fact, built into the thickness of the wall with chutes that emptied out into a great hole to the north side of the structure. When Penelope emerged from the hall, she could see that the entire north side of the hall was perched on what seemed to be a precipice; the bailey angled very sharply down the rocky slope and the walls were built to accommodate not only the drop, but the rocks, and the river of muck from the garderobe ran down the hill and collected far away. It was a very odd portion of the bailey and she stood a moment, studying the drop and the rocky terrain, as the mist settled down upon it. It was becoming very thick now. Pulling the shawl more tightly around her neck and shoulders, Penelope turned around and plowed directly into a big, warm body.

Startled, Penelope gasped and instinctively jumped back, grabbing for the dirk she always kept strapped to her upper left arm, just above the elbow. The dirk came out in a flash but a massive armored arm blocked it, knocking it from her grip. Penelope was about to launch into full battle mode until she saw the face of her accoster. She stilled her fighting inclination but she made sure to back away from him at the same time. She put obvious distance between them.

“You again?” she asked, sounding displeased. “What are you doing here?”

Bhrodi gazed back at her, his emerald eyes glimmering. “I live here,” he said, a hint of humor in his tone. “What are you doing here?”

Penelope eyed the man; he was certainly enormous and strong, and his reflexes were cat-like and swift. He was also rather handsome if she allowed herself to think on it, but that thought disturbed her greatly so she pushed it aside. She didn’t want to think the man handsome. He was annoying and she didn’t like the way he looked at her; there was something rather lusty reflected in the dark green depths. It unnerved her and intrigued her at the same time.

“Looking,” she said simply. “I am leaving now. Good eve to you.”

She pushed past him and Bhrodi watched her go. “I surely have that effect on you,” he said. “The last time we met, you ran off, too.”

Penelope paused to look at the man. “You gave me little choice,” she pointed out. “I asked you to release me and you did not. Therefore, I was forced to break free.”

Bhrodi cocked his head, perhaps in agreement. “I am sorry that you find me so terrible and disgusting that you would bolt from my arms,” he said. “Most women do not think so.”

It was a horribly arrogant statement but one that brought a twitch of a smile to Penelope’s lips; with six older brothers, she had heard her share of conceit. It was always great fun to cut them down to size.

“I am not most women,” she said, her gaze moving over his enormously broad shoulders. They weren’t unappealing, in fact. “Good eve to you, my lord.”

“Wait,” Bhrodi took a step after her as she tried to walk away again. When she paused to look at him, he offered a weak smile as if he really didn’t have much more to say but didn’t want her leaving just yet. “Won’t you tell me your name?”

“No.”

“What can I do to wrest it from you? Jewels? Money? A promise of servitude?”

He was being funny and she struggled not to smile. “There is nothing you can do,” she said. “I am afraid you will have to go the rest of your life wondering who I am.”

“Can I guess?”

“No.”

“Why not? Surely there is no harm in guessing.”

There was a game afoot and even though Penelope knew she should return to the safety of her encampment, she found herself staying, if only to shoot arrows into the man’s overinflated ego. She could tell he was very sure of himself. It made him rather attractive, actually. There was something impish in his expression.

“You could never guess in a thousand years,” she said. “You will embarrass yourself trying.”

Bhrodi cocked an eyebrow. “Is that so?” he said, pondering. “That is a bold statement.”

“Mayhap.”

His grin broke through, a beautiful smile that revealed a row of straight, white teeth. Penelope felt her heart race at the sight, just a little.

“You are obviously English,” he said. “Did I get that much correct?”

“You did.”

“Since you do not know who I am, do you want to guess, too?”

“Nay.”

“Why not?”

“Because I do not care.”

He burst out laughing, putting a hand over his chest as if she had mortally wounded him. “Ouch,” he gasped, pretending he was having difficulty breathing. He began to go through exaggerated death throes. “Cannot… speak… the wound… it is great.”

Penelope bit her lip to keep from smiling. “You will survive,” she said confidently. “Do you have any other silly questions for me?”

He put out a hand, either to stop her from speaking or to beg a pause. His other hand was still over his heart and he continued to wince dramatically.

“I am not finished with my pains yet,” he grunted. “Your aim is sound.”

“Of course it is.”

He grunted and groaned. “Why would you say that?”

She was enjoying his performance, and the game in general, so much so that she wasn’t as cognizant of her answers as she should have been. “Because I am a knight from a long line of great knights,” she said. “My aim is always true.”

He stopped posturing and looked at her. “A knight from a long line of great knights,” he repeated. “The greatest English knight at Rhydilian is de Wolfe. Are you related to him, perchance?”

Penelope’s smile fled and her cheeks flushed. He’d nearly caught her, damn him! She pulled the shawl more tightly about her and began to turn away, hunting for the dirk he had knocked from her hand.

“I will not tell you,” she said. “It is cold and I must return. Good eve to you.”

Bhrodi took three enormous strides and was right behind her. “Please,” he begged softly, fearful of grasping her should she respond by trying to stab him again. “Do not go. I did not mean to be so forward. I simply want to know who you are.”

When Penelope realized he was right behind her, she snatched her dirk off of the ground and whirled on him, pointing the dirk at his chest.

“You are bold to be so close to an armed woman,” she said, the humor gone from her tone. “I will ask you to please leave me alone.”

Bhrodi came to a halt, watching her as she backed away from him. He was genuinely sorry, and rather ashamed, that he hadn’t warmed her to him. He’d felt sure he could accomplish it and it was a significant blow to his male pride to realize she had not instantly fallen for him.

“I cannot,” he said simply.

Penelope was still backing away. “You’d better,” she said. “My father will not like it if….”

She stopped herself from continuing, furious that she had let it slip about her father. Ever the shrewd tactician, Bhrodi pounced on the information. Like a good warrior, he took advantage of his adversary’s weakness and Penelope knew she had given him more fuel for the information he sought.

“Your father is here?” he asked, sounding rather eager. “Who is he that I may speak to him?”

She scowled as she continued to move away. “Speak to him about what?”

Bhrodi followed at a safe distance. “About you, of course.”

“What about me?”

Bhrodi came to a halt. “I find you astonishingly beautiful and very intelligent,” he said. “Mayhap your father will sell you to me.”

Penelope came to a halt, outraged. “Sell me?” she repeated. “Sirrah, you overstep yourself. I am not a slave to be bartered!”

Bhrodi gazed at her, a faint smile on his lips. “Nay,” he said softly, “but mayhap you are a bride to be negotiated. You have his eyes, you know.”

Off-balance, Penelope wasn’t sure what to say. “Who?”

“De Wolfe’s.”

Penelope came to a halt. So he knew; well, she’d as much as told him with her foolish answers to his questions. She’d tried to be clever but he, in fact, was cleverer. He had played her soundly and gained the upper hand. There was nothing left to do now but surrender. She sighed heavily and put the dirk down.

“What do you know of him?” she asked.

Bhrodi shrugged faintly. “I know he has come to Rhydilian with a bride for de Shera.”

“And what do you know of de Shera?” she wanted to know, sounding exasperated. “Does he spread his business around so that everyone knows why we are here?”

Bhrodi shook his head, the smile still on his lips. “He does not,” he said. “But I am sure if he knew it was you he would be receiving as a bride, he would be most receptive.”

Penelope eyed him. “Why do you say that?”

Bhrodi’s grin broadened. “Because I have never seen such a magnificent woman,” he said simply. “Does your father truly allow you to fight as a man? I find that utterly astonishing. Did he, in fact, expect it from you because of who he is?”

Penelope didn’t know what to say. The heat coming from the man’s eyes was unnerving enough, now with the rather gentle voice behind it. Everything about him was unnerving and her heart was thumping loudly against her ribs. She could feel… something from him. Like invisible fingers, she could feel something from the man reaching out to grab her.

“Please,” she said softly, quickly sheathing the dirk as she turned away from him. “I really must go or you shall have de Wolfe’s entire contingent down around your ears.”

“You would not protect me?” he asked softly.

She paused to look at him. “You do not look as if you need protecting.”

“But as my wife, it would be expected of you.”

Penelope’s eyes widened. “Your wife?” she spat. “What madness is this?”

He smiled, his expression surprisingly gentle. “No madness, I assure you,” he said quietly. “I am de Shera. Now, will you again tell me you are not de Wolfe’s daughter and my intended?”

Penelope stared at him, realizing he indeed knew everything. There was no point in being coy any longer; in fact, she wasn’t sure she wanted to be. Perhaps she wanted him to know. Perhaps it was all part of this silly but charming game he had been playing with her all along. Softly, she sighed, and stopped trying to run off. She found she was willing to face him.

“I am Penelope de Wolfe,” she said softly. “I fight with my father because I have always fought with my father, as the daughter of a great knight. He should not have allowed me to train as a knight but he could not deny me; he has never been able to deny me except one time.”

Bhrodi was thoroughly, utterly upswept in her soft voice and the expression on her face. “When was that?”

Her hazel eyes were fixed on him. “When I told him I did not want to marry the Welsh prince.”

His gentle expression didn’t change. “Do you still object to marrying me?”

Penelope shrugged, a vague gesture. She seemed to be quite caught up in the man and his thoroughly magnetic pull. Those invisible fingers were pulling at her again.

“I do not know,” she said honestly. “I would be lying if I did not express some fear at all of this.”

His smile was back. “Fear?” he replied. “I do not believe it. You do not seem as if you have ever been fearful of anything in your life. The courage you displayed earlier this evening when you fought the beast was more than I have seen in most men. It was both impressive and astonishing.”

Penelope thought back to that terrifying moment and the reflection unsettled her. “You saw that?”

“I saw it all.”

Her confidence, so strong during their entire encounter, began to waver. Perhaps it was her guard coming down, just a little.

“What was that creature?” she asked, as if he could supply all of the answers.

Bhrodi gestured in the direction of the keep. “It is much warmer inside,” he said. “If you will come inside, I should be happy to tell you what I know.”

“I do not believe I should.”

“Please?”

It was a very polite request, one she could have easily denied. But for some reason, she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Something about his expression stilled her tongue. Perhaps she wanted to speak with him, just a little. Perhaps it was nothing more than pure, insatiable curiosity. In any case, she found herself agreeing.

In silence, she followed de Shera into the keep.
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CHAPTER SIX


Penelope and Bhrodi ended up in the small hall of Rhydilian’s keep, a half-rounded room that occupied the entire second floor of the structure. At this late hour, it was dark and still, with the fire burning low in the very tall hearth and a haze of smoke from the malfunctioning chimney lingering up near the ceiling. It was very quiet, quiet enough for two people to have an uninterrupted conversation, which Bhrodi very much wanted to have. Penelope, however, was not so sure.

Seated at the small table near the hearth with a few dogs sleeping at their feet, Penelope sat across from Bhrodi because he had tried to sit next to her, twice, but she had moved away both times. Therefore, he was content to gaze at her from across the table. Like a beautiful, skittish mare, she would not let him come any closer. As long as she wasn’t running away he was satisfied, but now came the important part; keeping her engaged in the conversation so she wouldn’t grow bored and leave. Bhrodi immediately lapsed into tales of the beast from the marsh.

“When I was a child, I was not allowed to go near the marshes at all because of the beast you saw this evening,” he said as they settled down in their seats. “My mother would forbid it. Of course, when you are a child and your mother forbids you anything, it is imperative that you disobey her. Am I not correct in that assumption?”

Penelope fought off a smile. “In my house, it was the opposite,” she replied. “If we disobeyed my mother, then we were in for a row.”

Bhrodi smiled faintly. “And you have a large family?”

She nodded. “There are nine of us,” she said. “I am the youngest.”

Bhrodi pondered the information. “I would imagine having a large family makes you feel as if you belong to something,” he said. “As if you are a part of something big.”

Penelope shrugged. “It does, I suppose,” she said. “But my siblings were all so much older than I was that sometimes I felt like an only child.”

Bhrodi lifted his eyebrows in understanding. “I have no brothers, although I have a younger sister,” he said. “Many times I wished for more siblings, but it was not to be.”

“Why not?”

He was thoughtful as he stood up, heading for the earthenware pitcher and wooden cups that were down towards the middle of the table. He spoke as he collected them.

“Because my father was a good deal older than my mother,” he said, setting the cups down in front of them and beginning to pour the dark red wine. “My father was married before, you see, many years before he met my mother, but his wife bore him only a daughter before she died. My father was friends with my mother’s father, my grandfather, and with the promise of the Coventry earldom, he was able to marry my mother, who was very young. I was born a short time later. Then my younger sister came along when I was almost twenty years of age, killing my mother in childbirth. My father passed away of sheer old age shortly thereafter, so there was no opportunity for more siblings.”

Penelope listened with some interest, taking the cup he put before her. “Then who raised your sister? It sounds as if she was an infant when both of your parents passed away.”

He nodded as he reclaimed his seat and collected his cup. “She was,” he said. “I was fostering at the time and, of course, in no position to raise my sister, so she was raised by my mother’s father. When she grew older, she went to Coventry to foster and returned to Rhydilian last year to marry.”

Penelope pondered the younger sister’s situation as she sipped at the tart red wine. “If she was born when you were nearly twenty, then she must be very young indeed.”

“She turned thirteen years of age in January,” he said. “Her husband was an illegitimate son of Dafydd ap Gruffydd, cousins to the ap Gaerwens and the last Welsh prince, but the lad was killed last November at the battle of Moel-y-don when Edward tried to storm Anglesey. My sister is almost eight months pregnant with their child.”

Penelope tried not to show her dismay over a very young pregnant widow; it wasn’t a new story in this world of battle and conquest, but thirteen years of age was still very young to have suffered such trauma. She wasn’t very good at expressing sympathy, afraid she would say the wrong thing, so she stumbled to find something more to say to all of that.

“Does she live here with you, then?” she asked.

Bhrodi nodded. “She does,” he replied. “The child she carries is full blooded Welsh royalty, so she will remain here in my charge. I am sure Edward would love to get his hands on the child so I must keep it under my protection. Mayhap it will be the last child ever born of pure Welsh royalty, because I, too, have attempted to carry on my royal blood but my attempt has failed so far.”

Penelope was drawn in by the curious statement. “What do you mean?”

Bhrodi found his thoughts turning to Sian, his dead love, and the child that had died with her. It was the forbidden subject, now raised fairly early in the conversation. He would not speak her name, or clean her chamber, but somehow as he gazed at Penelope, he found the carefully-held control leaving him. Something about the woman softened him and before he could stop himself, the forbidden subject was upon his lips.

“Because I was married but my wife died in childbirth,” he said quietly. “I lost my wife and child two years ago.”

Penelope was in the uncomfortable waters of death and pity. She didn’t know this man but he had thus far disclosed some very personal details to her and she was unsure how to react. Was he trying to gain her sympathy? Was he trying to soften her towards him? She didn’t know him at all and, not knowing, she couldn’t be at all sure that this wasn’t a ploy of some kind. Therefore, her guard was up.

“Then I am sorry for you,” she said without too much emotion. “But I can see how it would be important for such bloodlines to continue. Surely there are many fine Welsh noblewomen who would gladly help you.”

He nodded, unwilling to further linger on thoughts of Sian and disappointed that Penelope hadn’t shown more pity about it. In fact, he was starting to feel embarrassed that he had confided in her. Either she didn’t care or she thought he was lying. If the situation was reversed, he would have believed the latter. It had been too soon for him to discuss his loss with her and he knew it. Somehow, he had cheapened it. The anger he felt was purely directed at himself.

“There are,” he said, his tone no longer soft and more business-like. “I have had my pick of them, of course, but your king had other ideas. He seems to think that I need an English bride to dilute the Welsh blood. Mayhap he thinks it will make me less resistant to his rule over Wales.”

There was something decidedly haughty in his statement and Penelope stiffened. “If you do not want an English bride, that can most definitely be arranged,” she said. “Do not believe for one moment that I am eager or happy to be here.”

Bhrodi put his hands up to soothe her. “I did not mean to offend you, my lady, truly,” he said. “I was simply relaying my opinion on why your king wants this marriage.”

Penelope would not be eased. “If you have your pick of Welsh brides, then I suggest you take one and leave me out of it,” she told him. “I was quite happy living with my parents and fighting within my father’s ranks. I did not ask for a husband nor do I want one, but my father seems to think this will somehow benefit me.”

Bhrodi was quickly coming to understand that she was not a willing bride in the least, which he truly should have suspected all along. It was another blow to that enormous ego; didn’t all women want to marry the powerful and handsome Bhrodi de Shera? Apparently, one did not. But he also saw something else in Penelope, something beyond the beauty; the woman was inordinately strong and unafraid to speak her mind. She wasn’t a cowering female to do a man’s whim. He imagined that a marriage to such a woman would be very adventurous.

He began to imagine a life with her, listening to her opinions, perhaps laughing with her, and most definitely loving her. He could only dream of the prospects that await him in the bedchamber where she was concerned and the thought made him smile. But as he thought on that subject, something else occurred to him; sometimes women who behaved as men did it because they did not, in fact, like men as mates. They preferred a woman in their bed instead. He sincerely hoped that was not the case but knew he had to ask.

“May I ask a question, my lady?” he ventured.

Penelope nodded reluctantly. “If you must.”

He hesitated. “You do like men, don’t you? That is to say, you are not opposed to this marriage because you prefer women over men?”

Penelope knew exactly what he meant. Strangely, she wasn’t overly offended by the question. She’d been asked the same thing before, given the fact that she had chosen to follow a man’s vocation. It was a natural question. She met his gaze steadily for a moment before shaking her head.

“I do not prefer women in my bed,” she said. “If I were to choose a mate, it would be a man, even though men believe they know better than I do. Men like to dominate while women do not. At least, most women do not. Still, I am not particularly fond of my sex in general. Women are weak and foolish. I do indeed like men.”

It was a relief to hear it, and Bhrodi was furthermore relieved to realize she wasn’t grossly insulted by his question.

“I am very happy to hear that,” he said. “As for men trying to dominate you, I do not imagine anyone can get the better of you, my lady. You are too strong for that.”

It was a genuine compliment. Penelope eyed him with some doubt, trying to gauge what he meant by his comment. Was he trying to manipulate her emotions again? To play on her vanities? Her reply was careful.

“I will stand up for myself if that is what you mean,” she said.

He cocked his head as he gazed steadily at her. “Partly,” he said. “I can see such strength in you, my lady. You are a worthy de Wolfe daughter, for certain. It is my thought that such a woman should breed because for her to be childless would be an extreme waste of those fine qualities.”

Penelope wasn’t sure what to say. Their gazes locked over the table top and, after several long moments, she found she had to look away. Those invisible fingers that seemed to sprout from his eyes were grabbing at her again and she was trying to avoid their pull, but it was very difficult. If Bhrodi had been attempting to manipulate her emotions, to endear himself to her, he had done a very good job. The man had an aura about him that was positively magnetic; the more she tried to resist, the more he pulled at her.

“I… I have never thought of it that way,” she admitted, looking at her half-empty cup. “It has always been my opinion that there are other women better suited to marriage and childbearing than me.”

He scowled, gently done. “You are the one woman on this earth that should breed children,” he said. “Your children will be the finest anywhere and your sons… well, they will be the finest knights this land has yet to see. I would like for them to be my sons, too. I am the only one worthy of such a fine bride.”

Her head came up, the hazel eyes staring at him and he waited for the explosion. But there was none; she remained seated, staring at him with an element of thoughtfulness in her expression. At least she isn’t glaring, he thought. Perhaps there is hope.

Hope or contempt; it could have been either emotion but Penelope wasn’t sure. In fact, she wasn’t sure what she felt. She continued to stare at Bhrodi, feeling the pull stronger than before. She found herself studying the shape of his jaw, square and solid, and the size of his neck. It was very big, just like the rest of him. She’d never seen a man with such an aura of strength about him.

Bhrodi de Shera radiated an abundance of it and being that she had been raised as a knight and with men all about her, she appreciated physical strength. She respected it. The man’s ego aside, she respected him for his reputation alone. De Shera was pure power. At that moment, the resistance she’d been harboring since the introduction of the marriage proposal began to falter. What was it that he had said? I am the only one worthy of such a fine bride. Perhaps he was the only one worthy of her, too.

“Are you telling me that you are agreeable to this contract that Edward has forced upon you?” she finally asked. “Will you agree to the king’s terms?”

Bhrodi’s warm expression faded. “If you are the contract, I will agree to it. If it were any other woman, I would not.”

He meant it as a compliment and, this time, she took it as one. “He means to subdue you,” she said quietly. “Surely you know that. Llewelyn is dead. The only thing that stands between him and complete domination of Wales is Llewelyn’s brother, Dafydd, and you.”

Bhrodi wasn’t stupid; he knew what Edward wanted. In fact, he knew it better than Penelope did. Llewelyn and Dafydd, the great Welsh princes who had been waging war against Edward for over ten years, were weakening. Llewelyn had been killed and Dafydd was on the run, but Bhrodi, secure in Anglesey with a population that deeply supported their hereditary king, was Edward’s last obstacle.

Edward had tried to capture the island nearly six months before when one of his commanders actually built a bridge across the Menai Strait that separated Anglesey from the rest of Wales. It had been the Battle of Moel-y-don, a very significant Welsh victory when the English commander had brought a regiment of men over that bridge and had been soundly defeated by Bhrodi and his allies. Now, Anglesey remained firmly in the hands of the Welsh and Bhrodi knew that Edward had great plans for him; the marriage contract was an option Edward hadn’t tried before. Bhrodi knew, eventually, Edward would not be satisfied with an alliance. The man would want complete dominion.

But Bhrodi wouldn’t let on all he knew about it, and certainly not at this early juncture in his acquaintance with his future wife. Being English, he knew where her loyalties were and she could very well go back and tell her powerful father whatever Bhrodi told her. He didn’t know her enough to trust her yet. Therefore, he was ambiguous in his reply.

“He means to secure peace,” he said quietly.

Penelope’s gaze was intense. “He means to secure Wales.”

“Mayhap,” he replied softly. “Time will tell.”

Penelope watched the man, now interested in his thoughts on the matter of an alliance between him and King Edward. She was very, very curious.

“Surely you will not lay down your arms simply because you marry me,” she said. “Edward wants Wales under his control. If you marry me, he will expect your loyalty. That is the only reason he has offered a marital contract. The king doesn’t simply want peace; he wants you.”

Bhrodi regarded her carefully. “You speak as if you are attempting to talk me out of the contract.”

“I simply want you to understand what is being offered to you. Why do you think he sent the greatest knight in England to secure the deal? He is offering you a bribe for your fealty.”

“I like the bribe.”

“Then you intend to take it?”

Something in Bhrodi’s face changed; his eyes hardened and his expression tightened. Leaning forward on the table, his voice was low and gritty.

“I will do what is best for me, in all things,” he said quietly. “If I agree to this marital contract, it is because I want something, too. Do not think your king can outsmart me because he cannot. I have proven that time and time again. If Edward and I strike a bargain, you can be assured that it will be to my advantage.”

Penelope could hear the cold steel of his voice, the power she had reflected on just moments before. In that statement, she could see all of the kings of Anglesey speaking out to her. Bhrodi had that kind of strength in him and more. Her respect for the man grew. She backed down in her questioning; at the moment, she felt as if she didn’t have the right to question his motives. He was many steps ahead of her, evidently. He had seen far more battle action than she could ever hope to and he knew his enemy well. Bhrodi de Shera already knew his future.

“My father does not want to lose any more sons in Wales,” she said after a moment. “That is why he has offered me. I had six older brothers; now I have five. Papa does not want to lose any more children.”

Bhrodi held the steely expression a moment longer before relaxing somewhat. He reclaimed his cup.

“Sound reasoning,” he said as he poured himself more wine. “But he will lose his daughter to me.”

Penelope’s eyes glimmered with unexpected humor. “Mayhap he does not see it that way,” she said. “Mayhap he sees it as gaining the son he lost.”

Bhrodi saw her humor and couldn’t help but respond. It was the first time since he met her that he could recall seeing warmth in her face. He grinned, revealing his big white teeth.

“There could be worse things in this world than being the son of The Wolfe,” he said. “He and I will make very strong bloodlines. Our children will be more powerful and noble and royal than anyone on earth.”

Penelope cocked her head. “They will be my children, not my father’s,” she said, “and that is the second time you have mentioned sons and children. Just how many do you expect to have?”

He could see trepidation in her expression and it amused him. She was fun to taunt; humor, at the moment, was the one thing they had in common between them. It was something they both understood.

“At least a dozen,” he said, watching her from the corner of his eye. “I would say the first eight or ten should be boys. We can have a few daughters as well if it pleases you.”

Penelope knew he was jesting with her; he had that type of personality. Already she could tell that he liked to provoke a reaction from her.

“I am not entirely sure we can pick the sex of our children,” she said. “We may have all girl children. Have you not considered that?”

He scowled fiercely. “You wouldn’t dare!”

She bit off a grin. “I might. Just to teach you a lesson in humility.”

His scowl turned into an expression of outrage. “Humility?” he repeated, aghast. “I need no such lesson. I am Bhrodi ap Gaerwen de Shera and I will not have a house full of unruly girl children.”

“Why not?”

He was back to scowling, realizing she was baiting him. She was quite strong in her resolve not to let him bully her and he liked it more than he thought he would. She wasn’t intimidated by him in the least. After a moment, his scowl eased and he shrugged his big shoulders carelessly.

“Because they are expensive,” he said flatly. “Every one of those girls will need a dowry.”

“You are wealthy. You can afford it.”

He looked at her, a wry expression on his face, but was prevented from replying when Ivor came rushing into the hall. Both Penelope and Bhrodi looked at the man, noting his rather wild-eyed expression. Bhrodi was immediately on his feet.

“What is it?” he demanded.

Ivor went to Bhrodi but he was eyeing Penelope. “De Wolfe is tearing up the compound,” he said. “They are missing a daughter.”

Penelope was running from the keep before Bhrodi could even turn to her.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Upon discovering Penelope missing from the armored wagon, William had not been overly concerned and neither had Jordan. Penelope was known to wander and she was further known to prefer the company of her brothers, so they proceeded to the tent that housed the sons of de Wolfe only to find it devoid of their youngest girl child.

This, of course, garnered the concern of Scott and Troy, and most of all Patrick, the most powerful de Wolfe son, and soon they were milling about the tents in the English encampment looking for Penelope. A thorough search turned up nothing and when Apollo mentioned that he had last seen her in her quest to find the privy, all hell broke loose. The Wolfe Pack went into battle mode.

William had unleashed the full brunt of The Wolfe’s fury on the unsuspecting occupants of Rhydilian in his quest to locate Penelope. His men tore through the gatehouse, upending beds and roughing up de Shera’s men. They rushed the entire wall walk, looking over the sides of the twenty foot walls and hoping they wouldn’t see Penelope’s crumpled body on the other side. They completely rousted the great hall, inspecting every nook and cranny, and disturbing the servants and soldiers who were sleeping there. All this in the quest for one small female who could possible mean the difference between complete peace and utter chaos.

The keep was the last frontier to search and they tackled it readily. Just as the pack of de Wolfe’s men, led by William himself, came charging up the exterior staircase, Penelope bolted from the entry. She collided with her father somewhere at the top of the steps and William had to grab her so they both wouldn’t pitch over the side.

“Penny!” he gasped. “What happened? Are you well, lass?”

Penelope had a tight grip on her father, but not because she had nearly fallen over the side of the steps; it was because she was afraid he was going to go rushing into the keep after de Shera. Given the conversation she had just had with the man, she wasn’t entirely sure her father, as an elderly knight with age-diminished reflexes, could best him. De Shera was indeed deadly and powerful. What she did was in protection of her father.

“I am very well,” she assured him and the host of anxious faces around him. “De Shera and I were simply having a discussion. I am sorry to have frightened you.”

William went from being thrilled to see her to exasperated with her explanation as to why, exactly, she had been missing. He scowled.

“What do you mean you were having a discussion with him?” he demanded. “I have yet to introduce you two.”

Penelope patted his arm patiently. “We came across each other earlier when I was looking for the privy,” she said. “We introduced ourselves and have been having a pleasant conversation.”

William was doing a slow burn at that point. He was furious that Penelope had taken it upon herself to seek out her prospective groom and more furious that de Shera had evidently been a party to it. He had seen how conceited and confident the man was; he could only imagine how he had persuaded Penelope into his lair.

“Pleasant conversation?” William repeated, his jaw flexing. “I cannot believe my ears.”

“Why not?” Penelope asked innocently.

William opened his mouth to speak but was interrupted when Bhrodi suddenly appeared through the entryway, the expression on his face one of great concern. He saw de Wolfe, and all of the heavily armed men behind him, and began to speak but William cut him off.

“Given the fact that you and my daughter have not yet been formally introduced, when did it occur to you that having a conversation with her without the presence of chaperones would be a good idea?” he asked with thinly restrained rage. “Mayhap this is the way they do things in Wales, allowing unprotected women to be in the company of strange men, but in England we do things a little differently. We have care for our women’s safety and for their reputations.”

Bhrodi could see that he was in a very bad position; de Wolfe was furious that Penelope had been alone with her prospective groom and had every right to be. Bhrodi wasn’t foolish; he had been taking a chance when speaking alone with the woman but he had considered it worth the risk. It was still well worth the risk because he had briefly come to know a woman of astonishing beauty and intelligence. However, protocols dictated chaperones and escorts upon such a meeting. Therefore, he was in a weak position to defend himself and struggled not to sound as if he was at de Wolfe’s mercy.

“My lord, I assure you that nothing improper took place,” he said evenly. “I found the lady wandering in the bailey and we introduced ourselves. We were simply speaking on the current situation and on the future in general. I was preparing to escort her back to your encampment quite soon.”

A small lie, but de Wolfe didn’t have to know that. Already the man was about to explode. Bhrodi could read the distrust and disgust in the man’s expression. But William was prevented from replying when Penelope stepped in.

“Papa, nothing unseemly happened in the least,” she said, sounding irritated, as if her father had no basis for his anger. “Do you really think I would let it? Do you trust me so little that you would think I would allow a man I just met to take advantage of me?”

William tore his gaze away from Bhrodi, looking at his small and agitated daughter. “You know better than to allow yourself alone with a man,” he rumbled, avoiding her questions and grasping her by the arm. “Come, now. We are returning to England on the morrow.”

“Wait,” Bhrodi stepped forward, his expression one of concern. “What do you mean by that? You came here for a reason, de Wolfe. You came all the way to Wales to offer your daughter to me in marriage to cement an alliance. I will gladly accept your contract.”

William was simmering with fury as he looked at Bhrodi. “I withdraw the offer,” he grumbled. “You are not worthy of my daughter, a man who would undermine propriety simply to gain his wants. You are a spoiled and insufficient man, de Shera. Edward will have to find you another bride if he wants an alliance.”

He spelled out his intentions, leaving no doubt that the arrogant Welsh lord was an unsuitable match for Penelope. The decision had been made. But along with that declaration came the obvious; if they were not here on a peace mission, then they were in enemy territory. Tension filled the air as the de Wolfe knights began to form a protective barrier around William and his daughter. Without another word, the English contingent headed down the stairs except for Penelope; she dug her heels in, preventing her father from dragging her down the steps.

“Papa, wait,” she insisted, forcing the man to come to a halt. “I agree that we should not have been alone in conversation, but I am glad that Lord de Shera and I were able to speak without you or Mamma hanging over us. There was much less pressure and it was an honest conversation. You know I was opposed to this marriage contract but after speaking with him, I… I do believe it might be an amiable agreement, after all.”

William just looked at her and shook his head. He tugged on her arm, forcing her to take the top step. “Not now,” he grumbled. “Come with me.”

Penelope grabbed the hand that was holding onto her and began to peel the fingers away. “Papa, stop,” she commanded, holding firm on the top stair. “I am not going anywhere until you listen to what I have to say.”

William’s fury was gaining steam. “This is my decision, not yours,” he hissed. “It has been my decision from the beginning. You must trust that I know what is best for you and you will cease to shame me in front of everyone with your arguing.”

Penelope jerked his hand free of her wrist and jumped back, out of his reach. “You are embarrassing me,” she snapped softly. “You are so stubborn, Papa. You did not listen to me when I told you I did not want to come here, so I came. Now that I am here, I believe you were correct in wanting to broker this marriage and I am willing to stay. Will you listen to me on something that will affect me for the rest of my life or will you ignore me as you have always done? You do not always know what is best for me, Papa. Sometimes, I can be correct, too. I am not an idiot.”

William forced himself to draw in a deep, calming breath; he had to or else he would be putting her over his knee. Penelope was very much his daughter, clever and unafraid to speak her mind. He had raised her to think for herself. He had to keep reminding himself of that as his intense gaze fixed on her.

“I know you are not an idiot,” he said. “But you are young. You do not understand fully what is in men’s hearts or who they truly are. De Shera used coercion to bring you inside where he could be alone with you; do you not understand that? He broke propriety for his selfish wants. If he wanted to speak with you, he should have waited until the time was right. I cannot abide by a man who will circumvent me to get at you.”

Penelope lifted her eyebrows. “Just as you circumvented my mother’s intended husband those years ago so you could get at her?”

It was a low stab, directly to William’s honor. Everyone in the north of England knew how The Wolfe had once been the captain of Lady Jordan’s intended husband those years ago. He carried on an affair with her until he was finally able to marry her. It was the legend of The Wolfe, long romanticized until reality and fiction blended. The truth was that William, long ago, had used subversion to be with the woman he loved. But the situation back then had been markedly different; he wouldn’t allow Penelope to use that circumstance as a parallel comparison. There was no comparison at all.

“I loved your mother,” he muttered. “Where love is concerned, anything can and will happen. But de Shera does not love you, Penny; he simply wanted to be alone with you and to compromise your reputation. God only knows what he would have done had your clandestine meeting with him been allowed to continue.”

Her expression was serious. “Then you do not trust me?” she asked, hurt. “Do you truly think I would have allowed the man any liberties at all?”

William sighed faintly, glancing at Paris and Kieran as he did so. “I trust you, love,” he said. “It is de Shera I have issue with.”

“My lord, I swear to you I would not have molested her,” Bhrodi spoke up in his own defense; he had to. The fact that Penelope was defending him filled his heart with a joy he hadn’t felt in over two years. She was stirring something inside of him that he thought was long buried. “I will again reiterate the circumstances; Lady Penelope was standing alone in the bailey and we spoke. Because it was cold and misty, I invited her into the keep to offer some shelter. She sat on one side of the table and I sat on the other. I did indeed invite a beautiful woman into my keep, alone, but it was not for the reasons you think; it was because I very much wanted to speak to her, this woman whom you intend for me. I have not touched her, nor will I, until she is properly mine. This I swear on my oath as a knight, and on my ancestors as the kings of Anglesey. If you still do not believe me, then I suppose there is nothing left to discuss. But I will say one last thing; you insult me by believing I have only ill intent where it pertains to your daughter. If the situation was reversed and based upon your reputation alone, I would not have thought the same thing of you. I would have assumed you were honorable until proven otherwise.”

They were prudent words, ones that William could not readily reject. De Shera made perfect sense and he could feel himself waver. Honorable until proven otherwise. In fact, the man had him dead to rights. Perhaps William was the one who was wrong in all of this. He had instantly assumed the worst, about everything. It was the zealous father in him, protecting his daughter against all harm regardless of the facts. Protecting her against an arrogant young lord who, if he was honest with himself, reminded him a good deal of himself when he was younger. Perhaps that was the problem all along; Bhrodi was much as he had been, once.

William glanced at Penelope; she was looking at de Shera with a hint of respect in her expression. Coming from Penelope, that was like moving the Walls of Jericho; earning the woman’s respect was nearly impossible. William’s stance began to waver a little more and he sighed heavily, looking at all of the knights on the steps below him, men who rushed to do his bidding without question.

His gaze traveled over Scott, big and brawny, and Troy, dark and tall, and to Patrick, who was an enormous mountain of man, and finally to Edward and Thomas, his youngest sons. Both of them were broad and dark, like their father. Sons he adored more than he could express, but then he looked at Penelope… God, could he really let her go? Was this something he was ready to do? He simply wasn’t sure. Perhaps he was looking for excuses not to let her out of his sight. Perhaps that was really what this was all about.

“Very well,” he finally said, turning to look at Bhrodi. “Mayhap you are correct; mayhap I should have given you the benefit of the doubt. But if your daughter disappeared under similar circumstances, what would you think?”

Bhrodi lifted his eyebrows. “What you thought,” he said honestly. “But I swear to you, once again, that nothing improper occurred. We were simply talking.”

William gave up the fight; too much in him was uncertain right now. “I will believe you,” he said. “But I am taking Penelope to bed now. I am sure you understand.”

Bhrodi nodded, taking a step or two towards William and Penelope, his gaze moving between the two of them. “Then may we discuss the contract on the morrow?” he asked hopefully. “I would very much like to.”

William looked at his daughter; for once, he would give her the final word. It was her future, after all. Perhaps she needed to make the ultimate decision.

Penelope met her father’s gaze, seeing sadness and hope and sorrow and adoration in it. She knew what he was feeling; it was written all over his face. Perhaps I do not want you to go, after all. But Penelope wasn’t of that mindset; the conversation with de Shera had opened her eyes to a great many things. He was arrogant, that was true, but he was also humorous and protective and loyal. She liked those qualities. She could envision herself tolerating such a husband and perhaps more; perhaps she would even be fond of him someday. Nay, she wasn’t opposed to the marriage contract in the least.

“We will discuss it,” she said to her father, then looked at Bhrodi. “I must take my father to bed now. He has had a very eventful night and needs his rest.”

Bhrodi grinned, noticing that a few of the English knights were grinning, too, but they quickly sobered when they realized de Shera was looking at them. Silently, the English wandered down the steps of the keep, leaving Bhrodi standing on the entry landing, watching about twenty Saesneg knights filter back towards their encampment.

His gaze never left the small woman in the center of the pack as she clung to her father; the affection between them was obvious. Seeing that she was capable of such affection gave him hope that someday, perhaps he would know such warmth from her. Perhaps he would know happiness again.

It had been a very eventful night, indeed.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Penelope was squirming so much that her mother jabbed her with an iron pin for the tenth time that morning. This time, it was in the thigh and Penelope howled.

“Mamma!” she cried, rubbing her stung leg. “You keep spearing me!”

Jordan was at the end of her patience with her wriggly daughter. “If ye stood still, I wouldna stick ye,” she scolded. “For the love of God, Penny, stand still or we shall never be done with this!”

In one of the two top floor chambers of Rhydilian’s keep, Jordan, Jemma, and Penelope were spread out all over the room. Trunks had been brought up from the tents and the chamber, once cold and dusty, had been cleaned and swept by Welsh servants to provide a suitable living space for the family of de Shera’s betrothed.

A fire burned in the hearth and there were comfortable furnishings. It was a cozy chamber indeed, although the second chamber on the same floor was still one that had gone undisturbed. It still held bloodied linens and things from two years ago, not touched since then. Although Bhrodi had been willing to put Penelope on the top floor, he was still unwilling to disturb the indisturbable chamber. It sat, cold and silent still.

The past two days had seen some progress, however, on the marital front. After forty-eight hours of negotiations, of William laying down his boundaries for Penelope’s dowry and of Bhrodi declaring he wasn’t so interested in her money as he was in additional manpower as part of the bargain, it had been two solid days and nights of bartering until both parties were satisfied with the outcome. It was then, and only then, that Bhrodi opened up the entire upper floor of the keep for his future wife and her kin. Now, the real preparations began in earnest and messengers were sent out with invitations and announcements to local chieftains.

While William, Paris, Scott, and Troy slept off the effects of the marathon bargaining session they had all participated in to varying degrees, the rest of the English camp was preparing for a wedding. Bhrodi, after about an hour’s worth of sleep, took several of his men and three of Penelope’s brothers on a hunting expedition to provide meat for the wedding feast while others in the English contingent polished armor and made other preparations. Bhrodi’s men, for the most part, went about their usual duties while servants made ready the hall for the festivities. The priest was expected on the morrow and a great wedding would take place. Rhydilian had not seen so much activity in years. The old fortress in the heart of the Pendraeth Forest was alive once again. There was hope in the air.

But Penelope wasn’t happy with the dress her mother had brought for her, one that was too small in the bust line and too narrow in the hips. It had been Jordan’s wedding dress, in fact, a beautiful garment of pale ivory silk embroidered with gold thread around the cuff of the sleeves, the hem of the full skirt, and around the neckline. Jordan and Jemma had been trying to fit it to Penelope’s curvy figure but Penelope had no patience for such things. She hated surcoats, shifts, corsets, delicate shoes, and anything else feminine, so it was a struggle for her to be patient through all of it.

When Jordan finally finished pinning and peeled the garment from Penelope’s body, the girl, clad only in a shift and hose, threw herself onto the nearest bed while Jordan and Jemma sat down next to one another and continued working on the alterations together. Penelope was fidgety and bored, a bad combination.

“I wanted to go hunting,” she said wistfully, her gaze moving to the lancet window and the bright blue sky beyond. It was a cool day with puffy clouds scattered across the sky. “Do you suppose they have gone anywhere near that marsh?”

Jordan shuddered. “I hope not,” she said. “Yer da said that de Shera told him the beastie had been there for many generations, brought by the Northmen when they sailed these shores.”

“I seem to recall hearing a similar tale of a beastie far to the north of Scotland,” Jemma said, concentrating on the stitches she was making. “I seem to remember me da telling me stories of it. Do ye remember, Jordie? It was a tale of St. Columba and how he vanquished a beastie from the River Ness. Do ye think the beastie came down here to Wales, then? Mayhap he found another home.”

Jordan shrugged as she fixed the stitching on one of the sleeves. “A Scots beastie would never come tae Wales,” she declared. “The animal has too much taste. He would stay in Scotland.”

Jemma giggled and even Penelope smiled as she looked over at her mother and aunt. Even at their advanced age, they gossiped and teased as if they were young girls again. She would miss them very much when they returned home and left her here, alone, to face a new future. She tried not to think of the moment when her entire family would leave her.

“Whatever it is, and wherever it is, my sword is still lodged in its eye,” she said, her smile fading. “I want my sword back.”

Jemma’s head snapped up. “Dunna go back to the swamp to get it,” she warned. “Have de Shera make another one for ye. I wouldna risk me life trying to retrieve something that can be just as easily replaced.”

Penelope sighed, sorrowful at the loss of the sword her father had given her, and returned her attention to the window. She could hear seagulls crying, having come over the mountain from the bay on the other side. They were riding the drafts and swooping down on potential food in the bailey. As she rolled over onto her belly, there was a knock at the chamber door and she leapt up, moving to open it. It was nearing the nooning hour so she was hoping it was food. Lifting the iron latch, she opened the heavy oak door.

The small corridor outside was dim but her focus immediately found a small, dark-haired girl standing well back from the doorway. Looking at the girl, Penelope immediately realized two things; that there was no food in the girl’s hands and that she had an obviously pregnant belly. She was dressed in simple clothing, leading Penelope to believe it was a servant.

“What is it?” she asked.

The girl blinked as if startled by the question. She took a step back as if fearful of Penelope, but then suddenly lifted her hand and thrust a bundle of pale fabric in her direction.

“I… I thought you would like this,” she said, her voice quivering with fright. “M-my brother said you were getting married and… and… this was my mother’s.”

Penelope was confused. “Your brother?”

The girl nodded unsteadily. “He said you were his bride.”

Penelope peered more closely at the girl; she was very small and very pregnant, and it began to occur to her who it might be; my sister is eight months pregnant with her first child. Realization dawned and, with a start, Penelope came away from the door, turning to her mother.

“Mamma!” she hissed. “Come quickly!”

Jordan was off her chair, scurrying to the door. Penelope, her eyes wide, gestured towards the girl in the corridor. Jordan looked at the young woman curiously and then to Penelope as if expecting more of an explanation as to why she had been called over. Penelope’s gaze lingered on her mother a moment, hesitantly, before returning her attention to the girl.

“Are you Lord de Shera’s sister, then?” she asked timidly. Since she was so terrible with tact or gentleness, she had called to her mother. She needed help in the face of the nervous and terrified young girl. “He… he told me you that you were here at Rhydilian.”

The girl had backed away nearly to the stairs, looking fearfully between Jordan and Penelope. The ball of fabric in her hand was still extended.

“Aye,” she whispered. “I have come to… to bring you this. It belonged to my mother.”

Jordan, seeing a child who was very pregnant, tried not to gasp at the sight. She was shocked by it. Being gentle and sweet and motherly by nature, she carefully moved towards the skittish young girl.

“Why, what is it that ye’ve brought us, child?” she asked, her manner kind and soothing. “What is yer name, lass?”

The young girl wanted to back away but the steps were behind her so, for the moment, she held her ground as Jordan came close.

“Tacey,” she murmured, her voice quaking pitifully. “My name is Tacey. This was my mother’s wedding cap. My brother said I should bring it to you.”

Jordan smiled encouragingly as she reached out, very carefully, and took it from her. She unfurled the wad of silk and pearls. “’Tis beautiful, it is,” she said gently, holding it up to get a look at it. “Have ye been keeping it safe all these years?”

The Lady Tacey de Shera ap Gruffydd nodded, her dark hair flapping down over her dark eyes, but she remained silent and nervous. A tiny woman with bird-like arms and quick movements, Jordan smiled sweetly at her.

“Yer mother would have been very touched tae see ye take such good care of it,” she said kindly. “Would ye like tae come in and visit with us, lass? Come along, now. Since ye are tae be kin, we would like tae come tae know ye.”

Jordan was able to reach out and grasp the girl gently by her very slender arm. Tacey, torn between her innate fear of people and the lure of a kind, motherly voice, allowed herself to be directed towards the chamber. She was dragging her feet, however, very timid and nervous. She spent so much of her time alone that being around people terrified her, and being around strangers made her want to faint.

But she permitted Jordan to carefully pull her into the chamber, her eyes darting about fearfully. When she saw Jemma, she nearly bolted but Jordan held her firm. In fact, she pulled her towards the hearth where they were sewing on the big silk dress.

“We were just sewing Penny’s wedding dress,” she said. “This is me cousin, Lady Jemma. Do ye sew, lass?”

Tacey didn’t even know what to say; she was being pushed around by a well-meaning woman with a heavy Scots accent. Jordan gently sat the girl down in a chair that Penelope had pulled up and Jemma was already bending over her, handing her needle and thread.

“Ye can sew the sleeve,” Jemma said in a gentle tone that was much different from her usually-aggressive manner. She was very good with babies and children. “See how the gold thread has come unwound? Just follow the pattern around the sleeve and re-stitch it. It will be simple.”

Tacey took the needle, dumbly, looking at the sleeve in front of her as Jemma pointed out the repair work. All the while, she was quivering in fright but there was something about these women that instinctively put her at ease. They were very kind and very gentle with her, something that had been missing for most of her life and especially as of late. She’d hardly seen a soul in over a year other than her brother and her brother’s knights. Now, here she was in the midst of strange women and hardly knew how to behave.

So, very hesitantly, she lifted the needle, peering at the sleeve and really having no idea what to do. When she looked up at Jordan and Jemma, they were smiling encouragingly at her. She swallowed hard.

“I… I have not sewn much,” she said. “I am afraid I might make a terrible mistake.”

Her voice was so small and young-sounding, and she seemed so very lost and bewildered. Jordan’s heart ached for the girl as she sat down beside her.

“Nonsense,” Jordan said firmly. “Ye canna make a mistake. All ye need tae do is stitch in and out, in and out, and follow the pattern. Here, I will show ye.”

Carefully, she took the needle and fabric from Tacey and began to carefully stitch as an example to Tacey. Tacey watched with a mixture of apprehension and curiosity, glancing up at Jemma and Penelope and noting the kind expressions on their faces. She was coming to realize these women were trying very hard to be kind to her. When Jordan handed the material and thread back to her, she took it timidly.

“Are you sure you want me to help you?” she asked, looking at the women around her. “I would feel terrible if I damaged the dress. I would never forgive myself.”

She sounded so very beaten and sad. Penelope sat on the floor next to her, gazing up into the small, fine-featured face.

“Of course I want you to help,” she said. “You are Bhrodi’s sister, are you not? Think what it would mean to me to wear a dress you helped to sew. It would make you part of the wedding ceremony, would it not? That makes it special.”

Tacey gazed down into Penelope’s lovely face, studying it closely for the first time. When Bhrodi had come to her last evening and informed her that she would soon have a sister, Tacey was understandably surprised. And she was understandably anxious. But within the first few moments of knowing Penelope and her mother and aunt, she was coming to see that they were all very lovely and kind women. Her fear of the new situation, and of these unfamiliar women, was subsiding somewhat. She swallowed hard, struggling to summon her courage.

“I… I have not sewed in a few years,” she admitted. “I was never very good at it.”

Penelope was inspecting the sleeve in Tacey’s hand. “Nor am I,” she said. “That is why my mother and aunt are doing the sewing. Surely you must be good at other things?”

Tacey could feel herself warming to the conversation although it was difficult; she’d spent so much of her life in isolation because of her rare royal status that she’d hardly had the practice in social situations. She was a young woman literally locked in a tower for her own safety.

“I do like to draw,” she said hesitantly. “And I speak four languages. I also play the harp and sing, but it is difficult to play these days because… because….”

She was indicating her big belly and Penelope smiled, trying desperately to put the frightened girl at ease. “You must be very excited about the baby,” she said. “When is he due to arrive?”

The faint glimmer of warmth in Tacey’s eyes faded and she averted her eyes, looking at her lap. “I… I am not entirely certain.”

Jordan and Jemma, who had birthed sixteen children between them, were listening carefully. “What do ye mean ye are’na certain?” Jordan wanted to know. “What does the physic say?”

Tacey seemed to shrink, her eyes riveted to her belly. “There was a physic at first and he thought mayhap in early summer,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “But he was not certain.”

Jordan and Jemma passed concerned glances. “What do ye mean?” Jordan continued, trying to be gentle but genuinely concerned. “Do ye not recall when ye had yer last menses? The physic would know based upon that.”

Tacey was still staring at her lap. Then, she lifted a boney hand to flick away a tear that had made its way onto her cheek.

“My… my menses… they do not come anymore,” she said, confused by the question and trying very hard not to weep. “When I married my husband last year, he only… he was only fifteen years of age, you see, and… and he was killed and… I have been here ever since.”

Jordan, Jemma, and Penelope were all looking at each other with various stages of unease. Penelope was simply confused and concerned over the girl in general but Jordan and Jemma, as the older women, could see much more than that. Tacey ap Gruffydd seemed very lost and forlorn, and incredibly neglected. Moreover, it seemed that she really didn’t know anything about her pregnancy, or even how it physiologically happened. Was it possible she didn’t even know the reality of how a woman became pregnant? Based upon those observations, Jordan could feel the rage building in her heart. Who could have done such a terrible thing to this tiny little woman? The mothering instinct began to run wild.

“Has no one tended ye, lass?” Jordan asked softly, daring to put a hand on Tacey’s dark head. “Has no one bothered tae talk tae ye about this?”

Tacey appeared confused. “I… I do not know,” she said. “The physic told me I was pregnant and he told me I would soon have a son.”

Jordan was stumped. “But no one else?” she asked. “Has no one taken care of ye?”

Tacey nodded firmly, wiping away the tears on her cheeks. “My brother has provided very well for me,” she insisted, trying to sound as if she wasn’t totally alone and discarded. “I have a comfortable chamber and good food. And he comes to talk to me every day so I am not lonely.”

That wasn’t enough for Jordan; the entire situation was unacceptable. She stroked the girl’s dark hair to give her some measure of comfort that had evidently been sorely lacking. She couldn’t help herself.

“But has anyone tended ye?” she wanted to know. “Has anyone looked at the babe tae see if he thrives? Has anyone checked on ye tae make sure ye thrive?”

Tacey shook her head, daring to look up at the host of concerned faces around her. “Nay,” she said. “But I am well and the babe moves around. He is well, too.”

“But who will come when it is time to deliver the babe?”

Tacey looked completely bewildered by the question. “My brother has a surgeon for his men,” she said. “He will be here.”

Jordan was outraged. “To deliver a baby?”

Tacey nodded hesitantly and with that, Jordan looked at Jemma, biting off words of anger. She did, however, throw up her hands in exasperation. And then she could remain silent no longer.

“I canna believe what I am hearing,” she said to Jemma. “Did ye hear the lass?”

Jemma was as disgusted as her cousin. “She is no more than a bairn herself,” she said. “She needs someone to look after her. Who would leave this child to fend for herself? And who wants a smelly old barber delivering the babe?”

“Outrageous!”

“Terrible!”

Penelope watched her mother and aunt go into a private huddle. They were speaking in Gaelic, obviously about Tacey, hissing and whispering, and casting long glances at the young woman. Tacey watched them with great concern, fearful that she had said or done something wrong. When Penelope glanced at Tacey and saw the expression on her face, she hastened to reassure her.

“They are always like this,” she said, grinning to ease the girl’s anxiety. “They have sixteen children between them and they think they know everything about babies. I suppose they do.”

Tacey was eased, somewhat. Penelope’s manner soothed her a bit. “I would like to know something,” she said timidly. “I would like to know how to tend him when he is born.”

Penelope’s smile faded. “Has no one told you anything?”

Tacey shook her head. “There are only men around me,” she said. “What do they know?”

“No female servants?”

“My brother does not like them at Rhydilian. He says they are disruptive.”

Now it was Penelope’s turn to be surprised and mildly outraged. She turned to her mother and aunt.

“Did you hear what she said?” she asked. “She said there are no womenfolk here at the castle at all. No one to help her or tell her how to tend the child.”

That was it for Jordan and Jemma. The older women set down all of their sewing implements and grabbed for their cloaks. Penelope and Tacey watched them mutter and grumble to each other as they donned capes. It was clear that they had a mission to attend to; what it could possibly be was anyone’s guess. But Penelope thought she might have an inkling.

“We shall return,” Jordan said, forcing a smile at Tacey because she looked so pale and frightened. “Take heart, lass. We shall make sure ye are well tended and that the babe is well tended when he comes.”

Tacey was nearly beside herself with anxiety. “But… but I do not want to be any trouble,” she said. “Please do not bother my brother with anything. I do not want him to think I have done something wrong.”

Jordan patted the young girl on the head. “Ye haven’t done anything wrong, lass,” she said. “And we will make sure to take care of yer brother.”

The last words were spoken rather ominously.
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Bhrodi had no idea what he was returning to when the hunting party returned from their very successful jaunt. It was close to sunset and although the meat his men carried on their steeds would not be for this meal, it would make fine provisions for the feast on the morrow.

As the sons of de Wolfe returned to their encampment and Bhrodi’s men disbursed, Bhrodi headed into the keep. He found that he was very eager to see Penelope. She was all he had thought of most of the day, an unusual occurrence. Usually, his mind was on his tasks or other important items. To have his attention garnered by a woman was something that hadn’t happened in two years. He’d missed it.

Penelope’s brothers, Patrick and Edward and Thomas, had accompanied him on the wedding hunt. They seemed like decent men, but of course it was hard to tell considering they looked at Bhrodi as if he was a thief to steal their sister. Patrick, an enormous knight with pale green eyes, seemed to be the most amiable, but frankly, Bhrodi was a little intimidated by him. The man’s size alone had him leery, and his fists were as big as a man’s head, so Bhrodi kept a civil conversation with him and tried not to get within arm’s length should Patrick have an ulterior motive with his sister’s intended.

It was an odd sensation, really, for Bhrodi had never been intimidated by any man, ever. Even now, as he walked towards the keep, he found himself chuckling about his fear of Sir Patrick. The Wolfe certainly had produced sons worthy of his legend. Bhrodi hoped he would do the same someday.

But the smile faded from his lips quickly enough. Upon entering the keep, the first thing Bhrodi saw was a female serving woman in the smaller feasting hall. The woman was scrubbing the worn, chipped table that was the centerpiece of the hall. Confused, Bhrodi took a few steps into the hall itself to realize there were two more women inside; one was on her hands and knees, washing the floor corner where the dogs liked to sleep and the other one was cleaning out the hearth itself. There were clouds of ashes coming forth.

Bewildered, Bhrodi looked around to make sure he was even in the right castle. It looked like his but it certainly didn’t smell like it. The dog and feces smell had nearly been erased. With a furrowed brow, he backed out of the hall and took the spiral steps to the next level where there were two chambers; his and his sister’s. He peered inside his sister’s chamber only to see that it was completely empty. Tacey wasn’t anywhere to be found, and he quickly realized the entire third floor was empty.

Now he was truly puzzled as well as concerned. He took the steps two at a time as he made his way to the top floor where he had given his bride and her family free reign. The moment he hit the upper landing, he could hear the voices of women – heavy Scots accents mostly. He knew it was Penelope’s mother and aunt; he’d come to know them briefly over the past two days and had seen that they were very practical, mothering women. But cursory observations were as close as he had gotten with them. When he finally poked his head inside of the chamber where Penelope had been sleeping, he was hit by an astonishing sight.

Instead of one bed there were now two. The second bed had been stripped down and there were two more strange serving women pulling off linens and fluffing up the re-stuffed mattress. On the bed against the eastern wall that was covered with hides and linens, he could see Tacey sitting there, propped up with pillows as Penelope’s aunt fed her something out of a bowl. Penelope herself was standing on a stool while her mother fussed with a beautiful ivory gown that was draped over her body.

Bhrodi’s confusion took a dousing as his gaze beheld Penelope in the ivory garment; her hair, which he had only seen braided and bound to her head, was free and unbridled, tumbling in a great wavy mass down to her knees as she stood upon the stool with her back to him. He’d never seen such glorious hair. Penelope’s mother, a very lovely and young-looking woman for her advanced years, was focused on a sleeve but glanced up when she caught movement in the doorway. The woman’s pale green eyes immediately zeroed in on Bhrodi.

“Ah!” she called, turning to snap her fingers at her cousin as the woman spooned something into Tacey’s mouth. “The laird has returned, Jemma. Come, now. We must tend tae him.”

The entire room began to move with a purpose before Bhrodi could say a word. It seemed that women were coming at him from all directions, as if he were a magnet pulling them into his orbit. Jemma set the bowl down quickly and bade Tacey to lie down while Jordan put aside her pins. The two older women moved quickly towards Bhrodi as Penelope, realizing he was in the room, turned to catch a glimpse of him. But a glimpse was all she was able to catch as Jordan and Jemma surrounded him and whisked him away to the chamber across the corridor.

The door slammed shut and Penelope might have even heard them lock it. Having listened to her mother and Jemma most of the afternoon discuss the changes for Rhydilian, she knew Bhrodi was in for a serious conversation. She had wanted to be a part of the discussion but her mother had denied her. This was something Jordan felt strongly she needed to do alone as the mother of the young woman who would soon be living here. Now, all Penelope could do was wait and hope her future husband would still want to marry her after her mother was finished with him. She wouldn’t have been surprised if he called the whole thing off when all was said and done.

As for Bhrodi, he was still mightily confused, wondering what it was all about; strange servants, bustling activity, and now two serious women who seemed to be closing in on him. The door to the chamber he had been herded into wasn’t locked but it might as well have been; The Wolfe’s wife and her cousin were standing in front of it as if daring him to try and escape. Never mind the fact that this was the indisturbable chamber; Bhrodi sensed this wasn’t going to be a pleasant conversation if their expressions were any indication. He smiled weakly.

“You will forgive me for accidentally seeing my intended in her wedding gown,” he said, thinking perhaps they might be angry with him for that reason. “I simply came to see if….”

Jordan cut him off. “Not tae worry, m’laird,” she said. “The gown ’tisn’t finished yet. However, there is much tae speak tae ye about, if ye please. Ye must understand that we mean no disrespect, but there have been some… changes.”

Bhrodi lifted his eyebrows. “What changes?”

Jemma stepped forward; she was much more blunt than her cousin and in this case, since it wasn’t her daughter marrying the man, she could afford to be. She fixed him in the eye.

“Many changes,” she said frankly. “Let us begin with yer sister. Is it true ye keep the girl locked up with no one for company but yerself?”

Bhrodi had a feeling this might be part of their issues. When he found his sister’s chamber empty, he could only guess what had happened in his absence. To an outsider, he realized how the situation with Tacey might appear. After a moment, he nodded.

“It is for her own protection, I assure you,” he said quietly. “She carries a child of full-blooded Welsh royalty. Your king would love to get his hands on such a child. What I do, I do to keep her safe.”

“Bah,” Jemma spat. “She’s a child and ye’ve left her completely alone in a time when she needs womenfolk about her. Do ye know she doesna even realize how she became pregnant? No one ever explained to her the ways of men and women. And this boy who was her husband – he was brutal to her. Did ye know that? The lad kept her abed day and night since the moment they were married because it was put into his head that he had to beget her with child. Do ye know how frightened and hurt she was by that?”

Bhrodi was mildly taken aback, struggling not to feel guilt or confusion. “She is of royal blood and so was her husband,” he said as if he wasn’t sure what her problem was. “It was their duty to reproduce. Thanks to God she is pregnant now that he is dead. She alone is carrying on valuable royal lines.”

“And that’s another thing!” Jordan said, wagging a finger at him. “Ye keep her locked up because ye say ye’re protecting her, but that’s rubbish. Ye’re keeping her locked up tae preserve the pure bloodlines of the Welsh and I tell ye now that it’s disgraceful what ye’ve done. That poor lass in there is a babe herself with the expectations of all of Wales upon her. Ye’ve treated her with less compassion than ye would a dog. She’s a child, for God’s sake, not a brood mare. I’ll not stand for it, do ye hear? If ye expect tae marry me daughter, then there will be some changes around here that are fit for womenfolk or, by God, I swear I’ll pack me daughter up and take her back with me tae England. Are we clear on this?”

Bhrodi was in no position to do anything other than agree. Like most men, an angry woman, especially an angry woman who was to become his mother and kin, struck fear into him. He understood some of their concern, but for the most part, he honestly had no idea what had them so angry.

“What changes to you mean?” he asked seriously. “This is a military installation and I will not have you turn it into swamp of feminine finery and foolishness.”

Jemma growled but Jordan held her hand out to the woman to silence her. “Firstly, there will be women about this place. Ye need them. Therefore, while ye were out hunting, I asked one of yer soldiers tae take me tae the nearest town, which is the village on the other side of this mountain. I was able tae secure eleven women who were willing tae come and work here. One of them will be yer chatelaine because, God knows, me daughter knows nothing about that. Even now, the women are working on cleaning the keep and the hall. We must make this place livable for me daughter.”

Bhrodi’s eyebrows lifted. “So you engaged the women?” he said, incredulous. “Did you not stop to think that there was a reason I did not employ women at Rhydilian?”

Jordan waved him off. “Whatever yer reason ’tis ridiculous, I say,” she snapped. “This entire place stinks of men and foulness, and if me daughter is tae live here, then it will be made acceptable. As for the women, if yer soldiers canna keep their hands off them, then that is something ye must deal with. A strong commander would not have issue with his men’s behavior. He would control it.”

Bhrodi’s incredulity cooled into great displeasure. Now she was offending his senses as a military commander and he was close to letting loose on her regardless of the fact that she was The Wolfe’s wife. If the woman wanted an argument, he would certainly give her one.

“Madam,” he said slowly, “say what you will about my keep and the way I run it, but when you question my ability to control my men, you have gone too far.”

“Not far enough,” Jemma piped up. She had never been afraid of confrontation and, quite frankly, she was furious. On behalf of the neglected young woman she had spent the day with, she had to right the wrongs with the ignorant brother. “I will indeed question yer very ability to show mercy or compassion. Judging from the way you have kept yer sister shut up, ye have no sense of mercy at ’tall. Is that what kind of husband ye’ll be also? If yer wife doesna please ye, then ye intend to lock her up, too?”

Bhrodi looked between the two angry women; at the moment, he had quite enough anger of his own and he put his hands up to stop the accusations.

“Listen to me,” he boomed, stopping the angry chatter. When two sets of startled eyes focused on him, he continued. “My sister has been confined to her room to keep her safe. I do not want her out and about where men can molest her, or where she can fall down steps and harm both her and the child. What I did, I did to protect her and if it is wrong, then I do not know what to say to all of that. Given the circumstances and my knowledge of such things, I did the best that I could. The last pregnant woman that was here did not fare very well and I sought to ensure that my sister fared better.”

Like water on a fire, that statement seemed to extinguish the angry Scots down considerably. At least they were no longer yelling at him. In fact, they looked at each other with a mild dose of confusion and perhaps a pinch of regret. It was evident that they were rethinking their strategy; perhaps they had acted with some haste in the matter, judging Bhrodi before they knew all of the facts. Jordan was the first one to speak, more calmly this time.

“Who was the last pregnant woman within these walls?” she asked softly.

For the second time since the arrival of Penelope and her family, Bhrodi found himself on the verge of speaking on the forbidden subject. He could feel the mood of the room around him, the old linens and old memories, as they clutched at him, begging him to free them of their cold and lonely prison. It occurred to him that, somehow, the subject of his wife was easier to discuss with women. They understood more, especially about the mysteries of childbearing. He thought that perhaps they understood death better, too.

Gazing into Jordan’s eyes, the shape of Penelope’s, he realized he was about to speak of the most painful moment of his life once again but perhaps this time, the reaction would be better. Perhaps these women wouldn’t think he was trying to earn their sympathy. Perhaps they would believe him.

“My wife,” he said, his voice hoarse and soft. “Her name was Sian and we had been married for seven years before she fell pregnant. She was from the House of Gwenwynwyn, a very old and royal Welsh family, so our child, much like my sister’s, was very much anticipated. Sian’s health had never been very good and the pregnancy was difficult. She was a very active woman so it was impossible to make her rest; she was always moving, always overseeing the keep, always doing something. When her time came, she labored to deliver our son for nearly three days and in the end, her body wasn’t strong enough to expel the very large infant. When she died, the physic took a dirk and cut the child out of her belly but it was too late; he was dead as well. Look around you; this was her chamber. This was where she bore my son and where she died. I shut this room off the day she perished and I have not returned since.”

Jordan and Jemma were looking at him with various degrees of sorrow. Jemma sighed sadly and lowered her gaze, realizing they’d been quite harsh with the man without discovering his reasons first. Given the circumstances, however, there had been few other conclusions they could come to. As Jemma shook her head with regret, Jordan put her hand on his big forearm.

“I am so sorry for ye,” she murmured. “I know what it is like tae lose a child. I lost one meself. Her name was Madeleine and she was born dead. Jemma lost a daughter, too, many years ago so, ye see, we both understand yer grief in losing a child. They say it is God’s Will but I will admit I have questioned the wisdom of such a thing. I canna see God killing a child for a greater good.”

Bhrodi shook his head, glancing from side to side, at an old chair and the old wardrobe that used to belong to Sian. “Nor I,” he murmured. “After she died, I banished all women from Rhydilian. I didn’t want to see them here. Physics were banished as well. They are worthless old fools. And then my sister came and when she became pregnant, I locked her in her chamber to force her to rest in the hopes that her child would be born healthy. I could not do that with my wife but I would do it with my sister. Now you know, so if my sense of mercy is ever in question again, mayhap now you will understand why I do what I do. I will not make the same mistake twice.”

Jordan nodded patiently. “And so ye willna,” she assured him softly. “Ye went through a difficult time but ye survived it. The death of a loved one tears yer heart out and nearly destroys yer soul, but ye dinna let it defeat ye. Ye’re stronger now than ye were before.”

Bhrodi gazed at the woman, feeling an odd connection with her. The Wolfe’s wife was the first woman he had ever met who had suffered the loss of a child and he found his guard going down even more. Finally, someone who could perhaps understand the anguish he had gone through. The arrogant de Shera persona was giving way to the vulnerable man beneath as he spoke to her.

“Mayhap,” he said softly. “But you must understand that I am doing what I can to help my sister. I am not trying to keep her from the world; I am trying to keep the world from her. I only want to keep her and the child safe.”

Jordan patted his hand in complete and utter understanding. No longer was she an enraged mother; now, she was coming to understand things just a bit more. She could see that Bhrodi, in his capacity as a warrior, was doing the only thing he could to protect his sister. Jordan was coming to see that The Serpent was just the least bit human, with human frailties. It gave her hope, for Penelope’s sake.

“Not tae worry, now,” she said confidently. “Jemma and I will help ye take care of yer sister and yer keep, but ye must trust us. Can ye do that? We only want what is best for ye and for Penny and for yer sister, I swear it.”

Bhrodi could see that she meant it. Beneath all of the Scots fire, he could sense that she was a loving and compassionate woman. He’d had little doubt of that even if she had overstepped her bounds in the process, which he was coming to see was for altruistic intentions. The woman meant well. Therefore, he was willing to give her a free hand in things she knew more about than he did. As the mother of his future wife, he was willing to trust her but as a practical man, he suspected he had little choice. If he wanted to marry the woman’s daughter, then he would have to bow to her wishes for the time being.

“No one has taken care of this keep for more than two years,” he muttered. “It may prove to be a difficult task.”

“I think we can manage.”

He had little doubt of that. After a moment, he shrugged. “Very well,” he said. “But I will admit, I still do not want womenfolk here.”

Jordan patted his arm again. “I realize that, but it will only serve to help ye,” she said. “I wouldna say so if it wasna true. Women are good for things other than childbearing.”

She said it with some humor and he smiled weakly. “And what are Scots good for?”

“Beating down the Welsh.”

“You did a good job of it.”

Jordan laughed softly. Then, her gaze moved over the dusty chamber and a measure of regret filled her features. “I must confess something tae ye,” she said quietly. “We dinna know this was yer wife’s room so we removed the bed and put it in the other chamber so that yer sister could share the chamber with Penelope for the time being. I have women washing the bed linens. I truly dinna know this was a chamber of sorrow. We thought it was simply unused.”

Bhrodi hadn’t noticed the missing bed when he had entered the chamber and felt a flash of anger at the confession but it was just as quickly doused. It was indeed an unused chamber, this indisturbable room, but perhaps two years was long enough to leave it as a shrine to loss. He was coming to think that perhaps it was a good thing Lady Jordan had taken charge of the room because he certainly was unable to do it. Perhaps it was better left to another, someone who would tend it and clean it the way Sian had. Nay, he realized that he wasn’t angry about it in the least. There was a part of him that was relieved.

“It was unused,” he murmured. “You… you have my permission to clean it. It was a warm and tidy chamber, once.”

Jordan was glad he wasn’t angry about it; now that she knew the history of the room, he would have had every right to be furious. But he seemed rather accepting of what she had done.

“And it shall be again,” she assured him. “We will see tae it.”

It had taken a strange woman to accomplish in one day what close friends and servants had been unable to accomplish in two years. Bhrodi could feel the tension and uncertainty of the situation lift. When he had entered the room, he had felt their hostility but now he could feel their optimism. He was satisfied with it, he realized, and much more at peace than he had been in a very long while. The situation was changing at Rhydilian after two years of darkness and Bhrodi sensed that light was once again returning. For the first time in years, he had some hope for the future. Aye, things were changing and he was receptive for the most part.

Without another word, they began to move out of the chamber, heading for tasks that required their attention. There was a wedding on the morrow and they all had preparations to make.

It was going to be a very big day for them all.
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Castell Meurig

The village of Llangefni, seven miles south of Pendraeth

They had all received the missive from Rhydilian Castle the same way – one of Bhrodi de Shera’s teulu, or personal guard, had brought the news of de Shera’s impending wedding. It was something that under normal circumstances would have been cause for great celebration, but the teulu who had delivered the missive to Lon ap Ganol of Castell Llandegfan had mentioned that de Shera’s bride was not Welsh. She was the daughter of a great English warrior sent by King Edward and even now, Rhydilian was filled with English who had practically taken over the castle.

The teulu was showing disloyalty to de Shera by divulging the information but ap Ganol was glad that he had. He was, after all, a staunch Welshman, proud of his heritage he was. What de Shera was doing was nothing short of treason.

Therefore, ap Ganol had immediately sent word to Tudur ap Gwyfn of Llangefni and also to several other Anglesey warlords. Since distances were not as great as they were in other parts of the country, it was in little time that several major warlords in Anglesey received the news of de Shera’s intentions and within hours, men were moving to gather at Castell Meurig, the largest fortress in Anglesey aside from Rhydilian. It was a gathering of houses to discuss de Shera’s latest news and it was an angry mob that collected in Meurig’s hall.

“The wedding is on the morrow,” ap Ganol said to the group. “Though I respect de Shera for his hereditary titles and his abilities as a warrior, I do not respect him for his intentions. Why would he take an English bride when there are plenty of good Welsh women about?”

The gathering rumbled ominously. The great hall of Meurig was more of a round house, built upon the foundations of a Norse structure that had been round in shape. The walls were waddle and daub and the roof thatched with heavy sod. Smoke from a great pit in the middle of the room clogged up against the ceiling in great gray clouds. Men inside inhaled as much smoke as they did air, and now with all of the bodies present, it was a stuffy and polluted place.

“I do not think to question de Shera,” another man said. Bron Llwyd was a childhood friend of Bhrodi’s. “The man is our king. He is our greatest warrior. I was at Moel-y-don last November when the English built a bridge over the waters and marched upon Anglesey. De Shera was the first man they came across and he crushed them. He hates the English as we do, so if he takes an English bride then he must have an excellent reason.”

The group roared and argued, shouting their disagreement across the room at Bron, who jumped up on a feasting table to be better heard. The crowd was growing restless, angry with de Shera’s intentions. He knew what this group was capable of.

“So what is it that thee wishes?” Bron yelled at the crowd. “Do you wish to destroy de Shera? You cannot and you know it. He is too powerful!”

“Too powerful, aye, but he borders on betrayal with this marriage,” ap Ganol pointed out and the crowd roared its approval. “Never forget that the man’s father is English; therefore, de Shera is half-Saesneg and he has been a known ally with them in the past. He fights against the English, or with them, depending on what’s in it for him. The last time he fought with the English, he gained more English lands that just Coventry. Have you forgotten?”

The gathering was thoroughly upset by now and Bron put up his hands to quell the anger. “De Shera is all Welsh, with a Welshman’s heart and soul,” he pointed out. “Through his mother, he is our king. He would not betray us.”

That didn’t seem to help. Men were arguing, shoving each other around, uneasy and angry. As Bron began shouting at those who were beginning to fight, another man leapt onto the feasting table.

Tudur ap Gwyfn was an older man from a very ancient and distinguished family and this was his castle. Men listened to Tudur, including Bhrodi. He respected the man for his wisdom and insight. Therefore, before the situation grew out of control, Tudur would speak his mind. He held up his hands to silence the crowd.

“De Shera is not a traitor,” he said flatly. “What he does, I suspect, is for peace with the English king. De Shera is a shrewd man and he is not foolish; if he is marrying an Englishwoman, then there must be a good reason. You will not question him on his motives.”

The group of men didn’t particularly like that statement but the rumbles weren’t as angry as they had been; Tudur had that effect on the crowd. The old Welshman continued.

“However, I will say this; I do not approve of this marriage,” he said. “It reeks of another English attempt at conquest. Therefore, if it is English blood you want, then there will be plenty of it at the wedding. De Shera wants an English bride; then he can have her. But the English attending the wedding are under no such protection. They are the enemy in our lands and it would send a message to Edward if we were to massacre his retainers.”

Bron had been listening to the speech calmly until the last sentence. That wasn’t what he had expected. He moved in Tudur’s direction.

“Do you not think Bhrodi will have something to say about that?” he asked. “The English are there as his guests.”

Tudur turned to him. “But they are not our guests,” he replied. “I will not sit in the same hall peacefully with English who have killed all three of my sons. I do not want an English foothold in Anglesey with de Shera’s marriage.”

Bron cocked an eyebrow. “You just said that de Shera had his reasons for marrying an Englishwoman.”

“Mayhap he has his reasons, but they are not my reasons. His alliance is not mine.”

Bron sighed heavily. “You are a vassal of de Shera,” he reminded him. “His alliance is your alliance.”

Tudur shook his head. “Mayhap the man needs to be reminded that we, as a group, are his true strength,” he said “He did not consult us on this marriage and he should have. Therefore, the English at Rhydilian belong to us. We will kill them and send a message to Edward, and the message is that we will not tolerate the English in Anglesey. Edward tried to gain foothold here last November and we destroyed him. Now he tries to do it with a marriage to de Shera. We will fight him off once again by destroying the English contingent at Rhydilian.”

Bron didn’t like that suggestion at all but he knew he couldn’t stop it. He was a lesser warlord with only one hundred men sworn to him and if the group turned against him, he knew they would destroy him. He wasn’t strong enough to fight them off. Therefore, he did the only thing he could for self-preservation; he backed down on his argument lest they think he was a traitor, too. He looked at Tudur.

“Then what do you intend to do?” he asked. “Do you not think that there will be armed English at the wedding?”

Tudor glanced at Lon, who was very much in approval of the plan. “It will be better to strike at the wedding feast when the English have too much drink in them,” he said. “We will attend the wedding and the feast, as de Shera has requested, and when the English are too drunk to fight back, we will strike. In fact, de Shera will not even have to know our true motives. Fights break out at weddings all of the time and no one ever seems to know what started them. It will be the same at de Shera’s wedding; no one will ever know what started the battle, but they will know that we were victorious in the end. The Englishmen will die.”

Bron shook his head with regret. “Bhrodi will know your motives,” he said. “If you do this, you are defying him and his intention to create an alliance with the English. How do you think he will react?”

Tudur knew that The Serpent could be deadly when provoked but he would not back down. “If the situation was different and it was one of us marrying the English to create an alliance, I would suspect de Shera would not approve of it,” he said. “He would be here right now plotting with us and declaring Welsh sovereignty. In time, he will understand our motives and he will agree. We are not meant to ally with the English.”

“The Serpent will strike you down, ap Gwyfn,” Bron said softly. “You will not survive his anger if you do this.”

Tudur could see that Bron was not entirely convinced. He was afraid that the man might even warn de Shera of their plans. Therefore, he muttered something to Lon, who in turn whispered something to two of his men. Soon, several men were moving for Bron, who was pulled off the table and dragged from the hall.

Bron ended up in a dank, moldy cell as the Welsh warlords of Anglesey continued to plan their attack well into the night.
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CHAPTER NINE


The great hall of Rhydilian was alive with the glow from hundreds of candles, expensive tallow tapers that had been brought out of storage and ignited in celebration of the lord’s marriage. The dogs had been cleared out and the entire room smelled of roasting meat and fresh rushes. Knights were dressed in their finest and ladies were clad in beautiful garments. On the event of The Wolfe’s daughter’s wedding to the hereditary king of Anglesey, it was indeed an occasion to celebrate.

As Penelope sat next to Bhrodi at the head table, she was rather taken aback by the spectacle on a rather grand scale. Four massive feasting tables were weighed down with more food than most people saw in a lifetime and a group of six minstrels from the village of Menai played enthusiastically near the hall entry, filling the room with the sounds of harps and mandolins. One of Bhrodi’s teulu commanders, also a musician, played along with his citole.

Penelope smiled as she watched her Uncle Kieran and Aunt Jemma dance their way by the head table; she’d never seen her Uncle Kieran dance before and surprisingly enough, for such a large man he was rather light on his feet. She could hear Jemma laughing all the way across the room.

As the feasting and gaiety went on long into the night, Penelope remained seated and wouldn’t dance, not even when her father begged her to. She was embarrassed to be in a dress even though she looked spectacular in it; the ivory silk clung to her delicious body, something that had not gone unnoticed by Kevin Hage or Bhrodi’s men, and she had been completely mortified to stand up in front of a roomful of people in the dress to say her vows. She was dying to change into clothing she was comfortable with but her mother had flatly denied her; she was the bride, Jordan had scolded, and it was time she acted like one. Brides did not dress in breeches and tunics, Jordan told her, and Penelope had been crestfallen.

In fact, her mother had spent a good deal of time lecturing Penelope on how she was to behave now that she was to be a married woman. No more breeches, no more mail. She would dress and behave like a woman from now on because that is what Bhrodi de Shera deserved. He needed a wife, not another knight, and Penelope had been grossly unhappy with her mother’s directions even though she knew, deep down, that the woman was correct. That being the case, she was somewhat resigned when Jordan had dragged out her trousseau the morning of the ceremony, filled with lady-like things and more items to furnish a new household.

There were chests filled with surcoats, shifts, undergarments, hose, and shoes. There were other chests filled with plate armor and other valuables as part of her dowry. There were no chests filled with mail or swords or armor, and Penelope had actually gone to her father and cried for an hour about it while William had listened patiently. Then he told her that she was to be a married woman now and things would have to change. Unhappy, she had pouted considerably after that but it didn’t change things. She was to be a wife and not a warrior. God, she hated the sound of that.

Therefore, at sunset on a dreary and misty day, Penelope Adalira de Wolfe had become the Lady Penelope de Wolfe de Shera in front of a hall that was full of both English and Welsh. In addition to the family members who had accompanied her to Wales, Bhrodi’s guests included several local chieftains, which made the atmosphere very strange considering they were in the same room with English warriors and not fighting them.

There was a minute amount of tension but not enough to concern William or the other Englishmen. It was a wedding, after all, and even as the wedding feast went deep into the night, the English and Welsh were actually getting along. Some of them were playing dice in one corner of the hall while others scattered about were drinking and laughing, or just drinking. It had been a remarkable show of unity, one that the older English knights including William found quite astonishing. Had they only known it was all an act by the Welsh, they would have been on their guard. As it was, they were enjoying the celebration just as the Welsh seemed to be, festive under a false sense of security.

Bhrodi didn’t suspect any of what his vassals had in mind. They seemed to be having a good time and that was all he could sense. He hadn’t left Penelope’s side all evening even though she had been too nervous to carry on a lengthy conversation with him, but he remained with her, trying to engage her in small talk. He could see that she was uncomfortable in a crowd, more of a private person than someone who enjoyed attention, so he didn’t press her to dance. He was content just to sit with her.

He did, however, want to speak with her; since their long discussion in the keep four days earlier, he’d hardly had time to talk to her and he was very anxious to continue coming to know her. More than that, he was quite anxious to consummate their marriage and had been since he first saw her in the body-skimming ivory dress. For a man who’d not had sexual relations in well over two years, the mere sight had been enough to arouse him. Now he found he could think of nothing else and the alcohol he had been drinking only magnified those thoughts. As the gaiety and music went on around them, he leaned into her ear.

“Would you like to retire now?” he asked quietly.

Penelope looked at him as if he had just suggested something very shocking. She had a wide-eyed look but quickly settled down when she realized he had every right to make the request. He was now her husband although it would take some getting used to. She was torn between resisting him and simply getting it over with.

“If… if that is your wish,” she said, then looked around the hall. “I would like to bid my parents a good eve, if I may.”

Bhrodi nodded graciously, following Penelope’s gaze to the dance floor where William was now escorting the very small and very pregnant form of Tacey to the center of the hall. Tacey had been in the company of Jordan and Jemma all evening, each woman paying particularly close attention to the girl, but as William carefully pulled her out to where others were dancing, Bhrodi’s brow furrowed.

“What is your father doing?” he asked, trying not to sound too worried. “He cannot think to dance with her, can he?”

Penelope grinned at her father, who was being very gentle with the timid young girl as he explained the dance steps. “Why not?” she asked. “I think it is very sweet. Besides, do you really think my mother would allow her to dance if she did not believe it to be perfectly safe?”

Bhrodi had to admit she had a point but he was still uncomfortable. “He is a very big man,” he said, watching as William led Tacey about in her first few steps. “God’s Blood, he’s going to step on her.”

Penelope began to giggle. “He will not step on her,” she said, turning to look at him. “He has eight granddaughters. He knows how to handle young women.”

Just as she said that, Tacey went one way and William went the other and they ended up crashing into one another. Tacey actually laughed as William set her on the right course. Bhrodi winced.

“He will crush her,” he said. “I am not entirely sure I can watch this.”

Penelope’s laughter grew. “Are you always so worrisome?”

He gave her a look that rather suggested he wasn’t about to admit anything to her. “Your father is three times, nay, four times Tacey’s size. It is well within my right to worry.”

“And I suppose you will not allow him to dance with our daughters, then?”

He scowled. “What daughters?” he said. “I told you we were to have all sons.”

“And I told you all daughters.”

He could see she was jesting, thrilled that her nervous manner was loosening and she was starting to enjoy herself. It was the same woman he’d seen those days ago when they’d had their most wonderful private conversation. It was the woman he could see himself growing fond of. At least, he hoped so. Eager to maintain the light mood in a more secluded setting, he shook his head at her.

“We will continue this conversation in private because I am sure that if I spanked you in public, your father might have something to say about it,” he said, rising on his big legs. “Shall we retire to our chamber, Lady de Shera?”

Our chamber. Penelope’s smile faded and her nervousness returned although she fought it. He was her husband now, as alien as that thought was. She didn’t even really know the man at all, but she was about to come to know him better than she’d ever known any man in her life. It was inevitable.

Taking a deep breath to summon her courage, she stood up and Bhrodi politely grasped the long silk train that was wound up around her chair. He picked it up and followed her as she made her way over to her parents and family, who had an entire table all to themselves. Jordan, who had been watching William and little Tacey, caught sight of her glorious daughter approaching and she immediately went to her.

“Are ye having a good time, sweetheart?” she put her hands on Penelope’s face and kissed her cheek. Then she looked at Bhrodi. “A fine feast, m’laird.”

He dipped his head graciously. “My thanks, Lady de Wolfe,” he said, “but I did not have a great deal to do with it. You organized the majority of it.”

Jordan smiled. “’Twas those women I brought from the village,” she said. “As I told ye, women are very useful. I think ye’ll come tae appreciate it.”

“Mayhap I will.”

Jordan nodded her head, catching a glimpse of her husband and Tacey as they moved across the hard-packed floor. “Speaking of women,” she said, “yer sister seems tae be enjoying herself a great deal.”

Bhrodi turned to watch William and Tacey, now dancing in sync. “I am glad,” he said. “Thank you for what you have done for her, Lady de Wolfe. She seems very happy.”

Jordan beamed. “She is a sweet lass,” she said. “She has taken a liking tae me husband, as ye can see.”

Penelope smiled as she watched her father whirl the young woman around. “Papa likes to dance,” she said. “It looks as if he has found a willing partner.”

“Penny, lass,” Jemma, a cup of wine in hand, came up behind Jordan. “Why have ye not danced yet?”

Penelope could feel her cheeks grow hot with embarrassment. “I am not much good at dancing, auntie,” she said. “Mamma tried to teach me but I never really learned.”

“But it is yer wedding, lass,” Jemma persisted. “I never had a decent wedding and neither did yer mother. The least ye could do is let us see ye dance and enjoy yerself.”

Penelope was mortified as she looked to her mother for help. Jordan took pity on her. “The lass has no aptitude for dancing,” she told her cousin. “She would trip and kill herself and ye know it. Leave the dancing to those who know how.”

Jemma shrugged and drank deeply from her cup before setting it down and pulling Kevin out onto the floor. Kevin, so much in looks and manner as Kieran had been at that age, gladly took his mother for a dance. He wouldn’t even look at Penelope as he moved past her; he couldn’t. He hadn’t said a word to her all night and as Penelope watched him dance with his mother, she knew why. She felt a great deal of sorrow in her heart because of it. It would seem all of them were growing up one way or the other, being forced to deal with situations that made them unhappy or uncomfortable. She knew she would sorely miss Kevin in the coming years and she genuinely wished him happiness. Her gaze lingered on Kevin a moment before returning to her mother.

“We are going to retire for the evening, Mamma,” she said. “I wanted to bid you a good eve before I went.”

Jordan’s face washed with a gentle expression; it would be such a momentous night for her daughter and her heart naturally ached for her. It was a bittersweet moment. Forcing a smile, she grasped her daughter’s cheeks again and kissed her by the ear.

“Be patient and kind,” she whispered. “Obey yer husband in all things, lass. I can tell ye no more except I love ye.”

Penelope could feel the sting of tears as her mother released her and turned to Bhrodi. The man accepted a kiss on the cheek from Lady de Wolfe also, as he was developing a genuine fondness for the woman who had virtually taken over his keep. More than that, she had helped him straighten out some things in his own life desperately in need of straightening. Sian’s clean chamber was one of them. From yesterday to today, everything was in order and he’d never seen the place run more smoothly. Lady Jordan and the women she had hired had the household running as well as any he had ever seen. This feast was a direct result of that efficiency and he was grateful. Now, all he had to worry over was his new wife and, at the moment, she was clearly occupying all of his attention.

“My thanks to you, Lady de Wolfe,” he said. “Your visit to Rhydilian has been an agreeable one.”

Jordan smiled. “I am pleased,” she said, her gaze moving between the pair. “We will see ye both on the morrow whereupon me husband will pay the balance of the dowry. I am sure he has discussed all of this with ye already.”

Bhrodi’s gaze lingered on the woman. “He has,” he replied. “The majority of the gifts were presented after the ceremony today and I do believe there is very little left.”

“But there is some left.”

“Has he actually discussed this with you?”

Jordan’s brow furrowed. “Of course he has,” she said. “Who do ye think gave him the terms of the marriage before he went tae negotiate with ye?”

Bhrodi cocked an eyebrow, shaking his head with mild disbelief. “I am certainly not surprised,” he said. “You are a formidable woman, Lady de Wolfe.”

Jordan was back to grinning. “So is me daughter,” she said, touching Penelope’s cheek affectionately. “Ye will find that out for yerself. Go, now; sleep well and we shall see ye on the morrow.”

Bhrodi didn’t have to be told twice. He’d just been given permission to be alone with his new wife and he intended to do it, and do it fast before something else prevented them from leaving the hall. He knew Penelope was reluctant but he wouldn’t acknowledge it, nor would he give in to it. She was his now and he intended to do with her just as he pleased. He moved to take Penelope’s elbow to lead her out of the hall but she balked.

“I want to bid my father a good evening,” she told him.

Jordan interrupted. “I will tell him for ye,” she said. “Ye and yer husband retire for the night. It is been a very big day for ye both.”

“But….”

“Go now, lass.”

It wasn’t a request; it was a command. Penelope reached out to grasp her mother’s hand, one last effort to stay with her, terrified to let her go. This was such a pivotal moment in her life and she found that she wasn’t at all as prepared for it as she would have liked to have been. She wanted to be back in England in simpler times, not in Wales set to embark on a new life. All of this flashed through her mind and it was a struggle to push it away.

“You and Papa will not leave tomorrow until I have had the chance to say my farewells to you?” she asked.

Jordan patted her hand and removed it from her arm. “Of course not,” she assured her daughter. “Go with yer husband, now. Sleep well.”

Penelope nodded with a mixture of sadness and forced courage. She was trying hard to be brave. With a lingering glance at her mother, and a meaningful one, she let Bhrodi lead her out of the hall to a chorus of well-wishes. The newly married couple was retiring for the evening and everyone seemed to have advice, bawdy or otherwise.

Ivor, Ianto, Gwyllim and Yestin, who had been huddled at a table with several local chieftains, began to follow the couple from the hall but Bhrodi called them off with a balled fist. They received the message loud and clear, backing off as their lord and his new wife retired for the evening.

Thrilled that they were nearly clear of the hall, Bhrodi couldn’t help but notice that his uncle’s wardrobe, the one the old man slept and lived in, was chained shut. He also couldn’t help but notice that the door was rattling steadily. He wasn’t sure who had chained the doors but whoever it was had more than likely done the right thing. He had no idea what would have happened had his mad uncle been allowed to follow his usual routine this night. At the moment, he didn’t want to have to worry about it.

Unfortunately, Penelope noticed the rattling wardrobe just as they were about to quit the hall completely. She even pointed at it.

“What is happening there?” she asked him. “Is someone locked up in the wardrobe?”

Rather than explain everything, Bhrodi continued walking and took her right past it. “Something like that,” he said vaguely. “We can discuss it on the morrow.”

Penelope looked at him queerly but he simply smiled. Now they were in the darkened foyer with two big torches burning hot and sooty in iron wall sconces. There were at least six of Bhrodi’s men guarding the door and even more outside that she could hear but couldn’t see. All of the men were wearing red tunics that were simple and unadorned, and as the couple quit the great hall and headed towards the keep, led through the night by a soldier with a brightly burning torch, Penelope turned to Bhrodi.

“I have noticed that your soldiers do not wear armor, not even mail,” she said. “Even those men at the door do not wear it. What happens if they must engage in a fight in order to protect the door? Would it not be to their advantage to wear mail?”

Bhrodi was helping her with the train of her gown, collecting it in his arms as they crossed the bailey so it would not become soiled. “Nay,” he said. “Those men are my teulu and they do not wear armor. It is not their way.”

Penelope cocked her head curiously. “Teulu?”

He nodded. “My personal guard,” he said. “Most Welshmen of rank have them, although some have more than others.”

“Why do they not wear armor?”

They had reached the entry to the keep and took the stairs up to the second floor entry. “Because the teulu must move swiftly and they cannot do that with armor,” he said. “There are many things about the Welsh that you will come to learn, but I will be honest when I say that I do not wish to speak of such things on my wedding night.”

He was grinning, which made her grin in return. “Why not?” she demanded, though it was lightly done. “If I am to be the wife of a great Welsh warlord, then I must know everything.”

He shook his head at her, laughing softly, as they mounted the narrow spiral steps to the third level. The master’s chamber was immediately to the left when they reached the landing and Bhrodi lifted the latch.

“You shall know everything,” he said, “but can we have at least one night when I am not teaching you the ways of my people? Mayhap there are a few other things I should like to discuss.”

“Like what?”

He threw open the door for her. “Like getting to know my new wife. I have one, you know. I hardly know her.”

Penelope opened her mouth to reply but was cut short when her gaze fell on the master’s chamber. Startled by the scene spread out before her, she looked around the room with some awe.

The room was aglow with dozens of tallow tapers, bathing the room in golden light. A fire burned brightly in the hearth, offering warmth, and the floor was covered with sheep hides. It looked like a sea of cream-colored fluff. There were two big chairs near the hearth with a table between them and upon the table sat a fine pitcher made from cut rose quartz and two matching cups. Fruit and cheese and bread was spread out over the table, creating a fine place to sit and talk and eat before retiring.

“I gave your aunt free reign in the chamber,” Bhrodi said, watching her face as she inspected the room. “I told her to make it warm and wonderful. Did she accomplish that?”

Penelope grinned as she took a few steps into the room, noting the giant bed. It had a massive canopy with curtains around it and the bed itself was covered in hides and linens. It was very inviting.

“She did,” she responded. “I am surprised she is not in here still, making sure our every need is fulfilled.”

Bhrodi began to loosen his tunic; he was dressed in his finest, mail and leather breeches and the traditional red and silver ap Gaerwen standard.

“You come from a family of aggressive women,” he commented as he pulled the tunic over his head. “They certainly saw no issue with taking over my keep and household.”

Penelope turned to look at him as he lay the tunic over a chair. “You could have told them not to.”

He looked at her as if shocked by the suggestion. “And risk their wrath?” he shook his head. “My one consolation is that they will be leaving on the morrow and all will return to normal.”

Penelope giggled. “Except that you now have a new wife,” she said. “And if you think my mother will stay away indefinitely, think again. She will come back to visit us every year, I promise.”

Bhrodi was grinning because she was. “God help us.”

“Do you not like my mother?”

“She is a fine woman.”

Penelope saw the humor in his statement. “You have to say that now,” she said. “If you say one bad word about her, I shall run and tell her.”

He was still grinning as he sat in one of the chairs. “I will never say anything negative about her, I swear,” he replied. “At least, not to you.”

Penelope’s smile held as her gaze lingered on him; he had looked particularly handsome today with his shaved face and freshly cut hair. He even smelled good, like pine and rosemary. Standing next to the man as they said their vows had made her heart race. Every time she looked at him, her breathing seemed to quicken.

Aye, he was a handsome man and her unfamiliar reaction to him was both confusing and exciting. No man she had ever met had elicited such a reaction from her, something giddy and warm. She hardly knew him and had hardly spent time with him but already he was able to make her feel like a silly young girl simply with his presence. She thought that it was a good thing and bespoke of the natural attraction between them. Holding up her train, she went to take a seat in the chair opposite him.

For a moment, they simply looked at each other. The fire was casting a good deal of warmth into the room, making everything seem rather seductive and liquid. It was an odd and fluid sensation and one that made Penelope’s heart race just a little more. Those invisible fingers that came from Bhrodi’s eyes had her within their grasp and this time, she gave in to the sensation. It was difficult to resist.

“Now,” she said softly. “You wanted to come to know me better. What is it you wish to know?”

He laughed softly and her heart leapt at the sight of his magnificent smile; she was coming to appreciate it very much.

“I am not entirely sure where to start,” he said. “I believe our last conversation involved bloodlines, how many children we are to have, and the significance of our marriage and how it relates to the English crown. I suppose what I would really like to know is more about you, personally.”

“What do you mean?”

He cocked his head thoughtfully. “Well,” he began, “what do you like to do? Do you like to sing? Or play an instrument?”

Penelope burst out laughing. “Never in my life have I done those things,” she declared. “I like to hunt and I like to ride. Whenever my father purchases new chargers, I have the honor of riding them first and training them. I am very good at training horses.”

Bhrodi wasn’t surprised; his expression said as much. “So my new wife likes to hunt and fight,” he said. “I knew from the onset that you chose, shall we say, male activities, but I thought that you might have feminine pursuits, also.”

Penelope shook her head. “Not one,” she said. “I have never liked anything that girls did. I always wanted to do what the boys did because it seemed much more fun. How much enjoyment can you get out of sticking a needle into cloth hour after hour? I would be so bored I would want to scream. It is much better to handle a skittish horse or take down a wild boar. I am excellent with a bow and arrow.”

As Bhrodi listened to her, more prevalent thoughts came to mind. He tried to be careful in the way he communicated them, as he did not wish to offend her.

“I am sure you are,” he said. “But I should like my wife to have some feminine accomplishments. Would that be so difficult?”

Penelope looked at him dubiously. “Like what?”

“Like… like the ability to adequately run a household. Do you not have skills such as that?”

Penelope was coming to suspect he wasn’t thrilled with her male-associated skills. Your husband wants a wife, not another knight, her mother had said. Perhaps the woman had been more than correct in that statement because her new husband seemed to reflect the same sentiment. The smile faded from Penelope’s face as she sat back and crossed her arms.

“I have been educated in mathematics, languages, and history,” she said. “While growing up, I schooled with the young squires in such things. I understand the basic premise of running a household but I would be bored to death doing it.”

“Why?”

“Because I am a kn-,” she cut herself off, suspecting that wasn’t the answer he wanted. After a moment, she hung her head and sighed heavily. “I realize that I am now Lady de Shera and there are certain expectations that go with that. However, you must understand that my entire life up until the last few months have revolved around my duties for my father. Never once did I have household duties. But if that is what you want from me, I… I suppose I will have to learn.”

Bhrodi was watching her face carefully, seeing the sadness and resignation in it. “What do you want to do?”

Penelope’s head came up and she cast him a side-long gaze. “I am afraid I will not give you the answers you seek.”

“I am not expecting any particular answer. I am asking you an honest question. Will you give me an honest reply?”

Penelope thought seriously on the question. “I told you once that I never saw myself marrying,” she said. “I thought my life would be filled with service to my father and nothing more. I suppose it would be too much to ask to serve my husband as a knight, would it?”

Bhrodi cleared his throat softly as he pondered his answer. “Wives do not usually serve their husbands on the field of battle,” he said. “When I look at you, I see such a gloriously beautiful creature. I knew it the first time I laid eyes on you. It would make me enormously proud to have a wife who could efficiently run my household and tend my children. I would be the envy of every man in Wales to have such a beautiful and talented wife.”

Somehow, Penelope knew that would be his answer and she hung her head again. “You would be ashamed to have one who could fight with a broadsword and ride headlong into battle, then.”

He shook his head. “Nay,” he murmured. “I would be proud of those qualities, too, but you will admit that most men would not understand such a thing. I do not want to see you ridiculed and I do not want to be ridiculed. I am sure you must understand that. Men in Wales are different from the Saesneg… they are defined by the women they marry in many ways, and also by the character of those women. I will be judged by your actions.”

Her head came up, the hazel eyes narrowing. “And you do not wish for me to embarrass you?”

“As an ap Gaerwen and a de Shera, I have a reputation to uphold.”

It was an arrogant statement and she wasn’t surprised by it. Bhrodi was a very prideful man, although he was also one of great understanding. Still, she wanted to argue the point; God’s Blood, she wanted to very much, but she knew in her heart that she could not. Her mother had told her to be a wife and not a knight. Penelope knew that times were changing for her; it was time for her to outgrow the knighthood and become a woman. It was so very sad for her to realize that.

“As you wish,” she muttered.

Bhrodi could see how sorrowful she was. He couldn’t honestly believe that she would have expected him to let her continue in her knightly ways, but evidently she had hoped for it. Leaning forward, he uncapped the cut quartz pitcher and poured her a measure of the rich red wine inside.

“You are now the Lady Penelope de Wolfe ap Gaerwen de Shera, hereditary Queen of Anglesey, Lady of Ynes Mon, and Countess of Coventry,” he said softly. “Have you ever heard of a queen riding to battle?”

Penelope knew he was trying to comfort her in his own way. It was a kind thing to do when he really didn’t have to. She accepted the cup.

“Papa told me once of an ancient queen named Boudicca that led her troops to battle,” she said.

Bhrodi made a face. “She was a barbarian,” he sniffed. “Her chariot was pulled by slaves and she drank the blood of her enemies. Surely you do not wish to be compared to that dirty witch.”

Penelope fought off a grin because he had a very humorous way of speaking when things did not suit his tastes or he was expressing his disapproval. She had seen it before; the man might have been an arrogant and powerful warlord, but he had a comical streak in him that bordered on the dramatic. It was a surprising trait.

“I did not say I wished to be compared to her,” she clarified. “You asked me if I had ever heard of a queen riding to battle and I told you that I had.”

He poured himself a cup of wine and drained the entire thing in one swallow. “Hmpf,” he grunted. “No more talk of barbarians in my presence and especially not on the eve of my wedding.”

“It is my wedding, too.”

He poured himself more wine. “That is true,” he agreed, downing the second cup. “Therefore, I suppose I should clarify my wishes as we have discussed them. It would make me very happy and proud to have a wife who is an accomplished chatelaine, a wife that would make me the envy of all men. Would you be willing to learn these things, my lady?”

It was an honest request. After a moment’s hesitation, Penelope nodded. “I will try,” she said. “But on one condition.”

“What is that?”

“That you take me hunting sometimes when it is not too much trouble.”

He smiled faintly. “I would like to do that.”

“And I would still like to ride and train horses.”

He thought on that, eventually nodding. “If that would make you happy, I am sure we can come to terms. However, I do not want you training chargers any longer. That is a man’s job.”

Her face fell somewhat but she agreed. “Very well.”

He was still smiling faintly as he watched her expression. “May I ask something else?”

She nodded, staring at her hands. “Of course.”

“Would it be acceptable for me to kiss my bride on the event of our wedding?”

Penelope’s head shot up, her eyes wide on him. But, quickly enough, she stilled herself. She knew this time would come, physical contact between the two of them. She hadn’t allowed herself to think much about it because it made her sick to her stomach. She had no idea what to do or how to behave even though her mother had explained the ways of men and women to her. Still, it was a terrifying mystery and not one she wished to explore, but she had no choice. She now belonged to a stranger, a man she barely knew, and he had every right to her body. Nervousness began to overtake her.

“I… I have a confession,” she said.

“What is that?”

“I have never…,” she struggled to find the correct words, “that is to say, I have never even… other than my father, I have never had any manner of contact with a man. Ever.”

She said it haltingly and Bhrodi struggled to suppress a smile. “I understand,” he said. “But you realize that I have been married before, of course.”

“Of course,” she repeated nervously.

He bit his lip to keep from grinning. “Being married, I have indeed kissed a woman before. And more.”

Penelope’s cheeks flamed a bright red and she lowered her gaze so he wouldn’t see her dull red face. “That… that is to be expected.”

“I would be honored if you would allow me to lead you through this,” he said as carefully as he could. “I promise I will be very gentle.”

Penelope truly thought she was going to burst into flames from embarrassment. Her cheeks had never felt so hot. With quaking knees, she stood up and immediately began fumbling for the stays on her gown. Bhrodi stood up and went to her.

“Here,” he put his hands over hers, stilling her fingers. “You do not have to do that right now. Come sit with me on the bed.”

Big dress and all, Penelope allowed him to lead her over to the bed that was covered with mounds of furs and linens. He pushed her gently to sit and sat down beside her. Reaching over, he took one of her hands in his big, calloused mitt. It was very warm and soft and he inspected it, turning it over and running a finger over the callous on the palm. Penelope watched him, feeling the newness of his touch with the most electrifying of reactions. She could hardly breathe as he touched her and her mouth ran dry. It was both frightening and exciting.

“This is something all newly married couples must contend with,” he said softly, studying the shape of her slender fingers. “My mother and father, in fact, met for the first time on their wedding day. At least you and I have had a few days to come to know one another.”

Penelope nodded nervously. “We were introduced by the beast.”

Bhrodi laughed softly as he lifted her hand and kissed it. Penelope jumped, feeling as if he had just branded her with his warm lips. But when she settled down, she realized that it had been a tender gesture. He had been very soft and gentle about it; it was her nerves that had caused her to bolt and certainly nothing he had done. Her heart thumped loudly against her ribs and she resisted the urge to ask him to do it again.

“Ah, yes, the beast,” he murmured. “The serpent that lives in the marsh. It did indeed introduce us and chase your entire family to my doorstep. How fortunate for me.”

He lifted her hand and kissed it again before releasing it. As Penelope watched, quivering with excitement and trepidation, he reached out and grasped her by the shoulders.

“Turn around,” he murmured. “Face the fire. That’s a good lass.”

Penelope did as she was told, facing the fire while he moved up behind her. She could feel his enormous body, the heat reaching out to scald her. It was the most exquisite sensation she had ever experienced, having this man whom she was so tremendously attracted to so close yet not touching her. She hardly knew how to react and her unsteady breathing filled the air. Surely Bhrodi could hear it. She could feel his gentle breath on her shoulder as he began to unfasten the stays of the dress, one at a time.

“I realize that this is all quite new to you,” he murmured, kissing the flesh of her back as the dress began to peel away, “but I sincerely hope it is something you enjoy. There is no great mystery about it; God created a man and a woman for this purpose.”

Penelope swallowed hard, trying to bring some moisture back into her dry mouth, as he continued to undo the stays. Her entire body was quivering and the further the dress unfastened, the more she trembled. His kisses against her back were incredibly arousing; with each successive kiss, her heart beat louder. She could hear it in her ears. Coupled with the heavy breathing, she was positive she was going to faint.

Very carefully, Bhrodi peeled the silk dress away from her body and had her lie back on the bed while he pulled it free of her feet. Clad in only her silk shift and hose, she watched as he draped the big dress over one of the chairs and returned to the bed. When he saw the rather wide-eyed expression on her face, he smiled.

“No need to be nervous, caria,” he whispered. “I will be as gentle as possible, I swear it.”

Penelope realized she must look like a scared rabbit so she struggled for some composure. She didn’t like to show weakness but was aware she had conveyed little else since entering the chamber. Therefore, she squared her shoulders with false bravery.

“I am not nervous,” she lied. “And why did you call me caria? That is not my name.”

He sat next to her on the bed again. “It means ‘love’ in Welsh,” he said. “If you do not like it, I will not call you that. What should I call you?”

“My friends and family call me Penny,” she said. “I give you permission to call me that if you wish.”

“You do not like caria?”

She smiled with some embarrassment. “It is pretty,” she said. “My mother calls me her love all of the time.”

“I would like to call you mine as well. You are my wife, after all, and I am already fond of you.”

Penelope looked at him with surprise. “You are?” she asked. “How do you know?”

He grinned and reached out, putting his big, muscular arms around her and pulling her against him. She was stiff, startled by the move, and he could see the anxiety in her eyes. Without another word, his lips descended gently on hers.

“I cannot tell you how I know,” he murmured against her lips. “But I can show you.”

Within the first few heated and tender moments of his kiss, Penelope knew she liked it. Already, she liked it and as his kiss grew in intensity, she liked it even more. Wrapped up in his enormous arms, deep within the folds of the first real embrace she had ever shared with any man, she was coming to see very quickly what all of the fuss was about. She was coming to understand why her mother and father embraced frequently, or why her brother and their wives were so affectionate with one another. There was indeed something to be said for such an exquisitely wonderful moment, something that made her heart light with joy.

As the fire in the hearth snapped and crackled, Bhrodi continued to kiss his new wife, acquainting her with the feel and taste of him. Penelope didn’t even realize that her arms had found their way around his neck; she clung to him as his mouth left hers, kissing a scorching trail across her jaw and down her neck. The sensations were so new and exciting that all she could do was hold on to him as he took the lead, kissing her in places and ways that she had never been kissed. All of it was so fresh and overwhelming, so much so that Penelope began to audibly gasp.

As Bhrodi’s mouth moved down her arm and began to suckle on her fingers, she couldn’t grasp a coherent thought. Her body was limp and pliable, so much so that he was able to lay her on her back without any resistance whatsoever. He suckled her fingers, her skin, and as she panted and gasped beneath him, he snaked his hands underneath her silk shift and very quickly pulled it over her head.

Naked. That thought briefly flashed through Penelope’s mind as she lay nude beneath him but for the hose and ribbons still upon her legs. She had always imagined this moment would come with such embarrassment but Bhrodi’s touch had been so exquisitely distracting that Penelope felt no embarrassment at all. He was warm and big and muscular, and he suckled the fingers of her other hand as he yanked off his tunic and breeches. Penelope could really only see his silhouette with the firelight behind him, but when he lay on top of her once more, their flesh against flesh was a searing experience.

Bhrodi’s lips were on her neck once more and he stroked her arms, moving out until he reached her wrists. Using both of his hands, he grasped her wrists and brought her arms up above her head. Penelope was so wrapped up in the heated sensations he was creating within her body that she was aware he had bound her wrists to the bed well after the fact. Opening her eyes, she looked up and saw that he had tied her hands together and secured them to the woodened post of the headboard.

Eyes wide with surprise, perhaps a bit of fear, she looked at him only to see him grinning quite lustily back at her.

“Do not worry,” he murmured. “You will enjoy this, I promise.”

“But why did you bind me?”

Carefully, he pulled her legs apart and settled his big body between them. Then, he lowered himself down onto her torso.

“So that I could do this,” he whispered.

His hot, wet mouth came to bear on a tender nipple, suckling firmly, and Penelope let out a groan of both shock and ecstasy. Something was unleashed in Bhrodi now; his movements were firmer, quicker, and his hands fondled her full breasts as he suckled her nipples into taut pellets. When his hands weren’t on her breasts, they were moving over her body, feeling her silken skin and arousing her in the process.

Overwhelmed, Penelope bucked and groaned beneath him as he worked her breasts, feeding from one to the other. She had such beautiful breasts, and an exquisitely beautiful body, and when his right hand moved to the fluff of dark curls between her legs, some primal impulse in Penelope told her to open her legs wide to him. She did out of sheer instinct and he stroked her gently at first, realizing that she was already quite prepared for his body to enter hers. To make it easier on her, he inserted a finger into her.

Penelope gasped at the sensual intrusion, drawing her knees up as he thrust first one and then two fingers into her, mimicking the lovemaking they would soon be doing. It was an introduction of sorts, a promise of things to come, and Penelope wasn’t afraid. She liked it very much, her body responding in ways she could have never imagined. When Bhrodi finally withdrew his fingers and placed his big, throbbing manhood at her threshold, Penelope didn’t react other than to open her legs wider. It seemed like the right thing to do and she was no longer afraid of what was to come. So far, she liked it very much. She wanted more.

Bhrodi gave her more as he thrust into her, seating himself fully upon entry because she was so wet and relaxed. It was as if her body was made for him, accommodating him, and he realized without a doubt that this was the most exquisite coupling he’d ever known. There was something magnetic and beauteous and exciting about Penelope. The past few days had seen such a remarkable change in his outlook on life and in how he viewed her, his new wife. At first, he hadn’t even wanted her but now, she belonged to him completely and he would mark her, a more delicious chore he could not imagine.

Penelope gasped as Bhrodi thrust into her and for a moment, there was a brief flash of pain as her body became accustomed to the intrusion. But the discomfort was quickly gone as he began to move within her, thrusting steadily in and out of her body as his mouth suckled her breasts and his hands fondled her buttocks. Her entire body was experiencing a delight of sensations as his thrusts began to build a sensitive friction between her legs. She could feel it low in her belly, blossoming, reacting every time he moved within her.

The harder and faster he thrust, the greater the sensation until it suddenly exploded and ripples of bliss cascaded throughout her body. At the same time, she felt Bhrodi give one final great thrust and he grunted, whispering “caria” upon his groans of pleasure. Her body, reacting to his, exploded again in a lesser burst of bliss, but still one that sent her limbs to quivering. When his grunting subsided, he untied the bindings on her wrists and let her arms fall. Carefully, he gathered her up against him, his lips against her forehead.

“Are you well?” he whispered. “I did not hurt you, did I?”

Penelope was fairly certain she had swooned because he had to ask her twice before she was able to give him a coherent reply.

“I am well,” she murmured.

“I am glad to know that,” he said, kissing her forehead. “Was I gentle enough?”

“I believe so.”

“If I ever do anything that does not bring you pleasure, you will let me know.”

“I am sure you will know before I even have to tell you. I have a habit of reacting before speaking.”

“I might find a fist in my nose?”

“That is possible.”

He snorted softly. Reaching a long arm to the end of the bed, he pulled up a coverlet that had been carefully folded and tucked it in around them both. He still held Penelope tightly in his arms and was quite sure that he would never let her go. The woman had him completely enchanted and he felt such peace at the moment, more than he had felt in over two years. He wasn’t sure he’d ever feel this way again, but somehow, it was different with her. It was more intense, a deeper edge of peace. That was the best way he could describe it. He didn’t see an English bride; he hadn’t in quite a while. All he saw was a woman who clearly overwhelmed him. As he pondered that thought, someone pounded very loudly on the chamber door.

“Bhrodi!”

Startled right off the bed, Bhrodi was up before he could draw another breath, moving for the door.

“Who comes?” he demanded.

“Gwyl!” It was Gwyllim, yelling at the top of his lungs. “You must come!”

Bhrodi’s brow furrowed and he looked at Penelope, puzzled. She had the exact same expression he did; no fear, merely concern.

“Why?” Bhrodi hollered, hunting for his breeches. “What has happened?”

“An attack!” Gwyllim cried. “The English are under attack!”

Bhrodi had never moved so fast in his entire life. Penelope moved faster.
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CHAPTER TEN


By the time Bhrodi and Penelope entered the great hall, it was utter bedlam. Bhrodi had tried to keep Penelope in the chamber but, being a trained knight, she wouldn’t remain behind, and most especially if her family was threatened. She threw on her shift and ran out before he could stop her, so he followed her out of the keep, watching her run in front of him with her careful hairstyle unraveling.

By the time they reached the great hall, it was a shocking sight; swords were out, daggers were flashing, and the entire room was in upheaval. There was blood on the floors. Bhrodi turned to Penelope, putting his big hands on her arms in order to prevent her from charging into the room.

“Do not enter,” he commanded. “I do not want you injured. I want you to return to the keep, do you understand?”

Penelope was stricken. “But…!”

He gave her a brief shake, as if to emphasize his point. “Go back to the keep,” he told her. “I will not say this again. Go back.”

With that, Bhrodi charged in and started yelling, bellowing something in Welsh. Penelope had no idea what he was saying but whatever it was, it didn’t seem to be helping. Men were still fighting with swords, daggers, chairs, and anything else they could get their hands on. As she stood and watched, aghast, an entire bank of tallow candles went flying across the room and crashed into a group of men, spraying hot fat everywhere. Penelope could see her father at the far end of the hall, engaging in a sword fight with a broadsword that was not his own. Since it was a wedding feast, none of the English had been wearing armor or broadswords. They were therefore unarmed as the room was torn apart.

As much as Penelope wanted to charge in and join the fight, she knew she was in no condition to do so. She was unarmed and it would be a stupid move. Therefore, in complete disobedience of her husband’s wishes, she turned on her heel and ran out into the bailey, heading for the English encampment against the northern wall and noting, as she drew closer, that her father’s foot soldiers were also in some kind of skirmish.

Something had happened, something serious enough so that the English were engaged on all fronts, and all Penelope could think was that it had been an ambush. The English had been invited to a wedding under the guise of peace when, in fact, the Welsh had been planning to attack them all along. That was her warrior’s instinct talking. Surely there was no other alternative.

Furious and frightened, she knew she had to make it to the fortified wagon where her possessions were, including her mail and her array of weapons. She didn’t have her broadsword but she had a myriad of other blades. Moreover, her father’s blade was more than likely in his tent, which had been guarded by her father’s personal guard, but there was no one near the tent at the moment and she ran into it, spying her father’s weaponry still in its frame. She rushed forward and grabbed the broadsword, yanking it from the frame as she bolted from the tent.

The fighting was over near the northern edge of the encampment and her wagon seemed to be in the clear. She ran to it, throwing open the heavy fortified door and climbing inside. When she shut the door, she made sure to bolt it. She didn’t want to fall victim to a Welsh surprise.

It took her a little more than a minute to throw on a pair of leather breeches, a snug undergarment that helped support her full breasts, and a heavier leather tunic. There was no time to don the heavy and cumbersome mail. The clothing she wore was part of the clothing stash her mother had denied her to wear now that she was married, carefully tucked away in the wagon. There were no available shoes for her but there was plenty of weaponry; opening up a compartment beneath one of the wagon benches, she pulled forth two daggers and a very sharp sword she had used before she had gotten her big broadsword. Collecting the weaponry, she grabbed her father’s broadsword and leapt from the wagon.

The chaos in the bailey had grown. She ran through groups of men, dodging through them with a big dagger in her hand. One man made a swipe at her and she planted her blade into his hand, listening to him howl. By the time she reached the great hall, there was a fire in one of the corners, creeping up the waddle and daub wall. Penelope looked at it with some horror; she knew that once it reached the thatched roof, it would spread very quickly. Therefore, her mission was to find her parents and get them out of the hall. Dagger in hand, she plunged into the fight.

Penelope engaged more men than she had expected to as she pushed through the room. One man received a slash to his face while the other received a stab to his arm. She could hear her father bellowing and she found him over near the feasting tables where all of the English had been sitting. Food was on the floor, drinks were spilled, and it was a general mess. William still had the unfamiliar broadsword and she raced in his direction.

“Papa!” she yelled. “Papa, your sword!”

William heard Penelope’s voice and, distracted, his gaze searched her out as she pushed through the battle. She was slashing and kicking all the way, a very tough young woman who was unafraid of a fight. He called to Jordan and Jemma, who were underneath the table with Tacey. The pregnant young woman was weeping hysterically as the turmoil went on around her.

“Penny is here!” he bellowed. “Jordan, go with her! Let her take you out of here!”

Penelope arrived and leapt onto the table, handing her father his beloved broadsword. Now, fully armed with his familiar weapon, William could do serious damage. He yelled to Paris, who was several feet away and doing battle with the only thing he had on him, a dirk. When Paris took his eyes off his opponent to look at William, the man tossed the confiscated broadsword to him. Now Paris was properly armed and his opponent went down quickly.

“Penny!” William commanded. “Remove your mother and aunt out of here!”

Penelope was battling with a soldier who had come at her. She sliced him in the chest with her dagger and kicked him in the face to send him to the ground.

“I cannot!” she said, kicking another man who came at her. “There are too many of them to fight off between here and the entry!”

William had to admit she might be correct; there was a sea of battling men and, for the moment, the women were safe underneath the table. But only for the moment; he could see Paris and Kieran fighting for their lives while Scott, Troy, and Patrick were beating down several Welshmen. He knew it would only be a matter of time before the table was compromised as well. His sons Thomas and Edward were also in mortal combat while Kevin and Apollo seemed to have their men under control. At least, that was what William thought until he saw Kevin gored through the torso by a Welshman who came up behind him. As he watched, Kevin fell to his knees and Patrick, close by, rushed to assist him. The situation was going from bad to worse.

“Where is your husband?” William bellowed.

Penelope looked around the room but couldn’t see Bhrodi through the chaos. “I do not know!” she called back. “He was here a moment ago!”

As William and Penelope stood on the table and fought off the onslaught, Paris and Scott leapt onto the table as well. It was high ground and easier to fight from there. Meanwhile, Patrick was dragging Kevin across the floor towards them, fighting off a huge offensive of Welsh until Troy and Thomas and Edward rushed to help him. Penelope hadn’t seen Kevin fall and by the time he was dragged over and shoved under the table where his mother and aunt were hiding, she was horrified. The man had left a trail of blood behind him. Furious, she went mad and began chopping and stabbing at anything that moved. Damn the Welsh!

William knew they were outnumbered and he, too, believed what his daughter did, that this was an ambush orchestrated by de Shera. He was sickened by it, having led his entire family into a trap. As Troy leapt up beside him to aid his father in fighting away the rabble, Bhrodi suddenly appeared in the hall entry with a gang of men behind him. He was seriously armed for battle and William thought that lives would soon be over. He was sure the man was coming for them. However, Bhrodi did something unexpected; rushing in to the burning room, he and his men began beating down the Welsh contingent.

William saw what was happening; it was clear that de Shera was trying to protect the English, or at least trying to help them. He and his men were tossing people aside and killing others, and they carved through the chaos of the room as they headed for the English now largely isolated on top of a big feasting table. As Bhrodi drew near, he began waving at them.

“Come on!” he bellowed. “You must get out of here! The place will burn down around you!”

William didn’t need to be told twice; he had no choice but to trust de Shera as he leapt off the table and reached underneath to grab his wife, who in turn grabbed Tacey. Paris and Kieran were moving also, dragging Jemma and the wounded Kevin from beneath the table. Between Kieran and Patrick, they managed to carry Kevin out of the hall and, along with the rest of the English, found their way to the keep under Bhrodi’s protection.

There was a sense of panic as they fled the hall. Bhrodi and his teulu herded the Saesnegs into the massive D-shaped keep of Rhydilian, away from the pandemonium that was growing worse. When the Welsh attempted to follow, Bhrodi’s men beat them back, allowing the English time to escape. The keep loomed ahead through the misty night, promising safety. The English fled up the stairs into the second floor entry and the last people up the stairs were Penelope and her father, followed by Bhrodi and several of his men. As the English rushed into the smaller hall directly across from the entry, Bhrodi slammed the massive entry door and bolted it.

The sudden silence and stillness of the keep was somewhat overwhelming. From the midst of such bedlam and into the heart of silence caused them all to pause a moment to regroup. No one could really believe what had happened. Breathing heavily, Bhrodi leaned against the door, looking to his men surrounding him; Ivor, Ianto, Gwyllim, and Yestin were all panting with exertion. It was clear that they, too, were startled at what had gone on. They all looked at each other with varied degrees of astonishment and anger.

“What in the hell happened?” Bhrodi demanded. “When I left, everything was peaceful. What went on?”

Ianto, with a cut on his chin, sighed heavily as he tried to catch his breath. “I do not know for certain,” he said. “One moment, we were speaking with Tudur and in the next, Lon ap Ganol gave a cry and his men produced weapons. They went after de Wolfe and his men.”

Bhrodi could hardly believe what he was hearing. “Tudur and Lon attacked them?” he hissed. “Are you sure?”

Ianto nodded, wiping at the blood on his chin. “That is when I sent Gwyllim for you,” he said. “I knew something terrible was happening.”

Terrible, indeed. The rest of the teulu, at least the ones Bhrodi could gather for his rescue mission into the great hall, were spread out around the entry. Some had filtered into the solar, and nearly all of them had cuts and bruises of some kind. It had been a terrible night for them all. Now that he had some information as to what had happened, Bhrodi pushed himself off of the door and headed into the hall to see how badly the English had fared. He didn’t relish facing them.

It didn’t look good; one of the English knights was lying on the floor while Lady Jemma and another knight worked on him, trying to stop the bleeding in his gut. The rest of the group had cuts or were generally roughed up; one of de Wolfe’s younger sons was sporting a great wound to the arm.

As Bhrodi walked into the room to see what assistance he could offer, Penelope was suddenly in front of him. She threw a punch which, had it made contact, would have probably knocked out a tooth. As it was, Bhrodi grabbed her by the wrist, that tender and sweet wrist he had kissed so sweetly not an hour before. Looking into her angry face, it was like seeing an entirely different woman.

“You bastard,” she hissed. “Is this what you planned all along? An ambush?”

William was beside her, trying to pull her away from her husband. “Calm yourself, Pen,” he said quietly, but when he turned to Bhrodi, his expression was anything but quiet. There was mortal fury behind it. “I will give you the opportunity to explain yourself.”

Bhrodi knew how bad this all looked and struggled not to sound as if he was pleading. “I had no knowledge of this, I swear it,” he said to both William and Penelope. “Do you seriously believe I would have planned this attack? If I’d wanted to kill you, I would not have saved you from the beast of the marsh. I would have let it destroy you. Whatever happened in the hall was not of my doing but I vow upon my honor that I will find out who is behind it.”

William believed him for two reasons; he did indeed save them from the marsh beast and he had rushed them to safety from the chaotic hall. A man trying to kill them would not have done those things. But before he could reply, Kieran came up beside him and punched Bhrodi in the jaw so hard that the man went stumbling. William grabbed hold of Kieran to prevent him from going in for the kill, but Kieran, the usually cool and consummate knight, was uncharacteristically out of control. He was wild with grief.

“I should kill you,” Kieran growled. “Look what your wedding has done to my son. Look at him!”

Bhrodi was still on his feet but his head was spinning; the old knight had delivered a devastating blow. Hand to his jaw, he looked to the knight on the ground as Jemma cradled his head and wept, and Paris worked furiously to save him. He went to them.

“What do you need?” he asked Paris. “I have a surgeon. I will send for him immediately.”

Paris had the blood flow stopped but Kevin was in a bad way. He had been gored just underneath his ribcage on the left side of his body and had lost a lot of blood. Paris, an excellent healer, glanced up at Bhrodi. His expression was serious.

“Send for him,” he said. “I need gut to sew this wound with. I also need medicaments that your surgeon should have. Send him to me now.”

Bhrodi nodded, snapping orders to Yestin, who went on the run. Since the entry door was bolted, he and Ianto went to a smaller trap door in the corner of the hall that led to the storage level below. That level also had a well-fortified door that led to the bailey on the west side. As his men left the room, Bhrodi returned his attention to the thrashed English.

“I can do nothing more than apologize for what has happened but please know that I had no hand in it,” he said so that everyone could hear him. “My intention since the moment you arrived has been that of an alliance, but it is clear some of my vassals do not share that opinion.”

William was still holding on to Kieran. “We will be leaving here on the morrow and I do not wish to fight my way out of Wales,” he said. “Moreover, it looks as if I will be traveling with wounded. I will make a prime target.”

Bhrodi shook his head. “I will send an escort with you to see you safely out of Wales,” he said. “You needn’t worry over you safety. No one would dare attack a convoy under my protection.”

William’s brow furrowed. “We were attacked in your hall,” he pointed out. “Clearly, there are those who would attack us regardless of whether or not we are under your protection.”

He was correct and Bhrodi was starting to fume; not only had his vassals attacked the English that were here peacefully, but they had betrayed him as well. He could not have men under his command who would act with such treachery. Men like that would do it again given the opportunity. He had been shamed in front of men he was attempting to seal a treaty with but more than that, he had been shamed in front of his new wife, a woman he truly hoped to cement an amiable relationship with. There was much at stake at the moment, more than simply an attack against the English. The fury within him, The Serpent of legend, was beginning to rise.

“Those who are responsible for this will pay,” he said, his tone low and threatening. “You will remain here for the night; you are welcome to sleep in the upper chambers, for I will not be retiring. At the moment, mayhap Lady de Wolfe will be kind enough to take my sister to bed. She should rest.”

Jordan, pale and shaken, was holding Tacey’s hand. She had been ever since they made their mad dash from the hall. When Bhrodi made his polite request, Jordan nodded unsteadily and led the girl away. Bhrodi watched them go, thankful that his sister was unharmed and thankful for Jordan’s mothering. He’d never seen his sister so happy as he had tonight. In fact, they had all been happy and, God only knew, it had been a very long time since they had all known such joy. For it to end so terribly filled him with a deep and burning rage.

Penelope, standing next to her father, deliberately turned away when Bhrodi finally turned to look at her. She was too angry and confused and terrified to meet his gaze at the moment. Bhrodi, sensing she wanted nothing to do with him, would not give in to her displeasure. He had to take control if there was any hope of salvaging the relationship. She was a strong woman, and a wise one, but he was stronger and wiser. He had to show her that. Moving to her, he took her by the arm.

“I would speak with you for a moment,” he said quietly.

But Penelope wanted no part of him. She yanked her arm away savagely but he grabbed her again, this time throwing her over one broad shoulder. She squirmed and beat on him as he carried her away, going so far as to try and hit him on the head. Bhrodi, with his twisting and fighting wife slung over his shoulder, smacked her hard on the bottom to still her. Penelope screeched and stopped fighting purely out of shock. When she started up again, he smacked her once more and she stopped completely because his big hand stung. Her arse was already sore. When he took her into a small alcove near the door that led down into the storage area, he put her on her feet.

Penelope was in no mood to listen but Bhrodi blocked her when she tried to get away. In fact, he threw his arms around her and trapped her against his enormous chest. Frustrated, pinned, Penelope refused to look him in the eye. She could feel his hot breath on the side of her face as he looked down at her.

“I know you are irate and bewildered,” he murmured. “In truth, I am also. But I swear to you that I knew nothing about this and I apologize profusely for the occurrence. I want you to know that I will discover the truth behind this event. This I vow.”

Penelope was still looking away from him. After his explanation to her father, she was coming to see that he was as shocked by the happening as she was. He seemed truly distressed over it. Moreover, he was right; if he had been behind the attack as she had first suspected, he would not have come to their aid. Perhaps she should not have so rashly judged him before she had all of the facts. She could feel her guard slipping, just a little.

“My parents could have been killed,” she hissed. “We all could have been killed. Kevin is lying out there terribly wounded and my brother Thomas has an awful gash to his arm. Do you have so little control over your vassals that they would violate the peaceful nature of a wedding?”

He sighed faintly. “Will you look at me, please?”

She held out for a few seconds before, very slowly, turning to him. Her hazel eyes met with his deep green and those invisible fingers she was becoming so familiar with were reaching out to her once again, caressing her, reminding her of his touch. She vividly recalled his lips on hers, his body against hers, and her cheeks began to flame. So many memories of him tumbled upon her all at once.

Bhrodi gazed into her lovely eyes and he could see the defiance slip away. His grip on her loosened and his hands began to caress her. He simply couldn’t help himself.

“The chieftains who came here tonight have betrayed me,” he muttered. “For my sake and mine alone, I will deal with them appropriately. Do not think that this will go unpunished. I swear to you that I will do what is necessary to keep firm my command of my men and vassals. Do you believe me?”

She did; there was something in the way he said it that made her believe him completely. Much like her father, Bhrodi had an intensity about him that was undeniable, an intensity that conveyed absolute control.

“What will you do?” she asked.

“It will be sufficient, whatever it is.”

It was a kind way of telling her that it was not her business and she didn’t press him, although it was difficult. She was naturally curious, and nosy, as her father called her. With a heavy sigh, she simply nodded her head and lowered her gaze, and he released her completely. But his eyes never left her.

“You will retire to our chamber for the night,” he told her softly. “I will see you on the morrow.”

Her head came up. “Will you be escorting my family out of Wales?”

He nodded. “More than likely.”

“Then I want to come. Please, my lord.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “You will call me Bhrodi in private,” he said. “Or Husband. I will answer to whatever you chose.”

She nodded unsteadily, as they were somewhat off the subject. A flash of warmth sparked when he said that, something that warmed her heart, and she struggled to ignore it. But she would not let the subject go completely.

“May I please come?” she asked again.

He grasped her gently by the upper arm and planted a kiss right on her forehead. It was a bold move, one that broke protocol even though she was his wife. It was a gesture reserved for those who had feeling between them and it certainly wasn’t done in a public place. But Bhrodi couldn’t help himself. It seemed like the right thing to do.

“Mayhap,” he said as he turned her in the direction of the main portion of the hall where everyone was gathered. “We will discuss it on the morrow.”

Penelope knew she would have to be satisfied with that but no matter what he said, she planned to ride escort for her family as they left Anglesey. Bhrodi just didn’t know it yet. Obediently, she let him lead her back to her family and leave her in the care of her father. Bhrodi then proceeded out into the entry hall where he collected his vigilant teulu, including Ivor and Gwyllim, and pulled them into a huddle. It was clear he was discussing something serious with them. He was planning his retribution.

As Penelope watched with curiosity, William had turned back to his group. They now had Kevin up on the table and were working on him there. Yestin and Ianto eventually returned with a tiny old man carrying a sack, their surgeon they declared, and the old man began to confer with Paris on the extent of Kevin’s injury. Just as they began to put bone needles into Kevin to stitch him up, Bhrodi and his teulu unbolted the entry door and left the keep. Ianto went with him, leaving Yestin to bolt the door and remain with the English.

After Bhrodi left, Penelope remained pensive and inactive for a very long time. Her mind was awhirl with the events of the day and particularly the events of the night. So much had happened, leaving her disoriented and muddled. More than anything, her thoughts seemed to be lingering on her new husband.

Bhrodi de Shera was a great warlord who seemed to have trouble controlling his vassals. The Welsh were rebels, indeed, and evidently acted without orders and saw nothing wrong with betrayal. She began to wonder what sort of world she was now a part of, fearful of the future she could not fathom. True, she was coming to like Bhrodi and, truth be told, she had very much enjoyed the consummation of their marriage when she surely should not have. Perhaps it made her a hussy; perhaps not. Perhaps it simply meant she enjoyed the pleasures of the flesh with the man she was married to. In all, it was so very confusing. She tried not to feel distress over it.

As the shock of the evening wore down and the English began to feel safe once again, they began to settle in around the hearth and relax as much as they were able. Penelope sat up all night sitting next to Kevin, holding the man’s hand as the surgeon and Paris worked to save his life. He had been conscious the entire time, grunting through the pain of the deep sutures put into his body, and Penelope had tried to comfort him. But her mind was with Bhrodi as she wondered what he was doing. He had told her he would punish his vassals and she would trust that he was doing so. She had little choice.

Deep inside the keep, they couldn’t hear what was transpiring in the bailey now that the great hall had completely burned to the ground. She couldn’t hear the fighting that was still going on and how Bhrodi and his teulu sided with de Wolfe’s guard, and how the Welsh and English had rounded up the chieftain rebels and had corralled them in the gatehouse. The vault was there, two big cells cut into the bedrock of Rhydilian, and by morning it was full of the Welsh agitators and their followers. Bhrodi’s threat to them was the same threat he used for any prisoner facing execution; he would take them to the beast of the marsh who would feast upon their flesh and end their miserable lives. The dark secret of Rhydilian, for four generations, was that they fed their mortal enemies to the beast.

The serpent with a taste for human flesh. It was why Bhrodi had been so eager to save the English on the night of their arrival; the beast from the marsh fed upon mortal man and Bhrodi had worked hard to ensure it did not sink its teeth into English flesh. Now, he would feed the beast those who had betrayed him so that when de Wolfe’s party passed through the marsh on their return to England, the beast would be well fed and would leave the English alone. Tudur ap Gwyfn howled all night when he had realized what Bhrodi’s intentions were. As a Welshman, and a native of Anglesey, he knew what happened to those who crossed de Shera’s path in violence. He just never thought it would happen to him.

Just before dawn, when the mist lay heavy in the swamp and upon the green and lush mountain, Bhrodi and his teulu moved seventy-nine Welsh prisoners out to the swamp, all of them tied together with rope and all of them stripped of their clothing so that they were naked and freezing. Reaching the spot in the glade where prisoners were tethered to await their fate, Bhrodi and his men made sure all of the prisoners were tightly bound, awaiting their fate at the fangs of the great beast.

Tudur and Lon begged and pleaded for mercy, but Bhrodi wouldn’t hear them. They were traitors and the penalty for treachery, in Bhrodi’s world, was death. Standing at the edge of the marsh with the horn that his grandfather’s father had used, he blew into the horn, creating a mournful cry that sounded somewhat like the beast itself. It was the call to the beast, the summons for it to come forth, and soon enough they heard the stirrings of the creature. When they began to hear the grunts, Bhrodi and his men mounted their horses and thundered out of range, turning to watch the scene unfold from a distance. It wasn’t long in coming.

Bhrodi usually watched these executions to reconcile in his own mind that his enemies were dead. He had to know the threats were gone. This time was no different; he watched as the beast devoured Tudur, and then Lon, and feasted upon the remaining prisoners as they screamed and begged for God’s mercy.

In this land of the beast, in the mysterious wilds of Pendraeth, there was only Bhrodi’s mercy and he wasn’t apt to give it today. As the beast executed Bhrodi’s prisoners one by one, it emitted a foul roar that echoed off the mountains. As far as Bhrodi was concerned, it was a roar of victory.

Inside the keep of Rhydilian a few miles away, even the English heard the unsettling roars inside the thick walls.

It was the sound of the serpent’s strike.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


William knew this moment was coming and he didn’t want to face it. As his party was saddled up, secured, and ready to depart, the most difficult part of all was coming. He had to tell his youngest child farewell and he wasn’t at all sure he could accomplish that and not break down like an idiot. In the cold and misty morning following the rather eventful wedding feast, he was dressed in full armor, watching his wife and daughter say their good-byes.

It was a tearful scene. Jordan and Penelope had clung to each other for the past fifteen minutes as Penelope wept softly and Jordan whispered words of strength and encouragement in her ear. William knew that when the time came for him to hug her, it was very possible he would not let her go at all. He was both dreading the moment and anticipating it. He wanted to hug her in the worst way. It was time to leave his baby to her new life and he was having a difficult time facing it.

Given the events of the previous night, Bhrodi had arranged for a one hundred man escort from his personal guard to accompany de Wolfe to the ferry that crossed over to the Welsh mainland. The de Shera teulu were dressed in their red de Shera tunics and well-armed with spears and crossbows. None of them carried broadswords, as it was not their way, but they were an extremely efficient fighting squad.

Based on the interrogation of the prisoners the night before and coming to understand that the attack on the English had been an isolated event, Bhrodi had made the decision to send his escort as far as the Menai crossing; he had sent word early that morning on ahead to Caernarfon, a city occupied by the English because they were starting to build a castle there, so that the English would provide additional protection for de Wolfe once the man crossed onto mainland Wales. De Wolfe was his kin, after all, and he wanted to make sure the man had ample protection as he traveled through Wales, even if it meant he had to contact the English in order to accomplish it. He had gone out of his way to make sure de Wolfe had a safe crossing, and William was grateful for it. De Shera was coming to prove himself a man of thoughtfulness and courtesy.

Penelope, however, had been deeply unhappy that she would not be allowed to escort her mother and father back through Wales. Bhrodi had denied her and William had supported that decision, which thoroughly upset her. Jordan even entered the discussion and reminded her daughter that she was a wife now and not a knight, and riding escort did not fall under her scope of duties.

Because Penelope was so unhappy, Bhrodi decided not to ride with his escort, instead choosing to remain behind and comfort his wife. They’d had a very turbulent beginning to their marriage and he thought it best to remain with her during this time of emotional turmoil. Whether or not she would accept his comfort was another thing entirely. Since the battle in the hall, she had been quite distant from him and he didn’t like it one bit. He longed for the warmth he had felt from her during the ceremony and at the feast before the chaos; to have such warmth, such feeling, and then to have it ripped away from him had left him feeling hollow and sad. He was anxious to reclaim it.

There were other decisions made as well, decisions that both Bhrodi and William had agreed upon. Kevin Hage was too ill to be moved so it was decided he would remain behind until he was healed, whereupon he could then return to England. Thomas, Penelope’s older brother by eight years, would also remain behind for Penelope’s comfort. She was in a strange world with strange people and Bhrodi agreed that a brother might be of comfort to her until she felt more confident in her surroundings. Moreover, Thomas had a massive gash in his arm which had rendered it useless so, like Kevin, he needed time to heal. Having both of them remain behind for the time being made Penelope feel as if she wasn’t so utterly alone.

But time was passing and the morning was advancing, and the time had come to leave Penelope with her new husband and new life. William broke from his stance near the wagon where he had been watching his wife and daughter say their farewells and made his way over to them.

“Jordan,” he said quietly. “We must depart. The day is upon us and we cannot linger.”

Jordan knew that although it was still difficult to hear. Squaring her shoulders, she released her daughter from her tight embrace and smiled bravely at her, struggling not to burst into tears.

“Now,” she said decisively, “ye’ll write tae me next week and tell me how everything is. Make sure ye let me know about Kevin and Thomas, too. I would hear all about everything.”

Penelope’s eyes were red and watery but she nodded. “Aye, Mamma,” she said, sniffling. “Will you come to visit again soon?”

Jordan nodded firmly. “Of course we will,” she said, noting William standing next to her. Reluctantly, she stepped aside. “Bid farewell tae yer father, now. He has been waiting patiently tae hug ye.”

As she stepped back, William took her place. For a moment, he simply stared at his daughter. The words just wouldn’t come. Then, his big hands came up and gently cupped her face; he could see that tiny baby who had surprised them all with her late birth, then the toddler who would only eat bread crusts and follow her brothers around, and finally the young girl who demanded a sword and pony so she could be a knight. He saw all of those things at that moment and it was tearing him apart. Leaning forward, he kissed her on the forehead.

“I will miss you with every breath,” he murmured, watching her face crumple in tears, “but I know I leave you in good hands. I believe that de Shera is a man of honor and will treat you well. You must give him that chance, Penny. Will you do that? Give the man a chance to be a good husband to you.”

Penelope nodded although she was far gone in tears. “But I do not want you to go, Papa.”

He clucked sadly and kissed her on the forehead again, drawing her into a tight embrace. He could feel tears sting his eyes, too, as she sobbed against him.

“I love you, lass,” he murmured. “You are my heart. Should you ever need me, I will come.”

Penelope sobbed deeply as she held him. “Papa, I miss you already.”

William had a lump in his throat as he gave her a squeeze and let her go. “I miss you, too, but I know you will be very happy here,” he whispered tightly, forcing a smile when she looked at him. “You are going to have such a grand adventure here. You are the mistress of a great empire and you have a proud and powerful husband. I could wish no more for you, Penny. I am content.”

She tried to hug him again but he held her off, grasping her hands and kissing them. He knew if she hugged him again he would not be able to release her. Tears in his eye, he kissed her cheek and forehead once more before letting her go. As Penelope stood there and sobbed, Paris came up and gave her big, gentle hug, wiping his eyes as he released her. Seeing that her Uncle Paris was weeping made Penelope weep harder, especially when her Uncle Kieran hugged her farewell with tears trickling down his cheeks.

“Take care of my son,” Kieran whispered. “I leave him in your care.”

Penelope nodded as she wiped at her face. “I will take very good care of him,” she said, sniffling. “I promise he will be well again.”

Kieran nodded sadly, touched her cheek, and walked away. Jemma was next, sobbing loudly as she hugged her niece, which set Penelope off again. In fact, Kieran had to peel Jemma away; she was more distraught about leaving her son behind than she was in leaving Penelope. One by one, the brothers and cousins told Penelope farewell, Patrick lifting her off the ground and gently shaking her as he had always done. Penelope squealed and protested, as she had always done. It was enough to make everyone smile.

Bhrodi, who had been watching everything from a distance, finally came to stand beside Penelope as the English mounted their horses and the great gates of Rhydilian yawned open to reveal the foggy landscape beyond. Penelope wept softly, hand over her mouth, as she watched the party trickle out of the gates. Her father was the last one to go, waving at her as he turned his charger for the gates. When Penelope tried to run after him, Bhrodi grasped her firmly.

“They will be back soon,” he assured her. “Or mayhap we will go and visit them. I have never been to the north of England before.”

Penelope wept as she watched her father ride off. She felt so very alone, so very sad. William rode straight and proud, his armor gleaming weakly in the mist as the sun struggled to break through it. As Penelope and Bhrodi watched, the mist swallowed him up and the great gates began to close. Penelope hung her head and sobbed.

Bhrodi watched her lowered head, feeling a good deal of sorrow for her. She was very attached to her family, which was something he’d never known. It was an intriguing mystery to him, but one he hoped to know. He hoped that someday she would be as attached to him as she was to her parents. Finally, he reached out and gently took her hand.

“Let us go inside,” he murmured. “There is warm food waiting for us and Tacey should be awake. We will also go see to your brother and the English knight. Come along, caria.”

Surprisingly, Penelope didn’t pull away from him as he began to lead her back towards the keep. His big, warm hand gave her some comfort and she was coming to realize that he was her family now. This man she had only known for five days was now her family; it was an odd sensation but not an unpleasant one. It was simply… strange. Together, they headed towards the keep, shrouded in mist, and disappeared into the dark, warm innards.

Thinking that perhaps Penelope would want to see her brother and knight first, Bhrodi took her to the third floor of the keep where the master’s chamber and a secondary chamber, once belonging to Tacey, were situated. When Lady Jordan moved Tacey up into the big, roomy chamber on the fourth floor, her former chamber had been transformed into a hospital ward.

When Penelope and Bhrodi entered the chamber, it was dark but for smoldering embers in the hearth giving off an orange glow and it smelled heavily of clove, thought to ward off infection. Thomas was on a bed near the southern wall, lying flat on his back and snoring soundly, while Kevin was on a bigger bed that had been pulled closer to the hearth. As the most gravely injured, the physic wanted to make sure the big knight remained warm.

Penelope walked into the room while Bhrodi lingered near the door. She peered first at Kevin, who was sleeping heavily, and then went over to her brother. Thomas was snoring so loudly she was confused as to how he could actually sleep through such a sound. She even poked him to see if he would awaken but he didn’t. Concerned, she went back to her husband.

“Why are they sleeping like the dead?” she whispered loudly. “What did your surgeon do to them that they would sleep like this?”

Bhrodi looked at the two sleeping knights. “He must have given them a sleeping potion,” he murmured. “Sleep will heal them. ’Tis best to let them rest as much as they can.”

He had a point but Penelope checked on both men one more time before quitting the chamber. Now that she knew the men were faring as well as could be expected, Bhrodi took her up to the top floor where Tacey now had a big and spacious chamber. He knocked softly on the door, only to have it opened by one of the serving women Lady Jordan had hired.

It was a very old woman with no teeth and a nearly bald head that she kept covered with an old kerchief. When she saw the lord and his wife, she curtsied unsteadily and bustled from the room. Bhrodi and Penelope could see Tacey over near the hearth, seated in a cushioned chair with a table of food spread out before her. When Tacey caught sight of her brother and Penelope, she struggled to her feet.

“Did they leave yet?” she asked.

Bhrodi entered the room, followed by Penelope. “They did indeed,” he said. “Lady Jordan bid you farewell last night, didn’t she?”

Tacey nodded, her attention drawn to Penelope. Over the past few days, the very timid and frightened young woman had come out of her shell somewhat. Now, she wasn’t nearly as nervous in the presence of others. She smiled hesitantly at Penelope, daughter of the woman who had been more of a mother to her in the few short days that she had known her than her own had been in her entire life.

“Your mother gave me a muff made from fox fur,” she said, pointing to the muff as it lay by the pillow on her bed. “I slept with it last night.”

Penelope couldn’t help but smile. “I am glad you like it so much,” she said. “My mother is fond of you.

“And I am fond of her,” she said quickly, looking to her brother. “When do you think they will come back to visit? Or can we go and visit them? I have never been to England.”

Bhrodi patted her shoulder. “We cannot go anywhere until your son is born,” he said, watching her face fall. “But perhaps we can go later in the year when the child is older. I am sure my wife would like to see her family soon.”

Penelope thought on her family, so recently departed, and tried not to become weepy again so she simply nodded her head. Bhrodi, sensing her sadness, wasn’t particular adept at handling female emotion. He sought to change the subject, turning to his sister.

“It looks as if you have already eaten your morning meal,” he said. “Penelope and I were going to eat in hall downstairs. Do you wish to come with us?”

Tacey nodded eagerly, thrilled to be included. She rushed at Penelope and latched onto her hand.

“Have you ever been to Scotland?” she asked Penelope as they walked from the chamber. “Your mother told me that the hills are covered with purple flowers. Have you ever seen such a thing?”

Penelope smiled weakly at the young woman, forcing herself from her sorrowful thoughts. “I have,” she said. They began to take the stairs down to the lower level. “My grandfather lived in Scotland and we went often to visit him. My mother still has kin there; her father was chief of the Clan Scott.”

Tacey was duly impressed. “A chief?” she repeated, awed. “Is that like a king?”

Penelope carefully helped Tacey down the last of the steps because the girl wasn’t paying much attention to where she was going; she was more interested in talking.

“It is, in a way,” Penelope said as they reached the second floor entry. The feasting hall was off to the left. “A chief is head of a family and often it is hundreds of people.”

Bhrodi was listening to the conversation as he followed them. “But if you are Scots, then your king is Alexander from the House of Dunkeld, except that Edward wishes to be king over Scotland, too,” he said, winking at Tacey as she turned to look at him. “A country can only have one king.”

“But our ancestors were kings,” Tacey insisted as they moved into the feasting hall with its malfunctioning hearth spitting ribbons of smoke into the air. “They were the kings of Anglesey.”

Bhrodi nodded. “That is true.”

“Why were they not king of all of Wales?”

They had reached the feasting table where Ianto, Ivor, Yestin, and Gwyllim were seated, eating their morning meal. The men looked up as Bhrodi and the women approached, moving down the table so that Bhrodi and the ladies could be seated. The serving women hired by Jordan began moving in, setting down cups and pitchers of warmed wine and great loaves of bread.

In fact, it was a bit of a feast and Bhrodi eyed the women strangely simply because he wasn’t used to having them around. Mornings meals before their arrival usually consisted of whatever was left on the table from the night before. He felt rather odd, watching as one of the women patted Tacey on the shoulder and told her she would bring her some warmed milk. Seeing his sister’s face light up when the woman was kind to her somehow took away the oddness he was feeling. Instead, it was replaced by guilt. Had he really been mistreating her all of these months under the guise of protection? He was pondering that very question when Tacey spoke.

“Well?” she said, tearing into a warm loaf of bread. “Why can’t there be one king of all of Wales?”

Bhrodi poured himself some warmed, watered-down wine. He sniffed it; it smelled of spice. “Because,” he said, sipping his wine, “Wales has had many separate kingdoms. There was never one man to bring them all together like there was in England or Scotland.”

Tacey chewed thoughtfully. “Why aren’t you king of Anglesey now? Everyone says it is your hereditary title but I do not understand why. Why aren’t you king?”

Bhrodi pulled another loaf of hard-crusted bread apart and handed half to Penelope as she sat silently next to him. “Because our grandfather’s grandfather gave up that right to the Kings of Gwynedd,” he said. “He was defeated by Owain Gwynedd in battle and was forced to swear fealty to him. We have been loyal to the House of ap Gruffydd ever since.”

“But I married into that house.”

“I know you did, which is why your son is so important to us.”

Tacey chewed on her bread, looking between Penelope and Bhrodi. “What about your children?” she asked. “Will they be very important, too?”

Bhrodi nodded as a serving woman put a big trencher of eggs mixed with cheese in front of him. “They will be the most important of all because they will be my sons,” he said, casting Penelope a side-long glance. “All twelve of them.”

Penelope, who had so far sat silent and brooding during the conversation, thinking of her departed family, suddenly lifted her head and looked at him. He smiled quite boldly at her, full of mischief, and she couldn’t help but grin. She shook her head reproachfully.

“I told you no boys,” she said. “Only girls.”

Bhrodi made a face at her and Tacey giggled. But Penelope’s mood seemed to have lightened a bit and Bhrodi spooned some eggs onto her trencher. Tacey picked up her spoon and dug into the pile of eggs, eating straight off the platter. She was ravenous and Bhrodi watched her shovel eggs into her mouth, thinking it rather amusing. He didn’t have the heart to call her off. Next to him, Penelope was forcing food into her mouth although she didn’t feel much like eating. Her gaze lingered on the men towards the end of the table.

“These men are always with you,” she murmured to Bhrodi. “I have seen them since the day I arrived and they assisted us last night in fighting off the ambush, but you have never introduced me to them. Who are they?”

Bhrodi looked at the group at the end of the table. “Are you for certain you have not met them? I was sure you had.”

Penelope shook her head. “With everything that has gone on since my arrival, there has not been the opportunity.”

Bhrodi wriggled his eyebrows at his oversight. “Then you will forgive me,” he said, reaching out to thump Ianto on the arm. “Ianto, my wife tells me you have not formally met her.”

Ianto shook his head, his gaze lingering on Penelope. “Not formally, no, but I certainly know who she is.”

Bhrodi frowned. “Then I am a poor husband indeed to allow my wife to mingle with people she has never been introduced to,” he said as he began pointing from right to left. “Lady de Shera, this is Ianto ap Huw. He is my older cousin and a wiser man you will never meet. Next to him is Ivor ap Bando, who has been my friend for many years. That boney man with the dark hair is Yestin ap Bran and last but not least is Gwyllim ap Evan. He is my voice of reason in all things. These men are my teulu, the commanders of my personal guard, and they will serve you as well. They are here for your protection.”

Penelope nodded her head politely at each man in succession but she didn’t have much to say to them. She was still lingering in depression over her family’s departure so she turned back to her food and pretended to eat it. She was really just playing with it. Bhrodi watched her from the corner of his eye, trying not to stare because he didn’t want to offend her. Truthfully, he wasn’t sure what more to do in order to cheer her up but he was determined to try. He’d never been in a position like this before, wanting very much to make someone other than himself happy. It was a foreign concept.

It occurred to him as he watched his wife pick through her food that this was the first time he had truly been alone with her. Before, there had always been her family, always someone to intervene, or to interfere. He’d spent time with her, that was true, but her family had always been lingering about. Now, it was just the two of them facing this new life together. He had to take charge of the relationship if there was ever going to be any hope of building a good one. He thought they had a decent foundation but he wanted it to be better. He’d had a good marriage with Sian and had missed it terribly, but Penelope was completely different. He very desperately wanted things to be good between them. He was more than willing to try. He was about to suggest a trip into the village of Pendraeth to visit the merchants there when they all heard a cracking sound in the southeast corner of the hall.

It was darkened in the recesses of the D-shaped room but as Bhrodi turned to see what the commotion was about, he could see his uncle’s wardrobe lingering in the shadows. The furniture had been in the great hall but when the hall burned, the teulu had dragged it out so it would not burn and kill the little man within it.

Bhrodi had realized his uncle had been pulled to safety early that morning, as the de Wolfe party was assembling, when he had gone over to the hall to survey the damage and had noticed the wardrobe lingering out in the bailey. He’d had his men bring it into the keep. Now, the tiny man inside was beginning to stir.

Penelope, of course, had never seen the uncle nor did she have any knowledge of him. They’d never crossed paths. The moment the wardrobe began to rock and crack, she would have bolted from her seat had Bhrodi not reached out to grab her. He held her fast as the little man burst forth from his wardrobe and began his mad dance in the darkened corners of the hall.

“Not to fear,” Bhrodi said quietly as they both watched the figure in the shadows. “That is my uncle. He lives in the wardrobe and emerges now and again to fight an unseen enemy. Can you see him in the darkness with his imaginary sword? He had been doing that for at least thirty years, as long as I can recall. He is quite mad but he will not harm you so long as you do not interfere or try to stop him. He lives in his world and we live in ours, and they do not cross.”

Penelope watched, wide-eyed, as the man, no larger than Tacey, leapt and grunted in his battle against his invisible foe.

“Your uncle?” she repeated, glancing at him although her focus was still on the dancing figure.

He nodded. “My grandfather’s brother,” he said. “He is extremely old but, as you can see, still quite spry.”

As they watched, the old man suddenly fell to the ground as if he had been gored. He rolled around as if in great pain, hand over his shoulder, until eventually dragging himself up from the ground and, as if he were harboring a terrible wound, he stumbled across the floor until he reached his wardrobe. Pulling himself inside, he shut the door softly. Astonished, Penelope turned her full attention to Bhrodi.

“He does this every night?” she asked.

He nodded, resigned. “Every night,” he confirmed. “Do you recall when we were leaving the great hall last night? His wardrobe doors were chained and you asked me why.”

Penelope remembered clearly. “Because you keep him locked in there?”

He shrugged. “He lives in there and one of my men had the presence of mind to lock the doors so he would not interrupt our wedding feast,” he winked at her. “Nothing like a mad uncle to liven up any occasion.”

Penelope thought on that a moment. “He lives in there?”

“Indeed.”

“Mayhap he would have stopped those men from attacking my family had his doors been unlocked.”

“Or he would have helped them. With old Evan, there is no knowing what he will do.”

Penelope thought the same thing her father had at that moment; an interesting family, she reflected. A very interesting place she now found herself mistress over. It would take some getting used to.

Tacey, who was still shoving eggs into her mouth, hadn’t paid much attention to the old uncle because she’d seen him before, many times. However, she had been listening to her brother’s explanation of the man.

“Have you ever tried to speak to him, Bhrodi?” she asked, mouth full.

He looked at his little sister with egg on her lips. “Nay,” he said. “He has been insane since I was a young boy. Mother told me to stay out of his way and I always have.”

An oddity, indeed. As Tacey shrugged and went back to her eggs, Penelope’s thoughts lingered on the insane uncle and she resumed trying to eat something of her meal but was fairly unsuccessful. She didn’t feel like eating at all. She felt like going upstairs and sitting with her brother and Kevin. Disoriented and sad, she felt like going where she knew there were familiar people.

“With your permission, my lord, I should like to go and sit with my brother for a while,” she said.

Bhrodi didn’t want her to leave. He could feel her slipping away from him and he didn’t want her out of his sight. If he had to overwhelm her with his presence in order to warm her to him again, then he would. He knew of no other way. As she moved to stand, he put his hand on her arm.

“Wait,” he said. “The surgeon is seeing to your wounded friends and they are well tended. I would like to take you into the village of Pendraeth this morning. It is the biggest village in my realm and I would like for the vassals to see my new wife.”

“I would like to go, too!” Tacey exclaimed. “You told me once that there is a vendor there who sells sweets! I would like some!”

Penelope looked between Bhrodi and Tacey, seeing their eager faces and realizing she couldn’t refuse. She was a part of their world now and needed to participate. Resigned, she nodded her head.

“Very well,” she said. “If that is your wish.”

“It is,” Bhrodi said, relieved she hadn’t refused him. “Will you change into appropriate clothing? I should like my vassals to see you well dressed.”

Penelope looked down at what she was wearing; having been up all night with her family, she was still in the leather breeches, the undershirt, and the tunic she had thrown on. The one difference was that she had her boots on. She was comfortable in her usual attire but she knew that Bhrodi wanted her in regal women’s clothing. Inwardly, she sighed; she had never been any good at dressing in women’s clothing. She had no idea what to wear with what, or what colors matched, or any of the things she should have known. But she knew she had to learn. It was one more thing to make her day unhappy.

“I will go now,” she said, standing up. “I… I shall return shortly.”

“I will go with you,” Tacey announced, standing up as well. “I would like to help you.”

Penelope smiled weakly at the girl, knowing she was about to make a fool out of herself in front of her with her ignorant dressing habits. “My thanks,” she said, although she didn’t mean it. “I would be… honored.”

Tacey smiled brightly and grasped her hand, pulling her from the hall. As they went, Tacey called out to the first serving woman she came across, one who was bringing more drink into the hall.

“We are going to dress,” she announced to the woman. “Send someone up with warmed water.”

The serving wench nodded and went about her business as Tacey practically dragged Penelope up the stairs. The young girl was eager to be of use and Penelope wished she could jump out of the window.

Now she was the wife of a warlord and the time was finally upon her to dress the part. God, she was dreading it. All of it. She missed her family and was unhappy to be in this strange and new world. She had told her father that she had not been opposed to this marriage and she hadn’t been in theory, but the reality was something new entirely. Terrible creatures, rebelling chieftains, an insane uncle, and her new role in life were all contributing to great regrets. She didn’t belong here. She wanted to go home.

Sneaking away from Rhydilian and running to catch up with her father’s party was looking better by the second.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Pendraeth Village

There are Welsh everywhere.

That’s what Penelope thought as she rode into the village of Pendraeth in the company of her husband, her sister-in-law, and her husband’s teulu. Since most of them had ridden out with her father’s party, only about forty were available to escort them into town. It was like being in the belly of the enemy, but in this case, they were not the enemy at all. They were her vassals. Bhrodi’s teulu were dressed in their traditional garments, tunics of red that were plain, no crests as the English wore, and they carried nothing but spears and crossbows with them. It was all quite strange considering when Penelope had ever traveled with her father, they wore mail, plate armor, helmets, shields, and were generally armed to the teeth. The Welsh didn’t do that and it was all quite puzzling to her.

Even more puzzling was the fact that she was not dressed in her usual traveling attire; with Tacey’s help, she had donned some of the clothing in her trousseau that her mother and aunts had made for her; she had on a fine, soft shift and over that she wore a gown of lavender wool, snug in the bodice and sleeves, with a full skirt that she had already tripped on twice. Over the lavender gown she wore a coat of pale ivory that was tight at the waist but ended just below her hips. It was lined with white rabbit fur, very elegant and warm. Instead of her usual boots, she wore fine doeskin slippers. For as lovely as she looked, she was absolutely miserable.

But Bhrodi was as proud as a peacock with his lovely new wife as they made their way into the berg. Tacey was on a small and gentle palfrey, being led by Ianto, while Penelope rode at the head of the group with Bhrodi. Although she had a big gray charger she was very fond of, Bhrodi had shown some reluctance at her riding a war horse in such fine attire, so she reluctantly agreed to a gentle white mare. And she was hating every minute of it; she wondered if the torture and humiliation would ever end.

Her unhappiness faded as she became interested in the town around her. Welsh towns didn’t seem too different from English towns except they were speaking the very harsh Welsh language, which sounded like gibberish to her. When Bhrodi spoke to his teulu, it was in Welsh, and sometimes he spoke to Tacey in it as well. They were heading towards the center of town, near a big well and a stream that ran right through the middle of town, when Penelope finally asked him about his native language.

“Is Welsh your first language?” she asked him.

Bhrodi nodded as he reined his charger near the well where several women were doing their laundry. “Even though my father is English, I learned Welsh first,” he said. “I will teach it to you so that you and I may converse in it.”

Penelope looked dubious. “It sounds very difficult.”

He grinned as he dismounted his steed. “I do not think it is, but it is very different from your language,” he said. “For example, croeso means ‘welcome’. Welcome to Pendraeth.”

He was stretching his arm wide to indicate the village as he rounded his horse and moved to help her dismount. But Penelope had already leapt off the little mare, nearly tumbling when she stepped on the skirts she was not used to. Bhrodi grasped her by the elbow to steady her.

“Croeso,” Penelope repeated. “Welcome. What else?”

He cocked his head thoughtfully, watching Ianto lift Tacey off her horse and set her to her feet very carefully. He pointed to his sister.

“Chwaer,” he said, “means ‘sister’.”

“And brother?”

“Brawd.”

At this point, they were gazing steadily at one another and for the first time all day, Penelope’s mood seemed to be lightening considerably. Her personality seemed to be coming back as did the light in her eyes. Bhrodi smiled at her as she mouthed the words he had just taught her, whispering them as she rolled them over her tongue. When she caught his expression, she returned his smile.

“Mayhap I will allow you to teach me your language,” she said. “My mother speaks Gaelic constantly but I never learned. I do, however, speak French.”

He nodded his head. “As do I,” he said. “Often, there are men under my command that speak different languages. I must know them all if I am to tell them what to do.”

Penelope nodded, her smile fading. “In speaking of men under your command,” she said, “you do not think that my father will run into any trouble as he travels through Wales? That is to say, the trouble from last night will not follow him, will it? The men who are escorting him, your men, will see him through safely?”

He was surprised the question hadn’t come up sooner and he nodded as he began to lead her towards a small avenue near the well that seemed to be very busy. There were open merchant stalls, very tiny and crowded stalls, but very busy.

“My men will make sure your father makes it safely out of Anglesey,” he said. “English from the garrison at Caernarfon will be waiting to escort them the rest of the way. They should not run into any more trouble.”

Penelope could see that he was leading her towards a cluster of merchant stalls. “But what of the men last night who caused all of the trouble?” she asked. “Did you chase them away?”

Bhrodi’s smile, and his good mood, faded as he thought on the fate of those he thought were his friends. That ancient and horrible fate. “Nay,” he said after a moment. “I did not chase them away.”

Penelope took the news with some relief. “Then you imprisoned them,” she assumed and he did not correct her. “Excellent. I was fearful they would be lying in wait for my father.”

Bhrodi didn’t say anymore. He didn’t want to tell her what he did with those who had betrayed him, at least not now. It would be too much for her to bear when she was still emotionally fragile in this new world. He was about to change the subject when Tacey rushed up and latched onto Penelope’s hand.

“This is so exciting!” she gasped, her young face alight at all of the vendor stalls. “Where is the sweet vendor?”

Bhrodi pointed off into the cluster of stalls. “In there, somewhere,” he said. “We shall find him.”

Perhaps that was the truth, but Tacey wouldn’t wait. She tried to run ahead, pulling Penelope with her, but Bhrodi cautioned her to slow down. Tacey tried, but for a young girl who hadn’t been out of Rhydilian in over a year, she was wild with excitement. As they entered the busy avenue, Tacey spied a man with all manner of food about his stall. Letting go of Penelope’s hand, she ran towards the stall before her brother could stop her. He did, however, send Ianto after her so she wouldn’t get into any trouble. By the time the rest of the group caught up, Tacey already had two sweets in hand.

“This is a fruit pie,” Tacey said happily, indicating a big, brown, and fried piece of crust. “It has figs and raisins and apples in it. And this is a custard with rice and almonds. There is honey in it, too!”

She was indicating a small box made from dried grass that was filled with a lumpy white pudding. Bhrodi eyed the treats.

“Is this what you want?” he asked.

Tacey nodded eagerly. “I do!”

Bhrodi shrugged and indicated for Gwyllim, the keeper of the purse, to pay the merchant. As the man counted out the coins, Bhrodi turned to Penelope.

“Would you like sweets also?” he asked.

Penelope watched Tacey, so very happy with her treats. “Nay,” she said. “I have never been very fond of them.”

Bhrodi cocked an eyebrow as he took her hand and tucked it into the crook of his elbow. “Is that so?” he asked. “What are you fond of?”

Penelope snorted. “Great black ale that comes from Scotland,” she said.

He made a face. “Ale? God’s Blood, woman, must you be fond of a man’s drink?”

Penelope laughed softly as she allowed Bhrodi to lead her down the street. She was feeling better now, her depression lifting, and she was coming to enjoy Bhrodi’s company once again. The last time she had enjoyed being with him was last night before the attack in the hall. William had believed in Bhrodi’s innocence in the matter and, truth be told, she did, too. She never truly believed he had been behind it although, at the time, she hadn’t known what to think.

Now, she was feeling somewhat guilty for thinking the worst of him. He had, in truth, been trying very hard to be kind to her since the moment they met. He was still trying very hard as he helped her come to know her new world and she knew she wasn’t making it easy for him. As they passed by a blacksmith’s stall, she paused to look at the swords he was working on.

Bhrodi paused as well, watching her face as she watched the blacksmith. When she realized she was being watched, she smiled rather sheepishly at him.

“Sorry,” she said. “I have always been interested in metalworking. My father has allowed me to help the blacksmith at Castle Questing. I find the whole process fascinating.”

Bhrodi gazed at his beautiful wife, looking so elegant and womanly in her lavender gown. But it was coming to occur to him that it was going to take a lot of work to turn her from a knight into a true lady. He wondered if he would ever truly be able to do it. He wondered if he should even try. She seemed so uncomfortable in her fine clothes even if she looked delicious and he liked to see her in them. To see the woman dressed in tunics and leather was such a waste. Aye, her mother had said it best – he wanted a wife, not a knight, but he knew it would be a difficult transition.

“It is man’s work,” he finally said, his voice quiet. “I do not think I should like to see my wife in the stalls, banging away on an anvil.”

Penelope laughed softly. “I would not do it if you did not give me permission,” she said, her gaze finding the half-finished swords again that the smithy was working on. “But… but I did lose my broadsword in the battle against the beast. I was hoping… well, I should like to have another one.”

Bhrodi pondered her request. It was the first one she’d truly made of him and he hated to deny her, but he didn’t want to encourage her either. He settled for a wink. “Mayhap you will be surprised with one at some point in the future,” he said, taking her elbow and pulling her gently along with him. “Come and look over here; there is a merchant who has traveled all over the world and he has some marvelous and mysterious things in his stall.”

As he’d hoped, Penelope was interested in the change of subject. “Like what?”

Tacey, full of sweets, was walking on ahead of them and had already reached the stall where the merchant carried all manner of amazing things. Bhrodi watched his sister pick up a beautiful silk veil.

“Anything you can imagine, I am sure,” he said as they arrived. “See if there isn’t something you would like to have.”

Penelope was hesitant but Tacey wasn’t; she plunged into the stall with the leaning roof and pulled Penelope in after her. There were so many items for sale that it was all quite crowded; fabric, veils, combs and mirrors, jewelry, and finally perfumes. Tacey, so very eager to shop, picked up a bronze comb and matching mirror. Made of polished bronze, she held it up to Penelope.

“You need this,” she declared. “You only have a horsehair brush and you have no mirror at all. You need a mirror.”

Penelope gazed into the mirror, seeing her clear reflection for the first time at close range. Certainly, her mother and sisters had mirrors, but she had never paid much attention to them. Now, she found herself gazing back at a beautiful woman with pale skin, a few freckles on her nose, wide hazel eyes, and delicately arched brows.

“You are beautiful,” Bhrodi murmured.

He was standing directly behind her, watching her as she inspected her reflection. Embarrassed, she went to set the mirror down but he grasped her wrist and forced her to hold it up in front of her face again. He continued admiring her for a moment, inspecting the face that was unlike any he had ever seen. My wife. Even as he thought it, the truth of the situation seemed unreal.

“You, there,” he said to the merchant. “Bring me those necklaces over there. Aye; those are the ones. I would try them on my wife.”

Penelope shook her head. “Please,” she whispered. “I do not want to….”

He cut her off though it was gently done. “Aye, you do,” he said softly, his hot breath on her ear creating shivers down her spine. “You wish to make your husband happy, and he is happy when he sees you in beautiful things. Let me do this, Penny. Please.”

He had called her Penny, sounding sweet and gentle coming from his lips. She’d never heard her name sound so tender, not even from her parents. With a sigh of resignation, she forced a smile as he had the merchant place necklace after necklace on her slender neck. All of them had precious stones, some were made of gold and some were made of silver. Some were chokers around her neck and some hung low between her breasts. All the while, Tacey was exclaiming how beautiful everything was, which made Penelope take a second look as the jewelry hung around her neck. She really never wore jewelry so she wasn’t particularly adept at knowing what was beautiful and what was gaudy. But very quickly she learned that she liked things that were simple in design. When the merchant hung a simple necklace of gold chain and purple stones, she liked it right away.

“That is quite nice,” she said, admiring it in the mirror.

“We shall take it,” Bhrodi said quickly. “It is the first thing she has liked and I’ll be damned if I am going to let it get away. Wrap it up for her.”

The merchant nodded, thrilled at the big sale, and went to package up the jewelry. Tacey, meanwhile, had set aside several different things and when she asked her brother if she could have them, a denial was perched on his lips until Penelope cast him a quick glance before inspecting all of the wonderful things.

“I think you deserve all of these,” she told Tacey. “The baby deserves some things, too, does he not? Did you pick out anything for him?”

Tacey instinctively put her hand on her big belly. She looked rather confused. “Your mother told me the things I would need,” she said. “She told me that babies need swaddling and pillows, and I do have blankets and pillows in my chamber.”

“For the baby?”

“They belong to me but I will share with him.”

Penelope glanced at Bhrodi with a rather worrisome expression. “The baby needs his own things,” she said, putting her hand on Tacey’s shoulder. “Didn’t my mother tell you that?”

Tacey was so young; a child having a child, and it was difficult for her to think of others over herself. The child was in her belly, that was true, but it still wasn’t real to her yet. Penelope knew that her mother and aunt had tried to tell Tacey things to expect with the baby, but it was clear the girl hadn’t absorbed much. She was only capable of thinking about herself at the moment. She was just too young to truly grasp the concept of what she was in for.

“He will share my things,” she said, looking at her brother as if he would confirm her decision. “Can I have these lovely items, please? The silks and the perfumes?”

Bhrodi sighed, looking at Penelope to see if he could read her expression. Penelope, however, didn’t give him much encouragement one way or the other; she had simply turned away to set down the mirror she had been holding. Without Penelope’s support, he went with his natural instinct.

“Nay,” he said. “You have enough fine things and any money I spend from now on will be for your son. He will be here in two months and we must start planning for him.”

Tacey’s features fell. “Like what?” she demanded. “He is just a baby. What does he need?”

“A bed,” Penelope said. “Does he even have one? He cannot sleep with you, you know. He is too tiny. He will need swaddling and blankets and clothing to wear. Does he have any of that?”

Tacey shook her head unsteadily. “Nay,” she said reluctantly. “I… I do not suppose he has any of those things.”

Penelope looked at Bhrodi. “Then that is what we must buy today,” she said. “Material for clothes for the baby and we must find a carpenter who can build him a bed.”

She seemed very determined about it, much as her mother had showed such determination in everything she did. But the fact was that Bhrodi couldn’t disagree with her; he was the first one to admit that he had been rather lax in taking care of his sister’s needs much less the baby’s needs. Therefore, he nodded his head.

“Then let us find these things,” he said, waving the women onward in the direction of the avenue. “My nephew must have something to wear and a place to sleep.”

Tacey was disappointed as she left the shop without any of her precious items, even more disappointed when Bhrodi collected the necklace he had purchased for his wife and handed it over to Gwyllim to keep safe. Tacey wished it was her necklace. Now, she wasn’t so excited about coming to town as she realized her brother would not be purchasing things for her; he would be purchasing things for the baby. She was jealous. Unhappy, she followed Penelope and Bhrodi down the avenue in their search for baby items.

It didn’t take long for them to find fleecy-soft lamb’s wool for the baby’s clothing and very soft linen for his swaddling. Penelope reckoned that any one of the women her mother had hired could sew, so she wasn’t worried about who would make the clothing. Tacey certainly couldn’t and even now as they moved down the muddy avenue, she was dragging behind, obviously pouting that she was not getting any pretty things.

Ivor and Yestin had gone off in search of a carpenter and had quickly located one on the next block. When Bhrodi told the man what they needed, the carpenter agreed to make a baby’s cradle and have it to Rhydilian Castle within a month. As Bhrodi was giving the man half of his payment, with the promise of the other half when the cradle was delivered, a wretched and low sound filled the air.

It was a startling sound, something between a moan and a hiss. It came from the direction they had just come from, the center of town, and they all turned to see a cluster of women who had come up behind them. The sound was coming from them.

“I heard you were in town, de Shera,” a woman wept loudly, pointing fingers at him. She was an older woman, finely dressed, and was surrounded by other ladies who evidently served her. They were all weeping and pointing. When she realized that she had Bhrodi’s attention, she screeched. “My husband went to your wedding yesterday and has not returned. I was told you killed everyone who attended! Well? Is this true?”

It was Tudur ap Gwyfn’s wife, Lady Ceridwen. Bhrodi knew the woman fairly well; she was from a powerful Welsh family and a woman of breeding, but at the moment, she was howling like a low-born wench. Given the complex circumstances of his wedding, he wasn’t about to engage her in a conversation about it much less a shouting match. Without a word, he turned away from her.

“Let us move down the street,” he said quietly to Penelope and Tacey.

He began to move with his teulu surrounding him, but ap Gwyfn’s wife would not be ignored. She followed.

“My servants told me that you had come into town,” she said, yelling after him. “I came to find you, de Shera. What have you done to my husband? You have punished him because he opposed your marriage to the Saesneg whore!”

Penelope’s knightly training kicked in; she was adept at covering her emotions when faced with a crisis, at least for the most part, but she did glance at Bhrodi to see how he was reacting. His features were tight as he kept walking. Tacey, however, kept turning around to look at the woman who was following them.

“Who is that?” she whispered to her brother.

Bhrodi kept his eyes on the avenue straight ahead. “No one,” he replied. “Ignore her.”

Tacey was frightened by the woman’s yelling but she forced herself to face forward just as Penelope and Bhrodi were. Ceridwen, however, would not be discarded so easily; she began to throw great clumps of mud at them, digging them up from the avenue.

“Murderer!” she screamed, throwing mud that hit Ianto in the neck. “You murdered my husband because he came to speak to you of your wedding and of your betrayal to all things Welsh. You have brought English blood into our lands, de Shera! The Devil now walks among us!”

Bhrodi had Penelope in one hand and Tacey in the other. He pretended as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “There is a cobbler down here who does excellent work,” he told Penelope. “In fact, he has made me several pairs of boots. Sometimes he comes to Rhydilian to work if we have enough tasks for him. He had his own stall at the castle.”

Penelope turned to respond to him when a flying wad of mud hit her on the side of the face. As she gasped and wiped it away, Bhrodi turned around and plowed back through his men, emerging from the group to where ap Gwyfn’s wife was digging up more dirt out of the avenue. Her ladies screamed as he rushed at her and the woman looked up in time to see de Shera bearing down on her. Startled, she lost her balance and ended up on her bum in the mud. Bhrodi loomed over her, his eyes blazing. Serpent eyes.

“You are a foolish and reckless wench if I’ve ever seen one,” he growled. “You know nothing of what you speak. Your husband came to my wedding; indeed, he did. He also led an attack against the English at the feast, who were there under my protection. He betrayed me and my trust, and this I cannot abide. If you do not want to end up as he did, then I suggest you shut your mouth and return home. If I ever see you again, I will make sure you join your husband. Is this in any way unclear?”

By this time, the woman was cowering. Her arm was up over her head as if to prevent him from striking her.

“Where is he?” she cried, her voice considerably weaker. “What did you do to him?”

Bhrodi just looked at her. “You have lived in my realm long enough,” he said. “You know what happens to traitors.”

The woman’s face crumpled and she began to weep. “You killed him!”

Bhrodi shook his head. “I did not kill him,” he said. It was technically the truth. “He brought the serpent down upon himself. I had nothing to do with it.”

All of the women began to weep and hiss at that point, all of them collapsing beside their stricken mistress. It was a writhing, dirty mass that laid down on the street and wept.

“The beast!” ap Gwyfn’s widow cried. “He was fodder for the beast!”

Bhrodi didn’t say another word. He turned around and headed back to his group in time to see Penelope wiping the remnants of the mud off her face. She was looking at him, however; she had heard the woman crying about the serpent. She also noticed that everyone around them seemed to be watching what was going on, listening to what should have been a private conversation. She was beginning to feel uneasy.

“Shall we go?” Bhrodi said casually as he walked up. “I fear our business is concluded for the day.”

Tacey was anxious to get away from the frightening women and scooted up with Ianto and Yestin to hold their hands as Bhrodi clutched Penelope by the elbow. Bhrodi, knowing what Penelope did, that others had heard the edgy conversation, turned everyone towards an alley that led back in the direction of their horses.

“We will go this way,” he said as the group shifted. “It is shorter.”

The alley was narrow, smelling heavily of urine, and Penelope picked up her skirts so they wouldn’t drag through the rancid mud. They could hear the crying of the women fading but she couldn’t help but notice that Bhrodi was moving rather swiftly. All the while, she was reflecting upon what had been said. She was particularly interested in one thing in particular.

“What did she mean that her husband was fodder for the beast?” she asked quietly, turning to look at Bhrodi. “What did you do to those men? I thought you imprisoned them.”

He wouldn’t meet her eye; they were emerging from the alley and the horses were straight ahead, being tended by several of Bhrodi’s men. Bhrodi snapped his fingers at Ianto, pointing at Tacey as he did so and indicating for the man to take charge of his sister. Bhrodi took charge of Penelope and led her straight to the pure white palfrey she had ridden into town.

“I never said I imprisoned them,” he said as he grasped her around the waist and lifted her up onto the horse. “You said I did.”

Penelope was genuinely puzzled. “Then what did you do?”

Bhrodi handed her the reins. “We will speak of it later,” he said. “For now, we turn for home.”

It was a rather swift party that made its way back to Rhydilian Castle. In fact, Penelope had to shift the way she was riding because of the quick pace; unused to riding side-saddled, as a lady would, she threw her right leg over the saddle and ended riding astride. She was afraid she would fall off if she didn’t. Lavender gown trailing out behind the horse, she followed her husband and his men as they made haste back to the dark-stoned castle on the hill.

As they cantered down the road, Penelope couldn’t help but reflect on the words of the distraught woman; he was fodder for the beast. Was it possible that she was correct? Was it possible that there was more to that beast than simply a nuisance? She remembered the night she had fought with the beast and how it seemed very determined to kill the men around it. It snapped and hissed, lunging for men with its gnashing jaws as if… as if it wanted to bite them. Or eat them. Aye, there was something more to the beast’s actions than simply anger. There was a hunger there that she couldn’t begin to describe.

A feeling of fear and trepidation gripped her that only grew in intensity once they reached the castle.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Bron had a devil of a time escaping from ap Gwyfn’s prison at Meurig Castle, as he had been blocked off in the buttery with a great bar across the door. It had been very cold and very dark, but after two days he’d managed to work free a slat of wood, which turned into a bigger hole, and eventually he was able to slither out. Now, he was heading for Rhydilian.

Tudur’s small castle was on the west side of the village of Pendraeth and it hadn’t been difficult to escape from the grounds once he stole a horse from the stables. It was an old horse used for agriculture, but Bron rode the old beast down the road, through the town, and on to Rhydilian Castle. He wanted to make it before nightfall but the horse was exhausted, and he watched the setting sun with some apprehension as he spurred the beast up the hill that led to the castle. Night was falling, as was the mist that usually settled heavily in these parts, and he reached the castle just as they were sealing up the gates for the night. Bron slipped through and they shut the gates behind him.

The first thing he noticed was that the great hall of Rhydilian, the big structure that was such a fixture in the bailey, had been burned to the ground. Nothing remained but the charred bones of the structure. Concerned, he dismounted his frothing horse and headed to the keep.

An old serving woman greeted him at the door and admitted him. Bron walked into the smaller feasting hall of the keep, with one big, rounded wall, and realized he must have walked into a festive gathering. Bhrodi, his teulu, and two women were sitting around the table that was strewn with big pitchers of some kind of drink and one of Bhrodi’s commanders, Yestin, was seated near the hearth playing his citole. When Bhrodi looked up and saw Bron, he immediately jumped to his feet.

“Come no further,” he boomed, holding out a hand to him. “State your business.”

Bron had never received such a hostile greeting from Bhrodi and threw up his hands. “I mean you no harm, fy arglwydd,” he assured him. “I come in with peaceful intentions, I swear it.”

Penelope was up, collecting a fire poker from the hearth and wielding it threateningly. “Who are you?” she demanded.

Bhrodi could see she was about to take Bron’s head off so he held up a stilling hand to her. “I know him,” he told her, but his focus returned to Bron. “But what I want to know is if his intentions are the same as the others who called me their friend yet betrayed my trust.”

Bron knew what he was talking about; after Tudor and Lon’s meeting, he now knew why the great hall of Rhydilian was burned down. It seemed that they had carried out their threat against de Shera and he truthfully wasn’t surprised.

“Bhrodi,” he said, soft and pleadingly. “The hall; did Tudur and Lon do that? Did they attack you?”

Bhrodi eyed the man he considered a very good friend but, at the moment, he wasn’t sure if he trusted him. Considering what had happened the night before, he didn’t trust anyone.

“You knew they would?” he asked, his manner hardening. “Where were you? Why do you come now?”

Bron sighed heavily. “Because Tudur locked me up in his buttery when I did not agree with his plans,” he said. “I have only now broken free. I came as soon as I could. What has happened?”

Bhrodi let his guard down a bit; Bron had always been extremely loyal to him and he could feel his resistance slipping. He very much wanted to believe him. He wanted to have at least one loyal vassal in this chaos that surrounded his marriage.

“Lon and Tudur launched an offensive against the English during the wedding feast,” he said. “Fortunately, no English were killed but my wife’s cousin and brother were wounded.”

Bron appeared ill by the news. “Those fools,” he hissed. “I knew they were going to do something stupid.”

Bhrodi’s gaze lingered on the man, studying his expression to see if he could determine just how sincere the man was. “And you?” he asked. “How do you play into this? How did all of this come about?”

Bron caught movement out of the corner of his eye, watching Penelope as she slowly lowered the poker. She was an exquisitely beautiful woman and he could only assume she was Bhrodi’s new wife for he’d never before seen her. His gaze moved over her briefly, studying this woman that Bhrodi risked much for, but his focus quickly returned to Bhrodi.

“When you sent messengers with the invitation for your wedding, one of your messengers told Lon that you were marrying a Saesneg,” he replied quietly. “Lon called a meeting of the local chieftains and the subject was discussed. They felt that you should have consulted them before agreeing to a Saesneg marriage, Bhrodi. There are many still in these parts who hate the Saesneg and see you as a traitor for marrying one.”

Bhrodi understood a good deal in that softly uttered statement. “So they thought to attack my new kin at the wedding to prove a point,” he said.

Bron nodded. “A point to you and a point to your English kin,” he said. “Where are Lon and Tudor?”

Bhrodi looked at him, his eyes flashing with rage. Like the flicker of lightning, the burst was strong but quickly gone. It was the serpent strike of legend, quickly flaring, quickly gone, leaving only devastation in its path. Bron had seen it many times before and knew what it meant.

“They are dead,” Bhrodi said, “as I would kill anyone who would betray me.”

Bron knew that. “The beast, then?”

“That is the penalty.”

Bron sighed faintly, raking a dirty hand through his equally dirty hair. “They were not alone, Bhrodi,” he said. “There are other chieftains who did not attend the wedding in protest. Those men are angry as well and you will find yourself in a serious situation if you do not soothe them.”

Bhrodi was well aware of that. He felt quite disillusioned by the presumed loyalty of those who were his vassals. He was disgusted by it even though he understood it all too well. With a sigh, he turned back for the feasting table and motioned for Bron to join him.

“They are fickle children, all of them,” he said as he plopped down into his seat. “They do not seem to realize that I am their liege. I do not need their permission or consultation for any decision I make.”

“But they are your supporters when you go to war,” Bron reminded him as he sat beside him. “When you call for men, they heed your call. Fickle children or not, you need them as they need you.”

“So what are you saying?” Bhrodi looked at him. “That I should have asked their permission before taking an English wife?”

Bron shrugged as he poured himself some much-needed wine. “If not permission, then you should have at least discussed your intentions,” he said. “You have professed your hatred for the Saesneg time and time again, and now you marry one of their women? It looks as if you are not a man of your word. You have confused them.”

“Pah,” Bhrodi grunted, bordering on anger. “In this world, their sole purpose is to serve me and I do not have to ask their permission to take a wife. If I took a Saesneg as my wife, then I had very good reason for it.”

“Then mayhap you should tell them your reasons.”

Bhrodi’s brow was furrowed; he didn’t like to be answerable to anyone, and especially not his vassals. “Tell them what?” he demanded.

Bron took a long, fortifying drink. “Tell them why you have married a Saesneg,” he said, smacking his lips. “If you do not, this will continue to fester and the next time you put out a call for men, your chieftains may not answer. If they band against you, you will have serious trouble, Bhrodi.”

He was right although Bhrodi didn’t want to admit it. The more he thought on the matter, the angrier he became.

“Damn them,” he rumbled. “So I must explain my every move to them?”

Bron reached for the trencher of bread. “Nay,” he replied, “but you must tell them why you have married the enemy.”

Bhrodi’s gaze found Penelope, seated across the table from him. She was listening very carefully to the conversation and Bhrodi almost felt embarrassed by it. She was hearing that his vassals were not as loyal to him as he would have hoped, but she had already figured that out when they had attacked her parents during the wedding feast. He didn’t like that his weaknesses were being exposed in front of her. To her, he wanted to be strong and invincible.

“I married a Saesneg to hopefully secure some peace in my lifetime,” he said. “Edward wants Wales. Mayhap if I marry a bride of his choosing, he will leave Anglesey alone.”

Bron nodded. “Then tell your chieftains your reason,” he encouraged him. “If they hear it from you, it should ease them. They all want peace for their families, Bhrodi; deep down, they all want to live in peace. Tell them you are trying to make it so for them and they will believe you.”

Bhrodi was chewing on his lip, a nervous habit he had when particularly pensive or angry. He glanced across the table again to see how Penelope was handling all of this and noted that she was nodding her head. He spoke to her.

“What do you think?” he asked quietly. “Surely your father has dealt with situations like this before, unruly vassals. What do you think about all of this?”

Penelope was rather surprised he was asking her opinion; usually, the man conveyed the impression that he knew best about everything. The conceit she had seen in him from the first moment they met hadn’t faded; it was still there, like a mask. It masked the vulnerable man beneath, the man he really didn’t want her to see. Although she hadn’t known him that long, even she was coming to see that. Therefore, she took the question seriously.

“I believe what he says is correct,” she said, glancing at Bron. “You did not inform your vassals that you were marrying to create a peace alliance. For all they know, you could have been bribed, or worse. They have no idea why you married me. Mayhap… mayhap you should call a meeting and discuss it. Tell everyone why we have wed. That way, there will be no question. What we did, we did for peace, for everyone.”

It was well-said. Bhrodi’s eyes glimmered with approval. “Wisely spoken, wife,” he said, looking at Bron. “You have not yet met my wife, the Lady Penelope de Wolfe de Shera. Penny, this is a very old friend of mine, Bron Llwyd. His family is very, very old in Anglesey. We grew up together.”

Penelope nodded her head politely. “My lord,” she greeted, but she returned her attention to Bhrodi. “I would call a meeting but I would not have it inside the castle in case your chieftains decide to riot. They will remain outside of the walls while you speak to them from the battlements. I will speak with them also, with your approval. When they see me, and hear me speak, I will cease to become the hated enemy and they will hopefully see me as a woman who wants peace as much as you do.”

Bron was watching the woman, seeing that she was very intelligent and well-spoken. She was, in fact, a most impressive match for de Shera. He turned to Bhrodi.

“She speaks wisely,” he concurred. “Let them hear you and let them see her. Mayhap that will ease them.”

Bhrodi pondered the advice. In truth, he hadn’t much choice; he knew these chieftains and they were a petty lot. After what happened at his wedding, they were also not to be trusted. Eventually, he nodded.

“Very well,” he said. “I will send out messengers tomorrow and invite them to a cyfarfod. They will hear what I have to say about my marriage and they will agree with it.”

It was a decisive statement. Penelope cocked her head curiously. “What is a cyfarfod?” she asked.

Bhrodi turned to look at her. “It is a gathering of chieftains,” he said, turning his attention back to Bron. “You will say here with me tonight. There is more I wish to discuss with you after my wife retires.”

He meant a meeting she was not invited to. Penelope took the hint and, trying to behave like a good wife, stood up and reached out to take Tacey’s hand. The young girl had sat through the exchange between the men, not saying a word because she was eating little bread rolls with cheese baked into them that one of the serving wenches had brought to the table. She was more interested in food than talk of rebelling chieftains. Even as Penelope pulled her to stand, she grabbed a couple of the little rolls and chewed on them as Penelope led her out of the hall.

“Good eve to you, my lord,” Penelope said politely as she led Tacey from the hall.

Bhrodi’s eyes were riveted to her, thinking of finding her in his bed when he retired later on. “Good eve, my lady,” he replied, his tone bordering on seductive. “I will join you later.”

Penelope merely nodded, lowering her head so he wouldn’t catch the blush in her cheeks. She had heard his tone and it sent shivers coursing through her body. After their voyage of discovery last night, she was embarrassed that she was anticipating what might come tonight. The red hue to her cheeks gave her thoughts away.

Bhrodi watched the pair leave, hearing their footfalls fade as they mounted the stairs for the upper floor. As Bhrodi admired his wife as the woman left the room, Bron had tucked into the bread on the table, ravenous after his stay in the buttery with no food or water. He had a full mouth when Bhrodi returned his attention to him.

“Now,” he said, his voice low as he motioned Ianto and the others closer. “You will start from the beginning of your meeting with Tudur and Lon, and tell me exactly what was said. I would know what manner of rebellion I am dealing with so I can better deal with the remaining chieftains.”

Bron swallowed the bite in his mouth, eyeing Ianto and Ivor as the men sat on either side of Bhrodi. “Did you really feed them to the beast?” he asked quietly.

Bhrodi didn’t acknowledge the question, which was an answer in and of itself. When he prompted Bron to tell him of the meeting that led to the wedding feast assault, Bron told him everything he could because perhaps deep down, he was fearful he might end up in the belly of the beast as well. Bhrodi could be unpredictable that way.

When the discussion was finally over and Bron headed home to see his wife and sons, he couldn’t help but wonder what the coming days would bring. Bhrodi had made it clear that treachery from his vassals would not go unpunished. He wondered if more chieftains would meet their fate at the fangs of the serpent.
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Kevin wasn’t quite sure how long he’d been awake. All he knew was that somewhere over the past few minutes, he realized that he was staring at a ceiling. There was a fire in the room because he could see it dancing off the walls, flickers of orange and yellow against the stone.

It was an odd sensation, really. He had no idea where he was nor could he remember how he got here. The last memory he had was of watching Penelope as she married that arrogant Welshman and then there was something about drinking too much wine. He could hear his mother begging him not to drink anymore. He thought very hard on what he was doing at the time of all the drinking and seemed to recall a wedding feast. Aye, that’s what it was – a wedding feast. He had been drinking too much, feeling very bad over Penelope’s marriage, and then chaos ensued.

Crashing tables and men with short-blade swords. Welshmen who wanted to kill him. Aye, he remembered that clearly. As he stared at the ceiling and tried to recall how he ended up on his back, he heard the door to the chamber open and soft voices enter. Turning his head slightly, he could see Penelope approaching.

“Kevin,” Penelope gasped as she quickly moved to him. “You are awake. How do you feel?”

Kevin gazed up into her lovely face, feeling a good deal of angst but he hid it well. He shifted slightly, trying to get a feel for his level of discomfort.

“Wounded,” he grunted as pain shot up his torso, into his chest and down his left arm. “What happened?”

Penelope reached out and grasped his hand. “You do not remember anything?”

Kevin tried to take a deep breath but he ended up hurting himself again. “I… I am not sure,” he said, trying to sort through the cobwebs in his brain. “There was a fight at your wedding feast.”

Penelope nodded. “Indeed there was,” she said. “Local chieftains who did not agree with Bhrodi’s decision to take an English bride.”

Kevin remembered that much. “My parents? They are well?”

Penelope squeezed his hand. “They are very well,” she said. “Only you and Thomas were injured. You must remain here at Rhydilian until you heal.”

“Did everyone else leave?”

“This morning. Your mother was very distraught about it but my father thought it best to return to England as soon as possible.”

Kevin grunted. “A wise decision,” he agreed. Then, he tried to move his stiff neck around as if looking for something. “Where is Thomas?”

“Here,” came the muffled reply from the corner. “You snore like an old bull, Hage. I thought you were going to bring the walls down around us.”

Penelope grinned and let go of Kevin’s hand, moving to where her brother was just rolling over onto his back. His hazel eyes gazed up at his little sister.

“What has happened since I’ve been trapped in this room with the great rumbling beast?” he asked. “What day is it?”

Penelope giggled as she grasped her brother’s hand. “It is the day after my wedding,” she replied. “You have been asleep since last night when you were injured. Bhrodi’s surgeon gave you both a potion to make you sleep.”

Thomas sighed heavily, putting a hand to his head. “No wonder I feel as if I’ve been hit in the skull with a hammer,” he said, looking over at Kevin. “Do you feel that way, too?”

Kevin nodded faintly. “My head feels as if it weighs as much as my horse,” he said. “But I will admit that I am thirsty. And hungry.”

A roll suddenly appeared in his face. Startled, Kevin pulled back a little to see a very young woman standing next to his bed. She was tiny, dark haired, and very pregnant. He blinked at her, somewhat surprised to see her there.

“Greetings,” he said.

Faced with a stranger, Tacey reverted to her stammering shyness. “You… you can have my bread,” she said. “You said you were hungry.”

Penelope let go of Thomas’ hand and came over to Tacey as the young woman stood over Kevin’s bed.

“I will go to the kitchens and get him something to eat,” she said, taking the girl by the shoulders and turning her for the door. “You go up to your chamber now and prepare for sleep.”

Tacey was all but pushed to the door. “Will you come and see me before I go to sleep?”

Penelope nodded. “Aye,” she replied. “Go, now. I will see you in a few moments.”

Taking a bite of her roll, the one she offered to Kevin, Tacey quit the chamber and headed up to her bower. When she was gone, Penelope turned back to Kevin and Thomas.

“I shall send the surgeon to you both,” she said. “I am sure he will want to know that you are awake.”

As Kevin nodded weakly, Thomas climbed out of bed with great effort. “I have had to piss badly for the past several hours,” he said, grunting with exertion. “I was having dreams of pissing great yellow rivers. It is time I find a garderobe before I burst.”

Penelope giggled at her crude brother. “There is one downstairs in the feasting hall.”

Thomas staggered past her, holding his tightly wrapped arm and shoulder. “I shall find it.”

“Do you need my help walking?”

“Nay.”

Penelope followed him to the door anyway, making sure he made it down the stairs without falling. Once she was sure he had made it down unharmed, she returned her attention to Kevin.

“I will send for food for you,” she said quietly. “I am sure you will not be able to eat anything substantial for a while, so it may only be broth and gruel. Not very filling.”

Kevin’s right arm moved to the heavy bandages across his torso. “A chest wound?”

Penelope went back over to his bed, looming over him. “Abdomen,” she said. “Right in the middle of your body.”

He fingered the bandages, pondering her reply. But as he did so, his thoughts inevitably moved to the feast and the wedding itself. He struggled to shake off the extreme sadness the event provoked but he couldn’t help himself from speaking on it.

“You are married now,” he said softly.

Penelope nodded, wondering where the conversation was going to lead. She didn’t want him upsetting himself over things he could not change.

“Aye,” she responded quietly.

“Your husband,” he continued, “has he been good to you so far?”

Penelope nodded again. “He has been kind and generous,” she said, hoping it would ease Kevin’s mind. “I fear he wants me to be a true lady, however. He does not seem to approve of me wearing armor and carrying a broadsword.”

She was smiling as she said it, hoping he would see the humor in it, but Kevin’s expression remained neutral. “I would have permitted it,” he whispered. “I would have let you be what you wanted to be.”

Penelope’s smile faded. “You know me too well,” she said, hoping to avoid the emotion of his statement. “Besides, I can best you in a fight. You would not have had a choice in letting me do what I wanted to do.”

He reached out and grasped her hand, unwilling to give in to any humor at the moment. He wanted to be serious and she was jesting.

“I want you to listen to me and listen well,” he muttered. “This wound may kill me yet and I want to say all I must say to you in case I die. Will you hear me?”

Penelope’s humor vanished and she tried to pull away from him. “Nay,” she said. “There is no reason for you to tell me anything, Kevin. What is done, is done. I am a married woman now and nothing you can say will change that.”

He wouldn’t let her go, showing surprising strength for a man who was gravely injured. “I realize that,” he said. “But there is so much I have wanted to say to you for so long but I never did. I want you to know how much I love you, Penny. I will always love you. If anything happens to de Shera, know… know that I will be waiting for you.”

There was pain in her expression as she gazed at him. “I do not want you to wait for me,” she said softly. “I want you to find a wonderful woman to marry, one who will worship you as you deserve to be worshipped. For you to remain unmarried and without sons to carry on your name is such a tragedy, Kevin. Do not make me the reason for this tragedy.”

He sighed faintly. “If my sons cannot have you as their mother, then I see no point,” he murmured. “You were always my destiny, Pen. I am sorry I was not yours.”

Penelope was having trouble looking him in the eye. “You give me such guilt, Kevin. I wish you would not say such things.”

“I do not mean to give you guilt,” he said. “This is my burden to bear. But… but if your marriage to de Shera had never happened, would… would you have accepted me as a suitor?”

She looked at him then, a reproachful sort of expression. “I have been of marriageable age for four years,” she said. “You had four years to declare your intentions and you never did.”

“Because I knew you would have rejected me,” he said frankly. “Your mindset was not one of marriage or children and I knew that. I was waiting until you grew up a little but, unfortunately, your father had other plans.”

Penelope wasn’t sure what to say to that. Kevin was still holding her hand, refusing to let it go, so she squeezed his fingers. “Bhrodi is a good man,” she whispered confidently. “He will take great care of me. You do not have to worry.”

Kevin didn’t say anything to that. Part of him didn’t want to hear that de Shera was a good man; he didn’t like Penelope speaking fondly of another man. However, his mind was eased to know she was in good hands. It was a strange paradox.

“Please tell me just this once and I shall never ask again,” he whispered. “Could you… would you have accepted my suit?”

Penelope looked down at the man she had always been very fond of. She’d known for years he had been in love with her but he had been correct when he said her mindset hadn’t been one of marriage and children. She had always taken it for granted that Kevin would always love her and when, or if, she ever decided to marry, he would have been the one. It had been terrible of her to put the man through such grief. After a moment, she nodded.

“Aye,” she murmured.

“Could you have loved me?”

She wasn’t even sure how to answer that. She wanted to ease him, feeling terribly sorry for him. “Aye,” she whispered, barely audible. “I am sure I could have.”

Kevin’s expression changed at that moment; he grasped her so tightly that he was hurting her hand.

“Then come away with me,” he begged softly. “Let us leave Wales and go somewhere together. France, mayhap. They are always looking for skilled knights to fight their wars. We could live as man and wife, and I would love you and only you until the end of my days. Please, Penny; go with me.”

Shocked at his suggestion, Penelope tried to be tactful in her reply. “I cannot and you know it,” she said. “I am married to Bhrodi, a wedding arranged by my father. How would it reflect on my father if I were to run away with you? Would you bring such shame down upon our families?”

Kevin stared at her as her words sank in. It was the rejection he always knew she would give him and he felt ashamed. He wasn’t a weak man by nature but she made him feel weak; so very weak. He was also ill and feeling desperate, a bad combination when it came to his self-control. Closing his eyes against her disapproving face, he looked away.

“Forgive me,” he muttered. “I should not have… please forgive me. It will not happen again.”

Penelope felt so very sorry for him. She squeezed his hand. “I am sorry, Kevin,” she whispered, “so truly sorry. I wish things could have been different for your sake, but my future is already set and I must face it. I pray you find peace in yours.”

Leaning over him, she kissed him on the forehead and he reached up his good hand, touching her face in a manner he’d always wanted to touch her. But he just as quickly pulled away and his hand fell to his side. His eyes remained closed and Penelope’s gaze lingered on him sadly. Turning for the door, she came to an immediately halt by the sight in the doorway.

Bhrodi was standing there and, from the expression on his face, she was certain he had heard every word between her and Kevin.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The messengers had gone out to all of the chieftains under Bhrodi’s command and the conference to discuss his marriage was set for morning of the next day. Five days after her marriage to the great Welsh warlord and hereditary King of Anglesey, Penelope’s life at Rhydilian was starting to setting down and settle in, including the anticipation of facing those who were opposed to the marriage.

Even with the opposition, however, a balance was forming between her and her husband, and it was clear that a strong bond was beginning to be established. It was something that seemed to be forming fairly quickly, as it was coming naturally. There was a pull there, an attraction, that could not be denied, and it was gaining in intensity by the hour. Once Penelope began to warm to him again after the attack on her family, everything became easier.

The night of Kevin’s confession, Bhrodi hadn’t said a word about it. He’d merely escorted Penelope to their chamber, speaking on his meeting with Bron but little else. Penelope thought perhaps to bring up the subject and discuss it, not to hide it from him, but he glanced over it when she tried to bring it up. After two tries, she gave up. Evidently, he didn’t want to discuss it so she let the subject go. They had much more serious things to worry about other than a wounded knight who was in love with Penelope. It had been clear that she hadn’t returned that love.

The night before the big conference, Bhrodi seemed to be in a particularly good mood. The serving women, the ones who had disturbed him so at the onset, had indeed proved to be an asset at Rhydilian and the place seemed to be running better than it ever had. The floors were swept, Tacey was tended, fires were kept burning and the kitchens were in order, so much so that Penelope didn’t have to do much of anything. It was evident that her mother had conferred with the serving women and told them that her daughter wasn’t much of a chatelaine, which didn’t bother Penelope because it was the truth. The women were a small army of attendants and Penelope hadn’t even learned their names yet.

But it was something she intended to remedy. She was coming to be the least bit bored since she didn’t have anything else to occupy her time, so she thought that perhaps she should learn something of running a household. Therefore, on the evening before the great meeting of the chieftains, she wandered down into the kitchens where three of the women were cooking. Bread was in the oven, pots were boiling over the fire, and in the middle of the giant butcher’s table in the kitchen was a fully roasted pig. The animal had cooked in the yard all afternoon and had just been brought inside to dismember. It smelled delicious.

Penelope was mostly observing. The three women in the kitchens were all widowed, with children long grown, and were cousins. They had a good camaraderie going and Penelope liked that. It reminded her of her own family and her myriad of female cousins. Dilys, Awen, and Braithe were very friendly and answered all of Penelope’s questions, even about the simplest of things. They showed her the ovens, told her what was cooking in the pots, and even showed her how to butcher the cooked pig. Penelope rather liked the look of the big butcher’s axe and asked if she could give it a try. They handed it over to her and, with much glee, she ended up hacking apart the entire pig. It was the first time she had held a blade in her hand in almost a week so the thrill of it was almost too much to bear. The roast pig didn’t stand a chance.

When the supper hour rolled around, Bhrodi began looking for his wife because she was nowhere to be found. She wasn’t in their chamber, or in the stables, or even with the recovering English knights. Bhrodi had politely invited them to sup with him in the great hall if they were able to move, but had left before either one of them could give an answer because he was more concerned with finding Penelope. He eventually did, in the kitchens in the lower level of Rhydilian, and was just in time to see his wife hack the head from the roasted pig in one clean stroke. As a knight, Bhrodi recognized a kill stroke when he saw it, and Penelope had delivered it with a good deal of skill.

“The poor and troubled pig,” he said as he came off the narrow staircase that led into the kitchens. “What did he ever do to you that you should sever his head so cleanly?”

Startled at his abrupt appearance, Penelope tried not to look too guilty as she thrust the butcher’s axe at Awen. She wanted to get it out of her hands quickly, knowing that Bhrodi wasn’t too keen on her continuing her knightly pursuits. She smiled weakly at him as she made her way in his direction.

“I….,” she stammered, looking at the women around her and silently begging forgiveness for the lie she was about to tell. “I came down to the kitchens to supervise the meal and… well, as you know, it is a skill I need to learn and… and… they were having difficulty butchering the pig so I offered to… well, I was helping.”

She was so nervous that Bhrodi laughed softly and touched her gently on the cheek. “You did a very good job,” he said. “Shall we go to the hall and prepare for the meal? I invited your brother and the other English knight to join us if they are able. Mayhap they will.”

Penelope was confused at his lack of a scolding. She was fairly certain he didn’t believe her about helping but, to his credit, he didn’t dispute her. Just as he hadn’t when he had overheard Kevin begging her to run away with him. Either Bhrodi didn’t like confrontation, he didn’t care, or he simply chose his battles wisely. Penelope didn’t know him well enough to know which it truly was but she was coming to suspect it was the latter.

All things considered, he had been extremely gracious in two situations where he would have had every right to become cross with her. In fact, he’d never become cross with her at all, not once. That told Penelope that Bhrodi had an exceptionally accepting nature, which was surprising for a warlord with such a terrible reputation. Or perhaps he was only accepting when it came to her. She wondered.

The feasting hall was littered with fresh rushes and a collection of dogs hovered beneath the table, knowing the meal time was approaching. They could smell the food on the floor below. As Bhrodi and Penelope emerged from the narrow stairs that led up from the kitchens, they were just in time to see the old uncle burst from his wardrobe and begin his furious dance about the room.

Oh, but it was a vicious battle this night. The old man was working feverishly against an unseen enemy, cutting and slashing, fighting his ghostly foe. Bhrodi wasn’t paying much attention to him, as usual, but Penelope was. She found it rather fascinating that the man had been doing the same thing, like clockwork, for over thirty years. She watched him as he remained in the shadows, in the darkness, barely emerging into the light. In fact, it seemed as if whenever he neared the light, he deliberately veered away.

This night, however, he seemed to be heading towards the darkened foyer of the keep’s entry. It was very dark in the entry and the old man danced and shrieked his way towards that small room. At one point, he fell to his knees and grabbed his gut as if he had just been terribly gored. Moaning and groaning, he struggled to his feet just about the time Thomas emerged from the upper floors. The young knight came off the stairs into the darkened hall and came up behind the old man. When the old man, acting out a grievous injury, looked up to see the knight, he screamed like a woman.

Startled, Thomas jumped back, away from the old man who suddenly produced a dirk and slashed at him. Bhrodi was up, running in their direction as Thomas, who truly had no idea who, or what, the old man was, lashed out a big fist and knocked the dirk out of the old man’s hand. The elderly man fell to the ground, screaming, as he crawled back towards his wardrobe. Bhrodi put out a hand to Thomas to prevent him from pursuing, putting himself between the English knight and his insane old uncle.

“Hold fast,” he told the young knight, watching the old man crawl away. “He cannot help what he has done. He is my grandfather’s brother and quite mad.”

Thomas was in battle mode, his brow furrowed as he watched the skinny old man drag himself into the wardrobe and close the door. Incredulous, he looked at Bhrodi.

“What is he doing?” he demanded. “He pulled a dirk on me!”

Bhrodi nodded patiently, holding out a hand to indicate the feasting table where Penelope was sitting.

“I know,” he said. “Please come in and sit. I will explain everything to you.”

Keeping a wary eye on the wardrobe, Thomas came into the hall and sat next to his sister, who looked anxiously upon him.

“Are you unharmed?” she asked, concerned. “He did not catch you with the dirk, did he?”

Thomas shook his head; his left arm was still heavily wrapped and he rubbed his right hand over the bindings.

“Nay,” he said. “I doubt anything less than a broadsword would nick me through these wrappings. They would make fine armor.”

Bhrodi got his first good look at Penelope’s brother; he was a mixture of his parents with his father’s dark hair and mother’s pale eyes. He was actually quite handsome, rather average in height but with that muscular de Wolfe build that all of the men in the family seemed to have. Moreover, he seemed friendly enough. After the circumstances of his injury, Bhrodi wasn’t entirely sure how the man would view him. He seemed rather pleasant, in fact.

“Dwyn was my grandfather’s surgeon,” Bhrodi said. “He has been a healer for more years than I have been alive. He soaks the linen bandages in vinegar and then once he has wrapped the wound, he puts a mixture of flour and water all over them to harden them on the outside. That is why they are stiff like armor, but the method protects the injury quite well.”

Penelope knocked on her brother’s wrappings, grinning when she realized they were, indeed, very stiff. “I hadn’t looked closely at them,” she said, looking at her brother. “Has he taken great care of you?”

Thomas nodded. “He comes every morning when I awaken and also every night before I got to sleep,” he said. Then he glanced at Bhrodi. “Does the man speak any English?”

Bhrodi shook his head. “Not a word.”

Thomas grunted. “No wonder he would not speak to me,” he said. “I thought it was because I was English.”

As Bhrodi grinned and began to pour some wine, Tacey entered the hall. She was eating something, which seemed to be usual with her as of late, and she planted herself next to her brother as he poured another cup of wine. Bhrodi was preparing to hand it to Penelope but Tacey snatched it and drank deeply. Bhrodi frowned.

“That was not meant for you,” he scolded softly. “Unless it is offered to you, do not take it.”

Contrite, Tacey hung her head but she still continued to put bits of cheese in her mouth. Thomas and Penelope looked at the girl, varying degrees of smirks on their faces. Penelope finally spoke, simply to move past the scolding.

“Tacey, have you met my brother?” she asked. “He has been sleeping in your former chamber.”

Tacey’s head came up, timidly, as Penelope introduced them. “Tacey, this is Sir Thomas de Wolfe,” she said. “Thomas, this is Bhrodi’s sister, the Lady Tacey de Shera ap Gruffydd. Her husband was a son of Dafydd ap Gruffydd.”

Thomas knew that name only too well; every Englishman did. He nodded his head politely. “My lady.”

Tacey bobbed her head nervously and looked at her lap again, or what was left of it with her blooming belly. There wasn’t much more to say by way of introduction or greeting, so Penelope shifted the subject.

“How is Kevin, Thomas?” she asked. “Is he coming down to eat, also?”

Thomas shook his head. “Nay,” he replied. “He seems better but the old surgeon has forbidden him from moving about too much. He says the man must heal.”

“And I will only heal if I am allowed to walk and breathe,” came a voice from the hall entry. They all turned to see Kevin standing there, dressed in the tunic he was stabbed in and leaning against the door jamb wearily. When he saw that everyone was looking at him, he pushed himself off the wall and continued, very slowly and stiffly, into the hall. “I am tired of lying in bed and being fed mashed-up food. I am going to eat like a man tonight if it kills me.”

Penelope was already up, rushing to him to help him walk but he waved her off. She stood there and frowned at him as he plodded, hunched-over, to the table.

“Look at you,” she scolded, following him at a distance. “You walk like an old man. You should not be up!”

Kevin was holding his torso with his left arm as he walked. “That may be, but I am nonetheless on my feet,” he said, his gaze coming to rest on Bhrodi as the man sat at the table. “My lord, may I join you for sup?”

Bhrodi eyed the very big knight. After what he’d heard the other night when the man had declared his love for Penelope, he wasn’t exactly glad to see him but he would not deny him a seat at his table. He had invited him, after all. He gestured to a seat without saying a word and turned back to his wine.

Penelope could see, in that gesture, that what Bhrodi had heard in the darkened chamber between her and Kevin had indeed left a mark. The man had been very polite to Thomas but when Kevin had appeared, his manner cooled considerably. Not that she blamed him. But it was important that she show attention to Bhrodi in Kevin’s presence. She thought perhaps it would reassure Bhrodi that whatever the knight had said had no meaning to her. Even if Bhrodi wouldn’t discuss what he had heard, Penelope could still show him that her loyalty was with him. She was his wife, after all.

As Kevin gingerly took a seat next to Tacey, Penelope went to Bhrodi and sat next to him. Usually, she sat across from him so he could look into her face. He seemed to like being able to speak with her face to face. But she resumed a seat next to her husband and he looked at her, seemingly pleased, as she claimed a cup of wine and put it to her lips. As she drank, her gaze fixed on his, she couldn’t help but notice the warm glimmer in the dark green eyes. Beneath the table, his hand came to rest on her knee and it was enough to make her heart skip a beat. It was the first true display of affection, in a public place no less, that she’d ever received from him. She was thrilled.

As Penelope relished the feel of Bhrodi’s warm hand against her leg, the serving wenches began bringing out steaming bowls of food and great, trenchers of bread that sat atop big wooden trays. The pork that Penelope had so gleefully butchered was produced, smothered in a rich gravy that had apples and cloves in it. There was plenty of food to go around and Tacey, in her eagerness, ended up on her knees on the bench, shoving pork into her mouth and reaching across the table to grab at bowls of pears soaked in honey, or carrots with dill and herbs. There was also a big bowl of beans and pieces of pork simmered in a sauce made from onions and garlic.

In all, it was a massive spread, fit for a king, and soon enough the commanders of Bhrodi’s teulu joined them. Ivor, Gwyllim, and Yestin joined the meal, eating peacefully alongside English knights that had once been considered their enemy. Now, they didn’t seem so much like the enemy any more. Because of Penelope, they were now family. Penelope realized she felt comfortable with them for the first time since her arrival. Aye, she was most definitely settling in and they even began to include her in conversation. Soon, the entire table was chatting, even Kevin, and it seemed like a calm and pleasant meal.

The only commander missing was Ianto. That wasn’t unusual because the man had command of Rhydilian, setting posts for the night and taking some of the burden of command off of Bhrodi at times. But tonight, there was more to it than that; deep inside the keep with its three-foot thick walls, the feasting inhabitants hadn’t heard the cry from the sentries out in the gatehouse, nor had they been aware of the man-door in the massive outer gates opening to admit a lone rider.

Ianto had been there, in his diligence, and he had heard the message that the rider had been ordered to deliver. It was a message for Bhrodi, a most important message, and once Ianto had obtained all the information, he had told the gate sentries to feed the messenger as he ran for the keep.

After tonight, things would never be the same again.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Welsh Marches

“Castell y Bere has fallen to the English,” William told his men, gathered in his great tent. They had been on the border of Wales and England, heading home, when they had come into contact with a gaggle of English soldiers on their way out of Wales. That gaggle had brought much news with them. “Dafydd ap Gruffydd has escaped the siege and it is suspected that he is moving north.”

Paris and Kieran, as the oldest and most experienced men of the group, cast each other concerned glances. They had been through Henry’s wars and now they were going through even worse wars with his son, the very powerful Edward. The man had a blood lust that his father had never had so this was serious news, indeed.

“The Welsh prince has been running from Edward for quite some time now,” Paris said quietly. “I was unaware there was a siege at Castell y Bere.”

William nodded grimly. “Dafydd started the rebellion in the north last fall and he has been battling Edward ever since,” he said. “Why do you think our king was so determined to secure Anglesey? He wants de Shera neutralized but if that is not possible, then he certainly wants the man’s allegiance. If Bhrodi de Shera jumps into this fight, then all of northern Wales will be in turmoil because de Shera is nearly unbeatable in the field. But if Dafydd has escaped Edward once again and is moving north….”

“… then he could very well seek refuge and support with de Shera,” Kieran finished.

William nodded gravely. It was the logical path of progression in Dafydd’s war against Edward. As William drew in a deep breath and pondered the information, Scott spoke.

“We cannot turn back for Rhydilian, Father,” he said. “We carry women with us. We are not prepared for battle.”

William nodded. “I am well aware of that,” he said. “We could, however, send the women and an escort back to Questing while we return to Rhydilian to see if Dafydd shows himself there.”

“And then what?” Scott wanted to know. “We would be fourteen knights against Dafydd and his men. Moreover, Bhrodi is now your son. What if he sides with Dafydd? Do we fight against Bhrodi or with him?”

William eyed his eldest son; the man had a point. After a moment, William simply shook his head. “I do not know,” he admitted. “The marital contract was for peace so I suppose I could neither fight for him or against him.”

“So we would let Dafydd ap Gruffydd do as he pleases and not intervene?” Troy spoke up, incredulous. “Father, we are English and our loyalty is to Edward over all others. We could not side with de Shera.”

William knew that; God, he knew that all too well. This was extraordinarily serious news and he was greatly torn by it. He knew what his duty dictated, but he also had a marriage contract to consider with his daughter involved. He was in a terrible position and they all knew it. With a heavy sigh, he turned away from the group, his thoughts pensive and sorrowful. It was several long and painful moments before he spoke again.

“If de Shera decides to support Dafydd, then the marriage contract would be void,” he muttered, turning to the group of powerful knights that filled his tent. “If the marriage contract is void, then Penny is in great danger.”

“So what do we do?” Troy demanded, but it was without force. “Do we go back to Wales and rescue my sister?”

William lingered on the question. “Nay,” he said, although it was killing him to say it. He very much wanted to run back into Wales and get his daughter. “I think we need to find Edward. I must consult with him before we do anything.”

“But what about Penny?” Troy wanted to know. “Do we just leave her to the mercy of the enemy?”

William shook his head. “De Shera is her husband, not the enemy,” he said, “and we do not know for certain if Dafydd has even made it to Rhydilian. It is all speculation at this point. Therefore, it is my inclination to find our king and discuss all of this with him. He will want to know what we know, and I require his counsel on how to proceed. To act foolishly and rashly would not do Penny any good at all. For now, we must trust that de Shera is still our ally.”

He was proceeding rationally, which at this point was the best course of action. But Kieran spoke softly.

“Kevin and Thomas are at Rhydilian,” he reminded them. “If de Shera decides to support Dafydd, they will more than likely become prisoners.”

William shook his head firmly. “Penny would not allow it and you know it,” he said. “For now, we must seek Edward. Apollo, Adonis, Alec, and Nathaniel will take the women back to Questing along with half of our men as escort. The rest of us will proceed into Wales to find Edward. The last intelligence I received said he was Corwen Castle, so we will proceed there. I must know what the king says to all of this.”

“And if he demands you fight against de Shera?” Scott wanted to know. “What then, Father? Do you fight against Penny?”

William sighed heavily; the mere thought made him ill. After a moment, he shook his head. “I am not for certain,” he said. “I must seek counsel from a higher source in that matter.”

He went to find Jordan.
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Rhydilian Castle

“Dafydd is at Dolbadarn Castle,” Ianto said. “He has requested aid from you. He is facing an English onslaught and he requires your support.”

Bhrodi was listening to Ianto’s message with both disbelief and indecision. They were standing just outside of the keep and had been ever since Ianto had entered the hall in the midst of a very pleasant meal and requested a private audience with his liege. Bhrodi had complied and had been the recipient of some very serious news; the last Prince of Wales, Dafydd ap Gruffydd, was running from Edward and needed Bhrodi’s help. After Ianto delivered the bulk of the information, Bhrodi sighed heavily. There was regret there.

“What about Castell y Bere?” he asked. “Who was in command?”

“Cynfrid ap Madog,” Ianto replied quietly. “He surrendered the garrison but did it in a way that allowed Dafydd time to escape with his entire family.”

Bhrodi listened closely. “And he went to Dolbadarn?”

“Aye, my lord.”

“Who holds that garrison?”

“I am not certain, my lord.”

Bhrodi was silent a moment, pondering. His mind worked very quickly and he already had a thousand questions and a thousand solutions. But he needed more information.

“Where is the messenger?” he asked.

“In the gatehouse,” Ianto replied.

Bhrodi’s gaze moved to the massive gatehouse, silhouetted against the full moon. “Bring him to me,” he instructed. “Make sure he speaks to no one else. I will question him personally.”

Ianto nodded and went along his way. Bhrodi remained at the top of the keep steps, thinking many things at that moment. He realized his first instinct was to support Dafydd and give the man what he needed, but upon the heels of that thought came another, more prevalent thought – he was now married to an English woman and he had a peace accord with Edward.

But peace went both ways; Edward was obviously continuing his attempts to conquer Wales if Dafydd was now on the run. The situation had been quiet as of late, which had given him hope that perhaps Edward was backing off, but he could see it had been a foolish hope. All of northern Wales was compromised except for Anglesey. Here, there was still some peace, but that wouldn’t last long, Bhrodi knew. He knew Edward would eventually come for him, treaty or no. Penelope had known it too, as she had indicated before they were even married. Bhrodi had hoped to have more time before he had to deal with that but it looked as if he had no time at all. Dafydd was about to be crushed and once he was out of the way, Bhrodi would be the next target.

With heavy thoughts of warfare on his mind, Bhrodi met the messenger from Dafydd on the steps of Rhydilian. The messenger was very young and Bhrodi recognized him as one of Dafydd’s illegitimate sons. The man had many of them. The lad was still a youth, perhaps not quite twenty years of age, very thin and exhausted. The young man acknowledged Bhrodi respectfully.

“Fy arglwydd de Shera,” he greeted. “Rwy’n diolch i Dduw fy mod wedi eich cyrraedd.”

I thank God I have reached you. Bhrodi spoke Welsh to the lad. “And so you have,” he said. “Where is Dafydd?”

“At Dolbadarn, my lord,” the lad replied. “Baedden ap Ceron is the garrison commander and is providing for Lord Dafydd, but he is very short on men and requires your assistance. He asks you to send him no less than five thousand men. Can you do this, my lord?”

Bhrodi didn’t outwardly react to the enormous amount of men requested, but he was shocked by it. “Why so many men?”

The boy swallowed hard. “Because Edward closes in on him, my lord,” he replied. “It is thought that Edward has ten thousand men surging north through Wales, destroying everything to get to Dafydd. They come for him, my lord, and Dafydd has asked for your help.”

Ten thousand men. If that was true, then things were worse than Bhrodi could have imagined. All he could feel at the moment was a great sense of foreboding. Once Edward was finished razing Dolbadarn, there would be little between the castle and Anglesey. Edward would soon be on his doorstep.

Bhrodi had two choices; he could fight for Wales and hopefully keep Anglesey free of English rule, or he could refuse to help Dafydd and embrace the English when they came to his lands. But he knew very well he couldn’t welcome them; he was Welsh and fighting was in his blood. This was his land, and his people, and so long as Edward left them alone, Bhrodi wasn’t going to start any wars. But Edward was acting with great aggression towards the Welsh, trying to force them into submission. That being the case, Bhrodi would defend what was his. He would not go down without a fight.

“When does he need them?” he finally asked the lad.

The boy wiped at his exhausted eyes. “As soon as possible, my lord,” he said. “Dafydd had just arrived at Dolbadarn when he sent me to find you, and it took me almost four days. He fears the English are not far off.”

“He wants us to go to Dolbadarn?”

“Aye, my lord.”

“What of his other strongholds in Snowdonia? We are not to go there?”

“Nay, my lord. He asked for you to go to the castle.”

Bhrodi digested the information; he wasn’t entirely sure about going to a castle that the English were closing in on because that might leave them vulnerable should they run into the English on open ground. But he agreed.

“Very well,” he said. “I have a meeting with my chieftains tomorrow morning and I will consult with them. For tonight, you will rest and eat, and you will tell no one what you told me. Is that clear?”

The boy nodded firmly. “Aye, my lord.”

With that, Bhrodi flicked a hand at Ianto, indicating for the man to take the young messenger away. As they headed off back towards the gatehouse, Bhrodi turned for the keep. His mind was on the news he had been given and the situation in general as he entered, hearing the distant voices in the feasting hall, realizing that he was going to have to tell Penelope what had happened. She was a warrior, after all; she would understand the path of their present and the course of the future. She was as involved in it as he was and he came to wonder what her reaction would be. Would she staunchly defend the English? Or would she submit to her husband’s will in all things? He wondered.

It would be a pivotal moment for them both.
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Penelope had remained in the hall well after the evening meal was concluded, waiting for Bhrodi to return. She sat in small talk with Thomas and Kevin, and even Tacey when the girl stopped eating long enough to speak. Ivor, Gwyllim, and Yestin also politely conversed with her and even the English knights when the conversation called for it. When the teulu commanders did speak, Penelope found herself studying them simply because she was curious about them. They were always nearby, but always silent, like shadows. She didn’t know them at all, yet she lived in the same keep with them.

Ivor was a tall, handsome man with dark hair who seemed to do most of the talking for all three. He also had a habit of scratching his face repeatedly, which Penelope thought was rather humorous. Gwyllim was older, quieter, and seem to be watching the situation much as she was. Yestin, oddly enough, came across as very arrogant when he did open his mouth, as if he was bored with the entire conversation. It didn’t matter who he was talking to; Welsh, English, man or woman. Everyone seemed to bore him.

As the evening dragged on and the food was cleared away, Tacey somehow convinced Thomas to play a board game with her. She ran all the way up to her chamber to get it, bringing it down and setting it upon the table between them. It was called Fox and Geese, and a hand-painted wooded path encircled the game board with the game pieces being small carved wooden foxes or geese.

The object was to roll three sticks, which had hash marks on the front and back of them, and based upon the number of hash marks that landed face–up, that was the number of spaces on the path a player moved. Tacey wanted to be the fox so Thomas had to be the geese, which amused Kevin to no end. When Tacey’s fox beat Thomas’ geese, she was the one who dictated the punishment to the loser. Therefore, Thomas had to sit with a kerchief over his head while they played another round.

Tacey was very good at the game; given that she’d spent so much time alone, she’d had little else to do but practice games or other pastimes. Thomas was beaten three times before he turned the game over to Kevin, who was able to beat the unhappy Tacey on the first try. In punishment for losing, he made her hold a spoon between her upper lip and nose, scrunching her face up to keep it there, while they played another round.

Penelope thought it was all great fun and she was pleased to see everyone getting along well enough. Kevin, having three sisters of his own, was rather antagonistic in a brotherly sort of way with Tacey, making her screech and giggle in frustration. It reminded Penelope of her days at Castle Questing when she had a whole host of brothers and cousins to tease her. She tried not to sink into depression again over the thought of her missing family; instead, she just tried to remember the fun of it all. It was a struggle.

Eventually, the three teulu commanders bid everyone a good eve and left the hall, and Penelope was growing rather anxious about Bhrodi’s absence. When one of the old serving women came to take Tacey to bed, collecting the girl’s game and scolding her gently when she resisted, Penelope followed the pair upstairs and ended up in the master’s chamber, alone.

A fire was burning in the hearth and the room was warm and fragrant with rushes thanks to the diligent serving women. Penelope went to her trunks, stacked neatly against the eastern wall, and began to remove her clothing. She was trying to dress very simply these days, as complicated fashions intimidated her, so it was a matter of pulling off her gown and shift, and donning a warm sleeping shift. With that, she was finished.

Prepared for bed, she thought perhaps to wait for her husband, realizing she very much wanted to see him before she went to sleep. The nights between them since their wedding had been uneventful for the most part. There had been so much going on that twice already, Bhrodi hadn’t come to bed at all and she had slept alone in the big, fluffy bed. On those nights that they had gone to bed at the same time, she was ashamed to admit she’d fallen asleep quickly. Rather than wake her, Bhrodi had let her sleep. He must have realized what a big change all of this was to her and she had been understandably exhausted. He had played the patient bridegroom.

But not tonight; Penelope was determined to stay awake for him. That brief taste of coupling she had received on their wedding night had been enough to stoke her curiosity about it. She could still feel the man’s touch and she clearly remembered how he had made her feel. It was all she could think about. She wondered if he had given it as much thought as she had. As she sat on the bed, brushing her hair with the big horsehair brush her mother had given her, the latch on the chamber door shifted and the panel opened quietly.

Bhrodi entered the room, shutting the door softly behind him and bolting it. When he turned to see Penelope sitting on the bed, brushing her luscious dark hair and looking at him rather anxiously, he smiled faintly.

“So you are awake, are you?” he said. “I half-expected to come in here and find you on the floor, having fallen asleep before you were even able to reach the bed. You seem to fall asleep rather swiftly.”

Penelope giggled. “I do not usually,” she said. “I suppose I have simply been overly weary as of late. Wearing women’s clothing and being kept away from my charger has sapped all of my strength.”

His grin broadened as he approached the bed and began untying his tunic. “You poor child,” he clucked sadly. “Forced away from your beloved armor and snapping destrier. How will you survive?”

She lifted her eyebrows optimistically. “I am not entirely sure, but I am hoping my husband might be kind and generous enough to at least let me do a little of what I’d like to do.”

He pulled the tunic over his head, revealing his muscular chest. As he tossed the tunic aside, he nodded thoughtfully to her statement. “And what is it you would like to do?”

Penelope was distracted by the sight of all that naked flesh and struggled to stay on subject. “I would like to get my broadsword back from the beast of the marsh,” she said. “And I would like to tend my charger and ride him daily. Is that too much to ask?”

He sat down on the edge of the bed, looking at her radiant beauty in the soft firelight. For a moment, he just stared at her, thinking she was the most glorious creature he had ever seen. He’d felt emotion for a woman before, for his first wife, but with Sian the emotions were more like the soft harvest moon. It was radiant and pure and comforting. But with Penelope, he felt such depth of emotion that it was like the blinding sun. It was everywhere, and all about him. He was still trying to grasp it all but wasn’t entirely sure he ever really would. At the moment, what he felt for her was purely physical although he was quite fond of the woman he was coming to know. He was positive that once he came to know her better, and more thoroughly, everything he felt about her would consume him and he was glad for it.

“Would that truly make you happy?” he asked softly.

She nodded firmly. “It would,” she said, lowering the hair brush. “Bhrodi, I know you want a fine and beautiful wife, and I am more than willing to try, but… but I was happy the way I was, riding chargers and wearing armor. I have been doing it such a long time that, much like you, it is a part of me. Now I find myself being expected to become a fine lady and… and it is just so difficult for me.”

He smiled, reaching out to stroke her tender cheek. “I do not want you to be unhappy,” he said. “I suppose there are things we could compromise on.”

She was seized with hope. “Like what?”

He shrugged. “Like your wearing armor,” he said. “No one around here wears armor except me or my teulu when we head into battle. It is not such a part of us as it is with the Saesneg warriors. It would make me very unhappy to see my beautiful wife in ugly and manly mail. However, if it makes you happy, you may wear it when you tend or ride your charger, and only if you are not heading into town or going someplace where many people would see you. They simply wouldn’t understand, Penny. I hope you can comprehend that.”

It was a fair enough compromise and she nodded. “I promise I will not wear it when I am around you, or to meals,” she said. “But what about my broadsword?”

He sighed and stood up from the bed, eyeing her as he began to unfasten his breeches. “It really means that much to you?”

She nodded eagerly. “It does.”

He looked down at his breeches as he untied them. “Then I will have one commissioned for you,” he said. “There is no use in going back to the marshes to look for it. It now belongs to the beast and is long buried in the muck.”

Penelope nodded sadly, hanging her head. “My father gave it to me,” she said. “It has the de Wolfe name on the hilt and it is set with amethysts because my mother loves the purple color.”

Bhrodi glanced at her as he sat back down on the bed, untying his boots so he could slide his breeches and boots off in one smooth motion. Then he stood up, gloriously naked, and moved to the hearth to stoke it. The night promised to grow cold.

“If it pleases you, you may design your sword,” he said. “I will take you to Chester to commission your sword because God only knows the Welsh cannot make a proper broadsword. If you want it done correctly, then we will need to go to England to do it.”

Penelope’s head came up, smiling, until she realized he was without a stitch of clothing on. Startled, she quickly turned away and her cheeks flushed madly. She could hear him poking around by the fire until, satisfied, she heard his joints pop as he rose from his crouched position and moved back to the bed. The bed gave a great deal as he crawled beneath the coverlet and suddenly, a hand was reaching out to grasp her.

Penelope ended up with her head in Bhrodi’s lap, gazing up into his handsome face. He smiled gently at her.

“You and I have not had much time together as man and wife,” he said. “I plan to remedy that tonight, but first, I must speak with you on matters of importance.”

“Of course,” Penelope agreed. “What is it?”

Bhrodi gazed down at her perfect face with its dusting of freckles across the nose and the big, wide hazel eyes that were so sharp and intelligent. Reaching down, he brushed a stray lock of dark hair off her cheek. All the while, he was formulating his thoughts, thinking on how he would phrase what was to come. Things were changing in their very new world and she needed to know.

“I received a messenger tonight from Dafydd ap Gruffydd,” he said quietly. “It would seem that the English have captured Castell y Bere and Dafydd barely escaped with his life. He has asked me to help defend his cause against Edward, who seems to be plowing through the north of Wales in search of the last Welsh prince.”

Penelope’s gaze was serious. After a moment, she sat up so she could look him in the eye, more on his level. Her features were full of concern.

“Where is Dafydd now?” she asked.

There had been a time, very early in their relationship, when he would not have told her what he knew. But he was coming to trust her and saw no harm in telling her the truth.

“Dolbadarn Castle,” he replied. “It is very close to here in mainland Wales. A man on a swift horse can make it there in a couple of hours providing the ferry moves swiftly across the straits.”

Penelope thought on that. “And Edward is heading for Dolbadarn?”

Bhrodi reached out and grasped her hand, bringing it to his lips. “We are not for certain of that yet,” he said, his lips against her flesh. “But one thing is for certain; the man has staked his claim in Wales. He already has castles in Caernarfon, Rhuddlan, and Conwy. Now he is making a massive push to capture and destroy Dafydd once and for all, and when he is finished with Dafydd, it is my sense he will come for me as the last royal blood in Wales. He never wanted peace with me; he simply wanted my submission. I stand between Edward and complete domination of my country.”

Penelope was having a difficult time breathing as his lips gently kissed her fingers. It was an effort to focus on what he was saying.

“I told you this before you married me,” she whispered, watching his mouth nibble on her flesh. “I told you that Edward was bribing you with an English bride. He will expect your complete loyalty now that you have taken The Wolfe’s daughter as your wife.”

Bhrodi turned her hand over and began depositing sweet, warm kisses on her wrist. “And I told you I liked the bribe,” he said. “I will be truthful with you; I agreed to a peace alliance by marrying you so long as Edward remained peaceful as well. Did you know that it was part of the bargain? Edward swore he would remain peaceful in northern Wales if I agreed to this marriage. I knew better, however; I knew he would not. He was already well-entrenched here with his massive castles and I knew he would never stop his aggression.”

Penelope was looking at him with some shock. “Yet you still agreed to the terms?”

His gaze was warm on her. “I agreed to you. It was worth the risk.”

Penelope was surprised. “But… but why? You had never met me before the night the creature attacked. That was the first time we ever saw one another and even then, you did not know I was your intended bride. Why would you risk your life and the lives of your vassals for me?”

He smiled faintly. “Because once I discovered you were the prize, nothing else mattered,” he said. “You asked me once before why I had agreed to this marriage, knowing what I do about Edward’s intentions for Wales, and I told you that I made decisions that were always best for me. Know this now; there is something to be said in having the daughter of The Wolfe as my wife. Who do you think your father will fight for? Edward or his daughter’s husband?”

Her surprise turned to shock. “You think by marrying me that my father will turn against his king?”

Bhrodi shrugged. “I knew this day was coming,” he said. “I knew that someday, somehow, Edward would be knocking on my door. When he proposed a marriage for peace, I knew it was a lie. All of it was a lie. But when I found out he had proposed the daughter of his most powerful warlord to me, I thought to accept the marriage because it would mean that England’s most respected knight, William de Wolfe, is now my father-in-law. That makes me family. Do you truly think your father will let Edward destroy my world and you along with it? Of course he will not. Your father will come and fight for me. Together, The Wolfe and The Serpent will destroy Edward once and for all.”

Penelope sat there with her mouth hanging open. “But… but my father is sworn to Edward.”

Bhrodi was too confident; that arrogance he displayed so easily was readily apparent. “Your father loves you more than he loves Edward,” he said. “He will not let the man destroy you, and me along with you.”

Penelope stared at him a very long time. She was thinking many things at that moment and not all of them good or complementary where Bhrodi was concerned. Yanking her hand out of his grip, she stood up from the bed.

“So that was what this was all about?” she asked somewhat heatedly. “You married me because you wanted William de Wolfe as your ally?”

He could see that she was growing increasingly upset and hastened to ease her. “That was true, at first,” he said. “But the moment I saw you, I knew I had to have you no matter if your father became my ally or not.”

She crossed her arms stubbornly. “And if my father does not side with you?”

Bhrodi lifted his big shoulders. “Then Edward will bring his army down around me and I will be executed,” he said. “You, however, will be a very rich widow and the Countess of Coventry, which should make you an excellent prospect for a future husband.”

He sounded so callous and matter of fact about it. Penelope stood there for several long moments, trying not to let his words hurt her, but somehow they did. It was all so easy for him to say these things; you will be a very rich widow and an excellent prospect for a future husband. Damn the man; he had hurt her feelings with such words. She didn’t want to be a wealthy widow. But he had made it very clear that the entire marriage had been a calculated move on his part; he had wanted her, that was true, but his reasons were all his own. There had been no emotion involved, not true interest or feeling. She didn’t know why she had expected differently. De Shera had only wanted her father and used her to get him.

She lost her stubborn stance and sat heavily on the bed, facing away from him. She was starting to feel very hollow and sad.

“Of course,” she finally muttered. “I will be well taken care of in any case.”

Bhrodi heard the sorrow in her tone and it made his heart beat a little faster; there was emotion in her tone, something he hadn’t expected. Penelope had, since he’d known her, displayed an attitude that she truly didn’t care about him one way or the other. There had been times when he thought she had warmed to him, that was true, but she had spent more time being distant and disinterested. Now he heard something from her that suggested she was, in fact, interested. He could only hope.

“Does the thought of my death distress you, then?” he asked, praying he didn’t sound too hopeful.

She was still facing away from him but she nodded her head, unsteadily, as if she wasn’t entirely sure. Or if she was sure but had no idea how to convey it.

“I have only just married you,” she said. “I have heard that it is rare in any marriage for two people who have just met to actually… tolerate one another. But I am coming to tolerate you more and more every day.”

He was so very glad to hear that. It made his heart sing. Reaching out, he pulled her to him again, embracing her against his broad, naked chest. She was stiff at first but quickly relaxed as their heat and flesh began to meld together. When their eyes met, he smiled sweetly at her.

“You have done something that I did not believe possible,” he murmured. “You have made me feel something again, Penny. When Sian died… I was positive I had lost the ability to feel anything at all, but you have awoken things in me that I thought were long dead. When I first saw you, I wanted you because you were beautiful, but now that I have come to know you, I want you because you are intelligent and sweet, and you are trying very hard to be the kind of wife you think I want. You have no idea how much that touches me. Your efforts have nicked my heart and all of that emotion I thought to have died with Sian has come pouring through.”

Because he was smiling, Penelope smiled. She was timid at first but as she began to realize what he meant, the smile turned genuine.

“You are arrogant and you are frustrating at times,” she said, watching him laugh, “but you are also kind and generous and gentle. I think… I think my heart has been nicked, too. It has never been nicked before.”

Of all of the words he had ever heard in his lifetime, those were about the sweetest. Leaning forward, he kissed her tenderly on her freckled nose.

“You have made me very happy,” he whispered.

Penelope closed her eyes as his lips drifted across her cheek. “I am glad,” she murmured. “But as happy as we are, there is still the trouble with Edward. What are you planning on doing?”

He stopped kissing her and looked at her. “You truly want to discuss that now?”

She was fairly naïve in lovemaking and had no real idea what he meant, so she nodded her head unsteadily. “Aye,” she said, wondering why he suddenly looked perturbed. “Did you not wish to resolve this? You have a serious problem, Bhrodi. What do you intend to do about it?”

He sighed sharply. “If I tell you, can I continue to kiss you without discussing the damn English king?”

She bit her lip to keep from grinning. “Aye.”

“Will you support my decision no matter what it is?”

He was serious; therefore, she grew serious. “I will,” she said. “I am your wife and that is my duty.”

“Swear it?”

“I do.”

He could see she meant it. Penelope understood what it meant to give one’s word of honor. A knight’s daughter, she was a knight herself. She understood a vow given. Taking a deep breath as he shifted his thoughts from her sweet flesh and back to Edward, he reached out and cupped her face with one hand, his thumb stroking her soft cheek.

“No matter what I do, Edward will come for me,” he muttered. “He has come for Dafydd and he will come for me. Therefore, I must defend myself. I will not lay down and let the man destroy me.”

Penelope had known his answer even before he said it and she was, in fact, in full support. Somehow, it didn’t seem right to see Bhrodi paying homage to Edward, becoming the puppet of a greedy king. Bhrodi was a Welsh king himself, strong and proud, and it hurt her heart to think of him being subjected to English laws, governed by men who thought themselves better than him, and caged by an English monarch because of covetousness. Nay, it wasn’t right at all.

“What will you do?” she asked.

Bhrodi continued to stroke her cheek. “My chieftains will be here on the morrow,” he said. “I will discuss Dafydd’s situation with them and ask for their support. Since I will be leading them into battle, they can no longer question my loyalty to Wales or my marriage to you. I will be risking my life on behalf of my country.”

Penelope was thoughtful. “When do you suppose you will leave?”

“Immediately.”

That struck her with disappointment but she didn’t question him further. It seemed to her that all of her questions were answered but she truthfully didn’t like the thought of him going into battle, not now when they were just coming to know each other. She knew that bad things happened in battle and there was every possibility that he would not return to her. Still, she understood, perhaps more than any other woman would have. Penelope understood a warrior’s heart. But she also understood something else.

“Let me go with you,” she begged softly. “I can fight as well as any man. Let me fight with you.”

Bhrodi wasn’t surprised by the request; he thought it would have come sooner than it had. He cupped her face with both big hands, looking into her eyes.

“As flattered as I am that you would risk your life for me, I must deny you,” he said softly. “Were you to go to battle with me, my thoughts would be only of you and not on my duties. It would distract me so grievously that I would make an excellent target for the enemy. Distracted knights do not live very long.”

She knew it would be his answer but she was disappointed just the same. “My father has taken me into battle with him before,” she insisted. “I am….”

He cut her off, though it was gently. “You will remain here in command of Rhydilian,” he told her. “I will leave you with a skeleton guard and it will be up to you to keep my castle safe. Will you do this for me?”

It was a compromise like the ones they had discussed earlier. She wanted to go to war with him, but he would not allow it. He didn’t particularly want her in command of his fortress because, in his mind, she should be bottled up safely in the keep and not worrying over such things, but he suspected her military instincts were impeccable given her training and would therefore let her do something she was trained to do. He would let her command.

Penelope saw the request as the least desirable of all options but agreed to it anyway. “If you wish it,” she said, resigned. “But I very much want a broadsword. I would feel naked in command without one.”

He smiled faintly. “I will give you my father’s broadsword until we can have one commissioned for you,” he said. “I do not carry it because he had a special broadsword commissioned for me when I received my spurs. It is that broadsword I carry into battle, but I am sure my father would be very happy to permit you to use his.”

That brightened Penelope up considerably. “Then I will be happy to remain in command of Rhydilian while you go to help Dafydd.”

His smile broadened as he stroked her cheeks with both thumbs. “Good,” he said. “Now that everything is settled, can we stop taking about Edward?”

She giggled and nodded. It was enough of a prompt for Bhrodi to lean forward and kiss her very sweetly. His lips suckled hers, gently at first, but with increasing ardor. His tongue licked at her lips, carefully pushing its way into her mouth as his hands left her face and his arms went tightly about her. Penelope gave herself over to him in every way.

Her shift came off swiftly and he tossed it to the floor, his naked flesh coming into contact with hers as he lay on top of her. His hands gently fondled her breasts, pinching the nipples and listening to her groan with excitement. His lust overwhelmed him as he pushed her legs apart, settling between them, and wasting no time in rubbing the tip of his phallus against her unfurled lips. She was wet, he could feel it, and he carefully thrust into her.

Penelope lay on her back, experiencing this second coupling with more excitement than she had the first. Each successive second seemed to bring more excitement, causing her body to arch against him as she met him thrust for thrust. Bhrodi held her tightly at first but released her, sitting back on his heels and holding her knees aloft as he thrust into her heated and slick body. Penelope opened her eyes to watch him, curious and aroused, and the sight of his powerful body as it joined with hers was enough to send her heart racing. Everything about the man sent her heart racing.

The bloom of heat in her loins, kindled by the friction of his manhood, grew into a fireball and exploded quite soon this time. As Penelope gasped with the thrill of her release, Bhrodi answered her with a powerful release of his own, spilling his seed deep. It was pleasure and passion and emotion all blended into one, and he hoped that a son with his strength and her sensibilities had been planted this night. He was going to war and it was quite possible he would not return. If God was merciful, he had left something of himself behind. The Serpent would have a legacy.

Gathering Penelope into his arms, Bhrodi lay down beside her in silence. In truth, he didn’t want to speak; words seemed so trivial at this point. Moreover, he wasn’t sure he could verbalize what he was feeling.

Something had happened to him in the past several days, ever since he literally ran into the girl who had fought the great beast of the marsh. It was as if he couldn’t remember his life before Penelope came, that dark and dreadful abyss where the days and nights seemed to run into one another in a great, horrible block of endless hours. Then Penelope entered that world and brought joy and light with her.

He never knew his heart could be so full but he was terrified to tell her, terrified he would overwhelm her with his happiness. So he kept his mouth shut and kept his feelings to himself. Perhaps someday, when he was a little braver, he might just tell her what he was thinking. Perhaps she would even respond. It was a little dream he had.

They slept.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The mist disguised the number of Welsh who had come to Rhydilian in the early morning hours the following day.

Bhrodi had sent Ianto and Yestin out into the crowd gathering at the base of Rhydilian’s gatehouse so he could get a feel for who, and how many, had come to his cyfarfod. Before the sun had even risen, there were hordes of men and by the time the sun began to peak over the eastern horizon, there were gangs of Welshmen far down the hill, on the road that led up to the castle.

Ianto and Yestin returned to inform him that men as far as the Holy Isle on the extreme western end of Anglesey had come, all gathering to hear The Serpent speak, and they estimated there was somewhere between three and five thousand. It was a massive group.

They were also a very vocal group. They had been shouting up to the battlements well before sunrise, calling for de Shera, and Bhrodi showed himself just after sunrise. Bron had come with his men also, all one hundred and fourteen of them, and they crowded up by the enormous front gates. When Bhrodi saw them, he had his men admit them into the bailey. He knew Bron supported him unconditionally and should the group become unruly, he didn’t want the man caught in the crossfire.

“Yn dod yn agosach a byddwch yn clywed mi!” he called. Come closer and you shall hear me. The group began to surge forward, crowding up around the gatehouse and walls as close as they could get. Surrounded by his teulu commanders upon the black-stoned battlements, Bhrodi surveyed his vassals with the aura of Caesar surveying all of Rome. There was an air of power about him that was inherent. He continued in Welsh.

“You have all heard by now that I have taken a wife,” he bellowed to the crowd below. “You have also heard that my wife is Saesneg. Know now that it is true.”

The crowd rumbled angrily and some began shouting insults. “Traitor!” Someone screamed at him. “You have betrayed us!”

“I have not betrayed you,” Bhrodi replied steadily. “You know me well and you know I would never betray any of you.”

That was true for the most part and the shouts of treachery died down somewhat, but not entirely. There was still dissention.

“Why did you not marry Welsh?” another man cried. “You could have strengthened ties with other Houses!”

Bhrodi wasn’t going to get into a shouting match with one man in particular; what he had to say was directed at the entire group. “I had my reasons,” he shouted “You must listen to them!”

The crowd was unwilling to give entirely. “Tudur and Lon resisted your reasons,” someone else shouted. “You fed them to the beast!”

They were getting worked up again, shouting their anger and rejection of Bhrodi’s actions. Bhrodi knew he had to gain control quickly or all would be lost. He needed something from them; he needed for these men, his vassals, to understand his reasons behind everything. It was imperative. He lifted hands to gain their attention.

“Tudur and Lon betrayed my friendship, my hospitality, and my trust,” he told them. “Never did they come to me with their concerns. They tried to kill my wife’s family at our wedding and this I would not tolerate. Tudur and Lon were punished for their actions against me and for no other reason!”

That gave the crowd something to think about. Betrayal, of course, was the ultimate sin and de Shera had never lied to them before. The man was supremely truthful in all things so they had no reason to believe he was lying about Tudur and Lon. Therefore, the agitation died down somewhat as the Welshmen began to rethink their anger. The grumbling lessened and Bhrodi took advantage of their confusion.

“As you love and respect me, then you must also trust me,” he yelled. It took some time for them to die down enough for him to continue. “Edward himself proposed this marriage for the sake of peace and I accepted. But we all know that there is no peace with Edward. My wife is the daughter of the renowned English knight known as The Wolfe. You have all heard of this man. I married his daughter in order to ally myself with him in the face of Edward’s conquest of Wales. When we fight Edward, and we will, it will now be with one of his own knights by my side!”

That seemed to throw the group into greater confusion. At least they weren’t hurling insults. They seemed to be looking at each other, one man to another, looking for a consensus that what Bhrodi had done was an acceptable thing. Now, The Serpent’s marriage was starting to make a little more sense but there were many who were still doubtful. It was to those men that Bhrodi’s next word held impact for.

“We need this alliance,” he called. “Edward has already established himself in Wales and I have just received word that the English king has captured Castell y Bere and that Dafydd ap Gruffydd has barely escaped him. Dafydd has asked me to send him support, which is what I intend to do. At dawn tomorrow, we will ride for Dolbadarn Castle where Dafydd is and save him from the English king. You will all ride with me, as my trusted brothers, and we shall defeat this man who covets our country. We shall crush him as he has tried to crush us and in this, we shall confirm our loyalty and love for Wales. I will risk my life for such freedom. I am an ap Gaerwen, the seed of Welsh royalty, and my love for this country runs deeper than yours. I will prove it. Will you join me?”

Bhrodi had a magnetism that was readily apparent and even though many of his vassals were still unhappy with his marriage to a Saesneg, his impassioned speech about crushing Edward had them rallying to his cause. The tide of favor was slowly turning because these men truly loved Bhrodi. He was their shining star, a man with a legendary reputation that they called one of their own.

Of course they wanted to trust him; rumors of his Saesneg marriage had filled them with outrage and disappointment. But his reasons behind the decision were sound, enough to sway their opinion for the most part. As the shouts of insult began to turn to shouts of support, Bhrodi caught movement out of the corner of his eye.

Penelope had mounted the battlements, now standing at the top of the stairwell that led up from the gatehouse. She was dressed in a long leather and fur tunic, leather breeches, and heavy boots. She was also wrapped up in a heavy woolen cloak, her long hair braided and draped over one shoulder. She was dressed more like a soldier than a fine lady, but it didn’t matter; in the mist of the morning, she looked surreal and ethereal, like an angel emerging from the clouds. When their eyes met, she smiled timidly, and Bhrodi reached out a hand for her.

Taking her husband’s hand, Penelope came to stand next to him on the battlements as he spoke to his vassals. She had heard him yelling but, not knowing Welsh, she had no idea what he had said. She could see a massive crowd below and the sight was rather startling.

“So many men,” she whispered.

Bhrodi held her hand tightly. “It would seem that all of my vassals have come to hear me speak,” he said. “I am pleased.”

She tore her gaze away from the group below and looked at him. “What have you told them?”

He shrugged. “That my wife is an English tyrant and I fear her greatly.” When Penelope shrieked with outrage, he laughed. “I told them that I married you to ally with your father. I also told them about Dafydd and asked for their support. That is what you hear them discussing.”

She was still shaking her head reproachfully at him as she once again turned her attention to the crowds below. Even she could see that their angry shouts had become those of encouragement, but not entirely. One of the men who had been shouting loud insults at Bhrodi was standing directly below, hollering up at him.

“Bring Edward to these lands!” he shouted. “Let him come! Turn the beast of the marsh loose on him as you do all of your enemies! Even Edward cannot fight The Serpent!”

Penelope was hanging over the side of the wall, listening to the man shout in the harsh Welsh tongue. She looked at Bhrodi. “What did he say?”

Bhrodi had a half-grin on his face. “He says that I should allow Edward to come to Anglesey and turn the beast loose on him,” he said, shrugging. “I have truthfully never thought of that. It might be worth considering.”

She shrugged her shoulders in agreement. “You Welsh need all of the help you can get,” she said. “Not even Edward can profess to have a beast to slay his enemies with.”

Bhrodi’s grin grew as he grasped her by the arm and pulled her against him, where he stood at the edge of the parapet. He lifted his hand again to get the attention of his vassals.

“This is my wife, daughter of The Wolfe,” he yelled, introducing her to the crowd of men below. “She has his heart and his spirit, and you will respect her and love her as you do me. This I command.”

The reaction was mixed for the most part but the men were very curious to see Penelope, who looked at Bhrodi with some uncertainty.

“What are they saying?” she asked.

Bhrodi paused before answering as he listened. “They are trying to decide whether or not to give you their loyalty,” he said. “Tell them this: Yr wyf yn tyngu i chi byddaf yn rhoi fy loyaty i Gymru.”

Penelope looked at him in fear but dutifully struggled to repeat it. She leaned over the parapet and began to shout. “Yr wyf yn tyngu…”

He nodded encouragingly. “I chi byddaf yn rhoi fy loyaty i Gymru.”

She spit the rest out in one long sentence. “I chi byddaf yn rhoi fy loyaty i Gymru!” she said, looking to him for approval. “Did I say it right?”

“You said it beautifully.”

“What did I just say?”

He was serious. “That you hate them all and you curse their families.”

Penelope shrieked. “I said what?”

Bhrodi broke down into laughter, as did the teulu commanders; they had all been listening to the conversation, amused by her reaction to Bhrodi’s tease. The man had been known to have a wicked sense of humor at times, as she was no doubt coming to discover. Bhrodi squeezed Penelope tightly around the shoulders, giving her a gentle hug.

“You told them that you swore your loyalty to Wales,” he said, looking at the men below and trying to gauge their reactions. “They seem pleased by it.”

Penelope still wasn’t over his joke, shaking her head in exasperation. “You are a terrible man with your jesting,” she told him. “You could have told me to repeat anything to them and I wouldn’t have known what it was.”

“Then I would suggest you learn Welsh very quickly.”

Penelope could hardly disagree. “To be safe, I’d better,” she said, watching Bhrodi as he listened to the crowd below. “What else are they saying? Are they agreeing with our marriage?”

He was leaning on his elbows over the parapet, listening to the rumblings. “It is difficult to tell,” he said. “But they seem to be far less angry than they were even a few moments ago. Mayhap I can let them into the castle now and we can calmly discuss our plans to join Dafydd.”

He turned to Ianto and Ivor, instructing them to begin letting the chieftains into the castle. Rhydilian wasn’t big enough to hold thousands of men so those loyal to the chieftains needed to be kept outside the gates, an uncomfortable arrangement for men who were very aware of the beast that roamed the area. They felt vulnerable. Still, it couldn’t be helped. Now that the initial animosity was over, Bhrodi was eager to get down to business and do what needed to be done.

He made Penelope go into the keep and lock it up tight before he opened the gates and allowed his chieftains admittance to the castle grounds, so she watched men pour in through the front gates from the safety of the chamber Thomas and Kevin shared. In fact, all three of them watched the bailey of Rhydilian fill up with Welshmen, a very strange sight indeed for the English. The only time they ever saw such numbers of Welsh were in battle, so it was an odd vision to Thomas and Kevin in particular.

With Penelope locked up tight in the keep, Bhrodi conducted business in the bailey, walking among his chieftains and reaffirming bonds. He discussed his marriage again and his reasons, and the second time around, almost all of them were willing to listen and also willing to agree. There were a few who were still uncertain but not in a violent way; they were men who had daughters of marriageable age and were offended Bhrodi hadn’t considered their daughters first, but that insult soon passed into memory.

For now, they had a battle to plan because the last Welsh prince was in need of their help and with Bhrodi de Shera leading the army, they were apt to give it.

On the morrow, The Serpent would lead the way.
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Corwen Castle

The Welsh Marches

At forty-four years of age, Edward the First of England was a tall man with curly dark blond hair that was starting to turn white. From years in combat, he was rather muscular but a poor diet had contributed to a rounded belly and an occasional bout with gout. Oddly enough, he was rather soft spoken but when he did speak, his persuasive tone was hindered with a hint of a lisp. Intelligent to a fault, he didn’t need a great booming voice to get across his wishes; his well-spoken diatribes were filled with hazardous innuendos. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind who was in control of the whole of England.

When Edward heard that William de Wolfe had entered his encampment, the king went out of his way to seek William out just as the man was dismounting his weary charger. Edward had grown up idolizing William, as the knight had been a great friend of his father’s, so he promptly hugged William in greeting. It was an extreme break in royal protocol, but Edward showed no hints of embarrassment. He was thrilled to have The Wolfe in his camp and he took William and his men into his very large tent for conversation and refreshments. There was much to discuss.

“I received your missive last week regarding your daughter’s betrothal to Bhrodi de Shera,” Edward said as he handed William a pewter goblet of wine. “Has the wedding taken place?”

William sipped at the very fine wine. “It has,” he said. “I sent the missive to you when we departed for Wales. She married de Shera probably about the same time you received the announcement.”

Edward’s pale eyes were alight. “I am extraordinarily pleased to hear that,” he said. “I am more than pleased that de Shera accepted the contract.”

William nodded. “He accepted it without much resistance,” he said. “Therefore, the hereditary kings of Anglesey are now linked to the House of de Wolfe. I knew you would be pleased.”

Edward was nodding eagerly, but it was clear that the wheels of his mind were turning. Edward’s mind was always turning. “It is a fine day, indeed,” he said. “It makes my life so much more… controlled.”

“Why is that?” William asked.

Edward collected his own cup of wine. “Because de Shera is now allied with the English, of course,” he said as if William was an idiot. “I have waited for this day, de Wolfe. I am so proud and happy that you have given this gift of peace to me.”

William wasn’t as joyful as Edward was, not in the least. He had no patience for not coming straight to the point of the matter. He’d spent three long days riding to Corwen and wasn’t in the mood for idle chatter as Edward seemed to be. William was here for a purpose.

“We have heard that you captured Castell y Bere,” he said, looking Edward in the eye. “We have also heard that Dafydd ap Gruffydd escaped the siege and is heading north, where you already have a heavy presence at Caernarfon, Rhuddlan, and Conwy. Where you do not have a heavy presence is Anglesey and it is my concern that Dafydd has sought refuge with de Shera.”

Some of the joy drained from Edward’s face. “Why do you worry?” he asked. “De Shera is now our ally.”

William signed faintly and set down his wine. “It is not that simple and you know it,” he said, his voice low. “Simply because de Shera married my daughter does not instantly make him your ally. He is still a Welshman and still deeply entrenched in his country’s struggle against you. Did you truly believe something as simple as a marriage would remove all of his loyalty to his own people?”

Edward’s good mood was completely vanished. He moved closer to William, a deadly gleam to his eye. “I offered a marriage contract between him and a daughter of your choosing for exactly that purpose,” he said. “Never forget that de Shera is the Earl of Coventry. God’s Blood, the man is half-English. It is time he shows some loyalty to that half. It is time he shows his loyalty to me.”

William could see that Edward was inflexible in the matter. It didn’t surprise him necessarily, but it concerned him. He knew Paris and Kieran were in earshot; he could feel them. Having served with those men most of his life, he knew when they were close. It was a bond they shared. He could also sense their concern as well. But before William could reply, Edward turned away from him and focused on Paris.

“De Norville,” he said amiably. “How do you find living at Castle Questing these days? It must be quite odd no longer serving as the captain of the guard for the Earl of Teviot.”

Paris forced a smile; he didn’t particularly like Edward and never had. There was something very untrustworthy and seedy about the man.

“I was very happy to turn the job over to my eldest son,” he said. “Now I live at Questing with my wife and our younger children, and I force William to pay for my food and drink. It is an excellent arrangement.”

Edward laughed, clapping Paris on the shoulder as he turned back to William. “William is a wealthy man,” he said. “He can afford you. How is your wife?”

Paris’ smile faded; he didn’t like talking about his wife even on a good day, and he certainly didn’t want to speak of her condition to a man he didn’t like.

“She is well,” he lied. “She sends her greetings, of course.”

Edward nodded. “Of course,” he said, moving on to Kieran, who was standing big and silent several feet away. Edward looked the man over. “And you, Hage? How is your family?”

Kieran didn’t like him, either. “They are well,” he said generically. “Thank you for asking, Your Grace.”

Edward wasn’t inclined to carry on any more of a conversation with Kieran than he already was; everything he’d said had only been pleasantries, anyway, mostly because he hadn’t wanted to get into a heated discussion with William about de Shera’s loyalties. Chatting with de Norville and Hage was a way of cooling his temper. As he reached for more wine, William spoke.

“What are your plans for seeking out Dafydd, Your Grace?” he asked. “Do you have any intelligence on where he may have gone?”

Edward poured himself more wine before answering. “We know he is north, in Snowdonia, but we do not know exactly where,” he replied. “I have many men out searching for him as we speak and in two days, the entire encampment is moving out to aid in the search. I must be on-hand when Dafydd is found and flushed out, but now that I know de Shera is married to your daughter, I shall send men to Rhydilian Castle to see if Dafydd has gone there. I am sure your daughter will be truthful and tell us if the man has arrived even if de Shera’s loyalties are not quite so clear.”

William’s jaw began to tick. “And what happens if de Shera chooses to side with Dafydd?”

Edward looked at him. “Then the man is in breach of the terms of his marital contract and I will treat him as I treat any other Welshman,” he said coldly. “After I destroy Dafydd, I will destroy Bhrodi de Shera and you will help me. Am I making myself clear, de Wolfe?”

William met the king’s gaze without flinching, even though it was a terrible and wicked gaze. God, there were so many things he wanted to say at that moment but just couldn’t bring himself to. He had to get away from Edward and rethink his strategy. He also had to rethink his loyalties for if Edward went after Bhrodi, William wasn’t entirely sure he would go with him. If he refused to fight for the king, that would bring up an entirely new set of issues. In fact, the prospect was quite horrifying.

Nay, he couldn’t engage the king in any manner of argument. At least, not at the moment. Edward had to believe that The Wolfe was still loyal to England as he had always been. Fact was, William wasn’t loyal to England at all. He was loyal to his daughter. After a moment, he forced a smile.

“Clear indeed, Your Grace,” he said, rather lightly as he tried to throw the man off of his true thoughts. “But let us hope it does not come to that. For now, I would ask permission to rest. I’m too damn old to be riding day and night without sleep and if we are departing in two days, then I must ease my old bones for the difficult journey ahead.”

Edward was back to being amiable; he had that ability in his personality to go from deadly to joyful in a split second, a trait that worried even his closest advisors.

“Go and rest, my friend,” he said. “I will send for you when it is time to sup. You must tell me all about the wedding and all about de Shera. I’ve never met the man. I’d like to know what you think of him.”

William nodded, set his wine down, and bowed out of the tent with Paris and Kieran on his heels. The three of them marched towards the southern end of the encampment where their men were gathered. All the while, William was struggling not to explode. His hands and jaw were working furiously.

“Breathe, William, breathe,” Paris said quietly. “Be calm, man. We must think our way through this.”

William was struggling. “There is nothing to think about,” he said. “I have fought for England my entire life but at this moment, I will not fight for Edward if he goes after de Shera.”

Paris put a big hand on William’s shoulder. “Will you fight for de Shera, then?” he asked softly.

William came to an abrupt halt and looked at Paris. “My life, my love, and my loyalty are with my daughter,” he said. “I will not let Edward destroy her. If it comes to that, I will fight for de Shera. I must. I cannot let the man destroy Penelope.”

“It is what he has planned all along,” Kieran said softly. When William and Paris looked at him, he met their gaze steadily. “We all know that Edward has always intended for complete domination of Wales. He will have it one way or the other. He was hoping that by marrying Penelope, de Shera would submit to English rule but I am equally sure that is not the case. De Shera may be half-English, but he is all Welsh – his heart and soul lie there. If Edward wants all of Wales, he is going to have to go through de Shera to get it. He has planned that all along. The marriage was just a ruse.”

William put his hands on his hips angrily. “If you have known that, why didn’t you tell me?”

Kieran shook his head. “Because it only became readily apparent right now. Edward never had any intention of honoring any manner of peaceful alliance with de Shera. He wants the man’s submission or he wants his life.”

He was absolutely right; it was shocking and terrible information but it was something they had all known from the beginning, or at least they should have. William sighed heavily, averting his gaze as he looked at his feet. His mind was in utter turmoil.

“Jordan told me that blood is stronger than a kingdom,” he muttered. “She also told me I must side with Edward to keep control of him. I cannot do that if I am the opposition. She said the only way to protect Penelope is to undermine Edward.”

“Jordan would make a fine battle commander.”

William was feeling rather ill as he mulled over his conversation with the king. “Oh, God,” he breathed. “I cannot fight with de Shera, can I? Jordan is correct; I must fight with Edward. It is the only way to help my daughter, mayhap even the only way to save her. I have to know every move Edward makes in order to do Penny, or de Shera, any good at all.”

Paris sighed faintly. “You are walking a difficult path, my friend,” he said softly. “This campaign with Edward could very well see your reputation tarnished if he discovers he does not have your complete loyalty.”

William knew that. “I do not care about my reputation nearly so much as I care about my daughter,” he said with some regret. “Who knew a serpent could destroy a Wolfe?”

No one had an answer for him; they all knew what was at stake. It was like a nightmare, one William had walked into with trust in his king and in an alliance with de Shera. Now, it was all falling apart. He should have been smarter about it and he cursed himself for his foolishness. He should have realized there would be no peace so long as Edward was determined to conquer Wales. In his old age, he had hoped for such things as peace.

The price of that foolishness might be his daughter’s life.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


The Month of May, Rhydilian Castle

Penelope had never known loneliness like this.

Twenty-three days after Bhrodi’s departure for Dolbadarn Castle, Penelope found herself up on the battlements of Rhydilian, watching the sun rise. In the forest that surrounded them, she could hear birds chirping and woodland creatures chattering. Everything was coming alive as the sun began to rise, signaling the start of a new day. Unlike the past several days, this morning was without the heavy mist and Penelope could see for miles. Rhydilian was perched in a perfect spot to survey the great and mysterious land.

It was beautiful, that was true. It wasn’t quite like the land she came from, which had great hills and dales but no big mountains, but it was just as clean and lovely. To her left, to the northeast, was the marsh where the great beast roamed and she found herself studying the distant marsh for any signs of the creature. The Serpent of legend, Bhrodi had told her, a being that he was one and the same with although she didn’t think that was quite true. The beast of the marsh killed without conscience and Bhrodi most definitely had a conscience. He had a heart and soul as well. As she watched the landscape, she felt his absence tremendously.

Penelope had spent a total of a week with the man and already she felt as if she had always been with him. He had marked her, as she had marked him, and his departure on that misty morning over three weeks ago had been a bittersweet one. He had kissed her and hugged her, and told her how much he would miss her, but he stopped short of declaring his love for her. He may as well have said it because his actions spoke far louder than words; his love for her was in his eyes, in his smile, and in his touch, and Penelope had reciprocated in kind. Still, she hadn’t told him that she loved him, either, fearful that her statement would have met with indifference or, worse, rejection. So she had kissed and hugged him, too, and told him that she would miss him. She begged him to return safely to her.

But twenty-three days after his departure, she was coming to sorely regret not having told the man she loved him. Thinking back, she supposed that she had been falling in love with him all along but the morning he had spoken to his vassals about Dafydd’s request for aid had been the morning she realized that she loved him very much. Bhrodi de Shera was a proud, arrogant, and powerful man, but he was also sweet and gentle and humorous. So many qualities she had fallen in love with because, in many ways, he reminded her of her father. She couldn’t help but love him. And now he was gone and she had not told him of her feelings. Her regret was growing by the day.

As was her concern. Bhrodi had sent two messengers back to Rhydilian in the time he’d been away, men who had relayed the situation in and around Dolbadarn. Everything had been calm for the first week but after that, the English had been drawing close and there had been several skirmishes as a result. The castle was still intact but Dafydd, she was told, had long since fled and Bhrodi had gone with him. That was the last thing she had heard and that had been nine days ago. Her anxiety for more news was therefore growing.

As she stood on the battlements and pondered her thoughts, she heard movement off to the right and turned to see Kevin emerging from the stairwell. The man had recovered quite rapidly over the past three weeks thanks to the initial care he had received from Bhrodi’s old surgeon. The puncture wound to his torso had not grown poisonous, which had been a miracle, so it was simply a matter of the man gaining back his strength. He was well on his way, very nearly back to normal. She smiled at Kevin as he approached, noting that Thomas was not far behind him. The two always seemed to travel in a pair. Her smile was meant for her brother as well.

“Good morn to you both,” she said. “The day is half-over. Where have you been?”

Thomas yawned. “Sleeping,” he said, eyeing Kevin. “That big bull keeps me up half the night with his snoring so I must catch sleep when I can.”

Kevin gave him a wry expression. “Do not blame me,” he said. “You are up late playing games with Lady Tacey or telling her stories. If you must blame anyone for your lack of sleep, blame her.”

It was a sensitive subject with Thomas; over the past several weeks, he had become rather fond of Tacey, and she of him, and they spent a good deal of time together. At first, Penelope thought it was simply his brotherly instincts but now she wasn’t so sure. Thomas was showing distinct signs of affection towards the girl, which she very much approved but she wondered if Bhrodi would. Therefore, the subject was treated very carefully.

“Tacey sleeps all day and is up all night these days,” Penelope told Kevin what he already knew. “The baby will not let her sleep at night and Thomas is kind enough to sit up with her so she will not be alone.”

Kevin grunted. He had things to say about that, thinking what Penelope thought about the situation, but he kept his mouth shut. He didn’t want to get into an argument with Thomas, who was very touchy when it came to young Lady Tacey, so he changed the subject.

“It seems very odd to look over the Welsh countryside and not be at war in it,” he said. “It seems very odd to be here in the first place.”

Penelope’s gaze moved out over the landscape. “I know you are well enough to return home,” she said. “I appreciate that you have remained here with me to help me oversee Rhydilian.”

Kevin braced his big arms against the parapet. “You do not need any help,” he said. “We simply did not want to leave you alone in a strange land with strange men under your command.”

Penelope shrugged. “There are only fifty of them,” she said. “Bhrodi took his commanders with him and his entire teulu contingent. The men he left me with are rather old to fight. I suppose if I needed to, I could best every one of them so you really do not have to worry about leaving me alone with them.”

Thomas reached out and yanked her braid in an affectionate gesture. “That is the thanks we get for remaining behind to protect you?” he asked in mock outrage. “If that is as much as you think of us, then we will leave today and good riddance to you.”

Penelope giggled and took a swing at him, which he easily pushed away. As the siblings squabbled good-naturedly, Kevin caught sight of something on the road at the base of the mountain. From what he could see, it was a lone rider and on his current path it would take him straight to the castle.

“Look,” he said, grasping at Penelope to pull her away from her brother. “A rider approaches.”

Penelope’s smile and good humor vanished as she hung over the parapet, her eyes straining to see what Kevin saw. It was very far in the distance but, gradually, she came to see the rider as well. Her heart leapt into her throat.

“Mayhap it is a messenger!” she gasped, filled with fear and excitement.

The knights didn’t respond. They continued watching, as Penelope did, as the rider drew closer and closer. Within several minutes, they were able to make out small details and it was Thomas who spoke first.

“That is Edward,” he hissed. “Penny, it’s Edward!”

He meant their brother. Three years older than Thomas, Edward had ridden out with their father and now, for some reason, he was returning. Any scenario Penelope could come up with for his return was not a good one. She tried not to panic as she fled the battlements with Kevin and Thomas on her heels, flying down the narrow spiral staircase from the battlements until she reached the ground below. In the shadow of the great gatehouse, she shouted at the sentries to open the gate. Slowly, the ropes and chains choked back on their guides, creaking and groaning, and the old gates began to give way.

Penelope stood her ground as they moved, standing in the mud and cold as the panels yawned open and she could see Edward approaching. She couldn’t stand it; she ran out of the gates and met Edward on the road.

“Edward!” she cried as he reined his frothing charger to a halt. “Why are you here? Has something happened?”

Edward de Wolfe was exhausted from his ride; he’d been awake for two straight days and then on the road since dawn when his father had sent him to Rhydilian with a missive. He didn’t have the time or patience for his sister’s demands.

“Inside,” he boomed. “Get inside now!”

Startled, Penelope ran back inside the gates with Edward on her heels. It was Edward who gave the command to close the gates as Kevin and Thomas came forward to meet him. Thomas grabbed hold of his brother’s horse as the man nearly fell off while dismounting. Penelope was at his side, holding on to him to keep him from pitching to his knees.

“What has happened, Edward?” she begged. “Is Papa well? Has something happened to him?”

Edward pulled off his helmet, facing his sister and brother and cousin. He was tall, like his namesake, William’s father Edward, and he also had Edward’s golden-hazel eyes. In fact, he was very much like his grandfather, well-spoken and politically savvy. That was why William had chosen him to ride for Rhydilian. Edward was the perfect messenger.

“Our father is well,” he assured her. “But much has happened. Let us go someplace where we can speak in private.”

It wasn’t much of an answer, which frightened Penelope even more. Shaken, she led the way into the keep, calling for warmed drinks as they entered the small feasting hall. Together, the four of them sat around the scrubbed feasting table as Thomas helped Edward shed his weapons and pieces of plate. He was piling everything upon the table as Edward spoke.

“Have things been peaceful around here?” he asked.

Penelope nodded. “Very peaceful,” she said. “Why do you ask?”

Edward looked around the table at Kevin and Thomas. “Dafydd ap Gruffydd has not come here, has he?”

Everyone shook their heads. “Not that we have seen,” Kevin replied. “Why, Edward? What is this all about?”

Edward sighed heavily; where to start? His exhausted mind struggled to find a starting point to his complex message.

“When we were returning to England after leaving Penny’s wedding, we came across English soldiers who told us of Edward’s victory at Castell y Bere,” he said. “They also told us that Dafydd ap Gruffydd was on the run and Father thought he might come here.”

Penelope shook her head again. “He did not come here,” she said, hesitating on how much she should tell him, afraid of putting Bhrodi in danger if she told him everything. “But… but he sent word to Bhrodi. He asked for Bhrodi to support him against Edward, and Bhrodi left over three weeks ago. Edward, what has happened? Why are you asking such questions?”

Edward could see that she was growing increasingly upset and hastened to ease her. “Father knew that Dafydd had fled and, suspecting he was heading for Rhydilian, he went in search of our king,” he said. “Edward told Father that he was planning on destroying Dafydd and when he was finished with the Welsh prince, his next target was Bhrodi.”

It wasn’t surprising news but Penelope was beginning to feel sick. “So why have you come?”

Edward put his hand on hers. “Because we engaged Dafydd about a week ago in Snowdonia,” he said. “We saw Bhrodi’s teulu, Penny, and so did Edward. De Shera was quite instrumental in preventing our king from getting ahold of Dafydd. Now Edward knows that Bhrodi is indeed fighting for Dafydd which makes him in breach of the marriage contract. Edward is furious to say the least and it is all Father can do to keep the man from riding to Anglesey and laying siege to Rhydilian.”

Penelope’s eyes were wide at the news. “So you’ve come to tell me to leave?” she asked. Then, she shook her head firmly. “I am not leaving, Edward. This is my home and my husband’s home. He has left me in charge of it and I am not deserting. If Edward comes here, I am going to fight him until the death.”

Edward sighed heavily, shutting down his answer as the serving women appeared and put food and drink on the table. He waited until they left the hall before speaking again.

“I am not telling you to leave,” he said in a low voice. “But you must know what you will be facing; if Father cannot control the king, and it is quite possible he cannot, then Edward will come down around Rhydilian to punish Bhrodi for siding with Dafydd. How many men did your husband leave you?”

Penelope was ashen. “Fifty,” she said, trying not to sound frightened. “But they are old. They could not fend off a siege by the king.”

Edward took the cup of wine that Thomas handed him and drank deeply. “You should know that Father has given me permission to bind and gag you to remove you from this place,” he said, glancing to Thomas and Kevin. “He commands you two to help me remove her should it come to that. He does not want her here if Edward comes.”

Penelope looked around the table in shock. Her anger was roused. “You will not remove me,” she said flatly. “I will fight you if you try.”

Edward sighed. “Father knew that, too,” he said. “Penny, I realize you are married to de Shera now and, rightfully, you are loyal to him, as his wife should be. But you must realize that the treaty he swore to uphold is now broken. There is no more treaty.”

“But there is my marriage,” Penelope shot back firmly. “Simply because a treaty is dissolved does not mean my marriage is and I will not abandon my husband no matter what you say. If Edward comes, I will fight him off myself if I have to, so mayhap you and Thomas and Kevin should leave while there is still time. I must remain here but you three do not have to.”

Edward looked at Thomas and the two of them shrugged their shoulders. Perhaps they had known what her answer would be all along and Thomas, more than any of them, was prepared with his reply.

“Well,” Thomas finally said, “I cannot leave her. I have come to know de Shera and he is a fair and wise man. You do not know him like I do, Ed. If Penny stays to fight, I will, too. De Shera deserves some loyalty from us since he did not get it from Edward. He needs to see that not all English are treacherous. There are those of us with integrity.”

“I am not leaving, either,” Kevin said, his voice low and soft. “De Shera has been generous, that is true, but I do not stay for him. I stay for Penny. I will not leave her alone to face Edward’s war machine.”

Penelope was touched by their support but she was also very worried for them. To stay with her would be to side with the enemy and Edward would not take that lightly. She put her hand on Edward’s arm.

“Is Bhrodi returning to Rhydilian?” she asked. “Have you seen him at all?”

Edward shook his head. “There has been some fairly nasty fighting over the past several days very close to here, in fact, near the village of Aber,” he said. “It is said to be the hereditary seat of the Princes of Wales, and Edward is fairly confident that Dafydd is hiding there, somewhere. Edward’s army is there as, I would imagine, is Bhrodi’s.”

Penelope could only think of Bhrodi in the midst of heavy fighting. “How close?”

Edward’s weary eyes fixed on her. “Once you cross the channel, it is about an hour’s ride,” he said. “I am surprised you have not heard the screaming from here.”

Edward’s army is less than three hours away, Penelope thought but she did not speak those words aloud. To do so might convey the fear she was feeling and she would not do that. She was a knight, trained for battle, and she would do her best to hold Rhydilian should Edward decide to head their way. In truth, it was a terrifying thought.

“Then we must prepare for the potential threat of Edward’s army,” she said calmly. “I will go and tell the men now and we will plan what must be done. As long as I am alive, this fortress will not fall. I will not fail my husband.”

She was resolute, which was very much like her. Penelope may have been a woman, but she had the heart and courage of a knight. She had displayed it before and would display it again. Thomas reached out and put a hand on her shoulder.

“I will help you,” he assured her. “You are not alone.”

Edward sighed heavily and raked his fingers through his dark hair. Now that he had delivered his message, his weary mind was growing more exhausted by the moment. His siblings were about to go against their father’s recommendation and he hadn’t the strength to fight them.

“I will not argue with you,” he said. “I cannot. I am too exhausted. Penny, give me a place to sleep for a few hours. I cannot think straight.”

Penelope called one of the serving women and had the old lady take Edward up to the second floor, to the chamber where Thomas and Kevin slept. Edward kissed her on the forehead before he went, staggering wearily after the old woman as he disappeared from the hall. Once he was gone, Penelope, Thomas and Kevin sat in silence for a few moments, each to their own thoughts. There was much to think about. Finally, Penelope broke the silence.

“If you two are going to help me hold the fortress, then we must go about our business,” she said. “Kevin, find a man who can translate English to Welsh and then have the men gather in the bailey in one hour. I will speak to them at that time. Thomas, it will be your job to walk the perimeter of Rhydilian and look for any weaknesses. Since we will have so few forces, we will need to concentrate the men where there are obvious weaknesses. Go on about your duties and then join us in the bailey in an hour.”

Thomas nodded and stood up, heading out of the hall, but Kevin was slower to move. His gaze lingered on Penelope as she stood up, her mind occupied, obviously thinking of what lay ahead. His heart, so soft when it came to her, was beginning to ache with sorrow.

“Penny,” he said softly. “I will again ask you to run away with me and leave this all behind. You and de Shera have been married less than a week; it is not as if he has been your husband for many years and your lives and loyalties are intertwined. You have only known the man a few days. Surely you cannot feel such strong loyalty to him.”

Penelope struggled with her patience; she didn’t want to hear Kevin speak of such things. “I know you mean well, but it makes me feel so very low and so very angry when you speak this way,” she said. “You of all people understand honor. What I do, I do for my honor and for my father’s honor. The Wolfe and his progeny do not run from anything and we do not break our bond, Kevin. You know this. I will not fail Bhrodi no matter how much you beg me to.”

Kevin inhaled deeply, thoughtfully. “I am not begging you to fail him,” he said. “I am begging you to spare your own life. Do you know what will happen if Edward captures you? Do you have any idea what the man will do?”

Penelope didn’t want to hear him. She turned away, abruptly, but he was on her, grabbing her by the arms and forcing her to stop. Furious, she began to fight him.

“Let me go!” she demanded.

Kevin gave her a good shake to get her attention. “If Edward captures you, he will treat you as he would treat any enemy,” he said. “You would be fortunate if you were only taken to London and bottled up in the Tower, but more than likely he would make an example of out of you. The executioner’s axe, mayhap, or he might even purge you by fire. Do you have any idea how horrific that will be? Of course, your father would not allow it and he would go to war against Edward, but Edward’s army is bigger and there is every chance your father would be defeated. Then he would be a prisoner, too, and have his lands and titles stripped. Your brothers would be fugitives more than likely and your mother… how do you think this will affect your mother, Penny?”

He had said too much. Tears formed in Penelope’s eyes and, with a burst of anger, she reached up and slapped him across the face. Stung, Kevin loosened his grip enough for Penelope to pull away from him and run from the hall. Kevin stood there where she left him, with a stinging cheek and a hole where his heart used to be.

He couldn’t make her understand; she was loyal to de Shera. In fact, she was too loyal and he was coming to think that perhaps it was more than just the marriage. Perhaps she had feeling for the man, which utterly broke his heart to think of. But it must have been the truth because she was behaving most irrationally. Women in love were irrational creatures.

Kevin was coming to curse the day he had ever heard the name Bhrodi de Shera. In silence, he quit the hall.

When the hall was dead and still, the wardrobe in the shadows began to rattle. It was only slight, not the usual banging that was normally witnessed. Very quietly, the wardrobe door opened and the tiny man appeared, only this time, it wasn’t to fight the unseen enemy. In spite of what everyone had said about him and in spite of his usual routine for thirty years, the old man had very brief moments of lucidity and this one was one of them.

He had heard every word spoken.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Three days later

It was near sunset, three days after Penelope had given a rather rousing speech to the old men who had remained behind at Rhydilian. She was much like her father in that she was charismatic and encouraging and, even though her words had been translated through an old soldier as well as through Tacey, the men of the old Welsh guard had listened to her. It was clear that she was fiercely supportive of de Shera and she wanted to protect Rhydilian from the English should they come.

The old men had come to know Lady de Shera somewhat since the departure of their lord and she had always been friendly and fair with them, which began to lay the foundation of trust. Moreover, Bhrodi had spoken with all of them before he left and assured them that she was trustworthy. She was William de Wolfe’s daughter, after all, and by sheer reputation of the father did they even consider embracing the daughter. But as the days had passed, embrace they did, and the men started calling her mae hi’n blaidd. Now, she was known as the She Wolfe. It was a sign of respect.

They had also started showing some respect to the English knights who remained with her after Bhrodi had gone. They seemed to like Thomas in particular and after a productive day with the elderly guard of Rhydilian, Thomas was walking the wall with a few of the old men when they saw the approach of a party far off in the distance.

At first, Thomas thought it was a trick of the light but quite soon realized that it was, indeed, a group of riders on the road for Rhydilian. After watching the coming party for several minutes, he turned to the nearest sentry and sent the man for Penelope.

Kevin, who had been in Rhydilian’s armory trying to organize what equipment was left after Bhrodi’s departure, heard the calls of the sentries and joined Thomas on the battlements. He was still reeling from his conversation with Penelope three days prior so when she appeared on the wall to see about the incoming party, he tried not to look at her. He’d spent three days trying not to look or speak to her. He just couldn’t. Therefore, he didn’t notice that Penelope wouldn’t look at him, either. There was tension between the two of them that wasn’t normal as Penelope focused on the incoming group.

“Can you tell who they are yet?” she asked Thomas. “Are they flying any colors?”

Thomas shook his head. “Welsh do not fly colors,” he said, “and if it was Edward, we would already know it.”

Penelope knew all of that but she was still curious, now wrought with anxiety. Given Edward’s visit and the news he bore, she was understandably apprehensive.

Edward soon joined them on the battlements to await the incoming group. The sun continued to set, streaking spectacular colors across the sky, as the party approaching Rhydilian continued to make its way towards the castle. Penelope and the others noticed that the group wasn’t moving particularly fast and there were at least two wagons that they could see. But they were traveling so slowly that it would soon be dark and even though the moon was now a sliver in the sky, the beast of the marsh was always a fear once the sun went down. As the party approached the base of the mountain that Rhydilian was situated upon, a lone rider broke off from the group and thundered up the road.

Penelope, Thomas, Edward, and Kevin came off the wall and met the rider down at the gate. Slowly, the great panels cranked open and the rider, wearing the de Shera teulu tunic of deep red, galloped through the opening. The man was off his horse before it came to a complete halt and it took Penelope a moment to recognize the haggard and beard-covered face.

“Ianto!” she gasped in shock. “What is it? Why are you here?”

Ianto was beaten and weary as he moved for Penelope. “My lady,” he said. “We are bringing Lord de Shera home.”

Penelope didn’t understand him at first. “You are bringing Bhrodi home?” she repeated. Then, her face lit up. “He has come with you?”

Ianto was the bearer of terrible news. He could see that she didn’t comprehend his meaning and in an uncharacteristic breach of protocol, he reached out and grasped her arm as if to physically impart his news upon her. His eyes, big and sad, focused on her.

“He is with us,” he said, his voice hoarse. “My lady, he was badly injured in the fighting at Aber two days ago. With the help of your father, we were able to break through the English lines in order to bring him home. He is… not well, my lady. Not well at all.”

Ianto’s words hit Penelope with the force of a lightning strike. She went from joyful to shattered all in a split second and, as the others watched, the color drained out of her face. She swayed, grasping at Ianto as if to keep from falling.

“What do you mean?” she breathed. “What are you telling me?”

Ianto was struggling. “My lady, he was….”

Panicked, Penelope cut him off. “Is he dead? Tell me now!”

Ianto could see the pain in her face; he had seen the same pain on Bhrodi’s face before the man lost consciousness. It was tragic, truly; such emotion from a man and wife who, under normal circumstances, would have never been. Penelope would have been in her world and Bhrodi would have remained in his. Yet they had come together under impossible circumstances, and something fine was growing between them. Anyone could tell that simply by looking at them. Ianto hadn’t seen Bhrodi so happy in over two years, and now this. He was greatly sorrowed, just like the rest of them.

“Nay, my lady, he is not dead,” Ianto replied, grabbing her because she seemed to be collapsing somehow. She was difficult to hold on to, like water running through his fingers. “But he is badly injured. We had to bring him home.”

The group had reached the top of the road by now and more horses began thundering in through the gates. The chaos of their swift arrival filled the bailey with dirt and noise. Penelope let go of Ianto and turned for the incoming party. She began to run, dodging men and horses, until she came to the first wagon that was just starting to enter the gates. Running up to the edge of the wagon bed, she was abruptly faced with her greatest fear.

Bhrodi lay in the bed of the wagon with the little old surgeon, the one who had tended Kevin and Thomas, hovering over him. He was lying on the wood slats; there weren’t even any rushes or blankets beneath him. He simply lay on the wood, his arms and legs askew, like a poppet that had been thrown to the floor. He was unconscious, sporting several day’s growth of beard, and as Penelope’s gaze moved down his body to see where this horrific injury was, she could see that his entire pelvis was wrapped tightly. Bloodied stains marred the entire left side of wrappings and the breeches of his left thigh were stained and shredded.

Shocked, horrified, Penelope hoisted herself into the wagon bed. The first thing she did was lean over Bhrodi’s face, her gentle hands on his head as she lifted first one eyelid and then the other. His eyes were bloodshot and the pupils were slow to react to the light. She looked at the surgeon.

“What is wrong with him?” she demanded. “What happened?”

The old surgeon didn’t speak a lick of English. He simply shook his head. Frustrated, Penelope let out a yell of pure frustration.

“Ianto!” she bellowed. “Someone, anyone, help me translate to the surgeon!”

Ianto appeared at the side of the wagon; he murmured a few words to the surgeon, who muttered back at him. Penelope expression was frantic.

“Well?” she demanded. “What did he say? What happened to my husband?”

Ianto sighed heavily. “We were in close quarters fighting with some English knights who had cornered Dafydd in a church,” he said softly. “Dafydd had lost most of his mail and protection in his flight from Edward and was dressed only in rags. Bhrodi gave him his own mail and weapons, my lady. He gave Dafydd everything except his sword. When a group of English knights invaded the church in search of Dafydd, we bought Dafydd enough time to help him escape by engaging the knights. We were outnumbered and heavily out-weaponed. Lord de Shera was without any mail or protection when he caught a morning star in his lower abdomen. It glanced off for the most part; had it hit him directly it would have killed him. Even so, it tore him to pieces.”

Penelope clapped a hand over her mouth or she would have surely become sick. In fact, she did gag, a reflexive action to what she knew would be a devastating injury. Unable to recover, she gagged again and this time vomited over the side of the wagon, weeping as she did so. She couldn’t help it; she was shattered and everything was spilling out, fueled by her horrible grief.

“Knights on foot do not use morning stars,” she wept and gagged. “What business did they have bringing that type of weaponry into a church?”

Ianto had been joined by Yestin and Ivor, and they watched Lady de Shera become physically ill at the sight of her husband. It was a tragic sight to behold.

“Two knights were on horseback when they entered the church,” Ianto tried to be gentle. “We had been fighting all around the town for most of the day, so each man was as heavily armed as he could manage. The men on horseback tore the church apart looking for Dafydd, but we held firm and fought them off. Lord de Shera was caught by the morning star after he had pushed a massive bank of candles down onto several knights, severely injuring them. After that, the other knights made a point of trying to kill him. They nearly succeeded and would have had your father not intervened.”

Penelope wiped her mouth and returned to Bhrodi’s side. She was trying so very hard not to openly sob but it was difficult for so many reasons; Bhrodi’s injury and now evidence that her father had somehow saved him. She stroked Bhrodi’s dirty hair tenderly.

“What did my father do?” she asked hoarsely.

“He entered the church just after Lord de Shera had been injured,” Ianto replied. “He saw Lord de Shera sent to the floor by the first blow and he shouted at the English knights as they went in for the kill. They listened to your father and they left Lord de Shera alone, but the damage had already been done. Your father helped us remove Lord de Shera and smuggle him through the English lines dressed as an English knight. That is why he only wears breeches and a tunic; he made us take off the English armor as soon as we were clear. He said he couldn’t stand the stench of it on him, not even for a moment, but he remained conscious long enough to thank your father. He thanked him for helping him return to the woman they both loved.”

Penelope put a hand over her mouth to stifle the sobs but it was of little use; they broke through anyway as she wept her tears of anguish. Collapsing forward, she wept on Bhrodi’s chest, so very broken in sorrow. God, if she had only told him she had loved him before he left, then that would have been of some comfort. At least he would have known. As it was, he had loved her, too, only he’d been too frightened or reluctant or shy to tell her. Maybe he had been afraid she hadn’t shared those feelings. But he had told her father his feelings. That was something to hold on to.

But tears would not heal him. She was unused to weeping and struggled to stop the flow. She sat up, wiping furiously at her face as if embarrassed by her breakdown. She could see Kevin and Edward and Thomas standing by the edge of the wagon, their sorrowful gaze on Bhrodi.

“Help me,” she pleaded. “Help me get him up into the keep.”

Ianto, Ivor, Yestin, and Gwyllim were all on horseback, all exhausted men that were dismounting in an effort to aid their lord, but the English moved in more quickly; they were rested and strong, and between the three of them, lifted Bhrodi from the wagon bed and very carefully carried him towards the keep. As they cautiously moved him up the steps to the keep entry, Tacey emerged from the structure.

Lured by the sounds of men and horses, she had come out to see what all the commotion was about. One look at her brother, however, had her in hysterics.

“Bhrodi!” she cried. “What has happened to him?”

Penelope rushed up the stairs and put her arms around the girl. “Be calm, sweetheart,” she said quietly. “Your brother has been injured. We will take very good care of him and he will be well again, I promise.”

Tacey began sobbing, reaching out to touch Bhrodi as they carried him past her and on into the keep. “He looks dead!” she sobbed.

Penelope thought he did, too, but she didn’t voice her thoughts. Her arm was around Tacey’s shoulders as she escorted the young girl into the keep, following the men who were carrying her brother. It was like a funeral procession already, with grief and sadness filling the air they breathed. Rhydilian’s keep was now full of it, bleeding sorrow from the very walls.

The spiral steps leading up to the third floor where the master’s chamber was were narrow and steep, and it was difficult to maneuver Bhrodi up the stairs. Kevin had Bhrodi under the arms and was taking the steps backwards, moving the man very, very carefully so he would not hit his head, while Thomas and Edward supported his legs and torso. It made for extremely slow going but once they were to the third floor, they carried him swiftly into the master’s chamber.

As Tacey stood by the door and wept, Penelope moved quickly into the room and helped the men settled Bhrodi on the bed. Keeping busy helped her focus on something other than her grief and she grabbed Ianto as the teulu filed exhausted into the room.

“Ask the surgeon what he needs,” she said urgently.

Ianto spoke to the surgeon, who was already crawling onto the bed beside Bhrodi and fumbling with his bandages. When the little man murmured in return, Ianto turned to Penelope.

“Hot water,” he replied. “He also needs his medicament bag, which I will go and retrieve. He also says to bring great quantities of wine.”

It was an odd request but Penelope didn’t argue. She ran downstairs and grabbed two of the old serving women, explaining what had happened. The old women ran off in a flurry to collect necessary items and Penelope raced back up the stairs and into the master chamber where Bhrodi was evidently starting to come around. She could hear his low, slow voice and she ran to the bed, a massive lump in her throat when she tried to speak.

Bhrodi, barely conscious, had been roused by all of the movement. His eyes were muddled and his entire body had an oddly numb feeling to it, but the moment Penelope appeared in his line of sight, it was as if all else faded away. All he could see was her. He stared at her a moment before speaking.

“Are you real?” he whispered.

Penelope slapped a hand over her mouth to keep from sobbing as she nodded her head. “I am,” she said tightly.

“I thought I may have dreamed you.”

“You did not dream me. I am real.”

Bhrodi lifted a weak hand in her direction and she collapsed on the bed beside him, taking his hand in hers. Bhrodi, seeing the tears streaming down her cheeks, shushed her softly.

“No tears,” he muttered thickly. “Knights do not weep.”

Penelope couldn’t help it; his statement made her cry harder. “I am not a knight,” she said. “You do not need another knight. I am your wife; you told me so.”

He grinned ever so faintly. “Aye,” he whispered. “You are my wife. In fact, there is something I must tell my wife.”

Penelope wiped at her eyes. “What is it?”

His tone softened with emotion. “I must tell her that I love her very much,” he breathed. “She must always remember that, for always.”

Penelope broke down into sobs, laying her forehead against his chest. Bhrodi’s arms went around her, weakly, holding her against him and relishing what he believed would be his last feel of her in this life. He knew he was badly injured; more than likely mortally injured. He’d never known anyone to recover from such a devastating wound and he thanked God that he was conscious at the moment and able to tell his wife what he wanted to. But he could feel his consciousness slipping away again and he hurried as much as he was able to tell her what he needed to. She had to know all of it.

“Caria, listen to me,” he whispered. “I was foolish; so foolish. I should have told you of my love for you but I was afraid to, afraid you would not return the feelings. Forgive me for being a coward.”

Penelope’s head came up, her face very close to his. “If you are a coward, then I am one as well,” she murmured. “I was afraid to tell you of my feelings also, knowing that you had once loved someone very much and that you had lost her. I was afraid you would not let yourself feel such things again. I love you deeply, Bhrodi. You are my husband and my heart and no matter what happens, know that you will be with me always.”

He smiled at her and feebly touched her cheek. When she reached up to touch his face, he kissed her fingers gently. It was a warm and joyous moment in the midst of such anguish. As Penelope lay her head back on his chest, hearing his slow heartbeat, Bhrodi looked at the men surrounding his bed. He could hear Tacey crying in the background as his gaze fell on Kevin. He seemed to become a bit more lucid as he looked at the man, the dark green eyes wrought with both turmoil and hope. Thoughts began churning in his pain-hazed mind.

“You,” he said weakly. “Come closer.”

Puzzled, Kevin obediently moved around the bed and made his way next to Penelope. He stood there a moment, looking down at Bhrodi and, for a few long seconds, they simply stared at one another. It was no great secret between them that Kevin wanted what Bhrodi had; he wanted Penelope. But it was a secret only between the three of them. There was no shame of the entire castle knowing the details of confidential information. Therefore, as Penelope watched with some curiosity, Bhrodi lifted a hand to Kevin, who hesitantly took it. Bhrodi squeezed hard.

“You are the only knight in this room who is not related to Penelope by blood so I will therefore ask this of you,” he said, grunting in pain because the old surgeon was beginning to unwrap his wound. “If I die, I want to die with the peace of knowing my beloved wife will be well taken care of. You have known her your entire life, have you not?”

Kevin’s brow was slightly furrowed; he had a feeling what was coming. It was a deathbed request and one he could not refuse. If it was what he thought it was, he would not have refused it in any case.

“I have, my lord,” he replied steadily.

Bhrodi gazed at the man a moment. “You know her well and she knows you,” he said, his voice starting to fade a bit. “I would ask you to take care of my wife when I have gone. Love her as I would have and treat her as if she is the most important thing on this earth, because she is that to me and more. All I ask is that you worship her and be kind to her, Saesneg. Can you do this for me?”

Kevin was pale with the sorrow the request provoked. Surprisingly, he was starting to feel extremely guilty for having coveted another man’s wife, even though he had coveted her well before Bhrodi had married her. Now, it seemed like such a dishonorable thing to do and Kevin was far from a dishonorable man. He was a man of great integrity but when it came to Penelope, his overwhelming love for her had twisted his common sense. Now, he couldn’t escape the onslaught of remorse.

“Aye, my lord,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I shall not fail you.”

Bhrodi nodded faintly, his eyes glimmering, conveying with his gaze alone that he knew what Kevin was feeling. He knew the man loved Penelope and he knew the man would take great care of her. It was the last act of graciousness from a dying man, asking his competition to take care of the women they both loved. Then, and only then, did Kevin begin to understand that there was more to Bhrodi de Shera than simply a warlord; he was a man of forgiveness and benevolence, and it touched Kevin deeply.

“Then I am eased,” Bhrodi finally muttered as he released Kevin’s big hand. “I am only concerned with my wife and her comfort after I die. I know I leave her in good hands.”

Penelope was looking at Kevin with big eyes, somewhere between shock and denial. Now he had permission to marry her should Bhrodi die and she was torn with grief and resentment. She turned to Bhrodi, gently touching his face.

“You will not die,” she whispered firmly. “You and I will grow old together and have a dozen daughters. Isn’t that what we agreed on?”

Bhrodi’s gaze returned to her. He was growing increasingly weak and the urge to close his eyes was overwhelming. Collecting one of Penelope’s hands, lingering near his chest, he kissed her flesh reverently.

“Sons only, you little vixen,” he murmured.

Penelope smiled but the tears were on the surface. She could see he was having great difficulty keeping his eyes open and she reached up, gently closing his eyelids.

“Sleep now,” she whispered, kissing each closed eye tenderly. “I will be here when you awaken and we will discuss the sex of our children further.”

She thought she saw a faint smile tug at Bhrodi’s lips and then he was unconscious again, fading off into a world he might never awaken from. Penelope struggled against the sobs that threatened, instead, turning to Ianto and the other teulu commanders standing next to the bed. They met her gaze with both sadness and defeat. Penelope didn’t like it one bit; she didn’t like seeing Bhrodi’s men defeated. They thought he was as good as dead, too.

“Let the surgeon tend him now,” she whispered, forcing herself to show courage. The men needed direction to help them function and she intended to give it. “You four will go get something to eat, and mayhap a bit of sleep, and meet me in the hall in a few hours. There is much to discuss.”

Silently, they bowed out, shuffling from the room that was dark except for the fire in the hearth. The sun had set completely and shadows were cast upon the land. They were the shadows of death, some thought. Death that had come for Bhrodi.

Tacey was still standing by the doorway, weeping quietly. Penelope sighed faintly at the sight of the girl, so overwrought with grief. She turned to Thomas.

“Would you please remove Tacey?” she asked quietly. “She will need to eat something. Please see that she does and then put her to bed. She should not be so upset in her condition.”

Thomas nodded silently and left the bedside, heading over to Tacey. He put his hands on the young woman’s shoulders, gently, and turned her for the door. Penelope could still hear her crying as Thomas took her down to the hall below. When the sounds of weeping faded, she looked to Edward. She still couldn’t bring herself to look at Kevin, at least not yet. There was great anger in her heart for him.

“Edward,” she said. “Will you go down to the bailey and make sure the men that brought Bhrodi home are peacefully settled? And please make sure the castle is secure for the night.”

Edward nodded and quit the room. When he was gone, the only people remaining in the room other than Bhrodi were the old surgeon, Penelope, and Kevin. A horrible, tense silence filled the air as the surgeon continued to cut away the wrappings from around Bhrodi’s waist. Penelope continued to hold her husband’s hand, looking at his sleeping face and murmuring prayers over and over. Surely God would hear her pleas; it would be purely tragic should Bhrodi leave her now, just when they had professed their love for one another. How cruel that would be. Kissing his hand, she happened to glance down at what the surgeon was doing and was met by the horrible sight of what the morning star had done to her husband.

The wound looked like raw meat. Slapping a hand over her mouth so she would not become ill again, she quickly stood up and moved away from the bed, her back to the scene. Even though she had seen her share of battle wounds, this time, it was different. Someone very close to her heart was injured and she simply couldn’t watch.

Kevin, however, was closer; he had a clear sight of the wound and was not upset by the sight. He’d seen worse. It was, however, quite terrible. When the surgeon pulled all of the bandages off and began pulling some of the dead flesh surrounding the wound, a pair of old serving women entered with steaming water and two big pitchers of wine.

The surgeon caught sight of the servants and indicated for them to set the things on the floor next to the bed. The water sloshed over as they set it on the floor and the old surgeon barked at the women in the harsh Welsh tongue, sending them scurrying out of the room. The surgeon took a rag, rinsed it in the hot water and then poured wine all over it, and began to clean Bhrodi’s wound with it. Kevin watched it all closely as Penelope stood by the lancet window, letting the cold night breeze blow in her face.

“You finally have what you wanted,” she said quietly. “Now you have his permission to marry me.”

Kevin knew the accusations would be coming and it was an effort not to become emotional about it. “You are not being fair,” he said. “Never did I wish for marriage under these circumstances. You know me well enough to know that I would not have hoped for your husband to be badly injured so that I could claim his bride.”

He was right; Penelope knew him well and she knew he was not malicious or underhanded. Kevin Hage was a good man, a man to be trusted. He had been her good and close friend for many years, a friendship that had been very happy until her betrothal to Bhrodi. That was when things became complicated and Penelope was still trying to come to terms with all of it. She didn’t like it when she and Kevin were at odds. After a moment, she sighed heavily.

“I apologize,” she said softly. “I know you would not wish for such a thing. But what does this all mean now? Bhrodi is badly wounded and the last Prince of Wales is still running from Edward. God’s Blood, if Dafydd ap Gruffydd was standing here I would kill him myself. It is all his fault.”

Kevin turned to look at her. “You cannot blame the man when those loyal to him become injured or even die,” he said. “If that was the case, then every monarch, lord, or battle commander would be responsible for every death in every war, ever. You know that you cannot cast blame like that.”

Penelope turned away from the window, her eyes blazing as she looked at him. “I do not blame him because Bhrodi was loyal to him,” she seethed. “I blame him because Bhrodi gave the man all of the protection that he was wearing. It left my husband defenseless!”

Her tears had turned to anger. Now, she was looking for someone to blame in all of this as Kevin remained calm.

“That was Bhrodi’s choice,” he reminded her softly. “Dafydd had nothing to do with that.”

Penelope turned back to the window, still furious and still in anguish even though Kevin had been correct. She couldn’t bring herself to acknowledge it. After a moment, she shook her head in frustration.

“The man is running from Edward,” she grumbled. “He has been running for years. He is a rag-tag monarch of a kingdom that no longer exists. He should simply give himself over and be done with it but, instead, he continues to run and my husband, whilst defending this… this pauper, has been horribly injured. What if it is my father who is injured next? You heard what the teulu said; my father is in the middle of it, fighting with Edward again in Wales. He is too old to be fighting!”

Her agony was causing her to speak so; Kevin understood that. He went over her as she stood next to the window.

“Your father is doing what he has always done,” he said quietly. “He is a knight, as is my father, and as is Uncle Paris. Fighting for England is in their blood, and I am equally sure he is not in the midst of the active fighting. I am sure he is simply commanding the active troops. Therefore, you mustn’t worry about him. What I suppose we must worry about now is how Dafydd’s resistance will be viewed now that Bhrodi is incapacitated. The Welsh have been known to be easily disheartened by bad fortune.”

Penelope was in the midst of her anger when his words sank in. It was like water on a fire and she turned to him in confusion. “Why should you care?” she asked. “You are English, Kevin. I should think you would be happy should the Welsh be defeated once and for all.”

He eyed her a moment before averting his gaze. “Under normal circumstances, that would be true,” he said. “But these are not normal circumstances. If Dafydd is captured then, according to your brother, the king will come after Bhrodi next and, as we can see, the man is in no shape to defend his castle. That means the defenses will fall to you and since Edward, Thomas, and I will not allow you to defend Rhydilian alone, that means that all three of us will be caught up in the Welsh resistance.”

Penelope considered his words, pondering them with a clearer head now that her anger had been suppressed for the moment. She turned her pensive gaze to the night beyond the window.

“I wonder if the Welsh even know that Bhrodi has been injured,” she pondered.

Kevin leaned back against the wall, crossing his big arms thoughtfully. “According to your husband’s teulu, Bhrodi was with Dafydd in a church and it would be my guess that it wasn’t full of Welsh soldiers. There were probably very few. Even so, Ianto said that Bhrodi and the other teulu bought Dafydd time to escape the church by engaging the English, which leads me to believe that it was only Bhrodi and his men in the church, and his men and the English were the only ones that saw Bhrodi injured.”

Penelope was following his train of thought. “But the English would not have known who he was,” she said. “Unless my father told them, which I am sure he did not, they had no idea that Bhrodi de Shera was injured.”

Kevin nodded. “Exactly,” he said. “So it can only be assumed that no one other than Bhrodi’s men know that he has been wounded. Why would you ask?”

Penelope sighed faintly, her mind, the one trained by her father, working furiously. “Because…,” she said, then shook her head and turned from the window. “I must speak to Bhrodi’s teulu. We must discuss what is to happen now.”

Her gaze lingered on Bhrodi as the surgeon cleansed the wound and began to put some kind of herbal compound on it. Penelope really wasn’t sure what the old man was doing because she refused to look, but she bent over and kissed her husband on the forehead before quitting the chamber.

Kevin followed her; he wanted to be there when she spoke to the teulu because he wasn’t sure he liked the tone of her voice when she spoke of future plans. There was something decisive there, as if she had already made a decision about it.

He had to know what that decision was.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


“You cannot pose as Lord de Shera,” Ianto said with some anger in his tone. “How would you propose to do this? Unlike English marchogs who wear full armor and mail, including a helm to obscure the face, Welsh do not fight like that. We fight without the heavy encumbrances. Lord de Shera was quite evident to all of his men and to all Welshmen most of the time. You cannot pretend to be him by covering yourself in mail and armor to obscure your identity!”

Penelope, sitting at the feasting table in the small hall, had listened to Bhrodi’s teulu argue with her for the past fifteen minutes. They were unhappy with her suggestion that she should take Bhrodi’s place in combat, and Kevin was even unhappier although he’d not said word about it. She could tell simply by the way the man was holding himself, standing off in the shadows with his big arms angrily crossed. He was resistant to the core.

But Penelope was tired of fighting about it. She had made up her mind and it was her intention to shut down the teulu’s argument once and for all.

“What do you mean most of the time?” she asked, fixed on a portion of Ianto’s statement. “If he fought in clear view of the Welsh all of the time, why would you say he was only known most of the time?”

Ianto glanced at Ivor, at Gwyllim, before rolling his eyes in frustration. She had caught him on a technicality and he could not lie about it.

“There were times in heavy combat that he would wear pieces of his father’s armor, including the man’s helm,” he said. “It is very distinctive and even though the Welsh could not see his face, they would know it was him. It was the trappings of the Earl of Coventry.”

Penelope abruptly stood up, slamming the cup in her hand down onto the table. Wine splattered.

“Then that is what I shall wear,” she snarled. “I am a trained knight and I know combat more than I know anything else. I was bred for this moment, don’t you see? God knew that Bhrodi would need me in this capacity during this terrible time with Edward and that is why He sent me. Now I can fight for Bhrodi while the man is incapacitated. I will not allow men to know he has been wounded, do you hear? All will believe he is still as strong and capable as ever. The Serpent is immortal.”

Ianto hissed and looked away while Gwyllim took up the battle against the very formidable Lady de Shera.

“If it is the illusion you wish to continue, then let one of us wear his armor and pose as Lord de Shera,” he said. “You would not be convincing, my lady. You are far too small. Men would see you wearing his armor and know it was not him.”

“But if I wore it, they would not know such a thing,” Kevin said from the shadows. He came forward, struggling to resign himself to Penelope’s outlandish idea because he knew, whatever happened, that she would go through with it. They could not stop her. “Lord de Shera and I are very close in size and the illusion would be better preserved. Listen to what Lady de Shera has told you; if King Edward knows that Lord de Shera is gravely injured, it will feed his confidence and Wales will fall beneath his hand faster than it already is. Moreover, if the Welsh know that Lord de Shera is injured and unable to fight, it will kill their fighting spirit. Dafydd will be the only Welsh prince left and, as we all know, the man is running for his life. Do you truly wish to see your country die so quickly? I have served with Lady Penelope in battle when she fought for her father and she had the mind and soul of a true knight. You will trust me when I tell you she is fully capable of commanding a battle.”

Penelope was shocked that Kevin would actually come to her defense but she used it to her advantage. Like any good warrior, she acted on the teulu’s indecision. She went in for the kill.

“My husband is lying wounded because he believed in a free Wales,” she said to the resistant Welshmen “I cannot let that sacrifice be in vain. I must help him fight against those who would seek to take away his legacy because it is now my legacy, too, and the legacy of our children. Tell me, Ianto; if the Welsh know that Bhrodi is badly wounded and unable to continue the fight, what will they do?”

Ianto looked at her with a guarded expression. After a moment, he sighed heavily. “It would not be good for their morale.”

“Will they give up this fight?”

“It is possible.”

“And what happens if they see Bhrodi returned to battle, leading the charge?”

Ianto glanced at the other teulu; he was having a difficult time fighting against Lady de Shera because he knew she was correct.

“They will be inspired.”

Penelope pointed a finger at him. “Exactly,” she said firmly. “They will be inspired and King Edward, who would celebrate my husband’s death with great gladness, will understand that Wales is still standing. Bhrodi is still standing. Don’t you see? We must keep up that charade if there is any hope of winning this fight.”

The teulu began to look at each other, digesting her words, struggling to see things her way. She was correct, of course. But there was also something else.

“You are a Saesneg,” Ianto finally said. “You would fight against your own king? Your own father?”

Penelope was knocked back a bit; although she knew, in theory, that she would be fighting her own father, the reality of it hit her hard when she heard the words spoken. It made her feel ill to think on it. After a moment, she simply nodded.

“I understand all of that,” she said, “and to that regard, I will say only this – when we go into battle, we will leave my father’s men alone if at all possible. When I go into battle, I am aiming for Edward.”

“But he is your king.”

“Not anymore.” She looked around at the doubtful faces and it angered her. “I am Lady de Shera, wife of Bhrodi de Shera, hereditary King of Anglesey and Earl of Coventry. I will ride into battle by myself if I have to but I would prefer to do it with you behind me. Will you fight with me? For Bhrodi’s sake, will you do it?”

It was a very hard sell. The teulu looked at each other, mulling over her words. They were men set in their ways and the thought of a woman riding into battle unsettled them. But times were changing; their liege had taken this woman as his wife and she was the daughter of The Wolfe. She was their own She Wolfe. If she was willing to fight for de Shera, then they should not resist her. They should support her. Ianto finally stood up and looked her in the eye.

“Lord de Shera thinks a great deal of you,” he said, manner bordering between reluctance and sincerity. “Because I love and trust my lord, I will think a great deal of you, also, and I will trust you. If you want to ride into battle to create the illusion that Lord de Shera still leads the fight against the Saesneg king, then I will ride with you.”

Penelope almost collapsed with relief; she was so sure they were going to deny her. She thought that, perhaps, she was going to have to do this all by herself. The realization that she had some support brought tears to her eyes.

“Thank you,” she said softly, sitting heavily on the bench in relief. “Thank you very much.”

“And I,” Ivor said, looking at Gwyllim, who was nodding. “’Tis a brave woman who would ride into battle for her husband, I say. I will stand with you also.”

As Penelope smiled at Ivor, Gwyllim spoke. “If Lord de Shera could speak, he would not let you go,” he said, his dark eyes glimmering. “Mayhap we should not tell him.”

Penelope grinned, noticing that Yestin, the arrogant one, had not said anything. He was staring at his cup of wine as if in deep thought. He must have felt the stares of everyone because he eventually looked up into the host of faces surrounding him. After a moment, he shook his head and stood up.

“Ni allaf,” he said as he walked away from the table. “Rhaid i mi feddwl.”

Penelope watched him go, looking to Ianto. “What did he say?”

Ianto’s gaze lingered on Yestin as the man disappeared from the hall. “He says he must think about it,” he told her. “Give him time. Yestin believes women are best seen and not heard. He will come to terms with this, eventually.”

Penelope nodded with some regret, thankful that she at least had most of the teulu on her side. Kevin came out of the shadows now that his anger at her suggestion had calmed and he sat down beside her.

“Where is the Earl of Coventry’s armor?” he asked. “I did not see it in the armory when I was doing an inventory of weapons.”

Ianto replied. “It is kept in a safe place,” he said. “We do not keep marchog armor in a Welsh armory. It might invite those who hate the Saesneg to destroy it.”

“Marchog?”

“English knights. Their armor does not get along well with our weapons. They cannot be in the same room together.”

He said it with some humor and Kevin wriggled his eyebrows in agreement. He was prevented from saying anything further, however, because the old wardrobe in the shadows began to shake and rattle. The tiny old man who lived in the wardrobe was coming alive again, this time in the midst of a serious discussion. When the door to the wardrobe lurched open, however, the old man did not jump forth; instead, a broadsword came shooting out of the wardrobe and landed heavily on the floor.

Startled, Kevin was the first one to make his way over to it since he was the closest. He picked the broadsword up and as he curiously inspected it, Ianto spoke.

“That is Gareth de Shera’s sword,” he said.

Kevin looked up at him curiously. “Who is that?”

Ianto grinned. “Lord de Shera’s father,” he said, pointing to the wardrobe. “You wanted to know where his armor was? Now you know. We keep it in there with the old man to watch over it. No one would dare disturb his mad and troubled sleep.”

Kevin grinned because Ianto was. “So that’s where it is.”

“Aye.”

Kevin turned to look at the wardrobe, which was cracked open. “He is listening to us,” he commented. “Mayhap he is not as mad as you think he is. He knew enough that we were speaking of Coventry’s armor.”

“I have often thought that myself,” Ianto replied.

Penelope wasn’t particularly concerned with the mad uncle and the fact that he was listening in on their conversation. She was more concerned with Kevin’s intentions. She was looking at the man quite seriously.

“Why would you volunteer to wear his armor?” she asked. “You do not agree with any of what I am doing.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Mayhap I do not, but you are going to do it regardless of what I think. I cannot let you do it alone.”

She eyed him doubtfully. “It will make you a target; you know that.”

Kevin nodded. “Of course it will,” he said. “But anyone who wears it will be a target. Who would you have more exposed? Me or one of the teulu?”

She frowned. “Not you,” she said. “Kevin, this is not your fight. If you do this and you are caught….”

She couldn’t finish because they all knew what the penalty was for a Welsh commander to be captured by the English, a penalty made worse if an English knight was caught fighting for the Welsh. Kevin met her gaze steadily.

“I will not be caught,” he told her quietly. “As I said before, I will not let you go into battle alone. Neither will Edward or Thomas, I am guessing. If you go to fight, so do we.”

Penelope shook her head. “But why?” she demanded. “You did not marry Bhrodi de Shera; I did. This is my fight.”

“I do this because we are family,” he said. “If you fight, I fight. It has always been that way.”

Penelope didn’t want to get into a squabble with him, not now. There was so much more to worry about. She looked at Ianto and Ivor and Gwyllim; they seemed to be gazing at her with some trust and perhaps some hope. She would settle for that, at least for now. She knew that full trust would have to be earned and she intended to do just that. For Bhrodi’s sake, she would do her very best.

“When Bhrodi left for Dolbadarn Castle, he left with many of his vassals,” she said. “He said it was around three thousand men. Where are they now?”

Ianto shrugged. “Those who were not killed in the battle at Dolbadarn fled into the hills with Dafydd,” he said. “We were fighting for him, after all. Bhrodi sent most of his men into the mountains with Dafydd, including Bron Llwyd, Bhrodi’s last important vassal.”

Penelope listened carefully. “How many did he come home with? I am sorry that I did not notice. My attention was on my husband.”

As Ianto thought on the numbers returning to Rhydilian, Kevin spoke. “It could not have been more than a couple of hundred,” he said to her. “Edward is seeing to them, as you requested.”

Penelope turned to look at him. “Is my brother still outside with them?”

“He is.”

Penelope sighed faintly as she returned her attention to the teulu. It was clear she was pondering a great many things, including their lack of manpower. After a moment, she shook her head in resignation.

“We cannot fight Edward with only two hundred men,” she said. “He would massacre us. However, if we were to surprise the man or ambush him, we might be more successful.”

Kevin leaned on the table to look her in the eye. “Ambush the king? You could never get close enough to do it.”

Penelope began to chew her lip in thought. She was working on a tactic, a Scots tactic that she had heard her father discuss at times. Move with stealth so that the enemy will not detect you until it is too late. It was an often-used tactic when an army was outnumbered or outmanned. Covert movements worked better than a head-on assault. Aye, she was half-Scots. She could think like one. She had to try.

“Edward’s army is all around Aber, is it not?” she asked Ianto.

The man nodded. “It is,” he replied. “He has a massive encampment about three miles south of the village. He has reinforcements from Rhuddlan and Caernarfon.”

“How many men does Edward have with him?”

“Thousands.”

Penelope continued to think on that information, her mind working. “Kevin,” she said, “when is an army the most vulnerable?”

Kevin considered her question. “When they are eating,” he said. “Or sleeping.”

She turned to look at him. “Exactly,” she said firmly. “When they are sleeping. What… what if we infiltrate their camp before dawn and try to create as much chaos as we can, burning tents and destroying their corrals so their horses will bolt? If we do this, do you think it will give the Welsh enough time to secure their position against the English? Do you think it would give Dafydd more opportunity to escape Edward?”

Kevin looked at her, his brow furrowed in doubt. “Why would you do something like that?” he asked. “Why not simply find where the Welsh prince is hiding and join his men?”

She grew serious. “Because if we do, they will soon find out that Bhrodi is not among us,” she said. “We must take opportunities to strike in Bhrodi’s name, and mayhap leave some evidence of him, so that the Welsh and English will think he is still actively fighting for Dafydd. That is the whole point of this, isn’t it? To give the illusion that The Serpent is still deadly?”

He was coming to see what she was suggesting, and why. He looked at the teulu commanders. “Will what she is suggesting work?” he asked. “Will it give your prince time to secure his position against Edward?”

Ianto looked to the others. It was clear they were mulling it over. “It is possible,” Ianto finally said. “Dafydd is in the mountains. If nothing else, creating a diversion with the English would give him time to rest and prepare for the next round of battle.”

“Would it be possible to coordinate our ambush on Edward’s camp with an attack from Dafydd?” Kevin wanted to know. “We can attack Edward from two sides.”

Ianto shook his head. “We do not know exactly where Dafydd is,” he said. “It could take days or even weeks to contact him, and Edward will continue to hound him during that time. He may even capture Dafydd. If we infiltrate and burn Edward’s camp as Lady de Shera suggests, it will disrupt the English and their momentum. Our only hope would be to do enough damage so it would delay them significantly or, even better, cause them to pull away from Aber.”

“Then you are in favor of ambushing Edward’s encampment with what men we have left?”

“Aye,” Ianto said, sounding hopeful. “The sooner we do it, the better. Edward grows stronger by the hour. We must weaken him as much as we can.”

Kevin looked at Penelope, who gazed back at him with a rather confident expression. “Then we must gather the men and prepare for our attack,” she said, returning her attention to the teulu commanders. “Do we have enough horses for this purpose?”

Ianto was thoughtful. “We took most of them with us, but we can gather more horses from the villagers,” he said. “It is possible we can collect what we need.”

Penelope was seized with their future plans and what needed to be done. Already, she was thinking ahead and mentally preparing for the onslaught. She was preparing to take on the very man who had sent her to Wales in the first place, a man whom her father served. Edward had once been her king, but no longer. The moment he broke the treaty with the intention of killing Bhrodi was the moment he ceased to be her monarch. Now, she was Welsh. She was The Serpent’s mate.

It was going to be a very long and very busy night.

“I want you and your commanders to send out men to collect more horses,” she said to Ianto. “Then you will call a meeting of Bhrodi’s remaining men for later on tonight. We will tell them of our plans and we must be prepared to ride out of here just after midnight. It is my intention to attack Edward’s encampment at dawn and disrupt the man as much as I can. For Bhrodi, we must do this, and we must make sure that everyone knows this is Bhrodi’s deed. Everyone must know that this is The Serpent’s strike. On behalf of Wales and on behalf of the cause my husband has fought so hard for, we will make it so.”

There wasn’t much more to be said at that point. The teulu had their orders and they knew what needed to be done. As the men excused themselves from the table, Penelope waited until they had vacated the hall before turning to Kevin.

He was sitting in pensive silence, perhaps pondering what his future would bring. More than Penelope, he found himself in a peculiar situation. What he did, he did for her and no one else. As he was pondering his future as a Welsh rebel, Penelope interrupted his thoughts.

“I want you to leave,” she told him, her voice low.

Kevin’s eyebrows lifted. “What do you mean?”

Penelope crossed her arms stubbornly. “Exactly what I said,” she told him. “You are no longer injured. There is no longer any reason for you to remain here. I want you to take Thomas and Edward, and I want you to all leave. Get out of here before I have you thrown out under guard.”

Kevin wasn’t offended by the command; in fact, he understood it well. He knew why she was doing it.

“You need not worry about us against Edward, Penny,” he said, his voice soft. “We are fully aware of what will happen if we are caught.”

Frightened for her loyal friend and family, Penelope lashed out. “I want you to go,” she said angrily. “Get out, Hage. I do not want you here. I do not want any of you here. I will do this myself and without the three of you hanging over me, questioning my every move.”

“We are not going anywhere.”

“This is not your fight!”

“It is not, but I am fighting it anyway,” he said, standing up from the table. “If you do not like it, then you can try to throw me out yourself but I promise I will not make it easy for you.”

Kevin quit the hall before she could fight with him further, leaving Penelope frightened and fuming. She thought of the burden of command she had assumed, these men who were so loyal to her putting themselves at risk simply to help her. It was a terrible thing to be responsible for so many men’s lives, but it was a burden she would be forced to carry. She felt very strongly that she needed to do this for Bhrodi and for herself, to maintain his legacy, to help his cause, to fight for his country because he would have done the same for her. What was his was now hers, and the two blended seamlessly. Therefore, she would continue his fight. She was going to attack the King of England with her small band of Welsh rebels and she prayed they would all live through it. God help us all, she thought grimly.

She went upstairs to bid her unconscious husband a tender farewell. He wouldn’t know that she was leaving, and that was the way she wanted it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


“I heard rumor that Bhrodi de Shera was injured in battle,” Edward said, studying the cup of wine in his hand. “Would you know anything about that, de Wolfe?”

It was the just before dawn in Edward’s red and yellow tent outside the village of Aber. Three days after Bhrodi’s injury in the church near the edge of town, William was surprised it had taken Edward this long to ask him about it. It was just him, Paris, Kieran, and Edward in the tent. All of the rest of the king’s advisors had gone to bed for the night, trying to catch some much-needed sleep before the onslaught on the morrow. Since he had been anticipating the question, he was ready with an answer.

“I have heard that also,” he said neutrally.

Edward sipped at his wine. “And I was also told that you sent an English knight home two days ago,” he said, turning to look at William. “You would not let anyone see who it was, however. Who was it?”

William met his gaze evenly. “My son.”

“Which son?”

William stared at him a moment before breaking into a humorless smile. “So you are questioning me now, are you? You, who demanded I betroth one of my daughters to a Welsh warlord so you could undermine him? And now you are suspicious of my actions? I find this line of questioning astonishing.”

“Maybe so, but you have not answered my question.”

“And I am not going to if you have no more faith in me than that,” William was growing increasingly agitated. “The only reason I am here is to give you more of a presence in Wales. You want me and my reputation fighting besides you, if for no other reason than to frighten the Welsh knowing that The Wolfe is in their midst. I can just as easily return home and let you fight the Welsh with the host of lesser border commanders you seem intent to surround yourself with. Not one of them is worthy of my attention much less my sword.”

Extremely bold words spoken to the monarch. From anyone else, Edward would not have tolerated it, but coming from The Wolfe, he was apt to take what was dealt to him. Edward had very little respect for most men but he had a good deal of respect for William, like his father had, so he was more than willing to allow such insubordination. After a moment, he grinned and waved the man off as if to ease his anger.

“My apologies, then,” he said, pouring wine into a cup and pushing it in William’s direction. “I simply wanted to know if you’d heard of de Shera’s injury.”

“I told you I had.”

“And I accept that,” he said. “But the man is nowhere to be found and it is presumed he has escaped for home.”

“If I was wounded, that is where I would go.”

Edward nodded slowly, thoughtfully. “As would I,” he agreed. “But if there is truth in the fact that de Shera is wounded, that gives me an idea. This could be the opportunity we have been looking for.”

William didn’t like the sound of that. “What do you mean?”

Edward took a long, deep drink of wine before speaking. “Dafydd is on the run,” he said. “It is only a matter of time before we capture him. Already, my scouts are on his scent and soon we will capture him. With that confidence, I am able to focus my energies elsewhere.”

William and Paris looked at each other. “Where?” William finally asked.

Edward looked at him. “De Shera, of course,” he said. “With de Shera wounded, he will hardly be in a position to defend himself. Tomorrow, you will take a contingent of men to Rhydilian Castle and demand their surrender. Surely your daughter will obey you. If she does not, then you will lay siege to the castle and destroy it.”

William stared at him a moment. Then, his eyebrows drew together in disbelief. “You can honestly give me that command in good conscience?” he asked, incredulous. “Do you really think I will do it?”

“You will do it if you value your life and your property,” Edward said evenly. “I can quite easily strip you of everything.”

“And I can quite easily kill you where you sit and say it was an accident,” William fired back in a soft but deadly tone. “Your ten year old son, Alphonso, can assume the throne with all of your vicious advisors by his side and we can all watch as the country tears itself apart because of their greed. Is that truly what you wish?”

Edward stood up, eyeing William and Paris and Kieran; old men they may be but they were quite capable of carrying out the threat. After a moment, Edward simply shook his head.

“Then we are at quite an impasse,” he said to William. “I want you to go to Wales and force Rhydilian to surrender, but you will not do it because your daughter is in residence there. You won’t do anything I tell you to do. Therefore, since you have refused me, I will simply order another battle commander to ride to Rhydilian and force its surrender. I thought I was doing you a favor by having you accomplish this task, de Wolfe, but I can see that I was mistaken. If that is the case and you will not do what I tell you to do, then you can just take your men and go home. You are more of a hindrance than a help to me here. I do not need you.”

William didn’t have much more to say to that; he knew, one way or the other, that Edward was heading for Rhydilian and all he could think of was riding ahead of the man and warning them. He thought he might even stay and help them fight Edward off, but if he did, he knew that Castle Questing, and Jordan, would be in a great deal of danger. Edward was fully capable of laying siege to his castle and starving out his family. No, he didn’t want that at all. He wasn’t sure what more he could do but one thing was for certain; he didn’t want another commander marching on Rhydilian. He forced down his pride and his anger, trying to present the picture of someone who was not verging on insubordination.

“You do not need to send another battle commander to Rhydilian,” he said after a moment. “If anyone is going to lay siege to the castle, let it be me. My daughter might very well turn it over to me but I doubt she would to anyone else. You must let me try.”

Edward eyed William as if he didn’t believe him but, after a moment, he too relaxed. With a grin, he picked up the cup of wine he had poured for William and handed it to him.

“Of course I will let you try,” he said. “I would like to have the castle intact and you are my best hope for that. Take de Shera alive if you can help it. I have plans for the man.”

William sipped at the wine. “What plans?”

“The same plans I have for Dafydd when I capture him,” Edward replied. “I have a special schedule for him.”

William still wasn’t following him. “What schedule is that?”

Edward went to collect his own cup of wine again. “Dafydd will be tried for high treason against the king,” he said. “He will be hung, disemboweled, and drawn and quartered. There are too many rebels, William. I can no longer simply throw them in the Tower of London and hope others will not rebel as well. Nay; I must set an example with Dafydd. The man will be made an example of as a promise of what will happen to anyone who betrays me.”

William tried not to look too horrified. “And you intend the same thing with de Shera?”

Edward nodded. “When I capture him, I do indeed,” he said. He took a big gulp of wine. “When the time comes, keep your daughter away from London. You do not wish for her to see what we will do to her husband. It is a nasty business. Mayhap I will send a fine husband her way to make up for my lack of judgment in marrying her to a Welsh rebel. That will make things right with her, I am sure.”

William just looked at him; then he glanced over at Paris and Kieran. Both men had varied degrees of disgust in their expressions. Aye, they were all thinking the same thing – that Edward often lived in a world without reality. He found it very easy to play with other people’s lives. Now he was playing with William’s. After a moment, William returned his focus to Edward.

“When do you want me to ride for Rhydilian?” he asked.

Edward shrugged. “Tomorrow, mayhap,” he said. “Or the next day. Let us see how tomorrow fares with the Welsh. I would like to close in on Dafydd for certain by then. My scouts are fairly certain they know where he might be, so let us see what the day brings.”

William simply nodded; he didn’t have anything else to say. He was feeling ill and angry, his mind already racing ahead to Rhydilian and thinking of what he was going to do when he got there. One thing was for certain; he would not turn Bhrodi over to Edward. Therefore, he had some planning to do. He never thought he’d see the day when he would be the rebel in the bunch.

As William set down his wine and prepared to bid his king a good eve, a knight dressed in Edward’s tunic of gold and yellow stuck his head in through the tent opening.

“Your Grace,” he said breathlessly. “We have invaders in camp.”

Edward set down his wine. “Where?” he demanded. “Who?”

The knight shook his head. “Sentries sounded the alarm on the western perimeter,” he said. “I heard someone say de Shera is here.”

Edward was seized with fury. “De Shera?” he shouted. “Send my squires in here! Send me my knights! I am going to catch that bastard, do you hear? Send them all in!”

The knight fled, and William, Paris, and Kieran ran from the tent before Edward could further monopolize them or, worse, put them into action. As they ran for William’s encampment at the southeastern portion of Edward’s spread, William suddenly came to a halt and grabbed Paris.

“It’s impossible,” he hissed. “Bhrodi could not possibly be launching a raid against the encampment. The man was on death’s door!”

Paris was pale. “Mayhap he could not, but we both knew who could,” he said grimly. “God help us all, if she sees this as her duty to avenge her wounded husband….”

William’s good eye opened wide with horror. “She wouldn’t….”

Paris grabbed him and, between him and Kieran, began shoving William in the direction of his camp.

“Get your weapons and your horse,” Paris shouted. “We must find her before Edward does!”
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Penelope, Kevin, Edward, Thomas, and one hundred and eighty-one of Bhrodi’s men had ridden from Rhydilian sometime after midnight on the morning after Bhrodi’s return home. They rode hard for the straits of Menai where they took a ferry across the fast-moving water. It had taken six ferry crossings to get everyone over and by that time, they had lost a great deal of time, so they had made haste towards Aber under the nearly-full moon. The horses were being pushed to the limit because they knew their attack would only be effective if they were to accomplish it before sunrise when Edward’s camp would be unsuspecting. Time was ticking.

Ianto had taken them along the old Roman road that ran across north Wales. It was also the road that the party from Questing had traveled on to reach Rhydilian. The land was hilly and rocky, and they could smell the salt upon the sea breeze that blew steadily inland from the north.

It was a band of rebels filled with a purpose. Since Penelope’s mother had denied her most of her armor and mail, and she was without her broadsword also, she wore a mail coat that was too big for her frame, borrowed from the Welsh armory. Her dark hair was braided and wound tightly around her head, covered by a woolen cap. But the sword she bore was Bhrodi’s, having made it back with the man when they had returned him home. It had been in the wagon bed with him.

A massive thing with one serrated side and a hilt in the shape of a snake, it was a wicked-looking weapon that foretold Bhrodi’s reputation. Any man would know simply to gaze upon it that it was The Serpent’s blade. It was very heavy and unlike her own broadsword, but she carried it with pride and confidence. Even if Bhrodi could not continue the fight against the English, his sword would.

Kevin was at the head of the pack as they charged on in the darkness; he wore Coventry’s armor, a breastplate that was too small for him and shoulder plate that barely covered his enormous shoulders. Bhrodi, too, had issue with the size of the armor his father had left him since he was quite a large man and his father had been big but not enormous. Still, Bhrodi had worn it on occasion just as Kevin was wearing it now, old and well-made armor that bore the crest of de Shera. He also wore the helm, which had oddly been modeled after Anglo-Saxony head protection. It was very distinctive.

The teulu commanders had acknowledged that Kevin looked very much as Bhrodi did when wearing the armor, an opinion that had been confirmed when the rest of Bhrodi’s men saw Kevin emerge from the keep. Knowing they had brought a badly wounded Bhrodi back to Rhydilian, the sight of the man rising from his deathbed to ride back into battle had both their superstition and their awe fed. Even now, as they thundered towards the southern end of Aber where Edward’s camp was located, they kept looking at Kevin as if the man was a phantom. The Serpent in all of his glory was indeed immortal and, as Penelope and Kevin and the teulu commanders had speculated, it was a boon for morale. With Bhrodi leading the rebels, they were riding high on patriotism and excitement.

For Penelope, it was an odd experience riding with the Welsh, but in the same breath, she was filled with determination to aid the cause her husband had fought so valiantly for. She couldn’t think of the fact that they could very well engage her father shortly; she had to keep her focus on Edward and in the burning of his camp. This was all about Edward, after all. She found herself fervently hoping that her father had decided to go home although she knew that would not be the case. The Wolfe would stay, in any battle, until the bitter end.

Thomas and Edward, as she had known, were determined to come with her as she led the raid. At first, they’d shown the same reluctance that Kevin and the teulu commanders had, but they, too, realized she would go with or without them. With resignation, they began to help her plan out the details of the attack and they further assisted in helping the Welsh produce torches that would be used to create havoc. Working side by side with the Welsh in preparation for battle was, much like their sister had discovered, a very odd experience but they, too, had come to see one thing; the Welsh were very hard workers and very devoted to their cause.

Sometimes with the English, there wasn’t passion behind their actions because they were often the ones doing the conquering. It wasn’t as if they were defending their countries or the very lives of their families. But with the Welsh, that was exactly what they were doing – they were trying to preserve their very lives, and there was a fire in that determination that the English found admirable. When the Welsh party departed Rhydilian for Edward’s camp, Thomas and Edward found they were quite proud to go along. There was a sense of accomplishment that they had never experienced before, misplaced as it was.

An hour and a half after crossing the Menai strait, they began to see the glow of campfires on the horizon as they neared Pen-y-Bren, a small town that had been built around the ancient road. Edward’s camp was off to the northeast, near a cluster of hills, and they could see the spread plainly. If the sentries were vigilant, which Penelope suspected they were, their group may have already been sighted.

Quickly, she lifted her hand to Kevin, who in turn lifted his big arm and called the entire party to a halt. The men were watching Kevin more than they were watching her, so commands were funneled through him. Like wraiths, the group disappeared into a dark cluster of woods to prepare for the attack.

“Light the torches,” Penelope ordered quietly.

Men began to rummage in their saddlebags for flint and stone while still others pulled forth pieces of wood and rags soaked in fat that they had brought with them from Rhydilian. They worked quickly, quietly, and efficiently. Soon enough, torches began to flare and the dark copse of trees began to fill with light.

It was light that could been seen from a distance and they were all well aware of that fact; therefore, the key was not to linger. The more they lingered, the better the chance of Edward’s encampment being prepared for them or, worse, riding out to meet them. If that was the case, then they would surely fail, so as soon as the torches began to burn steadily, Penelope ordered everyone mounted. As men vaulted onto their horses and steadied their torches, she began to pace among the ranks.

“As we discussed earlier this evening, our purpose is to slow Edward’s momentum against Dafydd,” she said loudly, listening as Ianto, Ivor and Gwyllim translated her words into Welsh for those men who did not understand English. “We will burn all that we can and escape the camp. You will head back to Rhydilian without waiting to regroup, and you will not engage anyone in fighting if you can help it. We are outmanned by the English so our purpose is to create havoc and do as much damage as we can before retreating. Do you understand?”

As the words were translated, men began to yell in the affirmative. If the men seemed curious as to why de Shera hadn’t said anything yet and why it was his wife relaying battle commands, they did not say so. For the past several hours, they had been riding high on their plans to attack the Saesneg encampment and the fact that de Shera rode with them was enough to bolster their courage. In fact, when Kevin spurred his charger out of the trees and thundered north towards Edward’s camp, the men filtered out after him in firm support. Penelope scrambled to mount her charger and, collecting a torch handed to her by Edward, she and her brothers brought up the rear of the group.

Edward’s camp before dawn had been surprisingly busy as the Welsh raiding party closed in on them. Near dawn, the sentries hadn’t been as vigilant as they should have been because Kevin was nearly upon them when the cries of alarm finally went up. The first thing Kevin did was kick one of the sentries in the head as he rode past, throwing the man to the ground as Welsh spears, thrown by some of Bhrodi’s men, took down three more sentries. Coming to the first tent, Kevin threw the torch onto the top of it and the oiled fabric began to burn.

The Welsh poured into the eastern edge of the camp, throwing spears at the inhabitants and throwing torches at the tents. It was instant chaos as the camp came alive and men began to grab weapons, preparing to fight the onslaught. By the time Penelope, Thomas, and Edward entered the camp, there was a good amount of chaos with men running in their direction. Thomas and Edward were dressed much as their sister was, in the dark tunics and woolen caps of the Welsh to disguise them and they, too, were uncomfortable without their expensive plate armor, but it could not be helped. They had to travel, and fight, lightly in order to be convincing. Edward knew they were looking for the king’s tent and, having spent the past few weeks with the man, knew it would be towards the center of the camp. He motioned to his siblings.

“Come this way!” he bellowed.

The three of them tore off, having no idea where Kevin or the teulu commanders had gone. There seemed to be men everywhere and several tents were already burning furiously. In the dark of night, with sparks soaring into the air, Penelope and her brothers thundered through the encampment. Penelope had tossed her torch onto a particularly large tent, knowing it must be someone of importance, and proceeded to draw Bhrodi’s sword. She wanted everyone to see it, to know he was back in their midst. The Serpent had returned.

Just as the three of them drew around a corner, Edward brought them to an abrupt halt. He pointed off to the northeast where a massive tent and a corral with several excited horses were situated, set off from the rest of the encampment. There were also several soldiers around it and even more that were starting to mount the horses. They would soon be coming after them.

“That is Edward’s tent,” he said quickly. “If we are going to hit it, do it now while the men are still mounting. After you throw your torch, Thomas, ride as fast as you can out of here. We must get out now because Edward’s men are arming themselves and mounting. We do not want them chasing and catching up to us.”

Thomas nodded sharply and spurred his charger forward. Edward’s guard saw him coming and rushed forward to meet him. Penelope and Edward were right behind him, however, and Penelope began swinging Bhrodi’s massive sword, making contact on more than one occasion. It was such a heavy sword that even though she was adept at sword fighting, it wasn’t long before she grew exhausted. But her intervention had helped Thomas; he had managed to launch the torch onto Edward’s tent and the material had caught fire.

Seeing the king’s tent begin to burn was all the confirmation Penelope needed to turn for home. The fire was spreading rapidly and there would be no opportunity for them to put it out before it did significant damage. Maybe the king was inside and it would damage him as well. She could only hope. Every lick of flame had Bhrodi’s name on it and she took great delight in the destruction. But as she watched the fire burn, she failed to notice that two of Edward’s guard had been able to mount and were now charging out after her. Startled by the sight of men nearly upon her, she dug her heels into her charger and launched herself off in the only direction that wasn’t blocked. She headed south.

Separated from her brothers and from the rest of the Welsh, she thundered south where there were several smaller encampments spread out. She could hear the rush of horses behind her but she didn’t dare turn around to look; if she could hear them, they must indeed be close. Off to her left was an open area and she thought to gain ground on them there because her charger was very fast; the horse had Spanish Jenette blood in it and had a good amount of speed.

But it wasn’t fast enough. She realized one of the soldiers had managed to get up beside her and he took a swipe at her head with his sword. Penelope ducked, barely avoiding being beheaded, and she abruptly pulled her horse up so the pursuers ran past. Reining the horse to the left, and heading south again, she picked up a couple of more soldiers on her tail and she dodged between a pair of tents, emerging on the other side to a blockade of English soldiers. There were three of them and they had effectively cut her off. When she tried to turn around, four more men came up behind her.

She was boxed in. Greatly disappointed, and very frightened, Penelope held tightly to her excited horse as she eyed the English soldiers.

“You Welsh bastard,” one man snarled. “We’ve got you now. You’ll pay for what you’ve done.”

Penelope still had Bhrodi’s sword in her hand and she lifted it; there was no one around to help her, no one to save her. She knew that her life as a Welsh raider and her life in general was at an end. It had been a good life; she had no complaints. She was simply sorry that she would never be able to grow old with her husband, or see his face when she presented him with their first son. Aye, it was a terrible regret but she couldn’t linger on any of that now. Death was approaching and she intended to meet it well.

Rather than embarrass her father with her capture or risk a horrible, tortuous death, she would die the only way she knew how. She would die like the knight she was trained to be, for the blood of The Wolfe flowed in her veins. She knew that her life would be coming to an end very shortly and she would not go down without a fight.

“Very well,” she hissed. “Do what you must but know that I will not make an easy kill for you. If you want me, come and get me.”

She wielded the sword defensively, spinning her horse around because of the knights behind her. She was positive one of them was going to sneak up behind her and gore her.

“Do it!” she yelled. “If you are going to kill me, then get on with it!”

It was not a Welshman who had yelled at them. It was, in fact, a woman who spoke flawless English. That moment of confusion cost them because as they looked at each other in bewilderment, great armored horses from the darkness swept upon them and, as Penelope watched, the seven English soldiers who had cornered her went down in a bloodied and loud collapse. Men fell, horses ran off, but nothing came close to touching her. She remained still as stone right in the center of the action. When she finally looked at the horses who had charged in from the darkness, she came face to face with her father.

“Papa!” Penelope gasped. “You have come!”

William was in battle armor from head to toe, every inch the mighty and formidable Wolfe. He looked at his daughter with something between great anger and great relief.

“Get out of here,” he told her. “Ride back to Rhydilian and stay there. I will not be far behind.”

“But… Papa!” she cried softly. “What do you mean? Why are you coming?”

Before William could answer, Kieran charged up beside her and gave her horse a shove. “You heard your father,” Kieran boomed. “Go back to Rhydilian and wait for us!”

Penelope was terribly confused but she did as she was told. As she turned her horse around, Paris rode up, blocking her off.

“Did de Shera come with you?” he demanded.

Penelope shook her head. “He is badly wounded,” she said. “But you already know that. Why did you ask?”

Paris was brittle with fear, with frustration. “Because men are shouting that they have captured de Shera,” he snapped. “Who are they speaking of, Penny?”

Penelope’s jaw dropped and her eyes immediately filled with tears. “Kevin is dressed in Bhrodi’s armor,” she was starting to weep. She spun her horse in the direction of her father. “If they think they have Bhrodi, then they have Kevin instead. Papa, you must save him!”

Filled with panic, Kieran was already racing for the center of the encampment. Paris, giving Penelope an expression of pure disbelief, tore off after him. Only William remained behind, his gaze on his youngest daughter.

He realized he couldn’t become angry with her. She was doing what he would have done in the same situation, what any of them would have done, to avenge the person they loved. He would have done it for her a thousand times over, and she for him. She was a de Wolfe at heart, loyal to those she loved, and he simply couldn’t become angry. But he was very frightened for her. He struggled to maintain his calm.

“You will head south across this field,” he told her. “There is an old road at the end of the meadow that runs all the way to the coast. Follow it and it will lead you back to the ferry that crosses to Anglesey.”

Penelope reined her animal towards him, reaching out to grasp his hand. “I love you, Papa,” she said, tears on her cheeks. “Thank you… for saving me, thank you. And thank you for sending Bhrodi back to me.”

It was no time for a family reunion. He squeezed her hand and let go. “Go home,” he told her again. “I will be there as soon as I can.”

“But why?”

“Just go, Penelope,” he told her, reining his horse around to follow Paris and Kieran’s paths. “Get out of here. I will see you later.”

He started to take off and she yelled after him. “Thomas and Edward are here, too!” she cried. “Find them, Papa!”

She swore she heard the man groan as she, too, took off into the night.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Kevin was beginning to wonder if he hadn’t been knocked off his charger by the same morning star that had injured Bhrodi. It had all happened fairly early in the raid and he didn’t remember much other than the chain of the morning star wrapping around his arm and yanking him right off the horse. He’d fallen awkwardly and had landed on his forehead and face, which had knocked him unconscious. When he’d come to, he was being dragged by two of Edward’s knights into a tent on the northern perimeter of the encampment that had not been burned in the raid.

The smell of smoke was heavy in the early morning sky as the knights tossed him into the tent. There were more men there, men with swords and armed with crossbows, and they had promptly beat him. He was wearing armor so the damage wasn’t too bad until someone caught him in the mouth with a booted foot and knocked a couple of teeth loose. Blood poured and his mouth was full of it, but the beating didn’t stop. It went on for several long minutes until they simply grew weary of kicking him.

So he lay on the ground and pretended to be injured. He was positive that if he sat up or tried to rise that they would start beating him again, so he simply remained on the cold, damp earth, smelling the acrid smoke and listening to the sounds of battle die away. He cursed himself for being stupid enough to have gotten caught.

Kevin wasn’t entirely sure how long he lay there, listening, but he was suddenly pulled into a sitting position as someone yanked the helm off his head. Others were yanking at his plate protection, using dirks to slice through the leather straps and pull it off his body. He was roughed up by the stripping and more began to kick at him. On the breastplate that he had worn was the de Shera coat of arms and the motto, nicked and faded with age. The soldier who had pulled it off of him studied it closely.

“What’s this?” the soldier demanded. “Meam, legatum meum, quia Deus. What does that mean?”

“That is Latin,” a man said as he pushed into the tent. He yanked the armor out of the soldier’s hand and looked at it closely. He read the passage over a couple of times. “My honor, my legacy, for God. That is what it says. And I have seen this crest before; it is the de Shera crest.”

On his knees, Kevin was watching the man quite closely. He was very tall, with graying blond hair, and from the moment he had stepped into the tent, the atmosphere seemed to change. Men nearly cowered at his feet, which led Kevin to believe that the man standing before him was none other than Edward the First.

He had only met the man once, when he had been quite young, but had not seen him in at least twenty years. When the man finally looked at him, Kevin waited for the inevitable recognition but the man continued to gaze at him with no remembrance in his face. The eyes were dark and hollow.

“This is Coventry’s coat of arms,” the man pointed out, “and you were the only raider we saw that was wearing any armor.”

“Welsh do not typically wear armor,” Kevin replied.

“They do if their father was the Earl of Coventry. If you are, in fact, the Earl of Coventry.”

Kevin gazed steadily at the man; he knew he was in grave danger with either path he chose – if he admitted he was de Shera or if he told the truth, that he was an English knight. He wasn’t yet willing to provide all of the answers to their questions because he wasn’t willing to hasten his demise. After a moment, he looked away.

“I borrowed the armor,” he said. It was not a lie.

The man was not amused. “You may as well confess your identity,” he said. “The armor and the name of de Shera inscribed on the broadsword tell me the entire story. It is unfortunate that you and I could not meet under better circumstances, de Shera.”

Kevin could hear the hisses going up all around, like ripples in a pond, rippling out of the tent to the men beyond and spreading through the camp like wildfire. De Shera! They were saying. He, too, had noticed the name de Shera inscribed on the broadsword he had borrowed and it was like a calling card, announcing his identity. Or, at least, his stolen identity. He looked up at the tall man.

“I suppose it would not do any good to tell you that I am not Bhrodi de Shera, would it?” he asked rather drolly.

Edward lifted his eyebrows in feigned interest. “Who else could you possibly be?” he asked mockingly. “Another Welsh prince I do not know about yet?”

“There could be more who are in hiding,” Kevin replied, “like Dafydd.”

The man’s expression tightened. “What do you know about Dafydd?”

Kevin shook his head. “I wish I knew more than I did,” he said. “If I knew where he was, I would be with him now and not in the middle of an English camp.”

The man regarded him closely. “You speak English extremely well,” he said. “In fact, I cannot detect a Welsh accent at all. That is a surprise, de Shera. But, then again, you did foster in England so I suppose your mastery of the language would be impeccable.”

“May I know who I am speaking with?”

The glimmer returned to the man’s eyes. “I am called Edward,” he said, somewhat casually. “I will soon be your king so I suppose introductions are in order. It was foolish to leave Anglesey, de Shera. You were safe there. Why did you leave?”

So his suspicions were correct; the King of England was standing before him. Kevin knew he could not have been in a worse position had he deliberately tried. Kneeling before Edward was like kneeling before a viper; it was only a matter of time before the man would strike. But he faced the question without fear.

“If your countrymen were in peril, would you not heed the call?” he asked.

Edward shrugged. “Mayhap,” he replied, “but you have put yourself in grave danger. Mayhap it will be enough to pry Dafydd out of his hiding place in an attempt to rescue you. You have made a valuable prisoner, you know.”

Kevin caught movement out of the corner of his eye, aiming for his head, and he lashed out a hand, grabbing a booted foot and twisting hard. Bones snapped and the man who had been kicking at Kevin’s head screamed in pain as he went down in a heap. Kevin maintained his composure as he continued to face the king.

“All warfare has risks,” he said as if nothing violent had just occurred. “I am equally sure Dafydd will not come out of hiding to attempt to rescue me. What will you do then?”

Edward had a hint of a smile on his lips. “What would you do?”

Kevin shrugged. “I suppose traitors cannot be tolerated, so I would kill the traitor. Is that what you intend to do?”

Edward stared at him; it was an appraising sort of stare, calculating, as if he was weighing his options. The man whose leg Kevin had broken was still lying on the ground groaning and Edward watched as a pair of men carried him out. After a moment, the king averted his gaze thoughtfully.

“You broke poor Hubert’s leg,” he commented.

“The man was going to kick me in the head.”

“Your reflexes are impressive,” Edward said as he pulled up a three-legged stool with an embroidered leather sling-like seat. He sat heavily. “You are a man of great breeding and skill, de Shera. I shouldn’t like to kill you but you have left me little choice. I wed you to the daughter of England’s greatest knight yet still you rebelled against me. What am I to do now?”

Kevin tried to put himself in Bhrodi’s shoes. It was an odd experience, really, pretending to be a man who should have very well been his mortal enemy. Not only was the man Welsh, but he had married the only woman Kevin had ever loved. This entire fiasco was because of Penelope and still, Kevin found himself defending her, now with his life at risk. He was either very stupid or very loyal; he wasn’t sure which.

“The marriage contract was for peace,” Kevin said after a moment. “That goes both ways. That means you must be peaceful as well, and clearly you were not. Your presence in Wales demonstrates that.”

Surprisingly, Edward didn’t become angry. He actually appeared thoughtful. “Wales cannot rule itself, de Shera,” he said after a moment. “There are several different kingdoms and many different princes, or at least there were, but there has never been one man able to bring them all together.”

“So you intend to be that man?”

“Would you prefer that Wales tears itself apart from in-fighting?”

It was a good argument, but Kevin shook his head. “You are using that excuse to mask your greed,” he said. “Wales does not need English rule.”

“Wales cannot survive by Welsh rule.”

Kevin was opening his mouth to reply when the tent flap snapped back and armored men were charging in. He turned around to see his father standing there, his face pale with shock, and Paris standing right behind him. Both men looked at Kevin with expressions of great astonishment and the ambiance in the air instantly changed; there was grief there as well. It became moody and heavy as Kevin regarded the pair. It was Edward who spoke first.

“Ah,” he said, extending a hand at Kevin. “I believe you know Bhrodi de Shera. He married de Wolfe’s daughter. Did you not tell him that he was no longer supposed to fight for Wales once he married her?”

Kieran was in no mood for jokes or cryptic statements. He looked at Kevin as if everyone in the tent had gone mad.

“De Shera?” he repeated, baffled.

Kevin couldn’t have his father reveal the truth, not now when Edward believed him to be Bhrodi. To reveal that he was, in fact, a son of Hage would only convolute the issue. Moreover, it would embarrass his father greatly and perhaps even land him in trouble. In order to protect his father, and everyone else associated, Kevin had to make sure the man understood what was happening.

“My lord,” he nodded at his father. “So we meet again but in not so festive an occasion as a wedding. Did your lady wife make it safely home to Castle Questing?”

Kieran was at a loss. He stared at Kevin, shaking his head in pure bewilderment. “What madness is this?” he hissed. “What are you doing here?”

“He led the raid tonight, of course,” Edward said. “Someone should have really told him he was supposed to fight for me now. He has voided his marriage contract with his treacherous behavior.”

Kevin’s head snapped to Edward. “You voided that contract when you refused to cease your conquest of Wales,” he said. “It was already broken when I took up arms to protect Wales so if anyone is to blame, it is you.”

Harsh words against the king. Edward’s amiability fled and he stood up, his expression harsh on Kevin. “If you think to….”

He was cut off when William burst into the tent. One look at Kevin on his knees in front of Edward and the man nearly lost his mind; or, at least it appeared that way. He swooped down on Kevin and grabbed the man by the neck.

“Get up,” he snarled. “How dare you disgrace everything you have sworn to respect. What in the hell are you doing here?”

Kevin was roughly pulled to his feet. Now, his father was in on it and between him and William, they had Kevin around the neck and shoulders. Paris, not to be left out, reached in and grabbed him by the hair. Edward put up his hands.

“Wait,” he stopped them. “You will not abuse him; not yet, anyway. De Wolfe, I realize you are angry with him, but I have more questions.”

William’s face was taut with rage. “Why? There is nothing more he can tell you that you probably haven’t already figured out.”

Edward shook his head firmly. “De Shera is a hereditary king,” he said. “You will not treat him with such disrespect.”

Now it was coming clear to William that Edward believed Kevin to be Bhrodi. Truthfully, when William had entered the tent, he hadn’t been sure and that is why he had behaved as he had. Now, he wasn’t sure if he was more relieved or more horrified to know that Edward believed Kevin to be the Welsh warlord. One thing was certain, however; he had to get Kevin out of here before someone, somehow, revealed the truth. The king would not act kindly to Kevin Hage posing as Bhrodi de Shera. It would more than likely see Kevin executed before the day was out. Therefore, William went into aggression mode; he yanked on Kevin’s neck, pulling him in the direction of the tent flap.

“He is my son,” William spat. “He has dishonored my daughter and my family. I will deal with him and you will not stop me. He is mine.”

Truthfully, Edward had never seen William so furious. It was intimidating. Therefore, he backed off because he had little choice. He was afraid William would do him great bodily harm if he intervened in what William was viewing as a family matter. In a way, it was, because Bhrodi had tarnished the de Wolfe name with his rebellion. No, Edward didn’t blame William in the least but he was surprised by the man’s ferocity.

“Very well,” he said. “Do what you must but I want him alive when you are done with him. Do you understand?”

William simply growled, pulling Kevin from the tent as Kieran slapped his son on the back of the skull. Paris still had him by the hair. Between the three of them, they dragged him from the tent.

The sun was rising now with shades of pink across the sky. It was surprisingly clear this morning except for the haze of smoke settled about the camp. Kevin was literally being dragged by his father and both uncles across the camp, all the while being mildly abused by them. He knew it was for show but their anger genuinely concerned him. He was too old to be spanked but he wasn’t sure his father would remember that. William continued to drag and drag until they reached a clearing just south of the main encampment. William’s camp was several hundred feet off to the left. Once they reached the clearing, William let him go, but only for the moment. A massive fist to Kevin’s jaw sent the man to his knees.

“What in the hell were you thinking to pose as Bhrodi de Shera?” William growled. “Do you know the trouble you are in right now? Why did you do it, Kevin?”

Kevin was still on his knees, rubbing his jaw as he looked up at William. “You are not going to like my answer.”

“I already do not like it!”

Kevin sighed heavily as he moved his jaw around to make sure it wasn’t broken. “Penelope was coming to raid Edward’s camp,” he said. “We could not dissuade her. I could not let her come alone.”

William already knew the answer before Kevin confirmed it. Suddenly, he didn’t feel quite so angry. He felt weak and overwhelmed. With a grunt, he wiped wearily at his eyes.

“She is avenging de Shera; I understand that,” he said, his tone considerably less angry. “But why are you dressed as the man? I do not understand.”

Kevin’s manner softened. “She was not avenging him,” he said quietly. “She was taking up arms in his stead. She is a knight, Uncle William; she must follow her instincts. I am wearing his armor because she was afraid the Welsh would not follow her unless they thought Bhrodi was riding at her side. She wanted the Welsh to see me, think it was Bhrodi, and be inspired. The man has been badly wounded doing what he believed in and she did not want his sacrifice to be in vain.”

All three men were looking at Kevin with incredible sadness. William eventually put his hands to his face in disbelief, rubbing at his scratchy cheeks as if it would help him think. He was struggling to understand all of it but all he could see was death and heartache. Still, he understood it completely. He knew why Kevin did what he did and he utterly understood Penelope’s actions. He was starting to feel sick.

“I did this,” he muttered. “I made the decision to marry her to de Shera. I am a warrior; I know these wars in Wales have been going on longer than I have been alive but when James was killed, I was eager to stop the wars so that I would not lose anymore sons. Now I have placed my daughter on the front lines by marrying her to a Welsh warlord and it is quite possible I will lose her instead. I do not want to outlive my baby.”

Kevin staggered to his feet. “Did you see her tonight?”

William had tears in his eyes. “Aye,” he said hoarsely. “She was set upon by some English and we killed them in order to allow her to escape.”

“What about Thomas and Edward? They rode with us.”

William shook his head. He blinked and tears popped onto his cheeks. “I did not see them,” he murmured. “Kevin, you must return to Rhydilian, do you hear? Edward wants it. You must head back now and prepare the defenses.”

Kevin stared at him. “Edward wants Rhydilian?” he repeated, confused. “But… why? Wasn’t that what de Shera’s marriage to Penny was supposed to prevent?”

“I do not have time to explain,” William snapped. “Do what I say and go back to Rhydilian. I will follow as soon as I can. But right now, I must search the camp and make sure Thomas and Edward have not been killed. I must find my boys.”

It was a heartbreaking thought. The man had done all he could to prevent losing more children and now he was faced with just that prospect. As William staggered off, heading towards the encampment again, Kevin, Paris, and Kieran watched him go. When Kevin turned back to his father with some uncertainty, he was startled when Paris lashed out a big fist and hit Kieran squarely on the jaw. Kieran fell to one knee, seeing stars, and Paris grabbed Kevin by the arm.

“Get out of here,” he told him, thrusting him away. “You attacked us both and escaped. Do what William told you to do and go back to Rhydilian, Kevin. Go now!”

Kevin ignored Paris’ pushing and reached down to help his father up. “I did not attack either of you,” he said. “If I….”

He was cut off when Kieran, regaining his balance, took a slug at Paris that sent the man flying onto his backside.

“Aye, you did,” Kieran said, breathing heavily. “You attacked us both and escaped. If you do not get out of here, I am going to forget I am your father and pound you within an inch of your life.”

Kieran jumped on top of Paris and they started throwing punches again. Kevin stood there, his mouth open at the sight of two old knights in hand to hand combat. In spite of their ages, they were landing some heavy blows, and he shook his head with exasperation.

“You are both mad!” he hissed. “What in the hell are you doing?”

Paris shoved Kieran’s face into the mud. “Unless they see that we are bruised and bloodied, they will not believe that you attacked us,” he spat. “Go now before we pull you into this fray!”

Kevin didn’t need to be told again. He understood what they were doing and he found it extremely endearing. But he had expected no less. With a grin, he ran off into the breaking dawn, heading south towards the same road that Penelope had taken.

As the sun rose and a clear day loomed, Paris and Kieran beat each other to a pulp as Kevin escaped the clutches of the English king.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Rhydilian Castle

It was just after midday when Penelope came pounding up the road on her weary charger towards Rhydilian Castle. The few sentries she had left were on the walls and she could hear them shouting as she approached. By the time she reached the crest of the hill, the great iron gates were slowly creaking open.

The day was bright and cool as she entered the bailey and reined her frothing horse to a halt. She was exhausted and practically fell from the saddle, struggling to gain her footing. The flight from Aber before dawn and through damp fields until she reached the ferry had left her brittle and edgy. Only when she had crossed into Anglesey did she allow herself a measure of peace, but not completely until she reached Rhydilian. Now, she could finally relax somewhat. As she gained her balance and turned for the keep, the first familiar face she saw was Gwyllim’s.

The man was practically running at her from across the muddied bailey. He had been on the walls when she had approached the gates and had nearly killed himself trying to get down into the bailey. Penelope moved towards him.

“Gwyllim!” she gasped. “You made it back. Who else has returned?”

Gwyllim reached out to steady the very weary lady. In truth, he was both surprised and glad to see her. As the morning had passed into afternoon and she hadn’t appeared, he was increasingly worried that something had happened. Now, all he could feel was relief.

“Ianto is here,” he told her, “but Ivor has not yet returned.”

It was a grim statement. Penelope’s fingers dug into his arm as she held on to him. “And my brothers?”

Gwyllim pointed to the keep. “Inside.”

Her heart soared. “Both of them?”

“Aye.”

“And Bhrodi?”

“He is awake,” Gwyllim said, hesitance in his manner. “My lady, he was asking for you when he awoke and you were not here. Yestin had remained behind, as you recall, and he told him that you had left Rhydilian but he did not tell him why. Lord de Shera soon came to realize that most everyone had gone and when I returned, he made me tell him everything. I had little choice.”

He seemed worried but Penelope couldn’t muster the strength. All she knew was that she had to see her husband and that she would deal with his anger when the time came. It seemed like such a trivial thing, a little slip of anger, considering everything they’d been through. She broke off from Gwyllim, running those last few yards towards the keep. Her heart was pounding and in her exhaustion, her emotions were running wild. She slipped in the mud and landed on one knee but it did not deter her; with muddied hands, she scrambled up the steps that led into the keep, desperate to get inside.

The guts of the keep were cool and dark, lit only by what light managed to filter in through the lancet window. It was quiet and still. Bolting into the small feasting hall, she came into immediate contact with Thomas and Edward. They had heard her come in through the keep entry and were already moving towards her. Penelope threw her arms around Edward, the closest, and nearly strangled him.

“You are safe!” she exclaimed. “Praise God you are both safe.”

Thomas moved to hug her when she was finished squeezing Edward. “We were nearly the first ones to return,” Edward said. “We have been waiting frantically for any word of you and Kevin.”

Penelope’s excitement came to a halt with neck-breaking speed and she looked at her brothers with tears in her eyes.

“Kevin was captured,” she said hoarsely. “I was nearly captured, too, but Papa and Uncle Kieran and Uncle Paris saved me. They had heard that Bhrodi had been captured in the raid but I told them that it was Kevin disguised as Bhrodi. They went to help him.”

Edward was closer to Kevin than Thomas was; in fact, they were the best of friends. His features were particularly sorrowful.

“Damnation,” he rumbled. “The English will kill him in any case; if they think he is Bhrodi or if he confesses to being an English knight fighting for the Welsh. Either way, the man is dead.”

Bhrodi. Penelope’s thoughts swiftly returned to her husband at the mention of his name and she could wait no longer to see him. She let go of her brothers and ran for the stairs that led to the upper levels.

“I must see to my husband,” she said as she moved. “Remain here and keep an accounting of who returns. I will return after I’ve seen to Bhrodi.”

“Be careful,” Thomas called after her. “He was none too happy to find out you rode for battle!”

Penelope simply waved him off as she raced for the third floor of the keep where the master’s chamber was situated. She was filthy, exhausted, sweaty and smelly, and in this form she burst into the chamber that smelled heavily of peppermint and vinegar. Her gaze immediately sought out her husband, who was lying flat on his back upon the big bed. He was conscious, however, and when their eyes met, Penelope raced to the bed and fell to her knees beside it. Her muddy fingers clutched at him.

“Bhrodi,” she said breathlessly, “I….”

Bhrodi cut her off; he reached down and grabbed his smelly, filthy wife and pulled her up onto the bed with him. His arms, still strong in spite of his physical condition, wrapped tightly around her.

“You have returned,” he murmured into her hair. “Diolch i Dduw eich bod wedi dychwelyd. Great thanks to God that you are back in my arms again.”

Feeling the man warm and alive against her undid her already-taxed emotions and Penelope burst into tears. Arms around him, she buried her face in his neck.

“I am sorry if you are angry with me,” she sobbed. “But I could not let your sacrifice be in vain. I had to help; I had to continue your cause whether or not you wanted me to. I know you do not want your wife to be a knight, but just this once I had to. I had to carry on your fight. Please do not be angry with me.”

Bhrodi kissed her head, her cheek, finally pulling her back so he could look her in the face. Cupping her head between his two enormous palms, he gazed at her as he had never gazed at anyone in his life. There was such joy in his expression. When she had burst into the chamber, all he could feel was gratitude. He’d never felt anything like it so strongly in his life. But the gratitude gave way to peace and adoration, so much so that it was filling his chest to bursting. He kissed her salty eyes, easing her tears.

“Caria, I am not angry,” he whispered. “I suppose I understand why you did what you did. When they first told me, I was terrified for you, I will admit it. I even tried to get out of bed to ride after you. But then I realized how fortunate I am to have a wife who would do such a thing for me. You are only doing what you have been trained to do and you understand honor in a way few women would. I do not have the words to express how humble and grateful I am that you would risk yourself so.”

It was more than she could have hoped for and she searched his face for any hint that he might not be telling her the truth. Maybe there was anger that still lingered. But she only saw total, utter support.

“I would do anything for you,” she whispered. “This was something I had to do.”

He nodded. “I know,” he murmured, looking her over and seeing how dirty and beat she was. “Are you sure you are well?”

Penelope nodded, sniffling as she struggled to calm her tears. “I am,” she said. “My brothers are down in the hall.”

“I know,” he said softly. “I spoke to them at length about their stubborn sister.”

That brought a weak smile to her lips. “Ivor has not yet returned,” she said. “And Kevin… he wore your father’s armor and the men thought he was you. It inspired them greatly, Bhrodi, and the raid was very disruptive to Edward, I believe. We burned a great many of the tents in his encampment. But Kevin was captured.”

Bhrodi’s pale face tightened with concern. “You know this for certain?”

She nodded, rubbing her cheek against his open palm in a sweet gesture. “Aye,” she said quietly. “I was cornered by some English knights and surely would have been captured had my father not saved me. But there were rumors that you were captured in the raid but I told my father that Kevin had worn your father’s armor. The English as well as the Welsh thought it was you. My father went off to save him but before he did, he told me to ride back to Rhydilian. He also said that he would be coming here shortly.”

Bhrodi’s mind was muddled from the slight fever he’d had most of the morning as well as the injury in general. Even now as he listened to Penelope breathless assessment of the raid upon Edward’s camp, he was struggling to process what she was telling him. It was a good deal of information and it took him a few moments to digest it.

“Your father saved me after the morning star struck,” he muttered. “Now he has saved you also. We can only pray that he is successful with Hage. It would seem that your father is really a guardian angel masquerading as a knight.”

Penelope nodded, her tears gone for the moment. “If anyone can save him, my father can,” she said. “I did not even have the opportunity to thank him for what he did for you. I did, at least, thank him for returning you to me.”

Bhrodi stroked her hair, pondering The Wolfe and all the man had done for them. So much had happened that it was almost beyond his comprehension at the moment. Lost to his thoughts, he heard Penelope’s soft voice fill his ear.

“Papa said he would be here soon,” she said. “I did not have the chance to ask him what he meant. Do you know?”

Bhrodi broke away from his thoughts and looked at her. “Nay,” he said. “I cannot imagine why he would return here.”

Penelope contemplated her own question. “Mayhap he is coming to see how you are faring,” she said. “I am sure he is very concerned.”

Bhrodi lifted his dark eyebrows in thought. “I never knew I could inspire such loyalty from the English,” he said. “Your father, your brothers, and Hage… all of them rushing to assist me however they can. It is quite puzzling, actually. I was always under the impression that the English were selfish bastards.”

Penelope smiled faintly. “No more so than the Welsh, I suppose,” she said. “Mayhap someday you can return the favor.”

He reached up and gently pinched her nose. “Gladly,” he said, smiling. But the smile soon faded. “But I cannot do anything until the surgeon releases me from this damnable bed.”

Penelope’s smile grew; if he was complaining then he must be feeling better. At least, she hoped so. “What has he told you?” she asked. “How bad are your injuries?”

He made a face as the surgeon chose that moment to enter the room. He was carrying cups with him and one of them was steaming. Bhrodi watched the man warily.

“He says that the morning star dug holes into my body down by my hip and grazed the bone, taking a chunk out of it,” he replied. “It miraculously missed anything terribly vital but it did nick my intestines, which someone had the foresight to seal up with honey until my own surgeon was able to get his hands on me somewhere near the ferry crossing. Gwyllim told me that Ianto found the surgeon back in Aber tending some of my men and brought him to me. So far, he’s cleansed the wounds three times with wine and honey, and he’s forced me to drink some horrible concoction that smells like rotted food but one that he swears will keep the poison away. He says he learnt it from his Irish cousin but I am not entire sure I want to drink anything the Irish have discovered. It might very well kill me.”

Penelope laughed softly; he was speaking almost as if he felt well again but his voice was somewhat weak, reminding her of how sick he truly was. “But you must take it,” she said firmly. “You must let him heal you. I must have you well again, husband.”

He smiled faintly at her, reaching out to touch her dirty cheek. “And I must become well again if I am to keep you from running off and fighting the English,” he murmured. “Promise me something, caria.”

“What is that?”

His expression grew serious. “Promise me that you will not ride off to battle again, at least not without discussing it with me first,” he said. “Will you swear?”

Penelope nodded contritely. “I swear.”

“It would have destroyed me had something happened to you.”

“It would?”

“Of course it would.”

She smiled timidly. “Then… then the things you said to me yesterday,” she said softly, “you really meant them? You did not say them simply because you thought you were dying?”

He frowned. “I never say anything I do not mean,” he said, eyeing her. “Did you say them because you thought I was dying?”

She shook her head firmly. “I meant what I said.”

He pushed. “Are you sure?” he asked. “After all, a dead man would not hold you to your word.”

She scowled although it was lightly done. “That is a terrible thing to say!”

He laughed softly. “Then tell me again what you told me yesterday and I shall believe you.”

She flushed a dull red, embarrassed because she was unused to expressing her feelings for him. Still, nothing had ever felt so right. She would be quite happy to gush out her feelings for him daily for the rest of her life because she meant every word of it. She had risked her life for him. Her heart was full of the man and his beauty.

“I love you, husband,” she murmured. “I love you very much.”

His smile turned soft and sweet. “And I love you, my little knight,” he whispered. “But no more riding into battle without my permission. Simply to think on it makes me feel faint.”

She nodded patiently. “I swore that I would not. I will not go back on my word.”

He stroked her dirty cheek again, smiling at her, not entirely sure she was being truthful with him. In discussions he’d had with her brothers earlier in the day when they had returned from the raid on Edward’s camp, he was coming to realize his wife was no ordinary woman.

True, he’d known she had been raised as a knight and he knew she was having difficulty letting that part of her life go in order to become a wife and not a warrior, but he was coming to see that asking her to become something other than what she was had been a mistake. She was strong, fierce, and loyal. Aye, she was a fine wife. And she was a fine warrior, too.

As Bhrodi pondered that thought, Tacey entered the room. They didn’t see her at first because she stood respectfully in the doorway in the shadows. When they didn’t notice her right away, she thumped on the door jamb. When Bhrodi and Penelope finally looked over at her, she smiled timidly.

“May I come in?” she asked.

Penelope waved her over. “Come in, sweetheart,” she said. “How are you feeling today?”

Tacey waddled into the room, her hand on her back. “Tight,” she said, patting her stomach. “My belly feels very tight.”

Penelope gave her a lop-sided grin. “I am sure that is because he is growing large and is nearly ready to come.”

Tacey made her way to the bed, getting a look at Penelope close-up. “You are very dirty,” she commented. “The serving women told me you left last night with my brother’s men. Where did you go?”

Tacey had been confined to her room during the entire episode of gathering the men, planning for, and then riding to Edward’s encampment. Therefore, she knew very little and it was probably best that way. In her condition, she didn’t need to know about frightening situations that didn’t concern her. Bhrodi cleared his throat softly.

“You should be worried about me and not where Penelope went during the night,” he scolded lightly. “Moreover, if she had wanted you to know, she would have told you.”

Tacey lowered her gaze remorsefully and Penelope took pity on her. “You were right,” she said, changing the subject. “I am very dirty. Will you help me bathe?”

Tacey lifted her head and nodded eagerly. “I will tell the serving women to bring the tub,” she said. “Where will you bathe?”

Penelope cast Bhrodi a glance. “Would it disturb you too much?”

He crooked a finger at her and when she leaned in, he grasped her gently by the neck to pull her close. “It will make me mad with desire,” he whispered against her ear, “and I can do nothing about it.”

Penelope was starting to flush red again. Unused to the sexual flirtations between men and women, she was unnerved, embarrassed, and excited all at the same time, but she was mostly embarrassed at the moment because Tacey was looking at her and was undoubtedly noting her reaction. Penelope didn’t want to have to answer any curious questions.

“Let me bathe in your chamber,” she told Tacey. “We must leave Bhrodi to rest.”

Tacey nodded and fled the room as Penelope wearily rose to her feet. The surgeon, who had been busying himself at a table near the bed since entering the chamber, was now heading for Bhrodi with bowls in his hands. Bhrodi eyed the bowls.

“What black magic do you have in there?” he asked in English. “Do you think to cast a spell on me, you wicked sorcerer?”

The surgeon had no idea what he was saying but Penelope giggled. As the old man bent over him and began fussing with the bandages, Penelope blew him a kiss.

“Be brave, husband,” she said. “I shall be upstairs should you need me.”

Bhrodi lifted a hand to her. “Hurry back,” he said. “I am not sure I can stand an over-amount of time away from you. Already I miss you.”

It was a sweet thing to say. Penelope did indeed hurry with her bath but when she returned, warm and washed and clean, she found her husband sound asleep.

She fell asleep next to him.
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As the sun rose steadily and approached the nooning hour, the encampment of Edward, King of England, was nearly a smoldering ruin. Hours after the Welsh rebels, led by Bhrodi de Shera, had tried to burn him out, there was still a great deal of confusion and reorganization going on because they had lost a great deal of material and stores in the fire. Now, they were pulling weapons, protection, gear, and other warfare items out of the rubble and hoping to salvage them. The hit by Bhrodi and his men had been sound, and Edward was currently picking up the pieces.

He was also in the process of deciding what to do about the fact that de Shera had escaped from de Wolfe’s custody. He was absolutely furious but trying to keep his temper in check. It would do no good to scream at these men; they were old men, seasoned veterans, and they knew exactly how much trouble they were in. It would be of no use to shout it at them. What mattered now was what to do about it and as he stood in his tent, one of the only ones that had not been set completely ablaze, that was what Edward was trying to focus on – a solution. But it was a struggle.

“I trusted you, de Wolfe,” he said, displeasure evident in his tone. “You and your minions are much better knights than what you are suggesting. How is it possible that de Shera bested all three of you and escaped? Well?”

William was standing a few feet away from Edward, legs braced apart and his big arms crossed. He was sporting a lovely black eye, courtesy of Kieran. When he had returned from his unfruitful search for Thomas and Edward, he had found Paris and Kieran battered and beaten. When they had explained why, he had understood completely and that was when Kieran had punched him in the face. There had to be evidence of a fight and William was the only man not showing nicks or bruises. In order to convince Edward, he needed at least one injury, and indeed he received one; a good one. The bruise spread across his entire right eye and onto his temple. But it wasn’t enough to make the king sympathetic to the one-eyed knight who now had a damaged good eye.

“He caught me off guard,” William replied, which was the truth; Kieran had caught him off guard. “It nearly knocked me out. I have no idea what he did to de Norville and Hage, but when I came around, the prisoner was gone.”

Edward turned his furious gaze to Paris and Kieran. “And you two?” he growled. “Are you no better than weak squires letting that man beat you?”

Paris was sporting a black eye, a swollen nose, and a host of other injuries. “We fought,” he said, which was also the truth; he and Kieran had fought. “It was a struggle but it was a struggle we lost. I cannot explain better than that, Your Grace. Hage and I fought but the prisoner escaped us.”

Edward grunted in frustration and turned away. Angry as he was, he couldn’t bring himself to punish these men, men he had grown up idolizing, but he certainly wanted to. De Wolfe in particular; there was something not right about this entire situation but he couldn’t put his finger on it. De Wolfe seemed almost stoic about the entire thing when he had been insane with anger the moment he’d pulled de Shera from the tent. He’d cooled down inordinately fast. It was odd behavior from the man and something to watch, Edward thought. After a moment of chewing over the circumstances, he turned to William.

“You did not kill him and hide the body, did you?” he asked. “Are you afraid to tell me?”

William’s brow furrowed. “I would not be afraid to tell you in any event, but I did not kill him.”

“Swear it?”

“I do.”

“Then you should have gone after him right away. Why didn’t you?”

William gave him a rather droll expression. “Because someone had to tell you what had happened,” he said. “If I had gone after him without telling you, you might have thought I had deserted you or, worse, aided him somehow. I cannot go after him in any case because you have kept me here since it happened. He is well away by now.”

Edward was in no mood for de Wolfe’s arrogance. His jaw began to tick. “It matters not,” he said, “for you and I have an understanding, do we not? You are going to ride to Rhydilian this day and demand that de Shera and your daughter turn the castle over to me.”

William was slow to concur. “That is what we agreed to.”

Edward was increasingly interested in William’s odd behavior, now adding reluctance to that list. He studied the man for a moment, pondering the march on Rhydilian. After a moment, he turned away. “I have changed my mind about it.”

William was on his guard. “What do you mean?”

Edward’s gaze was cold when he turned to look at him. “Since you are evidently no longer effective as a warrior, as evidenced by the fact that you let de Shera escape from your custody, I will be riding with you to Rhydilian and together we will lay siege. I cannot say my faith in you is strong, de Wolfe. Now I must go with you to ensure that you carry out my orders.”

It was a great insult to William but he didn’t flinch. He had expected worse and if this was as bad as it was going to get, he considered himself lucky. Even if Edward rode with him to Rhydilian, there were still a hundred ways in which he could either sabotage or deter the king’s forces. Edward was correct not to trust him; he was, after all, The Wolfe and he was known for his cunning. He would put that cunning to good use, now against the man who was attempting to destroy his daughter and her husband. Blood was stronger than a kingdom. After a moment, he simply nodded his head.

“As you wish, Your Grace,” he said evenly.

Edward didn’t like the fact that William wasn’t showing visible signs of distress. He hadn’t been all afternoon and it made him more suspicious than ever. This wasn’t the William he had known most of his life, the man who was full of fire and intelligence. This man seemed nearly apathetic. Eyes narrowed, he took a step towards the big knight.

“And know this,” he hissed. “If you in any way fail or betray me, then I shall send an army to Castle Questing and burn it to the ground. I will destroy everything you have worked so hard for and I will cause your entire family to be destitute. You will be lucky if I do not throw them all in prison. Is this in any way unclear?”

All William could see was a grown man throwing a tantrum, although he knew that he meant what he said. It made his task just a bit more difficult. He found that he was increasingly anxious to get away from the man because he had to think clearly about what was about to happen. He knew he would not aid the king in laying siege; that was a given fact. It therefore stood to reason that he had to either prevent him or deter him somehow, but he was at a loss as to what, exactly, to do. But it would come to him; he was resolute in what he needed to do.

“It is clear, Your Grace,” he said. He very nearly sounded bored, unwilling to let himself be bullied. “When will we leave?”

Edward’s gaze lingered on him for a moment as if to emphasize his threat before finally averting his gaze.

“At dawn on the morrow,” he said. “You and your entire contingent will be ready.”

“We will indeed, Your Grace.”

“Good. Now, get out.”

William quit the tent in silence with Paris and Kieran behind him. No one said a word until they were well out of ear shot and even then, the trio remained quiet. They were marching across the mashed grass, heading for William’s encampment and his contingent of two hundred and fifty men. More were due in from Castle Questing and their ally, Northwood Castle, but they wouldn’t arrive for at least ten days at best. William wished he had over a thousand men at the moment but it couldn’t be helped. He had to utilize what he had.

Once they entered the perimeter of William’s camp, they were finally able to speak freely but William pulled them into his tent before he said a word. Once inside the dark but comfortable quarters, he turned to his faithful friends.

“And so it comes,” he muttered. “Edward intends to march on Rhydilian tomorrow and I must accompany him.”

Paris was already reaching for the wine; he found he needed it. “What will you do?”

William sighed heavily. “I cannot let him destroy de Shera and Penny,” he said. “I must do what I can in order to make it so that Edward is unsuccessful.”

Kieran sat on the nearest folding chair, listening to it creak under his weight. “How are you going to do that?” he wanted to know. “Do you plan to turn against him in the heat of battle?”

William fell silent. Paris handed him a cup of wine and he drank the entire thing in two swallows. Slowly, he claimed his chair, the one that always came with him whenever he traveled. It was a big chair, made from sturdy oak, with a collapsible frame. Like a man with much on his mind, he plopped into the chair as if he had been thrown into it. He was weary and he was distressed, and it showed.

“Nay,” he muttered. “I cannot do that. He would destroy us and then he would proceed to destroy Rhydilian. I think our best option might be the most distasteful one.”

“What is that?” Kieran asked.

William glanced up at his old friend. “We ride to Rhydilian tonight under the cover of darkness and ask for them to abandon the castle,” he said softly. “When Edward arrives tomorrow, he will find a vacant castle that he can claim if he wishes. We take de Shera and Penny and return to Questing. Edward will have what he wants even if means de Shera must flee his home. It is the only way for him, and for Penny, to survive.”

“And if de Shera will not leave?” Paris asked the fatal question.

William turned to look at him. “What would you suggest?”

Paris sighed in a gesture that suggested remorse. “You will not like what I have to say.”

“Say it and be done.”

Paris nodded reluctantly. “Penny is your child, your flesh and blood, and she has only been married to de Shera for a week,” he said. “If de Shera refuses to leave, then we take Penny and flee. Let the man face his fate alone; it is not her fate. It is his and his alone. Even if he is suicidal that does not mean she has to be. William, you cannot risk fifty years of a spotless reputation on an arrogant Welsh warlord who is nothing more to you than your daughter’s husband of one week. He is not even family; he is simply married to your daughter, and look what he is risking – Kevin, Edward, Thomas, and most of all, Penelope. Will you let that man’s arrogance cost your children their lives? If de Shera will not abandon Rhydilian in the face of Edward’s onslaught, then you must think of yourself and your family first. Take Penny and leave as quickly as you can.”

He had a point. William didn’t like his advice but he knew, deep down, that the man was more than likely correct. “It is the coward’s way,” he muttered.

“So you would rather be a brave dead man than a living coward?” Paris shot back softly. “It is not cowardly; it is sensible. You are letting Bhrodi de Shera take away everything you have ever worked for, William. You are letting him take away your honor. Do not let him do it!”

He was right. William didn’t have the strength to fight any longer. He simply wanted to get his daughter and go back to Questing where he belonged. He didn’t belong in Wales fighting other men’s wars; he wanted to go home to his wife and children and grandchildren. Aye, that was where he belonged. After several pensive moments, he looked at Kieran.

“Is that what you think, too?” he asked.

Kieran nodded faintly. “De Shera nearly cost me my son,” he said. “I am not entirely sure I can forgive him. Paris is right; do not let that arrogant Welshman cost us everything.”

William didn’t intend to. Shortly after midnight, William’s group silently slipped from Edward’s encampment under the cover of darkness. He knew that Edward had spies about and he fully expected the king to be notified. Edward, thinking William was betraying him, would move swiftly to follow.

With that in mind, William and his men rode like the wind in their quest to reach Rhydilian before Edward caught up with them.

It was the most anxious ride of his life.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


“Penny,” came the hiss in her ear. “Penny, wake up!”

Penelope was so exhausted that it took two more hisses and a shake before she opened her eyes. When she did, the room was dark and a shadowy figure was looming over her. Startled out of a deep sleep, Penelope threw a fist up and caught the figure in the throat. He stumbled back, coughing.

“’Tis me!” Thomas hissed, louder. “Stop hitting!”

Penelope had rolled out of bed and was preparing to throw another punch but stopped short when her brother slapped her hand down. Shaken, she rubbed a weary hand over her eyes.

“I am sorry,” she whispered. “I could not see who it was.”

Thomas grabbed her by the wrist and began pulling her towards the chamber door. “An assassin would not have awoken you before finishing his task, little sister,” he said flatly. “You must come with me now. It is important.”

They were already through the chamber door and she pulled her wrist from his grip to shut the old wooden panel softly behind them. When the latch on the door clicked, she looked curiously at her brother. “What time is it?”

“Dawn is an hour or so away.”

“Then what is the matter?” she asked.

Thomas’ expression was grim. “Kevin has returned.”

Penelope’s eyes widened. Before Thomas could draw another breath, she was racing down the narrow stairs that led to the entry level. When she hit bottom, she could hear soft voices off to her left in the hall beyond and as she ran into the hall, she could see Kevin and Edward illuminated by the soft firelight. She could hardly believe her eyes.

“Kevin!” she gasped. “You have come back!”

Kevin, seated at the feasting table, turned in time to see Penelope rush up to him. In her excitement, she threw her arms around his neck and squeezed, just as she would have if it had been one of her brothers or any of her cousins. She was simply glad to see the man after everything that had happened and was demonstrating that relief.

But to Kevin, it was nothing short of heaven; he knew it was an innocent hug in a long line of many innocent hugs he had received from her during the course of their lives. He always wished the hugs had meant more than they did, and this one in particular. But that was his lot in love, in love with a woman who did not return that love. Still, he was very glad to see her, too.

“Aye, I have returned,” he said as she released him. “I have much to tell.”

Penelope sat down across the table from him, wide-eyed and apprehensive. She barely noticed that, behind Kevin, the door to the old wardrobe was open and the tiny old man was doing his dance of death back in the shadows. As the old man battled ghosts in the background, now a normal occurrence every time they were in the feasting hall, Penelope looked Kevin up and down.

“Is it true?” she asked. “Were you captured?”

“Aye.”

“They did not hurt you, did they?”

He shook his head. “Nay.”

“Did my father free you, then?”

Kevin nodded. “Your father, my father, and Uncle Paris found me in King Edward’s tent in the midst of being interrogated,” he said. Then, he shook his head with a smirk on his lips. “If you only could have seen them; Edward thought I was Bhrodi since I was wearing Coventry’s armor. Your father charged in and started to beat me, trying to convince Edward that I was, in fact, de Shera and that I had shamed him by leading a raid. Edward let him remove me but then your father helped me to escape. I cannot even imagine how upset Edward is at your father at this moment, but that is not the worst of it.”

Penelope was looking at him with horror. “What else has happened?”

Kevin looked at her, his expression grim. “Your father said that Edward wants Rhydilian,” he said, his voice low so gossipy servants or soldiers would not hear him. “He told me to come back to Rhydilian and prepare. He further told me that he would be joining us shortly. Penny, when Edward comes to lay siege to Rhydilian, your father will be here to defend it. He is fighting against the king.”

Penelope stared at him a moment, her disbelief evident. Her hands flew to her mouth as if to hold in the gasp of horror and over in the shadows, the crazy old man came to a complete halt and stood flush up against the wall as if to hide. No one even noticed that perhaps he was waiting for Coventry’s armor to be returned to the wardrobe, or perhaps he was even listening to the conversation. It was difficult to know. Even so, no one paid attention to him, least of all Penelope. She was wracked with dread for her father.

“He cannot,” she hissed. “If he does, everything he has ever achieved in his life will be finished. He will lose Questing and his titles. My family will become fugitives from the crown. Kevin, he cannot do this!”

Kevin sighed heavily; he was battered, bloodied, and exhausted but he was not beaten. He was fully prepared to defend those he loved until the death and that included siding with William de Wolfe who was now evidently a traitor. He still couldn’t believe it.

“I know,” he muttered. “But he is nonetheless and my father and Uncle Paris will be at his side. I suppose it is fitting; they have all fought together for so long that if one goes down, the others will go with him.”

Penelope was in a panic. She stood up, motioning to the knights as she moved. “Come with me,” she said. “Bhrodi must know what is happening.”

She fled the hall and rushed up the stairs. She could hear the bootfalls of the knights behind her as she hit the landing on the third floor and opened the master chamber’s door. She held out a hand to the men behind her to hold quiet as she awoke her husband, but as she bent down to rouse him she realized his eyes were open and he was looking at her.

“It sounds as if a herd of wild horses has run into this room,” he said, his voice hoarse and sleepy. “What is happening?”

Penelope knelt down beside the bed as the others crowded close. “Kevin has returned,” she said. “He has brought much news with him. You must hear it.”

Bhrodi wasn’t feeling particularly well; the slight fever he’d had for most of the day had grown worse and now his eyeballs hurt because they were so hot. The old surgeon was concerned about it and had him drinking his rotten brew every few hours to keep it under control. Still, his mind was also foggy with cobwebs and he struggled to clear it as he focused on Hage; the man looked as if he’d been in a row or two. Bhrodi was frankly surprised to see him.

“I was told you rode to battle in my father’s armor,” he said. “I am rather surprised to see that you are not Edward’s prisoner. The entire English army must have been aiming for you.”

Kevin lifted an eyebrow. “That is an understatement,” he said. “I am sure you will not be shocked to know that I was Edward’s prisoner for a time, but de Wolfe was able to help me escape.”

Bhrodi nodded in understanding, studying the man for a moment. “How did Edward treat you?”

“Surprisingly well but, like most Englishmen, he was unhappy to see me… or you, as it were.”

Bhrodi gave him a half-grin. “How was it to assume my identity, then?”

Kevin shook his head. “I did not like it,” he said. “Too many people are out to kill you.”

“Including Edward?”

“Especially Edward.”

As Kevin and Bhrodi grinned at each other in an expected moment of levity, Penelope captured Bhrodi’s attention.

“That is what we must speak to you about,” she said. “My father told Kevin that Edward plans to lay siege to Rhydilian. Bhrodi, that is why my father told me he was coming here; he intends to help defend Rhydilian against Edward’s onslaught. He intends to fight for you!”

Bhrodi could see how much it distressed her and he thought back to that time when they first met when he had told her of his reasons for marrying her. It had been because he wanted The Wolfe on his side. Now that it was about to become reality, he wasn’t so sure he liked it. Like Penelope, he was well aware of the implications should de Wolfe side with him. William de Wolfe had done so much for them; he had saved Bhrodi’s life as well as Penelope’s and even Kevin’s. Now, the man was about to lay his entire reputation on the line in his resistance to Edward’s army. Bhrodi wasn’t entirely sure he could let that happen. He sighed heavily.

“Do we know this for certain?” he asked. “Do we know that Edward is truly coming to lay siege to Rhydilian?”

Kevin nodded. “William said that he was,” he replied. “As far as I am concerned, that is as good as Edward himself telling me of his plans.”

Bhrodi accepted it as truth. He had always known at some point that Edward would come for him again after that disastrous attempt back in December. Now, he had more of an army behind him and although it would take time to ferry them across the strait, he was very capable of laying siege to Rhydilian. Only now there were no Welsh armies to stand between him and the rest of Anglesey; all of Bhrodi’s vassals were either with Dafydd or dead. Hardly any remained in Anglesey. Aye, Bhrodi had been waiting for this moment most of his life. He knew what needed to be done.

“Get me up,” he grunted, trying to sit up. “We have much work to do.”

Penelope put her hands on his shoulders, pushing him down. “Are you mad?” she demanded. “You cannot get out of bed! You are badly injured!”

Bhrodi was trying to push her out of the way in his attempt to rise. “It does not matter,” he said, his voice tight with pain. “Edward will not get my castle.”

Penelope would not be shoved away; she thrust herself forward and pushed him down with her hands against his chest. Lacking even basic strength, Bhrodi went down easily. He looked up to see a very angry wife in his face.

“Listen to me,” she hissed. “You cannot leave this bed and if I have to sit on you to ensure that you remain here, I most certainly will. You are too wounded to do any good with your sword but you are not too wounded to command. Your mind is sound. Therefore, you will tell us what needs to be done and we will do it. Do you understand? We will be your eyes and arms and legs, Bhrodi. Just tell us what you need for us to do and we will.”

Bhrodi looked at his wife; she was hard with determination. She’s a warrior, he reminded himself. She was very capable of following orders. He struggled with the alien concept of not being able to personally direct the defenses of Rhydilian but as he looked around his bed, he could see good men standing there – Kevin, who had already risked so much, Edward who was very seasoned and capable, and Thomas, who was young and as strong as a bull. Aye, he had a powerful group of warriors. But the inactivity was surely going to kill him.

“Where are my teulu?” he asked Penelope.

She didn’t seem to know and Thomas went in search of them. As the young knight quit the room, Bhrodi reached up and stroked her soft cheek.

“We will wait for my commanders,” he said quietly. “I have much to say and they must hear it.”

Penelope understood. “Gwyllim said that Ianto made it back from England but we do not know about Ivor,” she said. “And Yestin… well, he did not come with us at all. He did not want to follow me, I suppose.”

Bhrodi patted her arm. “Yestin is like a dog with only one master,” he said. “He will more than likely only follow me, ever. You must not be discouraged by this. You were able to convince nearly every man in my command to follow you and that says something for your skill as a commander. Do you know how many men made it back to Rhydilian?”

Penelope looked at Edward, who had been assigned the task of accounting for the returning men. “We left the castle with one hundred and eighty-one men,” Edward said. “As of an hour ago, ninety-seven have returned.”

“Did Ivor return?”

Edward shook his head. “Nay.”

That concerned Bhrodi greatly but he didn’t dwell on it; he couldn’t. He had too much on his mind. “If de Wolfe is on his way, how many men is he bringing?”

Again, Edward shook his head. “I have no way of knowing,” he replied. “My father took over three hundred men with him when he went to find the king in Wales but that was before many battles that he participated in. There is truly no way of knowing how many he retains.”

Bhrodi digested the information. “Rhydilian is extremely defensible by only a few good men,” he said. “Its position atop the mountain and the sharp cliffs around it make it perfect. If Edward comes, his only manner of approach is the road that leads to Rhydilian; he cannot come at us from any other angle, and the gatehouse is nearly impenetrable.”

Kevin had been listening to the boast. “He will bring men to build ladders with which to mount the walls, and Rhydilian’s walls are not so tall that they cannot be mounted,” he said. “If he has enough time, he will also build siege engines and there is plenty of lumber around here with which to build them. He’ll have all the time in the world to mount his defense while we sit here and wait for him to capture us.”

It was a grim assessment of the future. A sense of doom now hung in the air as well as the scent of futility. Bhrodi didn’t like to hear such discouragement even if the man was correct.

“Then what would you suggest?” he asked Kevin. “You are an English knight so you think like one; what would you suggest to triumph over your king?”

Kevin looked at the faces surrounding him; Bhrodi, Edward, and finally Penelope. She was looking at him anxiously and he didn’t like that expression, not in the least. She wouldn’t even be in this peril had it not been for her marriage to de Shera. He was the cause of her fear, of the threat of her defeat. He struggled not to place all blame solely on de Shera.

But he was weary; too weary. He rubbed his eyes, so exhausted he could barely stand. That exhaustion was making him think mad and foolish thoughts.

“I do not know,” he said. “I have not slept in nearly two days. Let me sleep a little and we will meet again to discuss what I think our options might be.”

“Of course,” Penelope said before Bhrodi could speak. “We will not meet to discuss battle strategies until you have had an opportunity to rest.”

“We do not have much time,” Bhrodi said as Kevin headed for the door. “If Edward’s attack is imminent, then we must prepare.”

Kevin merely nodded and quit the room. Now it was just Bhrodi, Penelope, and Edward in the chamber, a chamber that was filled with uneasiness for the future. So much had happened and so much was about to happen. It would have been easy to have become overwhelmed. Bhrodi turned to the two of them.

“Edward is a man who is fond of sieges and I am sure it would be his wish to starve us out,” he told them. “The first order of business will be to make sure we have enough provisions to hold out as long as we can. Before we discuss defenses, will you both see to the state of our provisions? That will be most important in the long run.”

He said it to give them something to do until everyone could be gathered in a complete group to discuss their plans for defense. Penelope and Edward nodded at his request and Penelope kissed him on the cheek as she stood up from her crouched position beside the bed. Bhrodi looked into her eyes, seeing such trust and adoration there. He wished he hadn’t seen it because it was making him feel very guilty about the position she was in, all because of him.

In fact, all the English were in this position because of him. He thought briefly of asking Penelope to flee but he knew she wouldn’t; she had already demonstrated how loyal she was to him. She would defend him until the death. God, he hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

As Penelope and Edward were leaving, one of the old serving wenches appeared. She seemed a little flustered as she focused on Penelope.

“Mae fy wraig,” she said, twisting her hands. “Y colli ifanc angen chi. Hi mewn ffordd wael.”

In the entire group of women that Jordan had brought to Rhydilian, only two of them spoke English and this wasn’t one of them, unfortunately. Penelope looked at Bhrodi.

“What did she say?” she asked.

Bhrodi’s expression was tight with concern. “She says that something is wrong with Tacey,” he said. “Go and see to her, Penny. Hurry.”

Penelope and Edward both bolted up to the upper floors with the serving wench scurrying behind them. They burst into Tacey’s big chamber only to find the girl writhing on the bed in pain. Penelope rushed to her side.

“Tacey?” she asked, fear in her voice. “What is wrong, sweetheart?”

Tacey was groaning and twisting. “I… I woke up to great pains in my belly,” she grunted. “Something is wrong with my son!”

Penelope had been around her sisters when they had given birth to their children so she knew enough to know that Tacey was in labor. Terror surged through her and she struggled not to show it. She put her hands on the young woman’s shoulders.

“Your baby is coming,” she explained calmly. “It is his time to come into the world.”

Tacey groaned. “It hurts!”

Penelope nodded and stroked her forehead. “I know,” she said. “I am told it will hurt, but you must endure. We are all very anxious to meet your son.”

Tacey started to cry and Penelope looked up at Edward. The man had two small children with his wife, Lady Cassiopeia de Norville, but he certainly hadn’t been with her when she had birthed them. He’d been kept from his wife during the entire labor and delivery process, only to see her when she and the babies had been cleaned up. To see Tacey groaning on the bed was something entirely different to him. He gazed at his sister with some trepidation.

“What do we do?” he hissed.

Penelope stood up and pushed him towards the door, away from Tacey so she wouldn’t hear their conversation. Truth was, Penelope was very frightened. She had no idea what to do with a woman in labor. She’d never been near her sisters when they had delivered; that was left up to her mother and aunts. Now, she found herself in a situation she should have had some knowledge in but didn’t. Knights didn’t usually deliver children and for the first time in her life, she found herself wishing she’d learned something of womanly skills.

“I wish Uncle Paris was here,” she whispered. “He used to be a Hospitaller. He would know what to do!”

Edward’s expression was wry. “But he is not here,” he whispered back. “What are we going to do? She cannot have this baby now! Edward is coming!”

Penelope rolled her eyes. “I do not think she planned it this way,” she snapped softly, eyeing the young girl who was weeping softly on the bed. “Tell Bhrodi what is happening and send the surgeon up here. Mayhap he can help.”

Edward nodded swiftly. “I’ll see if the serving women can help also,” he said decisively, rushing towards the chamber door and happy to be leaving the frightening scene. “You must stay with her.”

Penelope nodded as Edward fled the room. Fearfully, she turned in Tacey’s direction, watching the young girl weep and squirm. The old serving wench that had come to tell them of the trouble was beside the girl, singing softly to her in Welsh. Timidly, Penelope approached the bed.

“Tacey?” she said softly.

Tacey twisted and grunted. “This hurts!” she gasped. “I am afraid!”

Penelope leaned forward and grasped the girl’s hand. “Everything will be well, I promise,” she assured her, though she wasn’t sure if she believed it. “Ask this serving woman if she knows about birthing children. She does not speak any English.”

Between grunts and sobs, Tacey asked the woman, who immediately nodded. Penelope nearly collapsed with relief. “Good,” she sighed. “Then tell her she must prepare for the baby. Tell her that I will help her. Ask her what she needs.”

Tacey relayed the information as she wept and the old woman, surprisingly, swept into action. The first thing she did was pull off the coverlet. Then, she tossed up Tacey’s sleeping shift to expose the girl from the belly down. Penelope got a good look at Tacey’s enormous belly, smooth and perfectly shaped, and her skinny little legs. As she watched, she could see the belly tightening with the contractions as the girl wept through them. It was both fascinating and frightening. The old serving woman put her hands on Tacey’s belly as Penelope knelt beside the bed and held the girl’s hand.

“Do not be afraid,” she said softly. “We will help you. You do not need to fear.”

Tacey held on to Penelope’s hand tightly, so tightly that she was cutting off the circulation in Penelope’s fingers.

“How long will this take?” she wept. “Will it be over soon?”

Penelope had no idea how to answer that. “It will be over soon enough,” she said. Then she tried to distract her. “What names have you chosen for your son?”

Tacey was hit with a rather large contraction and she grunted and moaned until it was over. “I… I will name him after his father,” she said. “His name was Perri.”

Penelope smiled, stroking the girl’s head. “I like that name,” she said. “But what if it is a girl?”

Tacey frowned. “It will not be a girl,” she said. “My son’s name is Perri.”

Penelope had to chuckle at the confidence. “Perri it is,” she said. “Boy or girl.”

As Tacey lay there and tried to recover from the last contraction, more serving women began to pour into the room, chattering excitedly in Welsh. They were pointing at the girl, discussing the situation, as another serving woman appeared with a bowl of water and a rag. She set it down on the nearest table, soaked the rag, and came over to the bed to wipe down Tacey’s forehead and arms. It was really quite efficient, as if the woman knew exactly what she was doing. Penelope began to feel comforted; it seemed her mother had known what she was doing in hiring these women. They knew what Penelope did not.

Another serving woman entered the chamber and Penelope recognized her; it was Dilys from the kitchens. She spoke English and Penelope waved her over.

“Lady Tacey is having her baby,” she said. “What more can we do for her? She is in pain.”

Dilys looked at the young girl with kindness. “Your mother told us this day would come,” she said to Penelope. “We are prepared.”

“But what can you give her for the pain?”

Dilys shook her head. “She will have to suffer as all women have since the beginning of time,” she replied. “She will know now what it means to be a true woman.”

Penelope wasn’t happy with the answer but she returned an encouraging smile to Tacey. As Penelope sat on the floor and held the girl’s hand, the serving women were crowded around the bed, hands on Tacey’s belly and discussing the situation in their native tongue. As she tried to whisper encouraging words to help the girl through a difficult contraction, she heard hissing at the door. Looking over her shoulder, she could see Edward motioning her to him.

She kissed Tacey before letting her hand go and moving to her brother. She couldn’t help but notice that the man looked concerned.

“What is wrong?” she asked. “Why do you look so?”

Edward’s face was grim. “The sentries have spotted an incoming army,” he said. “They should be here in an hour or so. It is either Father or Edward; in any case, you must come with me.”

Penelope felt a stab of fear as she gave one last glance to Tacey over on the bed. Surrounded by women, Penelope knew the girl was in good hands. She pushed her brother out of the chamber and quietly shut the door.

“Does Bhrodi know?” she asked.

“He is the one who told me to bring you.”

Penelope sighed. “Then let us find out who approaches,” she said, her tone suggesting caution. “I pray it is Papa because we are not nearly prepared enough to fight off Edward. God’s Blood; why does everything have to happen all at once?”

Edward smirked. “Mayhap that is your lot in life, dear sister,” he said. “You are not meant to have a moment’s peace.”

Penelope hoped he was wrong, but her apprehension was growing by the minute.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


“I feel as if we have only just been here,” Paris said drolly as he looked at the walls of the great keep of Rhydilian.

Kieran, weary from the hard ride, sighed heavily. “That is because we have,” he muttered. “I am coming to hate this place.”

William came up behind them, removing his gauntlets as he pushed between the pair. “It hates you, too,” he mumbled. “Shut your mouth and come with me. I am anxious to see my daughter.”

Kieran and Paris followed, their exhaustion evident in their movements. Besides the three of them, they had also brought a little over two hundred men as well as the sons that had accompanied their fathers into Wales.

Taking command of the men and provisions wagons were Scott, Troy, and Patrick. While the other sons and cousins had escorted the women back to Questing and had remained there to protect the castle, all of the de Wolfe sons had gone with their father. They tended to travel in a bunch, anyway, and it was difficult to separate them so William no longer tried. It was a given fact that his sons went where he did, and they all went together. That bond only grew stronger after James was killed. Now, the de Wolfe sons settled the troops in the bailey of Rhydilian, telling the men to bed down and take a few hours of sleep while they could, as their father and uncles headed into the keep.

William had no sooner put his foot on the bottom step leading up to the keep when Penelope appeared at the top of the stairs. With a shriek, she flew down the steps and threw herself at her father, who nearly toppled over as she hit him squarely in the chest. Penelope’s arms were around his neck, squeezing.

William coughed because she was strangling him. “Penny, lass,” he hugged her tightly. “Loosen up on my neck a bit. You’re about to make me lose consciousness.”

Giggling, Penelope did as she was told. She kissed him loudly on the cheek and let him go long enough to hug Paris and Kieran.

“I’m so happy to see you all,” she exclaimed. “We were afraid it was Edward.”

William’s smile faded. “Not yet,” he said. “But soon. Come; let us go inside and discuss it. How is your husband?”

Penelope turned and headed up the steps with her father and uncles in tow. “He was very bad when he arrived the other night and now he has a fever,” she said, trying not to sound as concerned as she felt. “We must go up and see him right away. He will want to speak with you.”

William cast a long glance at Paris and Kieran. “And I will want to speak with him.”

As they reached the keep entry, the big gaping door that led into the cool innards, Penelope came to a stop and faced them. Her expression was very serious.

“Are you really going to fight with Bhrodi, Papa?” she asked.

William put a hand on her shoulder and turned her for the keep. “We will be discussing one of many such options with your husband.”

Penelope dug her heels in and ended up ramming her father in the gut with her elbow when he tried to push her along. As he grunted and rubbed his belly, she smiled contritely.

“Papa, of course I love you for wanting to help, but you cannot jeopardize everything you have worked for,” she said firmly. “You are such a great man and you cannot damage what you have become.”

William didn’t say a word. He made it very clear he did not wish to discuss it with her. He turned her around for the second time and pushed her inside.

“Where is your husband?” he asked again.

Penelope pointed up the stairs just as Edward and Thomas were emerging from the hall. William smiled wearily at his two boys, men he had been worried about ever since he had been unable to locate them in the chaos of Penelope’s raid at Edward’s camp. He had held hope that they had escaped and as the men came towards him, he simply opened up his arms. Edward was hugged first and then Thomas. William cupped Thomas’ face with his big hands, staring at the man as if to reaffirm that he was indeed alive and well.

“I heard you both went along on your sister’s assault into Edward’s camp,” he said, swallowing tears of joy. “I am very relieved to see you both unharmed. Thomas, how is your arm?”

Thomas moved it about gingerly. “The wound hurts but it is healing,” he said. “I can hold a sword well enough.”

William smiled at his youngest son. “It would take more than a simple scratch to keep you down,” he said. Then he started looking around as if missing something. “Where is Kevin?”

“Sleeping,” Penelope told him. “He was exhausted. He should be awake soon. Bhrodi wants to meet with everyone to discuss the defense for Edward’s approach. Come; let us go up and see him before he attempts to climb out of bed and come down here.”

The six of them headed up the stairs to the upper floor with the older knights dragging down the pace. They were weary and the steps were steep and near the top, Paris simply came to a halt and would have refused to go any further had Kieran not pushed him up the last few steps. Penelope was already in the doorway of the master’s chamber.

“Bhrodi?” she called softly to make sure the man wasn’t asleep. When he turned and looked at her, she smiled. “My father is here.”

William entered the room, smiling weakly at Bhrodi, who immediately tried to sit up. Penelope rushed into the room to keep him from injuring himself further.

“Be still,” she murmured. “You do not have to get up.”

Bhrodi, wracked with fever, tried to push his wife aside. “I will greet the man in an upright position.”

William could see that Bhrodi wasn’t well. His face was pale, his eyes red-rimmed, and his dark hair was stuck to his head with sweat. He, too, pushed the man back to the bed. “If I was in your condition, I would not worry about sitting upright,” he said. “Injuries such as yours can be deadly if you do take care. I would be focusing my energies on getting well again if I were you.”

Ashen and perspiring, Bhrodi gazed up at the big knight. “What would you know about my condition?”

William pointed at his patched eye. “This,” he said. “It nearly killed me. Had it not been for my wife, I would not have survived. Therefore, you must listen to your wife. She will take great care of you.”

Bhrodi’s gaze moved to Penelope, who was smiling down at him. He reached up, clutching her hand and bringing it to his lips for a sweet kiss.

“She had already taken great care of me,” he murmured, looking into her eyes. “She has risked all for me. I owe her everything.”

William’s smile faded; in that brief statement, he could immediately see that this contract marriage was far more than that. He looked at his daughter’s face and saw an expression he had never seen before; it was soft and gentle and, he thought, full of adoration. God’s Blood, he thought. She’s in love with him! The impact of the realization was enough to cause him to catch his breath.

Now, the scheme had changed; if Penelope was in love with de Shera, then removing her would not be a simple thing. She would not want to go – at least, she would not go willingly. She would want to remain with her husband. William suddenly felt very, very exhausted and discouraged. So much for taking his daughter and fleeing a man she had only been married to for a week. Somewhere over the past few days, the stakes had changed and he should have guessed all of this when she launched the raid into Edward’s camp. Only a woman in love would have taken such a risk. He began to feel defeat already.

“Papa, how far behind you is Edward?” Penelope asked, breaking into his thoughts.

William looked at her, fighting down his sense of doom. “I am not entirely sure,” he said. “We left under the cloak of darkness but if I know Edward, and I do, he had men watching me. If I could guess, I would say he is no more than three or four hours behind me. He has probably already amassed his men and is heading for the ferry at Menai.”

“How many men do you believe he will be carrying?” Bhrodi asked quietly.

William shrugged. “He has thousands in Wales,” he replied, “but he knows it will take time to cross the Menai Strait on a ferry, so it is my guess he will not bring more than a thousand if he can help it.”

Bhrodi pondered that thought. “A thousand men can do a great deal of damage,” he said softly. “Most of my men are in Wales with Dafydd. I barely have a hundred here.”

William glanced at Paris and Kieran before continuing the conversation; if he was going to discuss his solution to the problem, then better to do it now. They needed time to escape so to delay the conversation that needed to take place, and the ensuing resistance to come, did not bode well in their favor. When Paris nodded faintly, as if to encourage him to go on, William took a deep breath and faced his daughter and her husband.

“I brought a little more than two hundred men with me,” he said. “De Shera, I will be honest with you; there is no way to hold Edward off. I have spent all night trying to figure out how we could fend him off and the truth is that we cannot. He has more men and is better supplied than we are. Once he comes here, he will bottle Rhydilian up and wait for you to starve to death. He more than likely will not even launch an attack. He’ll simply settle in around the castle and wait you out.”

Bhrodi could sense something in de Wolfe’s tone, something ominous. “You did not come here to fight with me, did you?”

William met his gaze steadily. “I came to remove you and my daughter and take you both away from here. If you will not go, I understand, but it is my intention to remove Penelope. I do not think you will resist my efforts. You want her safe just as much as I do.”

Penelope, startled at the turn of the conversation, descended swiftly into denial. “I will not go with you,” she said staunchly. “My place is with Bhrodi. If he stays to defend Rhydilian, then I stay.”

William could already see that he was about to have a fight on his hands. He was prepared.

“Sweetheart, listen to me,” he said steadily. “This is not your fight. Although I commend your loyalty to your husband, this marriage was to ensure peace. You were supposed to live a long and happy life. You were never supposed to endure a siege by Edward because the man will win. Do you understand me? I will take you and your husband back to Questing and make him a garrison commander for one of my outposts.”

Penelope was on her feet, as furious as William had ever seen her. She had a lot of her mother’s fire in her but it was never so evident as it was now.

“My husband is the hereditary King of Anglesey,” she snarled. “What you are suggesting is… is cowardly and low. You are asking the man to flee his home!”

“I am offering to save his life.”

“No!” Penelope bellowed “I am not going anywhere and neither is my husband. Did you really come here just to tell us to run?”

“I came here to save your lives.”

Penelope wouldn’t hear him. “Then get out of here, Papa. Go away and never come back. We do not need or want your help if all you are suggesting is that we run.”

Bhrodi reached up and grasped her hand in an attempt to calm her. “Your father is trying to help us,” he said softly. “If the situation was reversed, I cannot say that I would not suggest the same thing.”

That lit a fire under Penelope. She pointed an accusing finger at her father. “Would you run if Edward was coming to Questing?” she demanded. “I do not believe you would. I believe you would stay and fight until the last man. Questing is your home and heritage and legacy; you would not leave it. You would defend it to the last stone!”

“And I may very well find myself in that position if you and your husband do not come with me,” William said. “What do you think is going to happen to me when it is confirmed to Edward that I am taking up arms for de Shera? He will march on Questing. Penelope, if you do not leave this place with me, then we will not only lose your husband’s heritage but mine as well.”

Penelope threw her arms up in the air. “Who are you?” she cried. “My father would not speak of running. He is The Wolfe, the mightiest knight in England. He is not a coward who runs from danger!”

“You will not speak to your father like that,” Paris said; he had remained silent as long as he could. “Your father is the greatest knight who has ever lived. If he is asking you to flee, then he has good reason. If you stay here, he will stay here, and if he remains with de Shera, then you will have caused your father to lose everything he has ever worked for. If anyone is foolish in all of this, it is you. Look at the entire situation with your head and not your heart. Your father is trying to help you.”

Penelope had never heard her Uncle Paris speak to her that way. It was angry and, if she thought about it, threatening. But she didn’t back down.

“Is that what you think?” she asked him. “That I am foolish? You have taught me loyalty above all and that is what I am; loyal to my husband. If he will not leave his home, then I will not leave it. I will not leave him.”

Paris grunted in frustration. “Then you condemn your father.”

Penelope nearly screamed. “I am not asking him to stay here!” she cried. “I have told him to leave; I want all of you to leave. If you are so concerned for your precious reputations and lives, then get out of here. I do not want you or need you. Go back to Questing where you are safe and respected. Go back and surround yourself with your grandchildren and die peacefully in your beds. But I will not go with you – I will stay here with my husband and fight for what became mine the moment I married him.”

Paris turned away; he had to or he was going to say something he would regret. Bhrodi stepped in before things went out of control. When families fought, the situation was always very emotional and volatile, and he could see his wife throwing punches in the very near future if he didn’t do something.

“Please,” he said, holding up a hand as if to forcibly calm everyone. “Shouting will not solve anything. Penny, I want you to leave us. Please.”

Penelope looked at him, shocked. “You are chasing me away?”

He smiled gently at her. “Nay, caria,” he murmured. “But I wish to speak to your father alone. Will you please give us that privacy?”

Her face was one big scowl. “Are you going to talk him into leaving?”

“I am going to talk with him, yes. Now, please go. Please go and see to Tacey now.”

Penelope was very unhappy with the request but she didn’t dispute him. Perhaps it was better if she moved away from the old men who were throwing up blocks and frustrating her. She couldn’t understand why they were asking her to run like a coward. These were not the honorable knights she had known all of her life. Angrily, she marched to the door but paused before leaving.

“Even if I agreed to leave, we can’t,” she said. “Bhrodi’s sister is in labor. Her baby is coming and we cannot travel with a woman in labor.”

Before Bhrodi could make a second request that she leave the room, she moved through the doorway and disappeared up the stairs. Now, it was just Bhrodi, William, Paris, Thomas, and Edward, only Thomas and Edward were standing on the opposite side of the room and seemed to be just as bewildered by their father’s attitude as Penelope was. William wouldn’t even look at them.

As they stood there in a room filled with tension, they began to hear shuffling and grunting coming from the landing outside the chamber. It was a curious sound and by the time they turned to look at the source of the noise, the tiny old man who lived in the wardrobe was making his way into the room, doing battle with his favorite unseen enemy. Since everyone in the room had seen him before, they didn’t give him more than a passing glance although Thomas moved out of his way because he knew the man could get violent if he came into contact with a living soul. The old warrior had become more bold as of late in venturing from his wardrobe, especially when there seemed to be an over amount of discussion pertaining to Edward. If Bhrodi hadn’t known better, he would have thought the old man was just being nosy.

The tiny old knight lunged, parried, and sliced his way across the room until he came to a great tapestry that hung near the lancet window. It was actually a Nordic tapestry, having ended up at Rhydilian in the same raid that brought the tiny man’s wardrobe. In fact, the little man danced around it, fought around it, and eventually wrapped himself up in it before coming to a stop. Hiding in the tapestry, he went largely ignored. They were all focused on William and his solution to Edward’s siege.

Especially Bhrodi. He had not time to spare his mad uncle any semblance of attention. Sensing great dissension between William and his children, he realized there had to be a solution to all of this, something that wouldn’t see de Wolfe stripped of everything and wouldn’t see Bhrodi fleeing his home. In times of darkest need, when the House of ap Gaerwen and de Shera dealt with their most heinous enemies, it had always been the same – The Serpent protected Rhydilian. Only this time, Bhrodi was physically unable to meet the confrontation head-on. He was crippled. That mean that The Serpent was caged for the moment.

… or was he?

“I understand that you want your daughter safe from Edward’s onslaught,” Bhrodi finally said. “I want her safe, too, but I will not leave my home. I also do not want to see you betray your king, de Wolfe, by fighting for me. Once, I thought mayhap that was all I wanted out of this marriage – your alliance. But now I know I cannot ask you to ruin your reputation and put your entire family at risk. But your daughter will not leave me and because of that, I suspect you will not leave me, either. That creates a problem.”

William sighed heavily. “Indeed it does.”

Bhrodi studied the man, so battle scarred yet so ageless somehow. William de Wolfe was immortal in his eyes, a legend that would never die. But the Legend needed help; they all needed help. And Bhrodi had an idea.

“Would you be willing to do anything to save your daughter?” Bhrodi asked softly.

William looked at him. “Of course I would.”

“Would you sacrifice your king to make it so?”

Now, William looked puzzled but he nodded. “Indeed I would.”

Bhrodi lifted a dark eyebrow. “I have an idea that would save Rhydilian, save your daughter, and also save you as well,” he said. “I am confident this will work. Will you hear me?”

William was intrigued; so was everyone else. But there was something decidedly smug in the question that made him shake his head.

“De Shera,” he said, “I have said this before and I will say it again; you are one of the most arrogant men I have ever met but if you can truly come up with a plan that will save everything that is dear to me, I most certainly will hear you.”

Bhrodi grinned. By the time he was finished relaying his scheme, William didn’t think he was so arrogant anymore.

He thought he was bloody brilliant.
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After having visited Tacey, who was in the throes of heavy labor and screaming every time a contraction rolled over her, Penelope very quickly realized that she did not want to remain in the room with her. Tacey was so overwhelmed with what was happening that she didn’t even really acknowledge Penelope when she had entered the room. The serving women seemed to have everything well in hand so Penelope retreated, heading down to the feasting hall because no one seemed to want her around, including her husband and father. They were still discussing whatever it was that Bhrodi didn’t want her to hear. Sad and distraught, she ended up down in the quiet and empty feasting hall.

Penelope sat at the feasting table with her head in her hands, never having felt more desolation in her entire life. Finally, she lay her head down on the table and the tears came, silent tears of an uncertain future. As she lay there and wept, the old wardrobe rattled and the door popped open. Sniffling, she turned around in time to see the tiny old man emerge from the darkness.

He began his standard leaping about, charging an unseen enemy and then being viciously beaten back. He fell down, rolled over, and writhed around on the ground. Penelope wiped at the tears on her face, watching the nasty battle take place.

“It is too bad you cannot really fight,” she muttered. “We can use all the men we can get. It seems as if you may have been a very good swordsmen once.”

The old man squirmed on the ground before leaping to his feet and continuing the fight. Penelope watched him as he suddenly clutched his belly and fell to his knees.

“Can you even understand me?” she muttered. “We could use your sword, do you hear? Can you fight real men as well as you seem to fight ghosts? We are in great trouble. Edward is coming and all my father seems to want to do is run.”

“That is not true.”

Penelope whirled around to see William standing in the hall entry. His expression was soft, his manner weary, as he made his way into the room. Penelope watched him warily as he sat down across the table from her. He caught sight of the old man back in the shadows, now evidently suffering a mortal wound from his attacker.

“Is he still around?” he asked, pointing to the tiny man. “I saw him the first day I arrived, you know. It made me think that Rhydilian was a rather bizarre place.”

Penelope was in no mood for casual conversation or humor. She looked at her hands. “He is harmless if he is not bothered,” she muttered.

William took his eyes off the dramatic old man and focused on his daughter’s lowered head. “How is Lady Tacey?”

Penelope shrugged. “I do not know,” she said. “She is in a good deal of pain. Mama never let me around women who were giving birth so I cannot say how she is doing.”

William nodded as he pondered that, feeling the tension mount between them. There was so much that needed to be said, so much that needed to be clarified. He couldn’t stand the fact that she thought he was turning cowardly. It was like a stab to his heart. After a moment, he sighed.

“Penny, I know that all of this is very confusing to you,” he said. “I know that you think my suggestion to leave Rhydilian is cowardly, but I want to make something very clear to you – there is a difference between defending that which is defensible and utter suicide. Right now, defending Rhydilian with eight knights and three hundred men against an army of a thousand is suicide. You may as well throw yourself on your sword, sweetheart. It would be wiser to understand your limitations and live to fight another day.”

Penelope lifted her head to look at her father. “I understand all of that,” she said. “But if Bhrodi will not leave, then I will not, either. He is my husband, Papa. It is my duty to stay with him.”

William nodded, studying her perhaps through new light. After a moment, he smiled. “You are a fiercely loyal and extremely intelligent woman,” he said softly. “I would expect no less from you. You are very much like your mother in that respect. She is fiercely loyal as well. The woman has sacrificed much for me and I would be lost without her. I will tell you a secret; the older I get, the more terrified I become that she will die before me. I cannot face life without your mother, Penny. She is everything to me, much as you are becoming everything to Bhrodi.”

Her tight expression seemed to relax. “Did he tell you that?”

William nodded. “It would seem the man loves you deeply,” he said. “I cannot tell you how happy this makes me. I have only ever wished happiness for you, sweetheart. It seems that you have found it.”

Penelope nodded. “I have,” she said, her expression turning wistful. “That is why I cannot leave him, Papa.”

William nodded, reaching out across the table to take her small hand in his. He looked at her hand a moment, studying the lines of her slender fingers and the callouses of her palms. He smiled.

“I remember this hand the day you were born,” he said. “You were a very late baby, you know. Your mother was well past prime childbearing age when she became pregnant with you and on a cold February night, she delivered you in about two hours. It was very fast. I was the first person who held you, you know. You took your first breath in my arms and from that moment on, I have been determined to protect you from anything that would see you come to harm. That is why I suggested leaving Rhydilian, Penny. If Edward comes here and you remain, you will die. To lose you… it would destroy me. I would never be the same.”

Penelope looked at him with tears in her eyes. “I know, Papa,” she murmured. “But I cannot leave my husband.”

He kissed her hand. “And you will not have to if everything goes according to plan,” he said. “Did you know that de Shera has a very brilliant and devious mind?”

She cocked her head curiously. “What do you mean?”

William patted her hand and for the first time since his arrival at Rhydilian, she saw a spark of hope there. “He has devised a plan that should work,” he said. “All I ask from you is that you not ask any questions, that you do what we tell you, and that you trust me. Will you do that?”

Penelope didn’t like the sound of all of that but she agreed nonetheless. “I can,” she said. “But won’t you tell me what the plan is?”

William patted her hand. “Just… trust me,” he said. “And go see to your husband, for in a few hours, I ride back to Edward and I want you upon the battlements.”

Penelope’s eyes widened. “You are going back to the king?” she gasped. “But… why?”

“I said no questions.”

She nodded quickly as if very forgetful. “I am sorry,” she said, fear in her eyes. “But… Edward?”

He nodded. “You and the other knights will mount the walls tonight,” he said. “I will be riding to Edward and I want the rest of you on watch.”

Penelope couldn’t stand it; she had never been very good with cryptic information. “Do you intend to fight with Edward, Papa?” she had to ask. “Is that why you are returning to him?”

He laughed softly. “I told you no questions and you have already asked six.”

Penelope sighed miserably. “I am sorry, but… but I cannot help it. I am concerned.”

“I know,” he said softly “That is why I asked you to trust me. Will you do it?”

“Of course I will.”

“Then everything should work out for the best,” he said. “I must go speak to Scott and Troy and Patrick now. They must know what is to happen.”

He kissed her hands once more before he stood up and left the table. Penelope watched the man go, thinking many different thoughts at that moment. So many unanswered questions. Was he going to fight with Edward? Was he surrendering himself? She just didn’t know and the not knowing was driving her mad with fear.

Leaving the hall, she ran up to see her husband, who was in the process of having his wound cleansed. Not surprisingly, he wouldn’t initially tell her what the plan was, either, but eventually, her pleading broke him down and he confessed. It was an astonishing plan that would guarantee, without anyone lifting a finger and wielding a weapon, victory against the English king.

In a move that Edward could not have foretold when he had proposed that fateful marriage contract, his actions would ultimately cause the Welsh warlord and the English legend to unite against him.

The Serpent was about to strike, this time for good.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


As the full and silver moon began to rise in the sky, Edward and eleven hundred of his men were approximately three miles away from Rhydilian as the sun set. He could see the castle in the distance, silhouetted against the deep purple sky, and he knew that next morning at dawn would see the siege that would finally, once and for all, wrest control of Anglesey from de Shera. He could taste victory already.

It was the day after the raid upon his encampment as they made their way through the wooded vales of Anglesey. Edward had never gotten this far on the island; the closest he had come was last December when a bridge had been built over the straits but Bhrodi and his vassals had been waiting for the English once they crossed. It had been a disaster he still wasn’t over and now, as his army kept a casual pace along the muddy road, he saw this as a redemption. Bhrodi may have won that first battle for Anglesey, but Edward intended to win the war.

Edward’s mind was also on other things; the fact that de Wolfe had pulled out during the night and had fled to Rhydilian. He simply couldn’t believe that the man would betray him but, then again, de Wolfe had behaved very strangely as of late. He knew the man’s daughter was married to de Shera and he knew that was why William was so torn, but it really should have been no contest at all. Kingdom before blood. Once he caught up to William, he intended to pound that fact into the man’s head.

As Edward pondered de Wolfe and his bizarre behavior, he began to hear his sentries taking up the call of alarm. Edward was riding somewhere back in the bulk of his army and once he heard the cries, he spurred his expensive Belgian charger forward through the lines. He ended up near the front of the column as one of his premier knights, a man who had traveled much with him and was solidly loyal, came to meet him.

Keir St. Héver, an enormous knight with a powerful sword, flipped up his three-point visor, of the latest fashion.

“Your Grace,” he said in his deep voice. “We have spotted a rider coming from the castle.”

Edward was mildly interested. “How soon will we intercept?”

St. Héver turned in the direction of the road, shrouded by the heavy canopy of trees. “Soon, Your Grace,” he said. “If it is your pleasure, I shall ride out to meet him.”

Edward shook his head. “Nay,” he replied evenly. “Let him come to us.”

“Very good, Your Grace,” St. Héver responded.

St. Héver brought the column to a halt. He lifted his hand and gave the command to stop, and the order rippled back through the lines until everything came to a grinding halt. Most of the infantry was on foot but no one sought to rest; in the strange and mysterious land of Anglesey, the English soldiers were on their guard. As far as they were concerned, these were cursed lands.

The rider from the castle was swift, traveling with surprising speed through the dark trees. Even as the full moon rose, the ground beneath the heavy Welsh trees was very dark and shadowed. St. Héver was at the front of the column, waiting and watching as the rider approached at a distance. As the man drew closer, St. Héver could see that it was a very big man dressed in armor. In fact, he looked English. He was therefore not surprised when William de Wolfe drew his charger up and lifted his visor.

“St. Héver,” he greeted, for he knew the man. “I have a message from de Shera for the king. I must speak with him.”

St. Héver merely nodded, turning his charger down the center of the column as William followed. Men and horses parted out of their way until they came to the king. The man was where St. Héver had left him, surrounded by his personal guard. William lifted a hand in greeting.

“Your Grace,” he said. “I come with a message from de Shera. I would deliver it privately.”

Edward’s gaze upon William was anything but understanding or kind. “What are you doing, de Wolfe?” he demanded. “You and your army left during the night and fled to Wales. I told you we were to assault Rhydilian together. You deserted me!”

William shook his head. “If I deserted you, I would not be here at this moment, would I?” he asked a rather droll question. “I had a purpose, Your Grace. Will you hear me or will you let me spout your personal business so that every man may hear it?”

Edward was bordering on furious. “You do not make demands of me,” he snarled. “I have already sent men to Castle Questing. If you betray me, I will send orders for them to lay siege and confiscate it. I may also have your wife brought to London and throw her in the Tower to punish you for your bad behavior. Well? What do you think about that?”

William would not let himself get caught up in Edward’s anger. His expression didn’t change. “I will ask you again,” he said steadily. “Do you want me to relay de Shera’s demands out here in the open for all to hear or will you grant me a private audience?”

Edward grunted in frustration and spurred his charger forward, knocking William aside as he proceeded to the front of the army. William followed the man until he came to a halt several dozen feet down the road. They were alone here, shadowed by the trees and the creatures of the night. Above them, a night owl hooted somewhere. William directed his charger up next to the king.

“I understand your frustration,” he said to Edward, “but believe me when I tell you that I had to go. I wanted to give one last try to convince the man to submit. I had to do it before you arrived at Rhydilian and he grew defensive by your mere presence. I knew if that happened, there would be no negotiations. I had to speak to him without your threat looming. Do you understand?”

Edward was still frustrated but he was coming to see William’s point. “Fine,” he grumbled. “So you wanted to give it one last try before I swooped upon him and destroyed him. Well? What is his message?”

William voice was steady, calming. “De Shera has agreed that to hold out against you would be futile,” he said. “He has authorized me to tell you that at dawn tomorrow, he will surrender Rhydilian to you.”

Like water to a flame, Edward’s frustration was instantly quenched. He had been so prepared for a verbal confrontation that to hear those words out of William’s mouth actually caused him to choke. He coughed, harshly, choking on the words of argument and anger that had been preparing to spout forth. His eyes widened in surprise.

“Are you serious?” he demanded. “He will surrender to me on the morrow?”

William nodded. “Aye,” he said. “He asks that you camp here for the night and in the morning, Rhydilian will be yours.”

Edward was deeply pleased, feeling rather full of himself and his omnipotent power as king and conqueror. “That is shocking news, de Wolfe,” he admitted. “Shocking but pleasing, I must say. But what about de Shera? I want him, too. The man is a rebel, you know. We cannot let him run free.”

William sighed heavily. “That is something you and I will discuss,” he said. “De Shera and my daughter are in love, which makes it very difficult for me to happily turn him over to you. It would make my daughter quite miserable. Would you be willing to let him return with me to Questing to be put under my management? I can guarantee he would not take up arms against you.”

Edward was so happy about the fact that he would have Rhydilian on the morrow that he was willing to negotiate about de Shera’s fate. Suddenly, William was in good standing with him again as a faithful knight who had once served his father with equal faith. All was well in the world once more.

“We will discuss it,” he said, but his tone hinted that he would not be happy with such a compromise. “You will sup with me tonight and on the morrow, we will ride to Rhydilian together and claim it.”

William shook his head. “You will understand if I respectfully decline, Your Grace,” he said. “I would like to spend the evening with my daughter. She and I have much to discuss about her future. I am sure you understand.”

Edward did, but he wasn’t happy about it. “Always your daughter,” he muttered. “This whole thing happened because of her. What about me? Where is your love and respect for me?”

William grinned. “I have demonstrated it all of your life,” he said. Then, he pointed a big gloved hand off to the north. “There is a meadow up there bordering a marsh. The land is even and there is a lake bordering the marsh with fish in it. It should make for good eating for tonight.”

Edward looked towards the north where the man was pointing. All he could see was glistening grass bordered by groves of trees, all silver and shadowed beneath the full moon. He nodded shortly.

“Very well,” he said. “I will tell St. Héver to settle the men there.”

William turned his steed for Rhydilian. “I will see you on the morrow, then.”

“You will escort me to The Serpent’s door.”

William just looked at him. There was so much he wanted to say, as Edward’s words could not have been more ironic. After a moment, he simply nodded.

“I believe you are already there.”

As William rode off into the darkness, Edward gave little thought to the odd comment. Soon enough, his men were settling down in the meadow bordering the marsh, preparing a comfortable encampment beneath the brilliant silver moon.

[image: *]*

“Is he camping in the marsh, Father?” Patrick asked as William rode in through the gates of Rhydilian. “Were you able to convince him?”

William dismounted his charger as his biggest son made demands. “Aye,” he said. “He is camping in the marsh, in the same place that we camped when the beast attacked us.”

Ianto and Gwyllim, having just come from the keep, joined the conversation. Ivor had never returned from the raid on Edward’s encampment and was presumed dead, so the remaining teulu commanders were more diligent than ever with Ivor gone and Bhrodi injured. They were working side by side with the English, trusting them, to ensure this night saved them all. They listened to William’s statement to Patrick with great interest as Kevin, Edward, Scott, and Troy also came to join their group.

The English knights had been on the wall, watching the exchange with Edward from a distance and they, too, had heard the last part of William’s sentence. It was what they had all been waiting for. Now the die was cast and there was just one more element left in order to put their plan in motion. With everyone crowded around William, de Wolfe focused on the teulu commanders.

“De Shera told me that the beast comes out to feed on a full moon, just as there is a full moon tonight,” he said, “but he also said that he has a horn that brings the creature forth?”

Ianto nodded. “The horn brings forth an angry beast,” he replied. “I have sent Yestin for it.”

William nodded firmly. “Excellent,” he said. “Will it work if we blow the horn from the battlements?”

Ianto shook his head. “It will only work if we blow it from the swamp,” he said. “The beast’s hearing is not very good on land. Gwyllim and I will go. We know how to get in and how to get out without being seen, and we will bring the beast of the marsh down upon your king. Those who do not die will flee. They will never want to come back here again.”

William sighed heavily, feeling excitement and regret as well as exhaustion. Regret that he was about to sacrifice many fellow English, but there was no going back. This had to be done or everything would be lost.

“That is the hope,” he said. “It is the hope that Edward will forget all about Anglesey and leave Rhydilian well enough alone if he knows a beast protects it. The man will be fortunate to escape with his life.”

The others agreed. “Where do you want us, Uncle William?” Kevin asked, indicating himself as well as the de Wolfe sons. “Would you have us remain on the walls?”

William nodded. “I believe that would be the best place for you,” he said to them. “You will keep Edward’s army in your sight at all times. You will witness what happens. We will leave nothing to chance. Patrick, you have command of the wall. All things will coordinate through you.”

As Patrick nodded firmly, Kevin spoke again. “And if Edward breaks free and rides to Rhydilian for shelter?” he asked softly. “What then?”

William looked at him. His one-eyed gaze was deadly. “You will make sure he does not see anyone on the battlements,” he said. “For all the king knows, everyone at Rhydilian is in the keep preparing for surrender. There will be no one to hear his cries. And you will not open the gates.”

Kevin cocked an eyebrow. “Not even to our king?”

“Not even to our king.”

Kevin nodded, his gaze lingering on William for a moment as he turned away and headed back for the battlements. He understood now what William already understood; blood over a kingdom. Family above all. Edward sought to destroy part of William’s family and he would not tolerate it. Now, it was a fight for survival and William intended to win.

As Kevin moved away with the de Wolfe brothers in tow, Paris and Kieran emerged from the keep. Seeing that William had returned made them walk quickly in the man’s direction.

“Well?” Paris demanded. “Is he setting up camp in the marsh?”

William nodded. “He is,” he said, his gaze lingering on his oldest and dearest friend. “How is de Shera faring? Is his fever still raging?”

Paris shrugged. “It is not getting any worse,” he said. “Penelope will not leave him, however, not even to see the beast make a meal out of Edward. She remains at his side.”

William sighed, his gaze moving to the big, imposing keep silhouetted against the starry night. “I do not expect her to,” he said. “She fears for her husband’s life.”

Paris had been a healer for many years and was more competent than most physics. William trusted his word on matters such as this.

“I do not believe the fever will claim him,” Paris said. “It is bad, that is true, but de Shera’s surgeon seems competent. He has taken good care of him. But the sister, however, is another issue.”

William looked at him with some surprise. “What do you mean?”

Paris lifted his eyebrows. “She carries a very big baby and she is a very small girl,” he said, somewhat quietly. “The baby is breech and I have tried twice to turn him around, but it is very tight. I will go in a little while and try again. She is so young, William. Her body is simply not prepared for this birth.”

William was feeling some sadness at that prospect. “Is Thomas with her?”

Paris nodded. “He is.”

“He is fond of her, you know. At least, that is what Penelope has told me.”

Again, Paris nodded. “He is up there singing to her, very softly. It is sad, truly.”

William was quiet a moment. “If it looks as if she will not survive this birth, get him out of the chamber,” he said softly. “I do not want him distressed by something he cannot help. He is still young, Paris. I do not want an experience like this affecting him for the rest of his life.”

Paris nodded faintly. “If the girl does not survive the birth, it will be distressing to your wife and to Jemma. I believe they felt rather responsible for her while they were here.”

William lifted his eyebrows, consigning young Lady Tacey to the grace of God. “Do what you can,” he said. “You stay to the keep with de Shera and his sister. That is where you are needed most.”

Paris turned and walked away, leaving William standing there with Kieran and the two teulu commanders. There was a lingering sadness over Tacey’s state and Bhrodi’s ill health. William glanced at the teulu commanders, seeing distress on their faces. Their entire world was changing, perhaps even about to shatter. But they were soldiers and soldiers had to endure. Clearing his throat, he changed the focus.

“This horn that calls the beast,” he said, speaking on the first subject he could think of. “De Shera tells me that it is very old.”

Ianto, still lingering over Tacey’s situation, struggled to pull himself out of his gloom. “It is, my lord,” he replied. “It belonged to the Northmen who brought the beast with them.”

“And it will truly call this creature forth?”

“It will indeed, my lord.”

“Have you had occasion to do that?”

Ianto could see that Bhrodi hadn’t told de Wolfe why, exactly, they had the horn or what they did with it. The man’s question told him that. He wondered how de Wolfe would react if he knew that de Shera used the creature to exact revenge on his enemies. But he supposed it didn’t matter now; they were all in this together. After a moment, Ianto nodded.

“Indeed we have, my lord,” he said. “The beast of the marsh has a taste for human flesh. Lord de Shera’s father and forefathers summoned the creature to smite their enemies, just as we are doing tonight. What we do on this dark and clear night is something the lords of Rhydilian have done for generations. Your king will become the latest victim in a long line of many, all enemies of the House of de Shera.”

William was listening to the man seriously. “Then that is why he suggested this,” he said. “You have done this before.”

Ianto nodded. “Many times, my lord.”

It made perfect sense. De Shera was known as The Serpent but not merely because of his deadly battle tactics; there was something more to that reputation, something that blended into legend. As de Shera had once told him, the beast of the marsh and Bhrodi de Shera were one and the same. Perhaps that was really true. Now, the English enemies would fall victim to that legend as well.

As William pondered the many facets of Bhrodi de Shera, he noticed a figure emerging from the keep. But it wasn’t any figure; it looked suspiciously like Bhrodi and when William realized that Penelope was emerging with him, hanging on to him, he was jolted into action. As he ran for the keep, he saw Paris at the top of the steps as well and he could hear the man’s distressed voice. It was obvious that Paris was very unhappy. Still, Bhrodi, hunched over and moving like a cripple, seemed determined and Penelope right along with him. They were descending the steps but William ran up to meet them, an astonished expression on his face.

“What are you doing?” he demanded. “De Shera, you are going to put yourself into an early grave.”

Bhrodi’s arms were wrapped around his gut, his face pale and sweaty. But the look of determination on his features was powerful enough to move mountains.

“Edward is on my doorstep,” he grunted. “Did you truly believe I would greet the man lying in my bed?”

William looked at Penelope; she had tears in her eyes but she was struggling very hard to be brave. A glance at Paris showed the man to be nearly as distressed as Penelope. As foolish as Bhrodi’s actions were, unfortunately, William understood them completely. The man was a knight, and a very good one, and this night would either see his empire preserved or destroyed. Of course he could not have simply lain there and waited for Fate to strike. If his life was to be ended, then he wanted to meet it head-on and if he was to be saved, then he wanted to greet the fortunes of Fate for the same reason. William sighed heavily.

“Where do you intend to go?” he asked, his tone resigned.

Bhrodi looked around the bailey, to the walls of his mighty castle. His gaze lingered on the battlements. “Up there,” he murmured, causing everyone to turn to see what he was looking at. “Upon the wall of the castle that has been in my family for almost two hundred years. I want to see Edward’s destruction for myself. It is my right.”

William could hardly disagree. “Bhrodi, you cannot make it,” he muttered. “In your condition, you will be fortunate to make it across the bailey.”

At Bhrodi’s side, Penelope was trying very hard not to weep out loud. She wiped at the tears on her face. “I will help him, Papa,” she said. “He has asked me to help him.”

She was trying so hard to be brave and William’s heart nearly broke for her. Bhrodi, damaged and ill, was doing what came naturally to him and Penelope understood that. Like William, she understood completely. William looked at Paris, standing behind the pair, and the two of them silently conveyed words of resignation. It would be of no use to try and stop the man. De Shera was determined to see the threat to his life, and his world, ended. Either that, or he would meet it head-on if the beast failed to complete its task. After a few moment’s hesitation, William backed away and Bhrodi continued his hunched-over walk.

Penelope had a grip on her husband’s left arm, struggling to assist the man who was quite a bit larger than she was. Paris walked behind them, holding out his hands to catch de Shera if the man faltered, and William ended up beside Paris doing much the same thing. Together, they followed Bhrodi and Penelope as they made their way very slowly across the bailey. It was a trek that was attracting attention.

Now, the de Wolfe brothers were watching from the battlements and Kevin went so far as to come down from the wall. He started to run towards the pair, to assist, but was intercepted by his father. Kieran had been watching it all from the gatehouse. When Kevin resisted his efforts, Kieran was firmer about it.

“Nay, lad,” he muttered. “This is something they must do together. They do not need you.”

Kevin was watching with great distress. “But he cannot make it alone,” he pointed out. “She will need help.”

Kieran had his hand on his son’s chest. “It is time you learn that you cannot be there for Penny any longer,” he murmured, making to meet Kevin’s eye. “She is Bhrodi’s wife and although I realize you have been very helpful to them during your stay here, you must think on it from Bhrodi’s point of view – how would you feel if you were married to Penny and a man kept trying to interfere, no matter how altruistic his intentions?”

Kevin didn’t like that question, mostly because he knew the answer. He started to say something but just couldn’t find the words. His gaze followed Penelope as she struggled to assist Bhrodi across the muddy bailey. All the while, his heart was breaking; his father was right. He couldn’t help her any longer. He could no longer interfere in her marriage.

Without another word, he turned away and headed back to the battlements. Kieran watched his son go, feeling heavy-hearted for him. It was difficult to accept that the woman he loved would never be his wife. It was difficult to accept that she belonged to another. He could have told Kevin that there would be other women and other loves for him, but that wasn’t something he wanted to hear right now. Kevin would have to grieve the loss of Penelope before he would be able to move on. For Kevin, it was finally over.

Bhrodi and Penelope were now in the middle of the bailey, slowly making progress towards the gatehouse and the battlements. Penelope had a tight hold of him, now counting out the steps as he moved. Step, step. Step, step. That’s good. You are doing very well. But it was a slow and painful journey. They were just entering the shadow of the gatehouse when behind them, Yestin emerged from the keep. The tall, lanky man ran down the stairs, nearly falling at the bottom, in his haste to reach his liege. As he ran across the ward, he began to shout.

“It is gone!” he cried. “The tafod is not in its place!”

Everyone seemed to come to a halt, particularly Bhrodi. Holding on to his guts, he looked over his shoulder as Yestin came running up. The man’s eyes were wide with shock.

“Fy arglwydd,” Yestin gasped. “Y tafod ar goll!

My lord, the horn is missing! Bhrodi’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?” he demanded, reaching out to grasp Yestin. “Did you look in my chamber?”

Yestin nodded furiously. “I did, my lord,” he said, his English stilted and heavily accented. “I went to your chamber, to the chest near the tapestry, and it is not there. It is gone!”

Bhrodi tried not to get caught up in Yestin’s panic. William and Paris came up to join the group, both men equally concerned. William looked to Bhrodi.

“Could someone have taken it?” he asked. “One of the servants, mayhap?”

Bhrodi was truly at a loss. “It is possible,” he said, “but why? They would not know what it was. Only me and my teulu know what it is meant for.”

William struggled not to become increasingly concerned. “Could it have been misplaced? Mayhap it was put elsewhere.”

Bhrodi shook his head. “Never,” he replied. “It is always in the same place. It has never been moved.”

William wasn’t sure what more to say; he turned to Paris, who looked back at him with some apprehension. The horn was missing. Would their night be over before it began? After a moment of indecision and confusion, William returned his attention to Bhrodi.

“You have said the beast emerges to feed on the full moon,” he said, his voice quiet. “The moon is full tonight. The beast will come without the horn, will it not?”

Bhrodi sighed heavily, looking up to the brilliant moon and starry night. “Aye, it should,” he replied, “unless it has already fed. If that is the case, then it will not feed again this night. That is why the horn is important… it is a sound that brings out the bloodlust in the creature. When the beast hears the horn, it knows that fear and blood and mayhem are expected. It comes forth because we summon it. We must rouse that bloodlust against Edward.”

Now, everyone was starting to feel the same apprehension that Yestin and Bhrodi were feeling. The horn was somehow key to all of this, a crucial part of the plan that was now missing. If they couldn’t find it, then it was very possible everything would fail; Edward would expect Rhydilian on the morrow and would be faced with three hundred Welsh and English socked in and prepared to fight. It would bring forth everything William and Bhrodi had been fearful of. It would bring about the end.

But Bhrodi was unwilling to give up. This was his plan and he would see it through to the bloody end; too many people were depending on it. His frustration began to get the better of him.

“It is always in that chest,” he said, looking at Penelope as if she could help him find the answers. “The only people who know it is there are me and my teulu. No one else would know its worth except….”

He trailed off and it was evident that a thought occurred to him. Penelope was nearly frantic. “What?” she demanded. “Who else would know its worth?”

Bhrodi was almost afraid to voice what he was thinking but the more he thought on it, the more it might be a viable possibility. He looked at William.

“When you came to me this morning and we discussed this plan,” he said, “my uncle was in the room. Do you recall? He came upstairs and hid in the tapestry as we were discussing this very scheme.”

William did indeed recall the tiny little man with the stringy white hair, fighting his way into the room and then wrapping himself up in the tapestry.

“Indeed I do,” he said. “Why?”

Bhrodi’s mind was moving quickly. “Because he has also been present nearly every time we have discussed Edward’s want of Rhydilian,” he said. “Even if the man is quite mad, he knows about the horn because he is my grandfather’s brother. The man knows everything about Rhydilian. It is quite possible that somewhere in that insane and outlandish mind of his, he understood what we were speaking of. He understood our peril and he understood our plan. Is it possible that he actually took the horn and is now out wandering the marsh, preparing to unleash the beast?”

Penelope wasn’t apt to believe it so quickly. “How is that possible?” she wanted to know. “He has been in the hall when we have discussed Edward but he never acknowledged that he understood anything. He fights his ghosts and returns to the wardrobe.”

Bhrodi knew that. God help him, he knew that, but he just couldn’t shake the possibility. He turned to Yestin. “Go see if my uncle is in his wardrobe,” he ordered. “If he is, then we are right back where we started, but if he is not….”

Yestin nodded swiftly and began to run. But the moment he did so, a faint sound, like that of a mournful beastly cry, filled the air. The knights upon the battlements who had been watching the conversation with Bhrodi suddenly rushed to the parapets, straining to find the source of the sound. They were looking off towards the marsh, into that dark and cold night with the blanket of stars high above. Even William, Paris, and Kieran began to swiftly mount the ladders to the wall walk so they could see where the sound was coming from.

But Bhrodi knew; he knew the moment that heady, rough tone pierced the cold night air. He’d heard the sound a thousand times before. He looked at Penelope.

“That is the horn,” he murmured hoarsely. “Someone is blowing it.”

Yestin, who had momentarily paused when they heard the first few sounds of the horn, now ran for the keep and disappeared inside. Back in the bailey, however, Penelope was looking at Bhrodi with a mixture of disbelief and apprehension.

“Do you really think it is your uncle?” she whispered. “It is truly possible he understood everything we were saying and is now seeing the final element of your plan through?”

Bhrodi was gazing into her wide hazel eyes, seeing the woman he loved. But it was more than that; she was his strength, his heart, his soul, and the day he found her out in the marsh driving her broadsword into the eye of the beast was the day he had begun to live again. Only he didn’t know it then; all he knew was that his life had been a dead thing, a terrible thing, and now it was pure joy. What Sian’s death had taken out of him, Penelope had put back and then some. He was overflowing with the life and love she gave to him.

“It is not only possible, it is probable,” he murmured.

Yestin suddenly appeared at the keep entry. “The old man is gone!” he shouted into the bailey. “Shall I look for him?”

Bhrodi called him off; there was no need. He knew where his uncle had gone. The horn sounded again and so did a host of distant cries; faint screams began to fill the air. As the English knights watched with amazement from their vantage point on the battlements of Rhydilian, the beast of the marsh, the serpent of legend, emerged from the murky depths to destroy more than half of Edward’s army.

It was a brutal, bloody fight as men tried to fight off the creature with swords, only to see dozens upon dozens of men chopped to pieces by the beast’s dagger-like teeth. The cries, the fight, went on into the night and Bhrodi, who had practically been lifted to the battlements by William and Paris, watched it all. On that dark and brilliant night, his legacy was saved at the jaws of the Serpent.

Edward managed to escape along with those fortunate enough to avoid the gnashing jaws, making all due haste back the way they had come. They had no choice, as the creature had virtually blocked their path to the castle, which would have offered quick shelter. They left everything behind – provisions wagons, equipment, and men, all of that as England’s offering to Anglesey’s angry beast, an apology for having come to Anglesey in the first place.

Terror followed Edward’s men that night because when they reached the ferry over the Menai Strait and there wasn’t enough room to shuttle everyone on the first crossing, many of them plunged into the frigid waters and tried to swim across. By the time Edward crossed the strait and headed back to his encampment at Aber, he had eighty-seven out of the nearly one thousand men he had traveled to Anglesey with. The creature’s feast had been thorough.

Edward never spoke of that event again. It was hushed-up, a forbidden topic even in the most private of conversations. Even when he managed to conquer all of Wales in subsequent years, the topic of Rhydilian Castle and Bhrodi de Shera was strictly off limits, and the Pendraeth Forest was heavily avoided. No one really knew why, only that Edward had commanded it. He never ventured into that area again and de Shera never ventured out. At least, not that Edward was aware of. It was an unspoken arrangement that evidently made both of them happy. In truth, Edward didn’t want the man badly enough to risk facing the creature of the marsh again.

Thoughts of that terrible night in the swamp gave the man nightmares up until his deathbed. Edward took the truth of that night, and the truth behind The Serpent, to his grave.

Nobody would have believed him, anyway.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Three weeks later

“Papa? Thomas?” Penelope called up the stairs. “Are you coming? Everyone is waiting!”

Penelope could hear hissing and fussing up on the third floor. Standing next to Bhrodi in the keep entry, they had been waiting for her father and brother for quite some time. Penelope looked at her husband who, in spite of his improving health, still appeared pale and drawn. And sad; he was most definitely sad. She put her arms around him.

“You do not have to do this,” she murmured. “We can quite easily raise the child as our own.”

Bhrodi sighed faintly as he planted a kiss on her forehead. “Nay,” he said quietly. “This is the best thing for the child. Going to live with your father and mother and being raised far from Wales is the safest course of action. No one will ever think a full-blooded Welsh princess to be living with the greatest English knight in all of England. After what Edward did to Dafydd and his family, I am terrified for this child. We must spirit her out of Wales and away from Edward.”

Penelope smiled sadly at him; she knew how hard it was. It had been very hard for all of them with Tacey’s death after having given birth to a very large daughter. Paris had tried so hard to save the young woman but in the end, it had been too much for her immature body to handle. Thomas had been devastated.

But there were more threats to the Welsh now than ever before; even though Edward had been turned back from Rhydilian, Dafydd and his family had been captured. Edward had shown no mercy in sending Dafydd’s children and wife to prisons all throughout England and in taking Dafydd himself to London to face execution. Fortunately, he seemed to have forgotten about Bhrodi altogether, which was as they had intended. No one would dare try to reach Rhydilian again with the threat of The Serpent lingering about. Still, Bhrodi didn’t want his niece in Wales. He wanted her safe with The Wolfe where she could grow up without fear. He knew that was what Tacey would have wanted.

As Penelope clung contentedly to her husband, they could hear footsteps coming down the stairs. Thomas was first, carrying a chest of things for the baby, while Paris was next, fussing at William, who was coming down behind him carrying the infant in his arms.

“Paris, get out of my way,” William told him. “You fuss and worry like an old fish wife. If I fall, it is because you tripped me.”

Paris gave him a droll expression. “If you fall, it is because you are a one-eyed knight and have no business carrying an infant,” he said flatly. “Give her to me.”

William would not relinquish his prize and the baby slept peacefully through all of the scolding. Penelope shook her head at the two of them.

“Look at you two,” she said reproachfully. “Fighting over a baby.”

Paris scowled at her although it was good-naturedly. “You keep out of this,” he told her. “This is between your father and me.”

Penelope stuck her tongue out at him. “All of the arguing in the world is not going to force him to turn over the baby,” she said. “You may as well stop begging.”

William grinned as he came off the stairs with the tiny bundle in his big arms. He made his way over to Penelope and Bhrodi, who strained to get a look at the little girl with the perfect features.

“Is she a good baby, Papa?” Penelope asked. “I have never been around one long enough to have experience with them.”

William was gazing down into the little face. “Aye,” he said. “She is a good baby. Not like you were; you screamed all hours of the day or night. There were times that I was tempted to put you in a basket and send you out to sea.”

Penelope scowled as Bhrodi grinned. “If she does not behave herself, I still may do that,” he said.

Everyone chuckled at Penelope’s expense. “I think you are all horrid,” she said, reaching out to touch the tiny little hand that was exposed through the blankets. “Mama will love her, won’t she? She will be so excited to have a baby around again.”

William nodded. “She will indeed,” he replied, glancing over at Paris. “We have the wet nurse, correct?”

Paris nodded patiently. “I have a wet nurse and two serving women to accompany us back to England,” he said. “Trust me; Lady Tacey will have everything she needs. She will want for nothing.”

William’s gaze lingered on the baby before seeking out his daughter. For a moment, they simply gazed at one another with warmth and understanding until finally, he smiled weakly.

“I suppose this is appropriate,” he said. “I brought my baby girl to Wales and now I leave with a baby girl to replace the one I have given away.”

Penelope could sense his farewell coming and she fought off the lump in her throat. “You will spoil her as you spoiled me,” she said softly. “You will be the best father in the world to her as you were to me.”

William leaned over and kissed his daughter on the forehead. “I have done my job and now it is time for you to do yours,” he said, trying not to notice the tears in her eyes because it would bring on his own. He looked at Bhrodi. “Your niece will be well tended and brought up to love and respect her Welsh heritage. You may come and visit her any time you wish.”

Bhrodi nodded. “Mayhap someday,” he said, his gaze lingering on the baby. “Thank you for taking her. I am at peace knowing she is out of Wales and out of Edward’s reach.”

William’s gaze was on his daughter as Bhrodi spoke and he could see the tears beginning to trickle out of her eyes. That was his cue to leave before they both started weeping. He turned for the keep entry with Bhrodi and Penelope following.

“Once I have returned to Questing, I will discover what I can about Edward’s current status and plans,” he said. “Although I am sure he will leave you alone now, I am equally sure that his conquest of Wales is imminent. I am not entirely sure what he intends to do about Anglesey but I suppose time will tell. For now, you are safe.”

They had reached the top of the steps leading down into the bailey where the de Wolfe party await. Penelope had already said her farewells to her brothers and she waved down at them as they wait impatient for their father. Edward, Thomas, and Patrick waved back while Scott yelled up at his father.

“We are already an hour late,” he called. “Are you coming with us or not?”

William gave his eldest son a wry expression. “I am going to hand this baby over to Paris and come show you personally just how enthusiastic I am about your question.”

As the knights snorted, Paris held out his hands. “Finally!” he exclaimed softly. “Give me the child so you can go teach your arrogant son a lesson.”

William shielded the baby from the man’s probing hands. “Never,” he said. “My son will have to wait. For now, I plan to see this baby personally delivered to the nurse so we can depart. Go mount your horse and leave us alone.”

Paris was unhappy but did as he was told. He kissed Penelope on the cheek before descending the steps and heading towards his charger. William, very carefully, began to take the steps as Penelope followed. Bhrodi, however, remained at the top; it was still difficult for him to take steps with ease. Besides, he had a feeling Penelope wanted a few moments alone with her father. She had been weepy about it all morning and now the time to say her goodbyes had come.

“De Wolfe,” he called. When William paused and turned around, Bhrodi’s gaze was warm. “For everything… I thank you. I owe my entire life to you and I will not forget it. Do you remember when we first met and I told you that I was raised on stories of your valor?”

William nodded. “I do.”

Bhrodi smiled faintly. “I consider it an honor to now be part of those stories, however small.”

It was the first humble thing William had ever heard the man say and he grinned. “I am flattered,” he said, glancing to his daughter. “Now you will make your own stories with my daughter by your side. I will be proud to tell everyone that my daughter is married to The Serpent. It is the stuff legends are made of.”

Penelope gazed at her father, unable to stop the tears. Wrapping her arms around his waist, she hugged him tightly.

“I miss you already, Papa,” she whispered. “Safe travels.”

William kissed the top of her head. “Thank you, sweetheart,” he murmured. “And to you, I wish you only the best. Should you ever need me, you know I will come.”

Penelope nodded, wiping at her eyes. “I know,” she said. “And thank you.”

He stepped off the last step, turning to look at her. “For what?”

She smiled faintly, glancing up at Bhrodi as she replied. “For making me come here,” she said. “For giving me this future. You were right when you said this was an honor; I cannot think of anything more honorable than being the wife of Bhrodi de Shera.”

William could hear the love in her voice and it touched him. “Love him well, Penny.”

She turned to him, a smile of such warmth and joy on her face that it took William’s breath away.

“I already do, Papa,” she murmured. “I already do.”

William’s lingering recollection of that moment was of watching his daughter rush up the stairs and into the arms of the man she loved. For The Wolfe and The Serpent, their lives, their loves, and their legends were forever linked.

They were the Immortals.
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The de Shera Dynasty

Children of Bhrodi and Penelope

William b1284

Perri b1287

Bowen b1289

Dai b1292

Catrin (g) b1294

Morgana (g) b1296

Maddock b1299

Anthea (g) b1303

Talan b1305
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EPILOGUE


Present day, early June

Pendraeth Forest, Anglesey, Wales

Archaeological Dig for the University of California at San Marcos in conjunction with the University of Aberystwyth

Eleven hundred and twenty one.

That was the number of broken and scattered skeletons the dig had managed to piece together under the direction of Dr. Becker, but there still wasn’t one complete one. There were pieces missing from every single skeleton, small bones, broken bones, whatever… Becker was starting to believe he would never find everything.

But there was more now that had come to light over the past two weeks – weapons. Swords, shields, daggers and the like. They were strewn about near the broken bodies as if someone had thrown them all around without rhyme or reason. There was no logic to their locations, which made Becker think he wasn’t witnessing a battle. More than that, these weapons could not do the amount of damage he was seeing. It was indeed baffling.

Because of this, both the University of California at San Marcos and University of Aberystwyth had allocated more funds to what was becoming a truly spectacular Medieval find, something never before found anywhere in the world. They’d called in Medieval scholars, paleontologists, anthropologists, cultural historians and the like. They had Welsh historians covering the place, searching out legends and myths, trying to determine what, exactly, they were dealing with but so far they’d come up with very little. It was like one giant historical mystery that, naturally, made the historians foam at the mouth. Situations like this were rare and the small army of scholars was determined to solve the puzzle.

On this muggy day in early June, Dr. Becker was excavating an undisturbed section of the dig, uncovering more skeletons, while Dr. Paz was riveted to what they determined to be a nest of destroyed sauropod eggs near the skeleton of the creature. It seemed like a normal day, but things were about to change. It was mid-morning when a small Vauxhall sedan pulled up to the main section of tents and a woman emerged.

Dressed in a blouse, jeans, and Wellington boots, the woman was slender and very lovely with long dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. In her arms she carried a veritable mound of notebooks and file folders. She entered the first tent in her search for Dr. Becker but was told he was out in the field, so she headed into one of the tents where they were assembling the skeletons. They knew the woman here and she was greeted amiably. When she asked for Becker again, someone went off to fetch him.

The woman sat at one of the main plastic folding tables around the tent and, brushing the dirt off the surface, began to spread her papers out. She had a very specific order for them, as she had been sent out on this project by Dr. Becker. She was a Ph.D. candidate in Medieval Studies and had been loaned to Dr. Becker from the University of Pennsylvania because her advisor and Dr. Becker had been college buddies. Dr. Becker had needed a crack research assistant and Paige Wolfford had been recommended, but her first project with the famed Dr. Becker had been, in the truest sense of the vernacular, a doozy.

Paige spread her things out, organizing her thoughts, as she waited for Dr. Becker to make an appearance. He wasn’t long in coming and he wasn’t alone; there was a man with him, perhaps in his early thirties, and as he drew closer, Paige could see that he was a big man with dark hair and an extraordinarily handsome face. She had no way of knowing that she was looking at the man the rest of the women around the dig had been calling Lord McHotness since he had arrived two weeks earlier. As it was, she felt her heart leap a little as the man came near, his dark green eyes fixed on her. Dr. Becker spoiled the moment by putting himself between her and his Royal Hotness.

“Hello, Paige,” he greeted pleasantly. “I didn’t expect to see you here for at least another week or so.”

Paige shook his outstretched hand. “Me, either, but I think I found something you’d be interested in so I didn’t want to wait.”

Becker nodded eagerly and then realized he hadn’t introduced her to the big guy trailing after him. He indicated the future Mr. Paige Wolfford.

“Paige, this is Dr. Bodie Deshere,” he said. “Bodie is from the University of Aberystwyth, well-versed on anything Welsh. He’s been helping me try to piece this puzzle together.”

Paige shook Bodie’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Dr. Deshere,” she said. “So you’re the go-to guy for all things Welsh related?”

He grinned, a sexy gesture that Paige found captivating. “Maybe in a land of English people, I am,” he said, his English spoken with a heavy Welsh accent that made it very difficult to understand. “But to the Welsh, I’m just a kicker.”

Paige cocked her head. “What’s a kicker?”

He shrugged. “Some smart kid who thinks he knows everything,” he replied. “I have a doctorate and my father still thinks he knows more than I do.”

Paige laughed. “I have a dad like that, too.”

“Is your dad a scholar?”

She shook her head. “No,” she replied. “He’s with the United States Navy. In fact, both of my parents are. That’s how they met; my mom is a nurse and dad came in with a busted up leg or something. I really don’t know because he won’t tell us the whole story. All we know is that my mom worked on my dad and it was love at first sight.”

Bodie started to say something but Becker interrupted. “You kids can get more acquainted later,” he said. “Right now, I want to know what you found out. Anything good?”

Paige nodded and turned back to her paperwork, disappointed she wasn’t able to continue her conversation with Deshere. But her disappointment was forgotten as her attention shifted to the paper in front of her.

“Well,” she began as she fingered through the sheets. “You know there wasn’t a lot of information around here for some reason. We know Rhydilian Castle belonged to the de Shera family from about the conquest until the late fourteenth century when the family evidently abandoned it.”

“Edward the First had conquered all of Wales at that point,” Deshere said. “The de Sheras were the hereditary kings of Anglesey, but even they couldn’t stand up to Edward’s war machine.”

Paige nodded. “That’s what I thought, too,” she said. “Edward the First is who I’m writing my thesis on so I know more about him, and his time period, than just about anything else in the High Middle Ages. So I started back-tracking in the de Shera family history thinking I might find something there that would help us understand what this site is all about, but they really didn’t have any surviving records other than church records, and those only record marriages, deaths and births. Therefore, I started looking at all of the de Shera marriages moving back from 1394 A.D., which was when they abandoned the castle. I didn’t find anything interesting until I came to 1283 A.D. when a lord by the name of Bhrodi de Shera married a bride from a very powerful English family. I thought that was kind of odd, you know, a Welsh warlord marrying an Englishwoman, so I began to trace the de Wolfe family. A really impressive history if you ever have the time to read about it.”

Becker was nodding rather impatiently. “I know all about de Wolfe,” he said. “But what did you find out pertaining to the de Sheras?”

Paige pulled out a sheet from a file folder and started reading. “The de Wolfe family was a heavy presence from late in the rule of Henry the Third and well into Edward’s rule, so much in fact that I found evidence of a treaty brokered by Edward that betrothed a daughter of William de Wolfe, who was perhaps the greatest knight during that time period, to Bhrodi de Shera, who was the head of the family at that time. It was supposed to be a peace treaty for all of Northern Wales since the de Shera family had such influence there, but it didn’t turn out that way at all. There was something really weird going on there because after the marriage, it was as if Edward made a conscious effort to stay away from the de Shera family and, specifically, this part of Wales, which isn’t like him at all.”

Becker was growing very interested. “What do you mean?”

Paige was still looking at a photocopy of something. “I was in London doing most of my research at the British Library and a colleague of mine, who has connections with Northumberland Heritage, made a call to see if I could get a look at the de Wolfe family papers. There are a ton of them, you know, from the time of the conquest up until the Georgian era. Their seat was Castle Questing, which is now just a ruin. Sometime in the late sixteenth century they built a big manor house near Belford up on the Northumberland coast and abandoned the castle. Anyway, I was able to drive up to the manor and take a look at their papers.”

Becker pulled up a chair, as did Deshere. The sat down opposite sides of her, straining to catch a glimpse at what she was looking at. Paige glanced up at the pair, seeing they were rather anxious.

“I know Dr. Paz is working on the skeleton of the creature,” she said quietly. “Do you want to bring her in here to hear this?”

Becker sent one of the grad students on the run and Paige didn’t say another word until several minutes later when Dr. Paz entered the tent. The woman was sweating profusely in the early June humidity, removing her gloves and ball cap as she approached.

“What’s all the excitement?” she wanted to know, wiping at her forehead as her gaze fell on the young woman with the stack of papers before her. “Hello, Paige. I thought Dr. Becker sent you to London.”

Becker thrust a chair at her. “Sit down,” he said. “Paige has discovered something about the site. She says you’re going to want to hear this.”

“Really?” Dr. Paz perked up. “What did you find?”

Paige looked up from the papers she had been reading. “Rhydilian Castle has connections to the House of de Wolfe, so I went to Northumberland to do some research and see if I could come up with some kind information about this sauropod and its history here by way of the de Wolfes. They had a daughter who married Bhrodi de Shera, a very big warlord during the late thirteenth century. I focused on William de Wolfe because it was his daughter who married de Shera, and it turns out that de Wolfe, in later life, ended up dictating a lot of his history to a local priest. It’s all written in Latin, but there’s a section that talks about his daughter’s marriage to de Shera and how Edward betrayed the very treaty he had proposed. It says that one night, when Edward came to lay siege to Rhydilian, that The Serpent did smite its enemies and that Edward was turned back. According to William de Wolfe, Bhrodi de Shera was also known as The Serpent.”

Becker’s brow furrowed in confusion as he looked at Deshere. “Have you ever heard of that?” he asked. “You’re the Welsh folklore expert.”

Deshere sat back in his seat, pondering the question. After a moment, he cocked his head. “You know,” he said thoughtfully, “I did a research paper once on the families of Anglesey and there was a passage in one of the sources that described the de Shera family as having bred a beast. I didn’t take it literally because they were known for their fierce warlords, but now that I think on it, it’s quite possible that the source meant literally. If de Shera was known as The Serpent, the beast and The Serpent could have been one and the same, but there’s a problem with that.”

“Why?” Becker wanted to know.

Deshere shook his head. “Because the sources are very early, possibly eleventh century,” he said. “Well before Bhrodi de Shera was born.”

“Wait,” Paige said, interrupting their conversation. “This gets better. I went back to the history of Edward the First during the time that Bhrodi de Shera married into the de Wolfe family somewhere around 1283 A.D. This was the same year that Dafydd ap Gruffydd was captured and executed as the last Welsh prince when, in fact, de Shera was really the last Welsh prince. He was a hereditary king, in fact, but Edward left the man completely alone, which I thought was really bizarre. I found all kinds of information about the battles Edward fought in northern Wales, including the battle of Moel-y-don, which was when Edward’s men built a pontoon bridge over the Menai Strait and tried to invade Anglesey but were defeated. The only battles described between January and June of that year are, in fact, with Dafydd, but in cross-referencing those battles with other known sources, I came across an account of a knight who fought with Edward during those months. The knight’s name was Keir St. Héver. It’s St. Héver who describes Edward making an attempt to seize Rhydilian but was driven back by what he describes as a great and terrible serpent.”

Becker digested the information, as did the others. “But you said de Shera was known as The Serpent,” Becker said. “He could have meant de Shera.”

Paige nodded. “Maybe,” she said. “It seems pretty coincidental, don’t you think? De Shera is known as The Serpent, yet you find this sauropod skeleton with bodies scattered all over the place. St. Héver stated that Edward lost nearly a thousand men. How many skeletons have you found?”

Becker was coming to understand that this entire situation was not so cut and dried. Now, it was starting to make some sense and that great mystery they had been trying to solve was slowly beginning to pull together.

“More than eleven hundred,” he muttered, turning to look at the scene in the distance. Mind working furiously, he stood up, rubbing at his chin. “So… maybe what we’re seeing here is an army and not a dumping ground for bodies. That would explain the weapons we’ve found.”

Paige was startled by the information. “You have?”

Becker nodded. “Tons of them,” he said. “The first big beautiful broadsword we found with the stones was only the beginning. Since then, we’ve found more swords, crossbows, spears… you name it. But those kinds of weapons don’t make the injuries we’ve seen. Moreover, there are teeth marks all over the bones and we know those came from the beast. But now it’s making some sense – this was Edward’s army and that… that skeleton Dr. Paz is excavating annihilated them.”

Paige nodded. “It makes a lot of sense,” she said. “Interesting we had to find this out from English knights not local Welsh folklore, though. It’s like the Welsh didn’t want to acknowledge it.”

Deshere held up a finger. “That might not be necessarily true,” he said. “I seem to recall a nursery rhyme that most Welshmen know. It’s very old but now that I recall it, it seems to fit this situation perfectly.”

“How does it go?” Paige asked.

Bodie turned to look at her, his eyes glimmering. He began to recite in a soft, alluring voice.

“…A knight, he traveled, lone and weary,

Upon a road so high.

Upon this road, a wraith came leery,

And moved the knight to by.

‘Behold,’ said he, ‘I clearly see,

Your heart is not content.’

‘Be wise,’ it replied, ‘and know, forsooth,

That all is not as it seems.

Your road is long, and your path is wrong,

For you have entered the realm of the Serpent.’”

For a moment, no one spoke. Even Becker turned to look at him. “And you’re just remembering that now?”

Deshere shrugged. “It’s a common enough nursery rhyme,” he said. “But I never made the connection until she said that de Shera was known as The Serpent. An ironic coincidence, I’d say.”

Becker returned his gaze to the archaeological dig in the near distance. After a moment, he sighed heavily.

“Well,” he said, “I suppose what’s left now is to start seeing if we can link the weapons we found to something Edward the First’s army would carry. We’ll need to call in some Medieval Military experts for that.”

Deshere shook his head. “No need,” he said. “I’ve got you covered on that. Medieval Warfare is one of my specialties.”

Becker glanced at him. “Even for an English king?”

Deshere snorted. “Especially an English king,” he said, looking rather peeved. “Those guys were always lusting after my country. Who was it that said ‘know your enemy’?”

“Some Englishman,” Paige muttered.

Everyone laughed as Becker and Paz trickled out into the site to begin re-examining the find, now with Paige’s research attached. Deshere started to go but something made him hang back; he ended up back over by Paige’s table as she neatly put her documents in order. He couldn’t seem to move away from her, really; from the moment he saw her, there was something very magnetic about her. Familiar, even, as if he’d seen those wide hazel eyes before. Maybe in my dreams, he thought. In any case, he didn’t want to walk away from her. He just couldn’t seem to do it.

“Excellent job on your research,” he said.

Paige looked up from her papers. “Thanks,” she said, eyeing him as she put the sheets away. “So… how long have you been here with Becker?”

“Long enough.”

She grinned. “Have you been up to the castle yet?” she asked. “I was thinking about heading up there. I’ve been reading so much about it lately that I feel as if I know it.”

Deshere nodded. “I’ve been up there,” he said, but he couldn’t let the opportunity to learn more about her slip away. “I’d be happy to go up there with you. Maybe there are more clues up there about whatever this thing is. I’m all for a good mystery.”

So was Paige. Once they arrived at the castle, she couldn’t seem to explain why she felt so at home there, as if she knew it, or had at least visited there once even though she hadn’t. As she wandered around in the ruined bailey struggling with a strong sense of déjà vu, she noticed that Bodie had climbed the steps to the keep and stood lingering in the keep entry.

She’d seen that before. As Paige stared at Bodie as the man ran his hands along the long-ruined doorway, she knew that she’d seen him there before. Her heart began to pound. She didn’t know how or why, but she knew she had envisioned that scene before. Something was telling her to run to him, to dash up the stairs and to make it to his side, although she had no idea what odd and impulsive sense was telling her that.

Still, she obeyed, and as she ran up the steps to the keep, it seemed like the most natural thing in the world to do. Instinctively, she knew he would be waiting for her there, and when he turned around and saw her, his arms opened up. Without explanation, without provocation. His arms opened up wide and Paige threw herself into them.

Six years and four kids later, she couldn’t have explained that moment if she’d tried. And neither could he.

* THE END *


Author’s Note


I hope you enjoyed Bhrodi and Penelope’s story!

As you have discovered, this is a very involved and complex book. Lots going on! First and foremost, what about that beast? Was it really a dinosaur? My theory is this – every legend has a basis: dragons, creatures, even fairies or elves. Somewhere, somehow, there is a basis of fact for all things. As for the creature, dinosaurs and other creatures have survived into our modern times – crocodiles, for instance, and ants. Yes, ants! They’ve been on the planet for fifty million years. And over the past two thousand years, many species have become extinct, so who’s to say that some kind of sauropod didn’t survive into Medieval times as the last of its kind only to die out and become extinct? That is certainly a question to ponder.

And let’s think about this, shall we? Seriously… if you’re Edward the First and you get your ass kicked by a serpent, are you really going to tell anyone? Of course not! Edward wasn’t about to tell anyone he got creamed by The Serpent. He was right – nobody would have believed him, anyway.

This book was such a joy to write. William and Jordan are back! And the camaraderie between William and Paris and Kieran is, I think, some of the best in any of my books. They would do anything for each other and their family, their loves, was so very important to them all. I tried not to make this a “William” book and overshadow Bhrodi, but William does figure very heavily in the novel and I’m not sorry about it one bit. Bhrodi and Penelope were definitely left to shine but William had some opportunity to shine once more as well. Love that guy.

And what about poor Kevin? Is he going to get his own story? You just never know. I would say odds are that Kevin, too, will eventually have his happy ending because that guy really grew on me. Now I have to give him a good adventure!

Much in this book is historically accurate, by the way – Edward’s battles in Wales, the siege of Castell y Bere, the siege of Dolbadarn Castle, and the eventual capture of Dafydd ap Gruffydd. The time frame and the locations are accurate, except I added my own characters to the mix. And did you notice Keir St. Héver making an appearance? Now The Wolfe is linked to the Dragonblade series. This was pre-Chloe for Keir by about two years.

So, stay tuned for MORE of the Wolfe Pack. Perhaps Kevin’s book will make it on to my 2015 release list. Visit my website at www.kathrynleveque.com for any and all updates on new releases.
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