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      WINCHESTER, ENGLAND
1072

      


      LADY TANON RISANDE gathered all her breath for a scream she hoped would alert her father to her peril. But a rock struck her in the shoulder,

         and she yelped instead. For a moment, she teetered on the thick branch in the tree she was sitting in, her huge green eyes

         opened wide with terror. She flailed her arms to grab hold of something and plummeted to the ground.

      


      If it weren’t for the lights swimming around her head, Tanon would have thrown up. Oh, and wouldn’t it have been wonderful

         to do the like all over Roger deCourtenay. She thought about it while she spat a few blades of summer grass and a small pebble

         from her mouth.

      


      Tanon heard Roger laughing before she lifted her face to glare at him. That is, she wanted to glare at him. Oui, just the way her father glowered down at Cook when he almost broke his tooth on a stone in the bread. She tried to flare

         her nostrils and squint her eyes all mean and dark as William had taught her, but her bottom lip began to 

         tremble against her chin. Her eyes filled with huge tears instead.

      


      Roger laughed harder. In fact, he laughed so hard he couldn’t breathe. Bending at the middle, he held his belly with one hand

         and covered his mouth with the other. He must have feared some passerby wouldn’t know what he was laughing at, so he released

         his gaping mouth to point at her and squeal afresh. It would have been mortifying enough if he didn’t have an audience, but

         to his good fortune, he did. Most of the children living at Winchester Castle were there. Tanon could forgive Hilary and Janie

         Pendleton for laughing at her, as they were a bit younger than she was and didn’t realize how rude they were. Henry and Thomas

         Drake had made nervous faces while Roger hurled his rocks at her. But like all the other children, they said nothing. Better

         Tanon than them. They were all afraid of Roger. Tanon was afraid of him, too. But that wasn’t why she didn’t pick up a rock

         and hurl it right back at him. She didn’t want him to tell his father, the Earl of Blackburn, because his father would tell

         the king. And Tanon didn’t ever want to make William angry with her. She wasn’t afraid of William. Oh, non, she loved the king almost as much as she loved her own papa. He made the best faces of all. Even better than the mean scowls

         her mama’s lady maid, Elsbeth, made.

      


      Tanon knew Roger didn’t like her. She not only refused to go along with his cruel pranks, like putting ants in the goat’s

         milk and rubbing tree sap on Chloe the cat’s paws, but she had the audacity to admonish him for being such a bully. It didn’t

         stop him from being mean, though. When she cried at seeing poor Chloe’s failed attempts to walk, Roger and the others teased

         her for a full se’nnight.

      


      

         Right now, though, Tanon didn’t care why he disliked her. Fueled by his coaxing, the other children laughed at her, called

         her Twiggy Tanon, and snorted like pigs when she crossed their paths, because her best friend was Petunia the pig. There was

         one small consolation; none of the children had ever struck her, until today. Tanon was Lord Brand the Passionate’s daughter,

         after all. And when it came to Tanon, her papa could be even meaner than Roger.

      


      “Twiggy Tanon dropped outta that tree like a scrawny chicken!” Roger howled with glee. When he saw Tanon ball her hands into

         little fists, he sobered quickly and stomped toward her. When he was satisfied that his looming presence over her was frightening

         enough to make her wet her skirts, he clenched his teeth and shook his fist in her face. His blond hair fell into his eyes

         and over the spray of freckles across his nose. “If you tell your father, I’ll skin your pig and then eat her for supper.”

      


      Tanon gasped; two tears spilled over the rims of her long black lashes. Roger took one look at her and doubled over again,

         pointing to her mouth.

      


      “Toothless Tanon!” he shouted and did a little dance in the grass, still holding his belly.


      Tanon snapped her mouth shut, but inside she flicked her tongue across her teeth. She looked around the tall summer-green

         blades, spotted her tooth, and then took off running before Roger could see her sobbing.

      


      She ran straight into the arms of her beloved William.


      “Here, now, where are you running off to, little one?” William put his enormous hands on her shoulders and stopped her in

         her tracks. When Tanon wiped her eyes, keeping her head bent, he squatted in front of her to get a 

         look at her face. He was scowling when Tanon peeked up at him. She wished she could look that mean. “Would you like to tell

         me who made you cry?” he asked.

      


      Tanon shook her head no but caught his suspicious frown aimed at Roger and the others down the hill. An instant later, William

         plucked her gently from the ground. Tanon was sure her William was taller than the tree she just fell out of, but he would

         never drop her, and she settled into his brawny chest, safe at last. He was, after all, the king.

      


      “Ma précieuse,” he cooed after she offered him her most grateful dimple-inducing smile. “Did you know you’re missing a tooth?” he asked,

         and then he stroked her long raven curls when she buried her face in his neck and cried for all she was worth.

      


      Her papa was even less pleased by her appearance than she was after she peered in her mother’s tiny looking glass. Tanon didn’t

         like it, but she had to lie to her papa. She had no choice. She was sure God would forgive her. Petunia’s life was at stake,

         after all.

      


      “I tell you I fell out of a tree, Papa,” she insisted after a long time of being questioned in William’s private solar.


      “And no one caused you to fall from this tree, Tanon?” Lord Brand Risande paced before his daughter with his hands folded

         behind his back.

      


      Though his gaze was wonderfully warm when he looked at her, Tanon swallowed, praying he couldn’t tell she was lying. She shook

         her head, afraid to speak lest he had some secret fatherly way of knowing her deceit by the quavering pitch of her voice.

      


      “William told me he saw Roger deCourtenay and the 

         Drake boys. They had naught to do with your lost tooth or falling from the tree?”

      


      Tanon kept a clear vision of Petunia’s big brown eyes and her chubby little body in her mind to strengthen her. She would

         never put someone she loved, even if that someone was a something, in jeopardy. Still, she couldn’t look her papa in the eyes when she spoke. She fingered the colorful stitching in her gown

         instead. “Non, Papa. They had naught to do with it.”

      


      Brand glanced at William, who sat casually in a huge chair beside the hearth. Brand knew his daughter often tripped over her

         own feet and could have easily fallen out of the tree without any help, but the way she was fidgeting in her chair told him

         she was lying. Whom was she trying to protect? William shrugged his massive shoulders, offering no answers to the unspoken

         question.

      


      “Tanon.” Her papa’s voice was so soft and soothing it somehow, magically, made her look at him, and he smiled. “You’re the

         oldest, daughter. You must remember to always set a good example for your brothers and tell the truth. I should like to know

         if anyone is making you unhappy. King William invited us to his home for the summer in the hopes that you would enjoy yourself

         and mayhap make some friends.”

      


      “Oh, but I have made a friend, Papa.” Tanon grinned at him, exposing the little gaping hole where her front tooth used to

         be. “Petunia is my friend.”

      


      “Petunia is a pig,” her father gently reminded her. William couldn’t help but smile at her.


      Tanon chose to ignore her father’s low opinion of her closest friend. She loved Petunia, and she was certain Petunia loved

         her in return.

      


      

         “Your mother is quite upset that you fell out of a tree,” her papa told her, making her feel terrible all over again. “You

         could have broken your neck instead of just your tooth. Now tell me what happened.” He folded his arms across his chest and

         stared at her, waiting.

      


      Tanon fidgeted in her seat. She looked at William, and he winked at her. “Papa?”


      “Oui?”


      “Have you ever had a best friend?”


      “William is my best friend.”


      Tanon gave William her widest smile, pleased that her papa loved him almost as much as she did. “Wouldn’t you do anything

         to make certain no mean boys ever hurt him?”

      


      Her papa nodded his head and then went to her chair and knelt in front of her. “Did mean boys tell you they were going to

         hurt Petunia?”

      


      Tanon gasped. “Non!” She simply could not believe how clever her papa was! How did he know she was talking about Petunia? Oh, she lamented, now

         her dear sweet Petunia would surely end up on Roger deCourtenay’s supper table. Huge tears welled up in her eyes, and her

         lower lip began to tremble. She looked at William because he had such a nice face, and she needed to stop herself from crying

         so that her papa wouldn’t get angry and beat Roger deCourtenay’s hide.

      


      “Your papa would do anything to keep me safe, my little love,” William told her, rising to his feet. That was all he did,

         but it brought an end to her papa’s questions. “Why, I would even call it a noble thing to tell a few untruths to protect

         someone, or something, you love.” He 

         leaned over and kissed the top of Tanon’s head. “Oui, noble indeed. Don’t you agree, Brand?”

      


      “I do.” Her papa smiled at her, and Tanon blew out an explosive breath. “Go find your mother and let her tidy your hair. And

         Tanon,” he called when she bolted out of her chair and skipped toward the door. “No more climbing trees.”

      


      She nodded, clearly disappointed, but didn’t argue as she left.


      “She lied to me to protect a pig.” Brand poured two cups of ale and handed one to William before he sat down.


      “Oui.” William grinned. He couldn’t have been more pleased if Hereward the Wake were found hanged in the courtyard outside. “’Tis

         rare to find such bravery and devotion in one so young, Brand. Brynna has done well raising her.”

      


      Brand laughed softly, leaning back in his chair. “You’re a married man, William. When will you cease pining for my wife?”


      “Never,” the king replied. He downed his drink and let out a long sigh.


      “Wales?” Brand asked, knowing what prompted his longtime friend to begin pacing.


      “Oui, Wales. They’re resilient bastards, the Welsh. Merde, Brand, they’re savage.”

      


      “So I’ve heard.”


      “I understand why the Mercian king, Offa, sought so forcefully to keep them out of England centuries ago. Their princes fight

         among themselves as fervently as they fight us. Fortunately for us, all their internal wars have left them weak. My marcher

         lords have been able to hold them off along the borders. Still, there is resistance to our 

         occupancy. Herefordshire has sustained particularly high losses.”

      


      “I know,” Brand said. “Hugh La Morte lost his entire garrison there last spring.”


      “Oui.” William nodded and turned to stare into the flames of the crackling hearth. “Brand, I’ve recently met with a Welsh prince,

         a descendent of King Rhodri and the son of Tewdwr Mawr, who many years ago was king of Deheubarth in the south. Rival princes

         have challenged his inherited territorial rights, but I’ve no doubt he will someday rule all of southern Wales. I’ve yet to

         see any man fight as he does. He moves at the touch of a breeze.”

      


      “Do you plan on helping him accomplish becoming king of the south, William?”


      The king shrugged his shoulders. “Perhaps. He’s an intelligent man. I believe that if he is able to take the throne in Deheubarth,

         we may be able to secure peace between our people. The marches along central Wales are almost secured. The fighting there

         against us has all but ceased. I wish the same for the south.”

      


      Brand nodded, listening. He knew there was something more pressing on William’s mind.


      “I’ve invited him to Winchester to meet you. He arrives in two days with his nephews.”


      “To meet me?” Brand laughed softly. “Why?”


      William’s charcoal eyes met Brand’s, and the regret in them caused Brand’s smile to fade. “Why, William?” he asked again,

         more serious this time.

      


      “Because, mon ami, I’ve promised Tanon to Rhys’s nephew Cedric.”

      


      Brand bolted to his feet, his eyes wide with disbelief, 

         then anger. “You would sacrifice my daughter to buy allegiance from savages?”

      


      William looked away. Now was not the time to think about how much he loved Tanon and her parents. Now was time to be a king

         and make decisions for the good of England. “Non, I would secure the loyalty of a family with the power to end a resistance that could last another hundred years and cost

         more lives than you or I can comprehend. The marcher lords rule the land they inhabit by my own decree. What goes on there

         is almost completely out of my hands. But I must show my support for peace.”

      


      “By pledging my daughter?”


      “My goddaughter,” William reminded him in a somber tone. “Forgive me.” He placed his hand on Brand’s shoulder as he moved

         to pass him. “I am surrounded by enemies.”
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      Tanon was curious about the news when she overheard her nurse, Rebecca, discussing the arrival of “the savage Welsh” at Winchester.

         Tanon had no idea who the savage Welsh was, but she decided that he must be someone of great importance when she heard her

         papa telling her mama that William had promised him something very precious. It must have been something precious indeed,

         because Mama wept for hours after that.

      


      Tanon wanted to look pretty on the day of the savage Welsh’s arrival, as she was William’s friend. She even let Rebecca and

         Alysia tug on her curls without so much as a peep of complaint. What kind of example would she set if their guest thought

         William’s friends were as dirty as the pigpen? Of course, Tanon didn’t mind playing in the 

         pigpen, even though it meant having to take a bath; it was fun to play in the mud with Petunia.

      


      She wished she was allowed to play with the horses, especially Uncle Dante’s white one. Ayla was so pretty with her snowy

         white mane and wild eyes. Everyone else was afraid of her, but not Tanon. She even hoped to ride her one day.

      


      “Don’t you look lovely this morn,” William said after she entered the throne room with her parents and stopped before the

         king’s special chair.

      


      “Thank you, William.” She flashed him a toothless grin and then moved closer to him and whispered, “You might think of telling

         the same to Mama. She has been crying all morn. I think it’s because she is getting fatter than Clara the cow. I do hope this

         time she has a girl, because I am sick of brothers.”

      


      It was only after a man chuckled softly beside the king that Tanon noticed him and the group of boys staring at her. These

         must be William’s guests, though she hadn’t thought there would be so many of them. She hoped her mama never had that many

         boys.

      


      They looked strange. Who ever heard of boys wearing braids? Their breeches were fashioned from hide, their patterned tunics

         belted with rope. And even the smallest boy carried a dagger tucked at his waist. His wildness appealed to her. She smiled

         at him, remembering her lessons in good manners, and because he was smiling at her. One of the taller boys behind him scowled

         at her. Tanon decided she didn’t like that one. He had mean eyes like Roger’s. The younger one had eyes of pretty blue.

      


      Tanon curtsied to the youngest guest. “Well met.”


      “Cyfarchion,” the boy replied.

      


      

         She crinkled her nose and giggled. “What does that mean?”

      


      “’Tis Cymraeg. Welsh,” the oldest man corrected himself with a low chuckle. He had a nice smile, like the boy. “It means ‘greetings.’ My

         nephews haven’t learned all of your words yet.”

      


      Tanon hoped that when they did their voices would sound as musical as his.


      “Lady Risande,” William said. Tanon straightened her shoulders, knowing by his use of her title that she needed to be especially

         polite now. “This is Prince Rhys ap Tewdwr, and these are his nephews.” He called out eight names in all, but Tanon took notice

         of only two. Cedric, the mean-looking one, whom William gestured to first, and Gareth, the younger boy.

      


      “Are you all princes?” Tanon asked, spreading her wide gaze over the brothers.


      “I haven’t any children of my own. When I become king of Deheubarth”—Prince Rhys bent to her and winked, and she giggled at

         the way the last word rolled off his lips—”I will make my nephews princes.”

      


      While Tanon laughed, Gareth lifted his finger to her dimple and poked it gently. Cedric murmured something. Tanon couldn’t

         understand it, but she knew it was rude by the way he clenched his jaw and by the way Gareth glared at him over his shoulder.

      


      Tanon decided not to smile at Cedric anymore, since he was being so ill-mannered, but on Gareth she bestowed her friendliest

         grin. She hoped he would speak to her more, because the guests’ peculiar words made her belly tickle.

      


      [image: art]


      

         Tanon couldn’t really say whether Gareth was someone she might want to make friends with. He was proving to be as ill-mannered

         as his brother. He hadn’t spoken a single word to her since their introduction two days ago. He ignored her when she tried

         to speak to him. William kept asking her to be more polite to Cedric. But he refused to use his Anglo words with her, so she

         didn’t understand him. Also, William had told her that Cedric was ten and seven. Tanon was certain that he wouldn’t want to

         play with her, so she gave up trying to be nice to him.

      


      “You’re very quiet, aren’t you?” she asked Gareth one day, appearing beside him while he made his way toward the stables.


      He didn’t speak or even look at her but picked up his pace to walk ahead. Tanon clenched her hands at her sides. “I think

         you’re a very rude mute.”

      


      That was when she noticed how soft his hair looked. His loose braid draped down his back. Two stray locks of gold dangled

         at his shoulders. He pivoted to look at her. He didn’t say anything. He simply stood there looking too old for a boy of only

         ten summers. His face was pensive, his blue eyes narrowed on hers.

      


      “My brothers speak…” he began and then shook his head. “My brothers said you are gelyn—my enemy.”

      


      The hard expression Tanon tried to maintain faded into a look of heartrending disbelief. “Your enemy? But why? What have I

         done?”

      


      He looked at her as if he wanted to say something else. A breeze drifted across his face, and without another word he turned

         and strode away.

      


      

         The next few days passed in much the same manner, but Tanon had stopped trying to talk to Gareth. Instead, she followed him.

         She watched him ride his horse around William’s land with his uncle and his brothers. His brothers seemed to enjoy thrashing

         him, or at least trying to thrash him. Most of the time they failed. Even on a steed as large as her papa’s, Gareth avoided

         being struck, either by ducking low over his saddle or arching his back.

      


      In the great hall, Tanon covertly watched him eat his food. She even giggled when he stuck his finger in Cook Charlie’s tarts

         to check what was inside before shoving them into his mouth.

      


      Gareth finally did speak to Tanon at the end of his first week at Winchester. It was a lovely summer afternoon, and she was

         thoroughly enjoying it with Petunia. She skipped in a field of yellow daisies behind the barn, singing a song she’d heard

         some of the men singing in the great hall after they’d drunk all of William’s wine. It wasn’t a ditty fit for a young girl,

         but Tanon didn’t know that, and she was barely mindful of her voice anyway, what with picking daisies and all.

      


      She didn’t hear Roger and the Drake brothers sneaking up on her until their scratchy voices shattered her reverie.


      “Twiggy Tanon goes snort, snort, snort!” A round of laughter followed that insult before another voice rang out.


      “Mayhap she sleeps with the swine, too. She certainly sings like one.”


      The three boys circled her and her pig. And then Roger began to chase Petunia. Tanon shouted at him to stop, but he snorted

         at her and laughed again. Luckily, Petunia was too quick for Roger, but he almost struck her with his foot 

         when he tried to kick her. Tanon screamed and shook her fist at him.

      


      “You leave her alone this instant, Roger deCourtenay, or I’ll—”


      “You’ll what?” he challenged, his eyes gleaming with anger as he stopped chasing Petunia and took a step closer to Tanon.

         “What will you do?”

      


      He lifted his hand to strike her, and Tanon squeezed her eyes shut. The Drake boys looked around to make certain no one was

         watching.

      


      But someone was.


      Tanon opened her eyes just in time to see Gareth reach Roger, yank him around so that they faced each other, and then shove

         him backward with such force Roger landed hard on his rump.

      


      “Gwna mo chyffwrdd ’i!” Gareth shouted at him. And oh, did he look mean!

      


      “What?” Roger deCourtenay’s lip actually trembled. He wasn’t laughing now.


      “Bod cerddedig,” her new champion growled, motioning with his hand for Roger to run away.

      


      Tanon wanted to clap her hands before Roger and the others even had time to flee. She sprang forward, tripped over her skirts,

         and then righted herself again. “You did it! You frightened Roger deCourtenay!” Tanon had never been so happy in her life.

         She would have leaped right into Gareth’s arms if he weren’t already turning away.

      


      “Please, wait,” she pleaded, barely able to stop herself. She touched his hand before he moved to leave her. “You saved Petunia.”

         She didn’t know if he understood her or not, so she smiled at him.

      


      He just stood there staring at her for a moment. Then 

         he did what she’d been waiting for. He smiled back. And this time it was even better than the first.
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      They hardly left each other after that. Roger was sent to Normandy a few days later. With their leader gone and a new champion

         watching over her, the other children left Tanon alone. She spent the remainder of her summer days playing with Gareth.

      


      Unfortunately, just when Tanon decided she liked Gareth even better than Petunia, the summer was over and she had to go home.


   

      


            Chapter One
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TWELVE YEARS LATER…

      


      HE ARRIVED AT WINCHESTER CASTLE with the beginning of a storm. Tanon should have known when he entered the great castle doors that he had come to Winchester

         to change someone’s life. When his men entered behind him, a gust of wind blew into the long corridor, swirling his long silken

         mane around his face. Garbed in a sleeveless doeskin tunic embroidered with a border of indigo, he looked like some fierce

         Celtic hero who had just stepped out of a bard’s tale. Golden armbands wreathed the sleek sinew in his arms, and a matching

         golden tore ringed his neck. Something feral sparked his eyes, making them gleam like polished sapphires.

      


      He swept those breathtaking eyes over Tanon as she descended the long staircase. His gaze softened and touched her like a

         curious caress. Then his lips slanted upward into a slow, decadently sensual smile.

      


      Tanon stumbled on the last two stairs. He moved instantly to catch her, his broad, sure fingers closing around her waist.


      

         “I have you.”

      


      His voice was deep, smoky velvet with an edge of steel. He captured her brief, mortified glance with his and held it just

         long enough to set her heart pounding.

      


      “You’re most kind,” Tanon offered. She swept a nonexistent wrinkle out of her burgundy gown and hurried away.


      She stopped at the entrance of Winchester Castle’s great hall and pushed the stranger from her mind. Ladies did not gush like

         mewling kittens over men—especially men who were clearly pagan. She drew out a quick breath and forged a pleasant smile before

         stepping inside.

      


      It wasn’t that she didn’t like being here. King William’s lavish castle was as familiar as her own dear home at Avarloch.

         But her father’s high place at the king’s table demanded courtly etiquette. She smiled at stuffy nobles and was polite to

         lords and ladies, even those she wasn’t fond of. She would never bring shame to her family or give William cause for disappointment

         by behaving oddly. She was no longer a child.

      


      She looked around, letting her gaze absorb the vast expanse of tapestry-lined walls gilded in firelight. Laughter permeated

         the air as knights lifted their goblets in salute to one another. Ladies giggled coyly or scolded children running around

         the tables like buzzing flies. A troubadour sat beside one of the great hearths singing a forlorn love song while calculating

         the tinkle of coin as it was deposited into the wide-brimmed hat at his feet.

      


      Tanon swept a lone midnight curl off her shoulders before straightening them. She would need all the fortitude she possessed

         to face this night. Among the guests who 

         had traveled to Winchester for the summer tourney was Lord Roger deCourtenay, Earl of Blackburn, the man she was promised

         to wed.

      


      The union was not made through any choice of her own, of course. She was a noble’s daughter, and if that wasn’t enough to

         ensure her a proper marriage to a noble of no lesser title, then being treasured by the king of England was.

      


      Roger was no longer the hellion who bullied her when she was six. He’d been sent to Normandy shortly after the summer he made

         her fall out of a tree. It was whispered that his time spent under the tutelage of the king’s son Robert was punishment for

         his treatment of her, but Tanon had never told William of it, so she doubted the whispers were true.

      


      He’d returned a changed man, or so the court believed. His time in Normandy had fashioned him into a man of great skill and

         had earned him the respect of the other nobles. But Tanon still didn’t like him. She would marry him if she must, but she

         resented having to endure endless hours of her handmaidens tugging on her unruly curls, just to pin them up, and being fitted

         into layers of her finest wool to look pleasing for a man who preferred the more voluptuous, more scantily clad ladies of

         the court. She didn’t care if Roger never looked at her, but she hated enduring such tedium for naught.

      


      Still, she was more fortunate than most earls’ daughters, who were doomed to marry men three times their age, or worse—Prince

         Cedric of Wales. She had tried not to look too relieved when her father informed her that Cedric had been exiled from his

         land after making an attempt on his uncle’s life and their betrothal was canceled. 

         She remembered from her childhood the quiet warning in Cedric’s eyes. She hadn’t known it then, but the Welsh held little

         affection for the Normans who kept them out of England.

      


      She never saw her brave champion Gareth again after that summer in Winchester, but she had thought of him often, every winter,

         anticipating each coming spring. Then, as the years wore on and he never returned, she put away her childish daydreams. When

         she had heard that Gareth was killed in the northern regions of Wales last year, she said a prayer for his soul.

      


      Tanon spotted her mother sitting with her uncle Dante at the far end of the hall. Lady Brynna Risande inclined her head, moving

         her ear closer to Dante’s lips to hear him over the cheers coming from the table beside them. Standing a few feet away, Tanon’s

         father, Lord Brand the Passionate, lifted two of his fingers to his lips and then held them aloft to her mother. As if he

         couldn’t bear to be away from her for more than a few moments, he went to her. After exchanging a quiet word with his brother,

         Brand tossed his arm around his wife and drew her into his close embrace.

      


      Tanon watched her parents, her heart clenching at the love that exuded from every glance they shared, every touch, every smile.

         Her mother never had to sit through hours of combing and dressing for Tanon’s father to lose his breath at the sight of her.

         Here was what she had hoped for as a child, what she’d always envisioned for herself when she took a husband: love, friendship,

         passion, tenderness. She let go of that hope when she learned of her betrothal to Roger. She could survive a loveless marriage.

         Her gaze drifted to her nursemaid, Rebecca, 

         sitting at her father’s table. It was far better than one of the alternatives.

      


      She looked to the dais where King William sat. Tanon smiled at the king. Oh, how she loved him, almost as much as she loved

         her father. She knew William had only her best interests in mind when he’d promised her to Roger. Lord Blackburn’s family

         was wealthy, with lands in England and Normandy. Her king wanted to secure her comfort and safety. She couldn’t fault him

         for that.

      


      Poor William. He looked weary, but that was to be expected, what with the Danes always threatening invasion, not to mention

         the unrest with the border Welsh. She’d been taught a little about the politics of Wales, as it had been believed she would

         live there.

      


      After years of raids by the Welsh along the borders separating England and Wales, William had appointed some of his noble

         vassals to guard the marches, or borderlands, giving his marcher lords free rein to subdue the savages in any way they saw

         fit. Some of these lords had pushed their armies farther into Wales, occupying much of the east and some of the south, and

         causing the people to revolt. Among Wales’s warriors many rebels arose, but one in particular, called Wyfyrn, had caused considerable

         distress to the marcher lords over the years. Wyfyrn had slaughtered four of the Norman overlords and their entire garrisons.

      


      Tanon shivered at the thought of such bloodthirsty barbarians and thanked the saints that her king had kept peace in England.

         Dear William, he’d even made amends with Hereward the Wake. The king needed another friend at his side. He spent much of his

         time in Normandy without 

         her father, who often was away on the king’s business or managing his own lands.

      


      Tanon found her betrothed laughing with Lady Eleanor Fitzdrummond, a beauty whose mammoth breasts matched her enormous ego.

         Tanon didn’t like her, and she didn’t care for any man who did.

      


      “A friend of yours?” A voice spoke behind her.


      Tanon sighed without turning. “My betrothed.”


      “Fool.”


      Tanon finally turned to him, insult lifting her brow. “Pardon?”


      A beguiling smirk quirked one corner of his mouth. “Him. Not you.”


      “Oh.” Her thoughts scattered, taking Roger with them. Saints, it was the man who’d nearly caused her to break her neck on

         the stairs. Unfortunately, his effect on her hadn’t changed. Her breath halted as she stared up into his captivating eyes.

         His smirk deepened into a smile so warm and familiar, it tempted her to smile back.

      


      His face was bare save for a slight tuft of deep gold just beneath a full, sulky lower lip. A darker shadow along his jaw

         implied a hint of arrogance. His long hair fell like liquid over his shoulders and reflected the flickering light of the hearth

         fire. He exuded confidence and virility in waves. Tanon felt as if she were looking at a different species. This one was mesmerizing

         and wild like a magnificent, untameable horse. Scottish, she guessed, fighting back the heat threatening to color her cheeks.

         He’d probably arrived with one of the many clans to compete in the tourney. He hadn’t said enough for her to place his lyrical

         accent, but she didn’t need to hear it to know that he was foreign.

      


      

         “Are you here to compete?” She knew she should excuse herself and hurry toward her father, but the spark of intelligence in

         his eyes piqued her curiosity.

      


      “Aye.” He glanced at her betrothed and then slid his gaze back to her. “I imagine I am. I was unaware of your betrothal, Lady

         Risande.”

      


      “No one is aware of it,” Tanon told him, glancing toward Roger again. “My marriage was arranged to Lord deCourtenay just a

         few months ago. It is to be announced this night.”

      


      “Lord deCourtenay?” the stranger asked. He cut his gaze to William and dipped his brow.


      “Is something the matter?” Tanon asked.


      “Nay.” He tilted his head back to her. “You care for him, then?”


      Tanon would have laughed if there was an ounce of happiness in her. She shook her head. “Non,” she answered honestly.

      


      The stranger seemed to find some relief in that. His gaze on her softened.


      Tanon angled her head at him. She felt as if she had seen him somewhere before, but she couldn’t place him. “You have the

         advantage, my lord.” She offered him a candid look. “You know who I am.”

      


      “Aye.” The way his eyes searched her felt familiar, but when he lifted his finger to the crease in her cheek, she drew back

         from his touch, her heart pounding madly. Non, it couldn’t be him. She felt a pang of disappointment. Gareth was dead.

      


      “You were described to me in great detail by a mutual acquaintance a number of years ago. He said your eyes rival the verdant

         moors of Cymru.” While the stranger spoke, 

         he took Tanon’s hand and lifted it to his mouth. “And that your nose crinkles when you laugh.” He turned her hand over and

         pressed his lips to the inside of her wrist. His gaze brushed her face from beneath thick, dark lashes.

      


      “Allow me to escort you to your father.” His fingers caressed hers as he fit her hand into the crook of his arm.


      Unable to breathe, Tanon took a moment to blink and slow her thudding heart. She had mastered keeping her emotions in check,

         especially here in the king’s court. But her skin felt flush, her mouth dry.

      


      Her betrothed was sitting a few feet away. It would be unseemly for another man to escort her on his arm to her father. She

         began to move her hand away from him.

      


      “Thank you for your kind offer, my lord. But—”


      “Come,” he offered quietly, stilling her with his probing gaze and warm fingers atop hers. “Your father’s table is but a few

         feet away. Grant me a moment to speak to you.”

      


      Although he looked feral, Tanon couldn’t deny his courtly manners. She nodded, giving in with the first genuine smile she

         had offered anyone since arriving at Winchester. Another curl came loose from the maze of pins poking her head and fell over

         her brow. She blew it away. “Are you going to tell me your name?” she asked, oblivious to the amusement that made his eyes

         grow warm, while she frowned at the springy coil that defiantly found its way back over her eye. “Or shall I call you ‘stranger’

         for the rest of the evening?”

      


      “If you promise to spend the rest of the evening with me, then aye, I shall tell you my name.”


      She liked his boldness and the self-assurance that slowed his steps to a leisurely pace. He was in no rush 

         to end their encounter, and despite her better judgment, neither was she. “I’m afraid I’m not permitted to bargain, my lord.”

      


      “Pity, then.” He suddenly frowned, looking even more striking than before. “I shall have to concede.” He turned to look behind

         him and nodded to one of the men who had entered the castle with his small entourage. The burly-looking brute slammed the

         end of a pole into the rushes and yanked on a small strip of leather. A banner unfurled, revealing the ruby image of a four-legged

         dragon.

      


      Tanon’s father and uncle were among the first to spring from their seats.


      “What is the meaning of this?” King William bellowed over the sound of benches being pushed away from tables as the rest of

         his men, including Roger, stood up, ready for a fight.

      


      Tanon looked up at the banner. Her eyes opened wide, recognizing the ruby dragon. Wales! When she met the stranger’s rueful

         glance, she stumbled backward. Dear God, what were Welshmen doing in Winchester? She felt fingers shackle her wrist. Her father

         pulled her farther away and moved in front of her.

      


      From her vantage point behind her father, Tanon lowered her gaze to the daggers protruding from the cuffs of the Welshman’s

         boots, the thick belt around his slim waist. He stood arrow straight. His tightly honed legs were encased in tan leather trousers.

         The snug fit revealed more of his considerable male attributes than Tanon cared to think about. His trim body coiled taut

         with leashed energy. He looked as fierce as his countrymen were reported to be.

      


      The man carrying the banner stepped forward and 

         cleared his throat. “His Highness, Lord Gareth of Deheubarth, Prince Regent of Ystrad Towi.”

      


      Tanon’s heart lurched. Gareth? She took an involuntary step forward as an old longing to reunite with her friend returned

         to her. Non, this couldn’t be the little boy who had gallantly rescued her from Roger so many years ago. And Gareth died while fighting

         in northern Wales. She groped for her father’s hand to steady her.

      


      “Your Majesty.” The prince turned to face the king. “Forgive my uncle for not sending word of my arrival.”


      “Gareth?” the king ventured as if he could not believe his own eyes. “I was told you were killed over a year ago.” The king

         fell back into his seat. “This is quite a shock.”

      


      “Aye, it was for my uncle as well when he finally saw me,” Gareth said, his voice calm despite the hundreds of well-trained

         knights standing ready to kill him if he made one move toward the king. “One of my men betrayed me in battle, and I was imprisoned

         in Prince Dafydd’s holding in the north for near a dozen months.” A grin crept over his lips. “I have his daughter to thank

         for my life.”

      


      Tanon stared at him. Could this be the same soft-cheeked boy who had become her best friend that summer so long ago? Oui, it was him. His silky hair had darkened a shade or two with the years, and his face was no longer soft but carved to rugged

         perfection. But his eyes were still as vividly blue as she remembered. Why hadn’t he told her who he was earlier? Her eyes

         slid to the small group of men who had entered the castle with him and who now stood at the doors of the hall. All were armed,

         and each one looked more deadly than the next.

      


      “How did you and your men cross the marches?” William cast Gareth a pointed look. Like Offa’s Dyke, 

         built centuries before to keep the warring Celts from entering England, so were the marches guarded by overlords.

      


      “With careful planning, my lord.” When William raised an eyebrow, Gareth said what the king wanted to hear. “Without bloodshed

         on either side.”

      


      William scowled, knowing there wasn’t a Welshman alive who wasn’t thirsty for Norman blood. He had made alliances with Rhys

         ap Tewdwr before the prince became king of Deheubarth, but their treaty for peace had never been sealed. “Your uncle should

         have sent a missive regarding your arrival. My writ would have assured you safe entrance into England. In any case, I’m pleased

         that you live, Gareth.” William offered him a scant smile before his smoky gray gaze fell on Tanon, and then on her father.

      


      “Brand, you remember King Rhys’s nephew.”


      Gareth offered Brand a casual nod, glancing only briefly at the possessive hold he had on his daughter. “My lord, I’m happy

         to find you in good health. It has been many years since I last saw you.”

      


      “Oui.” The Lord of Avarloch’s hand closed even tighter around Tanon.

      


      “Your family has grown,” Gareth said, smiling at the five smaller faces gaping at him from around the lord’s table. He turned

         his bold gaze on Tanon. “But you have not changed. You are as beautiful as I remember, though I did find your missing tooth

         quite enchanting.”

      


      Flashes of his boyish smile raced across Tanon’s memory and warmed her blood. She had dreamed of Gareth the entire winter

         of her sixth year. In her dreams they had played together as they had that summer when she told 

         him stories of damsels and the knights who rescued them from mean dragons named Roger.

      


      She looked at Roger now. He swayed on his feet from drinking, and his glassy gaze fixed hard on Gareth.


      “Tell me, Gareth.” King William’s commanding voice interrupted her thoughts. “What brings you back to Winchester? Is your

         uncle well? His family?”

      


      “Aye, they are well. His son, Gruffydd, passed his third year in the spring. Fatherhood has strengthened my uncle’s resolve

         to bring peace to Cymru.”

      


      “Ah, good news, good news.” William held his cup aloft for a moment, toasting the peace Gareth spoke of.


      Gareth smiled and folded his hands behind his back. “I’m glad you still desire peace as well, Your Majesty.”


      “Of course I do. We have lost many on both sides.”


      “My people prefer not to be subjugated by yours, Sire,” Gareth answered in a nonthreatening tone to match his stance. Still,

         Roger stepped forward. William held up his hand and gestured for him to take his seat.

      


      “I have no desire to conquer Wales, Gareth.”


      “And yet your noble barons have built castles along our borders—”


      “For England’s protection against Welsh attacks,” William said without anger. He wasn’t opposed to any man who had the courage

         to stand up to him.

      


      “They move farther into Cymru each month, claiming more of our land without your disapproval.”


      Finally, William’s gaze hardened on him. “And what does your uncle do to stop men like Wyfyrn from massacring England’s vassals

         along the entire length of Wales, from the southern marches to the north?”

      


      “The Serpent Dragon eludes even us,” Gareth argued. 

         “But why should my uncle hunt a man for defending his land against overlords who burn down our villages and defile our women?”

      


      The king leaned forward in his chair, looking like he might leap from it at Gareth’s charges. “Are you telling me that the

         men Wyfyrn killed all did these things?”

      


      “I am, Your Majesty,” Gareth confirmed quietly.


      William cut his gaze to Brand and then ran his hand over his jaw. “I was unaware.”


      “With respect”—Gareth bowed slightly—“you were unaware because after you gave your marcher lords free rein, you turned your

         back on what became of us.”

      


      “You err, Gareth. I traveled to Wales not three years past to seek counsel with your uncle on the issue of peace between our

         people.”

      


      “Then I beg you, my lord, let us speak of it now again,” Gareth said. “It is for peace that I have come to claim what is now

         rightfully mine.” He didn’t blink or flinch when William’s powerful gaze penetrated his.

      


      Somewhere behind Brand, Tanon’s mother slammed her palm down on the table. “You’re mad if you think—”


      “My lady.” Gareth’s voice was quiet, almost soothing, but the raw force radiating from him shook Tanon to her core. “I am

         not here to fight—or to argue.” He turned to the king again. “I’m simply here to seal the treaty you agreed to twelve years

         ago when you put your writ on parchment and swore with my uncle on the holy relics. It was done for peace between our people,”

         he said earnestly. “But I fear peace is slipping through our hands. There is already famine in some parts of the land. I have

         come to put an end to it once and for all.”
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