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ALARIC’S SONG
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Helena stared in disbelief at Alaric’s extraordinarily handsome face. The ebony hair under his white fur cap was unfashionably long and framed his chiseled chin. His tall, muscular body was clothed in a fine wool mantle that was the same brilliant blue shade as his eyes.


He was the most magnificent man she had ever seen….
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England


December 1154


“Lord Merclif, the king will see you now.”


Alaric followed the servant through the crowded hall, trying to ignore the buzz of the courtiers’ chatter flapping against his ears. He mounted the stairs, making a conscious effort to hold himself back and not outpace his guide. The interminable waiting had shredded his patience, and he was anxious to finally discover why the king had summoned him to Palatine Castle.


When the herald announced him, Alaric bowed low to his sovereign. Henry dominated the chamber, even though he was not physically imposing. Just the reverse, in fact. The short, stocky king was simply and carelessly dressed in loose-fitting gray breeches and a yellow woolen tunic, as if he had just returned from hunting. This was the first time Alaric had seen Henry, who had been crowned in October after the death of King Stephen.


Straightening, Alaric narrowed his eyes as he met Cardel’s glance. The earl’s corpulent body was draped in a deep red tunic, decorated with rich, intricate embroidery. One would think he was the king and not Henry, Alaric thought. The smug expression on Cardel’s face gave him pause. What lies had the earl been feeding the king? He should have known his neighbor would be behind the king’s unexpected demand for his presence. Alaric lifted an eyebrow and gave Cardel a mockingly polite nod. He scanned the rest of the solar, noticing several other noblemen in attendance.


“Merclif, Cardel has made some very serious accusations against you.” Henry paced the room. “Cardel, repeat what you just told me.” He waved his hand toward Alaric.


“Thank you, your Majesty.” Cardel’s unctuous, toadying voice caused Alaric to tighten his hands into fists. “Merclif beat my youngest son to within an inch of his life. It took Percy almost three months to recover, and he still walks with a pronounced limp. Merclif acted in a fit of uncontrollable rage, without any provocation. Merclif is clearly a danger to the peace and stability of the Mersted Valley. Your Majesty, I humbly request that you confiscate Merclif Castle and lands and give them to Percy as recompense for the harm Lord Merclif did to him.”


Henry paused near a table set at the side of the solar and picked up a white knight from a chessboard, tossing it idly from one hand to the other as he moved toward Alaric. “Merclif, what say you to these accusations?”


“Sire, I came across Percy abusing the young daughter of one of my villeins. He had severely beaten the girl. I do admit that I then thrashed Percy, but I only used the same amount of force he had used to subdue the girl. When I left him, he was able to walk and to ride back to Cardel Castle on his own. The girl was not so fortunate. She died two days later.”


“Well, Cardel,” Henry drawled as he paced to the table again, carefully setting the chess piece down. He picked up a black knight as he advanced toward Cardel. “Seems to me your son’s beating is just recompense for the death of Merclif’s villein. I see no cause for any action on my part.”


“Your Majesty.” Cardel’s voice was smooth and silky, but Alaric could detect by the twitching of his fleshy jowls that his enemy was not so sanguine about his case now. “This is not the first time Merclif has harmed my sons or my property. His knights have trampled my fields, his villeins have stolen my sheep, and he killed my best hunting dog. His vicious falcon almost gouged out the eye of my eldest son, Gerald.”


Henry paced back to the table, tossed the piece he held on to the chessboard, and continued his wandering path around the chamber. Alaric felt the king’s sharp gray eyes on him.


“What say you to these accusations, Merclif?”


“Sire,” Alaric spoke softly, making a conscious effort to rein in his anger, “my knights rode through Cardel’s fields to retrieve the horses his knights had purloined from me. My villeins did not steal Cardel’s sheep but were simply reclaiming their own animals taken by Cardel’s men. Cardel’s hunting dog was on my land, terrorizing my people, so I was forced to dispose of it. And as for my falcon, she was retrieving the game she had brought down, which Gerald was trying to poach.”


Henry completed another circuit of the room, reaching the side table again where he picked up the white queen. As he twirled the queen in his nimble fingers, he paced into the center of the solar, between the two men. “Cardel, whence comes your title and lands?” Henry cocked his head slightly to his right shoulder.


“Your Majesty, King Stephen granted me the title of earl and the license to build my castle.”


Henry turned to look at Alaric. “And you, Merclif?”


“Sire, your grandfather, King Henry the First, granted the Merclif lands and title to my great-grandfather.”


“I have been informed by my advisors that this feud between Cardel and Merclif has been going on for years. The feud will end now,” Henry said, the look on his freckled face unyielding. “Cardel, you have a daughter of marriageable age, do you not?”


“Aye, I do, your Majesty.” Cardel shifted his weight.


“Merclif, you will wed Cardel’s daughter on Twelfth Night. In this way the two warring families will be made into one peaceful family.” Henry made his pronouncement as he paced back to the table and set down the queen.


Alaric clenched his jaw to keep back the protest he longed to utter. How could he marry the daughter of his enemy? What possible chance would either of them have to make a forced marriage work?


“Wyham.”


“Aye, Sire.”


A middle-aged man who had been standing quietly at the side of the chamber stepped forward with an easy grace. Wyham was tall and lean. The gray hair at his temple framed his patrician face and contributed to his suave, distinguished appearance.


“You will travel back to Merclif with the baron and witness the marriage between Cardel’s daughter and Merclif.” Henry picked up a knife from the side table. “Cardel,” he said, pointing the knife at the earl, “you will provide a dowry for your daughter.”


Cardel’s flaccid, florid face turned even redder when Henry named the figure. “Aye, your Majesty,” he agreed. The earl glared at Alaric, his rage and enmity unmistakable.


Feeling as if his own face were carved in stone, Alaric returned Cardel’s look before shifting his attention back to the king.


The king paced into the center of the room and pointed the knife at Alaric’s chest. “Merclif, you will provide a feast for the wedding and host your new father-in-law and your new brothers-in-law.”


Alaric stood rigid, his hands closed into fists by his sides. “Aye, your Majesty.”


“Now, both of you be gone from here,” Henry commanded. With a detached, deliberated move, he threw the knife toward the table, embedding it in the wooden surface.
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Alaric pulled his horse to a halt at the top of the hill. He took a deep breath of the frigid air and soaked in his first view of Merclif. Even the sullen, gray sky could not overcast his pleasure in the sight of the castle crowning the hill in front of him. The Mersted River, the source of security and prosperity for his family, flowed at the base of the castle mound. His great-grandfather, when building the castle, had made use of the natural defenses provided by the river by diverting it into the moat surrounding the hill. All was secure and quiet. The drawbridge was upright, just as Alaric had ordered it to be kept during his absence, and he could make out the movements of the guards on the crenellations atop the taller, inner curtain wall.


Calmness settled over him. He had been restless and agitated during the trip back from London. Plans and strategies had been scurrying around in his brain, like rats battling for supremacy. He had marshaled each idea, evaluated, weighed, and finally discarded each as unworkable, leaving him with no alternative other than marriage to his enemy’s daughter. Gerald and Percy took after their father and had inherited his greed, his depravity, and his malevolent ways. It was too much to hope that the girl had not done so as well.


How could he bring such a menace into the serenity of Merclif? He had no choice. The threat Cardel’s daughter posed to Merclif was outweighed by the destruction the king could inflict on Merclif if his commands were not obeyed.


Alaric heard the pounding of horses’ hooves behind him as Wyham and his entourage, along with the two Merclif guards who had accompanied him to London, caught up with him. After informing Wyham that he would ride ahead to prepare the castle to receive him and giving instructions to the guards, Alaric kicked Geneir’s flank, setting the horse in motion. He crested the bluff and galloped toward home. The cold wind bit his bare cheeks, the powerful horse thundered beneath him, and the rich smell of the dirt flying from Geneir’s pounding hooves filled his senses.


At his command the drawbridge was lowered and the portcullis raised. Alaric nudged his horse into a walk and passed through the outer gate. As Hugh came forward to meet him, Alaric swung his leg over the back of the horse and dismounted. Although his castellan was nearing fifty, there was not an inch of fat on his broad, muscular frame. His weathered face was creased, every one of his wrinkles a testament to the number of times he had laughed with unguarded pleasure or squinted into the sun.


“Welcome home, milord,” Hugh called.


“Thank you, Hugh. ’Tis good to be home.”


Alaric clasped Hugh’s forearm in greeting. He was at least a head taller than the older man, but he had never felt that he overshadowed the seasoned warrior. Both men turned and headed toward the stables, with Alaric leading Geneir by the reins.


“Were there any problems while I was gone?”


“Nay. ’Tis been a peaceful fortnight. How was your audience with the king?”


Alaric’s mouth thinned into a grim line. “I should have known Cardel was behind the summons. Come to the solar after supper, and I shall explain everything to you and Mother.”


“Aye, milord. I was just going to inspect the guards, so I will see you later at supper.” Hugh bowed and left Alaric’s side.


At the stables, Alaric greeted the groom and turned his horse over to the man’s care. With one final pat on Geneir’s nose, Alaric left and strode rapidly through the inner gate toward the donjon. The weak winter sunlight was inexorably vanishing into twilight. There was little activity in the inner bailey, as most of the villeins had returned home for the night. The huge, square, stone donjon dominated the large inner bailey and was built into the northeast side of the inner curtain wall. The door of the donjon was thrown open at his approach. Alaric thanked the guard on duty and entered the great hall, where preparations were underway for supper. He greeted each servant by name when the maids smiled at him and curtsied to him as he strode toward the great fireplace where his mother awaited him.


“Alaric.” Margaret held out her hands to him. “’Tis glad I am you are safely home.”


He took both her hands in his and bent to drop a light kiss on each of her cheeks. “Thank you, Mother. I am happy to be home.” Alaric released her hands and stepped back. “I have brought a visitor with me, an emissary from the king. He will arrive shortly.”


Margaret’s brilliant blue eyes met his with serenity. “I shall instruct Renwold to prepare a chamber for him. You had best go greet our guest.”


“Aye, Mother.”


Alaric smiled at her and bowed, before turning and walking back to the door. He waited on the top of the steps as the guards ushered Wyham forward. “Welcome to Merclif, milord,” Alaric said.


He bowed and stood back so the couturier could enter the hall. Glancing around with pride, he tried to see his beloved home as a stranger might. The servants bustling around were well fed and cheerful. The fine white linens and the silver on the lords’ table were proof of Merclif’s wealth. The fire in the large fireplace dominating the west side and the giant, colorful, tapestries hanging on either side were ample evidence of Merclif’s warmth and hospitality.


Alaric looked at Wyham in time to see the stunned expression on the baron’s usually impassive face and knew the cause without turning—his mother’s beauty had felled another victim. Smiling in amusement, Alaric turned to watch her approach. Margaret’s clear, unblemished skin glowed with vitality and cordiality. Her striking blue eyes were kind and welcoming. The small amount of her ebony hair that peeked out from beneath her wimple was only slightly freckled with gray.


“Milord, may I introduce to you my mother, Lady Margaret. Mother, this is Robert, Lord Wyham.”


Margaret placed her hand in Wyham’s. “Welcome to Merclif, milord. ’Tis an honor to have you here.”


“Milady, the pleasure is all mine.” Wyham gracefully brought Margaret’s hand to his lips and lightly dropped a kiss on the back of it before releasing her.


Alaric had never seen such an extravagant gesture and supposed it must be something they did at Court. He shook his head slightly. Such effete ways were beyond his ken.


“Milord, you must be weary after your long journey,” Margaret said. “Renwold will show you to your chamber.” She indicated the steward hovering behind her. “Please relax and refresh yourself.”


“Thank you, milady, I shall.” Wyham bowed and followed Renwold.


“I also must wash this dirt away,” Alaric said.


“Alaric, I am anxious to hear about your audience with the king.”


“I have much to tell you and Belwick. Come to the solar after supper, and I shall tell you both my news.”
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The heat from the brazier warmed the solar, while the heat from the wine warmed him from the inside out. Alaric took a swallow to wet his throat after all the talking he had done and leaned back in his chair. Hugh’s face was grave, and Margaret’s eyes were shadowed.


“’Tis possible the girl is not as bad as her father and brothers,” Margaret said. “Gerald and Percy were born of Cardel’s first wife. Helena’s mother was Cardel’s second wife.”


“Helena? Is that her name?” Alaric asked.


Margaret nodded.


“Mother, have you ever seen the girl?”


“I remember seeing her once or twice when she was a babe. As I recall, she was a sweet and biddable child. Helena was sent away shortly after Cardel moved to the valley, just before her mother died. I have not seen her since she returned to Cardel a few years ago, which is hardly surprising, given the animosity of her family toward ours.”


“I was only a lad when Cardel came to the valley, but as long as I can remember he has been harassing our villiens, poaching on our lands, and threatening Merclif. Why did Father not just attack him and defeat him? ’Twould have prevented the current situation.”


“You must remember how it was under Stephen’s rule, especially in the early years,” Hugh replied. “Anarchy and lawlessness were rampant. Your father was often called away from Merclif during Stephen and Matilda’s battles for the throne. He did not want to bring to our lovely valley the death and destruction he had seen in the rest of England, so he tried to live in peace with Cardel.”


“Cardel has become much more brazen since Gavin’s death,” Margaret remarked. “I believe he has been trying to take advantage of Alaric’s youth and inexperience.”


“Aye, milady, just so.” Hugh grinned. “He should have realized that no son of Gavin, Baron Merclif, would be easy prey. Gavin has prepared Alaric well for his duties.”


Alaric rubbed his weary eyes the palm of his left hand. “Cardel’s greed knows no bounds. He has tried intimidation and thievery to win Merclif’s lands and property. Now he has blackened my name with the king. There is no reason to think that this marriage will stop him.”


“Aye, Alaric.” Hugh stroked his gray beard. “You are right. We must be on our guard, especially when he and his sons are here for the wedding.”


“The best thing we can do is pray,” Margaret said. “’Tis obvious the good Lord has a purpose for this marriage between you and Helena. We need but to trust Him, and everything will be fine.”


“’Tis all very well to pray, Mother,” Alaric responded, “but ’tis said that the good Lord helps those who help themselves. Do not worry. I have everything under control. No harm shall come to Merclif.”
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Helena crept into the deserted gallery. She had waited several minutes after her father and Gerald had entered the lords’ solar to make sure they were not expecting anyone else to join them. Her hands trembled as she inserted the key into the door of the ladies’ solar. Damien had not asked her why she needed to use his key, and she had been relieved that she had not had to lie to him.


Fear, like acid, corroded her composure. She dared not make a noise that might alert her father. The door opened and she slipped inside.


After her father returned from London yesterday, Damien had warned her that he was in a foul temper. Helena had remained in her room ever since, knowing her father was likely to take his rage out on her. Today, Damien had reported that the earl was in a jovial mood. She had to know what was going on—her survival depended on always knowing as much as possible of what her father was thinking and planning.


Daylight weakly filtered through the closed wooden shutters but provided enough illumination to allow Helena to find her way through the chests and barrels crowding the room. The solar had been used as a storage room since her mother’s death and was full of clutter. Cautiously she made her way to the door between the chamber and the lords’ solar next door. Every creak of the wooden floorboards screeched down her spine. Every beat of her heart pounded thunderously in her ears. Her nose stung with the bitter smell of her own sweat. She could not bear to think about the punishment he would mete out to her if he found her spying on him.


Helena carefully opened the connecting door a crack, just enough to clearly hear their voices.


“At first I was angry about the king’s command,” her father said. “But last night I came up with a way we can turn this marriage to our advantage. ’Tis amazing how a good swiving will give a man a more positive view on a problem.”


“Aye,” Gerald agreed. “Especially with Senicla, eh, Father?”


Both men laughed.


Helena cringed as she listened to their vile and explicit conversation. How she longed to be back in the sanctuary of her own room.


“So, what is your plan, Father? Shall we kill Merclif and take over his castle?”


“Aye, we shall.”


“I was but joking,” Gerald said.


“Well, I am not. We will kill Merclif and take over his demesne, but we will have to be clever how we go about it.”


“What are you planning, Father?”


“You and Percy will come with me when I escort Helena to her wedding. After the ceremony, Percy and I will go home. You will stay, ostensibly to witness the bedding, and the guards will remain with you. I think five men should be enough; let me know if you think you will need additional men.”


“It depends on what you plan for us to do at Merclif.”


“Just so. As soon as I leave Merclif, I will return home and gather up our forces. We will ride back to Merclif and conceal ourselves a mile or so away. Once everyone at Merclif is asleep, you and your men will kill the guards on the battlements and let our troops in through the castle gate. With the element of surprise on our side, it should be an easy matter to overpower Merclif’s garrison and seize the castle. When the demesne has been secured, we will kill Merclif and Helena.”


Helena pressed her fist against her mouth in order to stop the scream. She must not make a sound.


“I do not understand why you must kill Helena,” Gerald said. “Not that I have any objections, mind you, but with Merclif dead, the castle will be yours.”


“Aye, but I will need to give Henry an explanation as to why I took over Merclif’s demesne. Especially given my recent accusations against him. What better excuse than the fact that he murdered my daughter on their wedding night?”


“I see. Excellent idea, Father. ’Tis time that hideous wench was some use to us. I can just imagine Merclif’s face when he sees his bride for the first time.” Gerald chortled. “’Twill serve his arrogance well, that he be cursed with such a grotesque wife.”


Both men laughed.


“’Twas the only consolation I had until I thought of this plan,” her father said. “Once the castle is secure, I shall marry Lady Margaret, and Merclif will be mine. ’Twill be no hardship to bed the widow. In fact, I am quite looking forward to it. She is still a comely wench.”


Helena slid down the wall and landed in a puddle on the floor as if a puppet master had suddenly dropped her strings. She had bitten her fist so hard that the metallic taste of her own blood sickened her. Tears chased each other to drip off her nose, dribbled down her cheeks, and slithered off her chin.


“What will you tell Helena about the marriage?” Gerald asked.


“She need know nothing about it until Twelfth Night. She knows enough not to disobey me.”


“Are you not worried that Henry will take Merclif away from you?”


“That upstart will soon return to France. He will be forced to listen to the barons just as Stephen was. I have worked closely with the barons for the last few years. They will support me. After all, we English must stick together. We are too powerful for Henry to fight against.”


“Ah, I see. ’Tis a clever plan. As usual, Father, you have thought of everything.”


“Thank you, my boy.”


There was a clink of metal. Helena pictured the two men toasting the despicable plan with their wine goblets.


“Once Merclif is secure, I will rule the entire valley.”


“Aye, Father. ’Tis about time.”


“If that weakling Stephan had not been so afraid of his own shadow, the valley would have been mine fifteen years ago. This track of land he granted me is almost worthless without water. Merclif has hoarded the river so his crops are flourishing, and our harvest is so poor it can barely support us. The villeins here are utterly worthless. Stephen acted like he was doing me a great favor by giving me Cardel, but he let Merclif keep the best land in the valley. I deserve more, much more than this pitiful holding.”


Helena had heard this same rant from her father numerous times. He had never understood that it was his own tyranny that had so frightened and demoralized the people that they put forth little or no effort. Why should they work hard when he took everything away from them?


“Do not breathe a word of this to Percy,” her father said after a short pause. “You know that the boy can never keep a secret.”


“Aye, I know. You can depend on me, Father.”


“I knew I could, Gerald. I knew I could. You are a son of which any man would be proud.”


“Thank you, Father. I like to think that I take after you.”


Helena huddled on the floor, pressing her forehead into her drawn up knees. She shrunk into herself—a doll whose stuffing had been yanked out, leaving a torn, hollow, and shriveled rag behind.


It seemed like hours before the earl and Gerald quit the solar. They had talked together a long time, refining their plan. Helena stayed alert to every word and sound the men made. Once they finally left the chamber, she waited half an hour more before she quietly slipped out of the ladies’ solar, locked the door behind her, and went upstairs to her room.


Her chamber was small. When her mother was alive, it had been the storage room, and she had shared the ladies’ solar with her mother. Now she slept on a pallet on the hard floor. Her one spare dress was hanging on a nail Damien had pounded into the wall. The only other object in the room was her prized lute. Helena picked it up and cradled it in her arms as she sank on to her bed.


How she longed to play the lute, but she dared not. If her father heard the music or if a servant reported to him that she was playing, she knew he would take the instrument away from her, as he had taken every other thing that gave her pleasure. She could not bear to have her lute taken from her, so had kept it carefully hidden. Music was her last refuge from the pain and heartache her life had become.


Rocking back and forth on the pallet, she mimed playing her lute. Her lips moved as she sang the words to the song, but no sound escaped her mouth. The music she played could be heard only in her own mind.


A soft knock on her door caused her to still. She counted to ten, then heard another quiet rap.


Damien.


She carefully put her lute on the floor at the side of the chamber, unlocked the door, and opened it. A look into Damien’s warm brown eyes gave her a measure of calm, but she swiftly averted her eyes from his. He was too perceptive at reading her moods.


Damien entered the room, and she closed the door behind him.


“I am sorry I am so late,” he said. “Your father had a lot of orders for me this morning, and then I had to supervise dinner. Here is your food.”


He held out a bundle wrapped in a cloth so Helena took it from him. The cloying smell of the roast mutton caused waves of nausea to roil through her. Hastily she put the food on the floor in the corner farthest away from her pallet.


“Are you not going to eat it?” Damien asked.


“Nay. I am not hungry.”


She swallowed painfully, her throat dry and scratchy, fighting to control the biliousness in her stomach. Keeping her eyes averted from his, she sank back to the floor. Drawing her knees to her chest, she wrapped her arms around them.


“You must eat, Helena.” His voice was soft.


“I will eat it later.” So she had ended up lying to him after all.


“Are you all right?”


He crouched beside her and placed his hand on her shoulder. His touch, as usual, gave her comfort. She glanced sideways at his narrow, elongated face, so dear to her. His expression was full of concern for her, his eyes entreating. Damien’s brown bangs lay disheveled against his forehead, and his mouth was slightly parted as if he wanted to say something. A faint shading of whiskers shadowed his clean-shaven jaw.


Why could not her own brothers treat her with one-tenth the care Damien showed her? What had she ever done to cause her own father to so loathe and despise her? Was she so tainted that she deserved such foul treatment from her own flesh-and-blood?


How she longed to lean into Damien, to be gathered into his strong, capable arms, and let him deal with her problems. And she knew he would try to solve them all. He would fight against her father and his evilness with all his might. Perhaps Damien could find a way out of this horror. Perhaps he would suggest that they flee Cardel and run away together.


She gave full rein to the seductive idea of escape. Freedom. Peace. Serenity. Happiness. Maybe even love.


But where could they go where they would be safe? They had nothing—no money, no transportation, no way of providing for themselves. Her father would hunt them down with all the resources at his disposal. When he found them—and there was no question that he would—he would make them both pay. For her, that payment was likely to be a beating. She would survive a beating, as she had done so often in the past. But Damien would not survive her father’s retribution. She knew he would kill Damien…and enjoy doing so.


Helena could not sacrifice her friend to save herself. She could not bear it if Damien was harmed because of her. She would have to come up with a way to help herself. She had no one to rely upon but herself. Bowing her head, she took a deep, slow, breath. Picking at the black fabric of the kirtle covering her legs, she released her dream of freedom. It was nothing but a chimera, insubstantial and fleeting.


“I am just a little on edge. I hate it when he is home.” Her voice came out a mere whisper.


“I know. I know.” He patted her shoulder. “He is in a much better mood today, so that at least is good news.”


“Aye.”


“Mayhap you can take a walk outside this afternoon. That always cheers you up.”


“Nay.” She violently shook her head. “Nay. ’Tis not safe.”


“Calm yourself, Helena.” His melodious voice was smooth and reassuring. “You need not leave your chamber today if you do not wish to do so. Do you want me to bring you anything when I come back later?”


“Nay, I am fine.”


“Are you sure?”


She nodded. There was a long pause. Helena did not know what else to say to him. All her thoughts were centered on her predicament. What was she to do?


“Well, I had better get back to my duties before I am missed.”


“Aye,” she said.


“Helena.” His voice was hesitant. “Do you still have my key?”


“Aye.”


She straightened and hunted for the key on the pallet where she had dropped it. Locating it between the straw mat and the wall, she handled it to him. He patted her shoulder one more time, then stood. After following him to the door and locking it behind him, she lay on her pallet and stared up at the ceiling.


Sunlight faded slowly from the room, leaving her in darkness. Still she was immobile. She toyed with the alluring idea of taking her own life. That would deprive her father of a pawn for his scheme. After all, would not death be better than continuing to lead this miserable existence to which she had been reduced?


“Why, God? Why have You done this to me? What have I ever done that I deserve this punishment? Why have You caused me so much pain and suffering?”


Her plaintiff wail shattered the silence. But of course there was no answer. If there was a God, He had never heard her cries. He had never spoken to her or comforted her or helped her.


Suicide was a way out. But what if God really did exist? What if the priests were right? Then she would be consigning her eternal soul to hell if she took her own life. The fear of the unknown was deep and cutting. At least she knew what to expect from life on this earth. Who knew what happened after death?


Besides, suicide was craven, a coward’s way out. She could not be so selfish. She had to do what she could to help Merclif.


She could not see any option other than throwing herself on Merclif’s mercy and telling him about her father’s scheme. At least if the baron was aware of the treachery her father was planning, he would have a chance to fight back and defend his castle. Merclif might spare her life while she knew her father would not. And at least this way she had a chance to help others.


And maybe, just maybe, she would have a chance to find some small measure of peace for herself.
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Belwick came through the door of the donjon, and Alaric crossed the wide expanse to meet him in the middle of the hall. The tapping of their boots against the wood floor echoed in the vast, empty space. All of the servants had gone outside, leaving an abnormal quiet behind.


“Alaric,” Hugh said as he came to a halt, “Cardel and his entourage are now approaching the castle.”


“How many men are with him?”


“I saw five guards, in addition to Cardel’s two sons and his daughter.”


“Do our men know what to look out for?”


“Aye, Alaric. I have posted a double watch, as we discussed, and I gave instructions to the guards myself.”


“Good. So we are as ready as we can be, regardless of what trickery Cardel has up his sleeve.”


“Just so, Alaric. Just so.”


“Thank you, Hugh.”


The two men exchanged a long, taciturn look. Alaric read in Hugh’s face his commiseration and regret. Tight-lipped, he nodded once as he grasped Hugh’s shoulder in silent thanks.


Hugh bowed, turned, and strode across the hall. Alaric watched him leave before strolling back to the warmth of the fireplace where he rejoined his mother and Wyham, who stood quietly talking together.


Margaret wore her prized blue woolen mantle lined with white ermine fur. She had insisted that he wear his father’s matching cloak. Alaric had submitted to her desire to treat this wedding as a festive occasion and had allowed her to make him a new tunic, also in the same brilliant shade of blue that she maintained brought out the color of his eyes. Wyham was similarly dressed in an expensive, fur-lined mantle. Both Wyham and Margaret looked at him as he stopped in front of them.


“Cardel and his family are here. ’Tis time.” He held out his hand to Margaret. “Mother?”


She smiled at him and placed her hand in his. Her blue eyes were bright with unshed tears, but he knew she would not lose her composure and embarrass them both in front of their guests. They had said everything that needed to be said between the two of them earlier this morning in the privacy of the solar. Alaric could feel her deep love and unwavering support for him, so he gave her hand a slight squeeze.


Margaret walked beside him as he led her across the hall and outside. They paused at the top of the donjon steps to survey the crowded bailey. At their appearance a murmur swept through the crowd, and all eyes turned toward them. For a moment silence descended, then the crowd erupted in to a thunderous ovation.


Alaric could feel the love radiating from his people, so he raised his free hand to acknowledge their approbation. Whatever this marriage meant for him personally, whatever sacrifice he made of his own personal happiness, was worth it for them. It was his duty—nay, it was his honor—to guard and protect these people with his life.


He led his mother down the steps, and they slowly negotiated through the path the crowd made for them. Persistent applause poured over them as they walked. Seeing Phillip Talbot, the headman of Mersthrope, step forward, Alaric came to a halt.


“Milord.” Talbot bowed. “Please accept the wishes of everyone in the village for a long and happy life.”


“Thank you, Talbot.” Alaric nodded as the village leader moved back and stepped out of the way.


The clapping continued as Alaric and Margaret resumed their procession to the chapel steps. He let go of his mother’s hand, kissed her cheek, and mounted the steps, coming to a halt one step below Father Thomas, who waited at the top. Taking a deep breath he turned, ready to face his fate.


Alaric’s jaw firmed as he saw Cardel’s gloating expression when the earl led his retinue into the inner bailey. The man did not even have the courtesy to dismount, Alaric thought in disgust. Cardel advanced without regard to how the frozen ground made footing precarious for both the horses and the villeins in his path. The applause abruptly ceased as the people scurried to get out of the way. The earl’s two sons trailed behind him. Gerald had the same heavy build as his father; one that would, no doubt, turn to fat in a few years as his father’s had done. Percy was tall and thin, more a boy than a man.


Where was the girl? Alaric could not see her.


Cardel pulled to a stop in front of the chapel and dismounted. At the earl’s signal, his sons followed suit, and Alaric finally spotted the girl. Her small figure was entirely covered in black, from the wimple that covered her head to the cloak that shrouded her body. Her head was bent so he could see nothing of her face.


The earl spoke to Percy, and the boy left his father’s side and went to his sister’s. Alaric watched closely as Percy helped the girl dismount, but he still did not get so much as a glimpse of her face.


Cardel gripped Helena’s arm to pull her forward and up the stairs. “Behold your bride, Merclif.”


The earl left his daughter on the steps and retreated down them. Alaric turned toward Helena as she raised her head to look at him.


Alaric stared in disbelief at her horribly disfigured face. A ragged red scar ran from the corner of her left eye down to her chin. The entire left side of her face was crisscrossed with smaller red scars, as if someone had taken a knife to her face and repeatedly slashed it.
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Helena stared in disbelief at his extraordinarily handsome face. His brilliant blue eyes were furious. The ebony hair under his white fur cap was unfashionably long and framed his chiseled chin. His tall, muscular body was clothed in a fine wool mantle that was the same brilliant blue shade as his eyes. He was the most magnificent man she had ever seen.


Inwardly she shrank from the repulsion she saw in his eyes as he looked at her. So far no one but the baron and the priest had seen her ruined face, but it would be impossible to hide her appearance from the people at Merclif for long. She swallowed the shame filling her and straightened her shoulders. Taking a deep breath, she turned to fully face the assembled crowd that had become eerily silent.


As the people saw her face, she heard their gasps of shock and horror. Warriors crossed themselves and looked away. Mothers shielded their children’s eyes against their skirts while they turned their own faces away from hers. A wave of revulsion emanating from the people seemed to slam into her.


“Lady Helena.”


The woman’s voice was strong and loud as she walked up the stairs. She commanded an enormous amount of respect as the crowd stilled, watching her. Her brilliant blue eyes, the eyes her son had inherited, were kind and gentle.


“Welcome to Merclif. I am Lady Margaret.” Reaching Helena’s side, she turned toward the crowd. “You will all join me in making Lady Helena feel welcome here.”


She drew Helena into her arms, giving her a kiss on her right cheek. Margaret turned Helena toward the people so they could see as she deliberately kissed Helena’s ruined left cheek.


Helena was used to the repugnance she had suffered from her betrothed and the crowd, but the kindness of Lady Margaret almost undid her. “Thank you, milady,” she said softly.


“Alaric,” Lady Margaret said in a fierce undertone, “do you not have something to say to Lady Helena?”


“Welcome to Merclif, milady.” Alaric bowed to Helena.


Helena widened her eyes and blinked rapidly to subdue the tears that threatened. Steeling herself, she looked back into his eyes, but his expression was now impassive.


The baron turned to look at the priest. “Father Thomas, ’tis time to begin.”


Helena rotated to face the priest as well.


“Milord, please take Lady’s Helena’s hand,” the priest instructed.


Alaric held out his hand to her without looking at her. Helena placed her hand in his, feeling engulfed as he closed his fingers over hers.


The priest glanced briefly at her, then began to speak. “Alaric, Lord Merclif, is here to be joined in marriage with Helena of Cardel,” he announced in a loud voice. “Does anyone present know of any impediment that prevents this marriage from being sealed?”


There was a pause. Helena stared at Alaric’s hand, fully expecting him to repudiate her. He said nothing.


“Do you, Alaric, take Helena to be your wife?” the priest asked.


“I do.” Alaric’s voice was strong.


“Do you, Helena, take Alaric to be your husband?”


“I do.” She could manage only a quivering whisper.


It was done. She was wed to a man who must loathe her. Helena raised her eyes to his. He no longer betrayed any emotion in his aloof features. The priest led them into the chapel and up the aisle to the altar, where he stopped and genuflected. Helena was aware of the others following them into the church.


Alaric dropped her hand when they reached the prayer rail so she glanced sideways at him and witnessed him crossing himself and bowing his head. Helena genuflected in front of the altar at the priest’s signal. When Alaric knelt beside her, the priest began the words of institution. By rote she offered the correct responses and accepted the communion wafer from him. They remained on their knees as the priest spread a white veil over their heads before he intoned a blessing on their union.


She gripped her hands together before her waist, bowed her head, and silently prayed. God, I will give You one more chance. If You really do exist, if You really are listening, then save me.
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Under cover of the veil Alaric glanced sideways at his bride. The unblemished side of her face was toward him so he could not see the ruined side of her face at all. She must have been very pretty at one time. How had she received those grievous wounds? Who could have hurt her in such a vicious manner? He felt nothing but pity for her.


Alaric dragged his attention back to the priest’s blessing. When the priest removed the veil, he stood and held his hand out to Helena. She placed her hand into his without looking directly at him. After helping his wife stand, he ushered her out of the chapel, glancing back to see Wyham escorting Margaret with Cardel and his sons following them.


As soon as he reached the base of the stairs, Alaric halted. He let go of Helena’s hand and scanned the inner bailey, where the servants and villagers were still gathered. Cardel’s men stood together in a group near the gate with two saddled horses. Alaric narrowed his eyes as he looked from the group up to the crenellations where his guards were stationed. His soldiers appeared to be keeping a watchful eye on the enemy. When he was satisfied all was well, he turned to watch the others exiting the church.


Margaret and Wyham came to a stop next to them.


“Earl Cardel,” Lady Margaret said when he and his sons had reached the bottom of the chapel steps, “please come to the hall and join our feast to celebrate Alaric and Helena’s wedding.”


“Nay. Thank you, Lady Margaret.” Cardel gave her a curt bow. “I may have been forced to wed my daughter to your son, but I do not have to take a meal with him. Gerald will stay to witness the bedding. Percy and I will go home.”


Alaric exchanged a look with Lady Margaret and shrugged but remained silent.


“As you wish, Earl,” Margaret said.


“Come, Percy,” Cardel said.


The earl strode toward his men. Neither her father nor her brother acknowledged Helena in any way as they walked past her. The two men mounted their horses and rode out of the castle, barreling through a group of villagers standing in the courtyard. Under threat of the rushing horses, the villiens scattered like leaves blown by an ill wind. At the castellan’s signal, the guards lowered the portcullis over the main castle gate after Cardel’s departure.


Gerald, ignoring Alaric and his sister, walked over to join his men.


“Lord Wyham,” Alaric asked, “does not Cardel’s departure violate the king’s command?”


“In point of fact, Merclif,” Wyham replied, “I believe the king commanded you to hold a feast for Cardel, not that the earl had to partake of it.”


Alaric made a derisive grunt under his breath, disgusted with the cavil response. He climbed back up the chapel steps so he could address the crowd. After silence descended over the inner bailey and he had their attention, he spoke.


“Everyone is welcome to join the feast to celebrate my marriage to Lady Helena.”


The cheers that greeted his announcement were lackluster and subdued, a far cry from the enthusiastic response he and his mother had earlier received from the people. Alaric descended the steps and offered his hand to Helena. He kept his gaze forward as he escorted her into the donjon. Once inside he led her up to the dais opposite the door where the lords’ table awaited them and pulled back the chair to the left of his.


“Milady,” he said.


“Thank you, milord.”


She spoke so softly Alaric could barely hear her voice. He remained standing until Margaret was seated on his right side, Wyham next to her, and Gerald on the other side of Helena. After signaling Renwold that the feast could begin, he stared unseeingly at the steward as the man directed the servants.


How were they going to get through their wedding night? If the mere touch of his hand against his bride’s caused her to tremble so badly, he could only imagine her terror if he were actually to try to mate with her. Helena was obviously frightened of him. What had she been through in her past to have caused her such horrendous physical, and no doubt mental, pain?


Once the butler poured wine into the goblet he and Helena were to share Alaric offered it to her first. When she shook her head, he gratefully took a long drink before he set the cup on the table. After cutting the white bread trencher they shared into two, he gave her half, then served her the choicest cut of roasted venison from the silver serving platter in front of them. He racked his brain, trying to think of something, anything to say to her, but came up blank. Glancing at Margaret and Wyham to his right, he envied the ease with which the courtier and his mother conversed.


Alaric tried to focus his attention on his food, but he could not enjoy the stuffed roast suckling pig, normally one of his favorite dishes. As the first course was being removed, Alaric looked at Helena’s trencher. She had barely touched her food and sat with her hands folded in her lap with her head bowed.


“Rather paltry meal, Merclif.” Gerald’s loud voice caused the rest of the company, sitting at trestle tables in front of the dais, to turn toward him. “I do not think this is quite the feast King Henry had in mind when he handed down your punishment. But, then, having to sleep with your hideously ugly wife is punishment enough for a lifetime.” Gerald laughed uproariously.


The smoldering anger, hatred, and bitterness that had been churning in Alaric’s gut all day flared into a roaring conflagration. Alaric grabbed the arms of his chair and pushed it back from the table.


Margaret laid a hand on his arm and leaned toward him. “Alaric.” Her tone was quiet but insistent. “You must treat our guest with courtesy, even if he does not deserve it nor reciprocate.”


Alaric stilled for a moment, clenching his teeth together so tightly his jaw ached. “Excuse me, ladies, Lord Wyham.”


He stood and strode from the hall, into the dreary winter afternoon. Pausing on the front steps of the donjon, he took several deep breaths of the frigid air. As he drew the cold into his lungs, he let it seep into his core, trying to quench the rage before it could consume him.


His behavior in leaving his bride at their wedding feast was unforgivably rude, but if he stayed any longer, he would not be able to contain his seething anger and would beat Gerald to a pulp. That would be even ruder, he supposed. He laughed without humor. At least he had chosen the lesser of two evils with which to offend his new bride.


Once he had his temper under control, he wandered among the people, accepting their congratulations, firmly ignoring the sympathy evident in their voices and their eyes. The servants and villagers, enjoying the feast in the bailey, did not seem to feel the cold, warmed as they were by the freely flowing ale and strategically placed bonfires. He spotted Bernard on the crenellations on the inner wall and climbed the turret steps to join the knight on the allure.


Bernard’s triangular face was dominated by his strong jaw and prominent nose. Like the castellan, to whom he was second in command, the senior knight was intensely loyal to Merclif.


When Alaric reached Bernard’s side, he scanned the woods surrounding the castle. “Any signs of trouble?” Alaric asked.


“Nay, milord,” Bernard replied. “One of the scouts has returned and reported that Cardel went straight back to his demesne without encountering anyone. The other scouts have his castle surrounded. If Cardel leaves his demesne, one of the scouts will ride back to alert us while the others trail him.”


“Good.” Alaric nodded. “Have guards been assigned to watch Gerald and his men?”


“Aye, milord. Sir Hugh has handpicked the most experienced men to do so. They have been instructed to make sure their quarry is not aware that they are under surveillance. Gerald and his men will not be able to make a move without our being aware of it, and they will not know they are being watched.”


“Good,” Alaric replied. “Keep me apprized about Cardel’s movements. For now we have done everything we can to protect Merclif. We will simply have to wait and see what Cardel does.”
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An awful silence cloaked the hall after Merclif’s abrupt departure, punctured only by Gerald’s braying laughter. Humiliated, Helena bowed her head. She sank her teeth into her bottom lip and concentrated on the sharp stab of pain.


“Lord Gerald.” Wyham’s voice cut through her brother’s awful mockery. “You obviously do not know King Henry very well. One thing he prizes very highly is chivalrous manners. You might keep that in mind for the future.”


Helena tried to shut out Gerald’s voice as he muttered curses under his breath. She could feel the covert glances of her husband’s retainers as they resumed their meal and conversations. To her left, Gerald called the butler over to refill his wine. He drained his cup, burped noisily, and then wiped his mouth on the tablecloth.


“Helena,” Margaret said, “I am so glad you have come to Merclif. I have always wanted a daughter, but God did not bless me with any more children after Alaric was born. Now you shall be my daughter.”


The silence at the table stretched awkwardly. She needed to make some response. “Thank you, milady,” Helena said.


“I have planned a traditional Twelfth Night celebration this evening, after the wedding feast. I have hired a group of minstrels to entertain us. They make a circuit in this region and are very talented. Do you enjoy music, my dear?”


“Aye.”


“I quite adore music and dancing myself. Unfortunately, as my son could tell you, I was not blessed with any musical abilities, much to my regret. I always wished I could play an instrument, but I am so hopeless I cannot even carry a tune.”


The smell of the rich food in front of Helena caused bile to burn in her chest and smolder in the back of her throat. Was he going to come back? She glanced over at Gerald as his teeth tore into a piece of meat, the grease dripping down his chin. Her stomach twisted as if someone were wringing it mercilessly between two closed fists. She had to warn Merclif. When was he coming back?


“Do you play an instrument, my dear?” Margaret asked.


Helena glanced furtively at Gerald. She could not reveal her love for playing the lute without risking the consequences. “Nay.”


The door of the donjon swung open and she tensed. She stared as a man entered, then deflated when she realized he was not Merclif. Where was he? She had to tell him what her father was planning.


“Although I was not blessed with any musical talent, God did see fit to give me a gift for healing. I have quite an extensive herb garden under cultivation. I use the herbs to make poultices and elixirs to treat the sick and injured in the castle and the village. Are there any pursuits you particularly enjoy, Helena?” Margaret asked.


She shook her head as she pleated the black fabric of her kirtle covering her tights, smoothed it out, and then pleated it again. Head bent, she stared vacantly at her hands. Fear’s cadence matched the beat of her heart.
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When Alaric returned to the great hall, the floor had been cleared, the trestle tables stacked along the walls, and an apple tree brought in for the Twelfth Night celebrations. He breathed in the strong scent of cinnamon from the mulled wine filling the air as he strolled toward the fireplace where his mother stood with Helena and Wyham. Alaric bowed to the ladies when he joined them.


“Alaric,” his mother said, “now that you are here, we can wassail the tree.”


“As you wish, Mother.”


He ignored the reproach in her tone and stood with his back to the fire as he searched the hall until he located his brother-in-law standing with his men. Gerald said something that caused the other men to roar with laughter. Everyone else in the hall seemed to be giving the Cardel group a wide berth or was trying to ignore them. As Alaric watched, a servant filled Gerald’s goblet and he drained his wine in one long drink. Alaric clenched his hands into fists at his side.


“Come, my dear.” Margaret took Helena’s hand and led her toward the tree.


“After you, milord,” Alaric said to Wyham, sweeping his arm toward the center of the hall.


The men followed the women toward the tree. They each accepted from the butler a cup filled with spiced wine and three pieces of seed cake.


Alaric stood on Helena’s right side as they waited for the rest of the company to accept their cups. When everyone was gathered around the tree, Alaric lifted his cup. “Waes hael!” he shouted. “Be well!”


His retainers lifted their cups to him and replied, “Drinc hael! Drink and be healthy!”


He spoke the traditional toast in a loud voice.




“Let every man take off his hat


And shout out to th’old apple tree


Old apple tree we wassail thee


And hoping thou will bear.”





A loud cheer went up as the people toasted the tree, draining their cups. Alaric ate a piece of the cake, then poured the other two pieces into the large tub in which the tree was planted. All around him his people drained their cups and tossed the seed cake at the base of the tree or put pieces of the wine-soaked cake into the crooks of the tree’s branches. To Alaric, the gaiety seemed forced, a far cry from the boisterous celebrations they usually enjoyed at Twelfth Night. His people were obviously as wary and distrusting of this marriage as he was himself.


He turned to Helena, who stood looking down into her cup, appearing lost and forlorn. “Drink to a good crop, Helena. ’Tis good luck.” He watched as she hesitantly took a sip of the spiced wine. “Now pour out your cup on the tree’s roots.”


He frowned as he watched her follow his instructions. Did they not have this tradition at Cardel? Surely it was a normal custom in most of England.


Alaric gestured for Helena to precede him as they moved away from the tree back to the fireplace. Behind them two burly men lifted the tree onto a wheelbarrow to remove it from the hall. The discordant screech of a fiddle and the shrill, metallic timbre of a psaltery could be heard as the musicians tuned their instruments.


His mother caught his arm. “You should lead Helena out for the first dance.”


“I do know my duty, Mother.”


She raised one eyebrow and he flushed. How could she still make him feel guilty with just one look? He was not ten years old any longer.


When the floor was clear, the musicians began a lively tune. The soaring notes of a recorder blended with the lower tones of the fiddle, while the persistent beat of a tambourine undergirded the melody. Alaric turned toward Helena, but she kept her face averted from his.


“Come, milady,” Alaric said. “We must begin the dancing.” He held out his hand to her.


She glanced briefly up at him, her eyes wide. Alaric felt her tremors when she placed her hand in his. Leading Helena into the middle of the floor, he greeted Hugh’s wife, Elizabeth, as she took his right hand. Wyham fell into position on Helena’s left, with Margaret on his other side. The rest of their dance ring promptly formed, as did two additional rings of similar size. The minstrels struck up the chorus of the song, and Alaric started the simple steps of the dance.
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Pain pounded in Helena’s head in a relentless counterpoint to the beat of the loud, joyous music. Helena had not been able to talk to Merclif. He had danced with her several times, but each time the dance was over, he swiftly excused himself. With all the noise in the hall she would not have been able to speak privately with him anyway. She was not just being a coward, she consoled herself. She had to wait for an opportune moment to warn him. At least they were not yet in immediate danger. Gerald and her father would strike in the dead of night.


Helena stood with Margaret and Wyham, looking around at the crowd. Wine and ale were flowing freely, and the people who had been restrained at the beginning of the evening were now enthusiastically participating in the dancing.


Suddenly six male dancers, wearing elaborate papier-mâché headdresses shaped like horns and strung with bells, bounded into the hall from outside. The crowd parted, their shrieks of laughter piercing the night. The audience clapped rhythmically as the dancers whirled faster and the minstrels played louder. The racket besieged Helena; the unruly commotion further shredded her nerves.


When the dance ceased, each of the performers pranced out into the center of the hall and took a bow. The audience applauded each one, signaling by the level of their clapping the depth of their appreciation for each participant. When the best dancer was chosen by acclamation, a hard round cake was placed on his head. After being crowned, the best beast danced wildly, trying to shake the cake off its horns without using his hands. There was much laughter and heckling as the other five dancers mimicked the best beast and the spectators wagered where the cake would fall.


Margaret leaned toward Helena. “My dear, the crowd is becoming a little too rowdy. I believe ’tis time for me to take you upstairs to your chamber.”


Helena glanced at Alaric, standing next to his mother. He did not return her look, and his stoic face revealed nothing. She dreaded being alone with this warrior. He could snap her neck as easily as he now drained the wine from his cup.


“Aye,” Helena murmured.


Margaret took her arm and entwined it with hers as she drew Helena toward the stairs. Cringing, Helena tried to ignore the whispers that slithered around them. She could only imagine the things they were thinking and saying.


“I had the servants bring in your clothes chest and unpack your belongings,” Margaret explained as they climbed the stairs. “I have been a very happy wife and mother here at Merclif. I hope you will be the same.”


When they reached the second level, Margaret led the way down the gallery along the east side of the donjon, gesturing at the closed doors they passed. “This first chamber is the ladies’ solar. I have taken over this next room as my bedchamber. And this is the lord’s bedchamber, which you will share with Alaric.”


Margaret stopped in front of the third door, opened it, and stood back so Helena could enter the chamber. The sight of the large bed dominating the room caused Helena’s throat to close. At any other time she would have found pleasure in the rich furnishings, the dark burgundy linen hangings framing the bed, and the massive fur spread over the top of the mattress. Now she could only look at the bed with apprehension and dread.


Wooden shutters covered the window located on the outside stone wall. The stone seat below the window was padded with a long, thick burgundy pillow. Helena’s chest had been placed along one wooden wall next to a finely carved armoire, presumably filled with her new husband’s clothes. Two wooden chairs, a settle with a burgundy cushion, and a small table completed the furnishings. A lit brazier dispelled some of the winter chill from the room.


“I thought you might feel more at ease if I attended you alone.” Margaret shut the door behind them. “But if you prefer, I can call some of the other ladies to join us.”


“Nay. Thank you,” Helena said.


“Shall I brush your hair? That always makes me feel more relaxed.”


Helena nodded. Margaret picked up one of the chairs and carried it over to the side of the room, placing it next to the small table. Turning, she held out her hand to Helena. “Sit down, my dear. At the end of a day, I always feel better when I can take off my wimple and let my hair down.”


Helena joined the older woman and obediently took a seat. Margaret pulled out the pins holding the black veil over Helena’s head and dropped them into a small pile on the table. Next she unpinned the band of fabric around Helena’s forehead and then removed the second band that ran under Helena’s chin. After removing the pins securing the mass of Helena’s hair on top of her head, Margaret unplaited the braids, running her fingers through the strands to loosen them. Picking up the brush from the table, she gently pulled it through Helena’s hair.


“You have beautiful hair, my dear. ’Tis a lovely shade of brown. In certain angles it shines with these gorgeous reddish flecks.”


Helena tried to relax and enjoy Margaret’s ministrations. The last time anyone had brushed her hair had been five long years ago, before she had been sent back to Cardel. Fortunately, the older woman’s soothing chatter required no response from her.


“There.” Margaret set the brush on the table. “Let us get you undressed and ready for bed. Why do you not take off your shoes and hose while I turn down the bed?”


Margaret went to the bed and pulled down the covers as Helena complied. When she was barefooted, Helena stood so Margaret could pull off her kirtle.


“Get in bed, my dear,” Margaret instructed, “You can remove your chemise under the covers where you will be warm.”


Helena obeyed. Pulling the bedding up to her chin, she wiggled free of her garment under the covers. Rigid, she watched Margaret as she moved about the room, but the older woman kept her back to the bed.


“I will go let Alaric know you are ready.”


Waiting under the covers, Helena crossed her arms over her chest and fisted her hands on the bedding to keep it around her shoulders and hide her nakedness. She tensed when the door opened, then relaxed a bit when Margaret entered alone.


“The men will be here soon, my dear. I insisted that only Father Thomas, Lord Gerald, and Lord Wyham accompany Alaric. I did not want any of those drunken louts downstairs to intrude on your wedding night.”


“Lady Margaret, you have been very kind to me. Thank you.”


“You are my daughter now, my dear. I hope you will be happy here at Merclif.”


The door opened and Alaric stepped into the room, followed by the other men. Helena squeezed her eyes shut when Alaric started to untie the blue wool robe he wore. A wave of air chilled her as he lifted the bedding, and she felt the mattress dip when he slid under the covers beside her. She held her body stiff and motionless, not wanting to touch any part of his naked body, and listened as the priest said a prayer to bless their marriage bed and their union. The slight sprinkling of the holy water he splattered on her face was a gentle balm.


Helena opened her eyes when the priest finished speaking and watched as the men filed out of the chamber.


Margaret went around the chamber, extinguishing all but one of the lit candles in the room. Pausing at the door, she smiled at them. “Good night, my dears.” The door closed behind her.


“Milord, I must speak with you,” Helena said. “My father intends to invade your castle and kill you.”


“What?” Coming up on his elbow, Merclif loomed over her, his black eyebrows drawn tightly together. In the shadowy darkness she could not clearly see his face—only his brilliant blue eyes that pierced thorough her. “How do you know this?”


“I overheard my father making plans with my brother. Gerald and his men are to kill your guards and open the postern gate so my father’s troops can enter the castle. My father plans to massacre you as well as your entire garrison.”


“Why should I believe a word you say? This could be a trick to lure me and my men outside the castle walls and into an ambush.”


Desperation filled her. He had to listen to her and act on her warning. He was her only chance to save herself.


Helena took a long, slow breath. “You do not have to go outside the castle walls to defeat my father. If you leave the castle to attack him, that will make you the aggressor rather than him. The king will blame you for breaking the peace. But if you let Gerald open the gate and let Cardel’s men enter the castle, you can easily surround them and capture them inside the castle walls.”


“Why are you warning me? It could lead to your father and brother’s deaths.”


“I have no love for my father, nor he for me. He plans to slay me and accuse you of the murder as justification for his attack. He plans to force Lady Margaret to wed him, legitimizing his holding of Merclif.”


“Why do you hate your father so much?”


“’Twas he who cut my face.”
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Helena’s quiet words reverberated through the still chamber. Alaric stared at his wife’s face. Her left cheek had been slashed deeply from the outside edge of her eye down to her jaw. The scar had not healed well and was red and puckered. Smaller scars radiated out from the larger wound. The pain she had suffered staggered him. How could any man do this to his own flesh-and-blood?


He pulled the covers from her shoulders but felt her resistance as she tried to keep them in place. Alaric stared at Helena until she lowered her eyes and released her grip. Removing the bedding, he unveiled her naked body.


Pity filled him at the sight of her painfully thin frame. The contours of her ribs were plainly visible through her ivory, almost translucent, skin. He did not allow his gaze to linger on her perfectly shaped breasts but continued his examination of the rest of her body. Numerous scars that appeared to have been caused by the lash of a whip marred the skin of her thighs and lower legs. As gently as he could, he rolled her limp, unresisting body over to lay her on her stomach. Pushing her long, soft hair out of the way, he continued his examination. Her back, buttocks, and legs were covered in welts. Scars new and old crisscrossed her pale skin. The pain she had endured overwhelmed him.


“Your father beat you repeatedly, did he not?”


“Aye.” A sob broke her whisper.


Alaric swallowed and pulled the covers up to her shoulders. His hands lingered briefly on her back before he drew away from her. Setting aside his pity for her and his anger at her father, he marshaled his concentration on the danger facing them. “Tell me again what Cardel has planned.”


She rolled over onto her back, all the while keeping the bedding pulled to her shoulders. Alaric stared into Helena’s brown eyes as she repeated the conversation she had overheard, feeling a reluctant admiration for her grit and her grasp of military tactics. When he focused on her intelligent eyes, he could almost forget the ruin of her face.


He heard her out in silence, then pushed the bedding out of his way and got off the mattress. Crossing the room to his armoire, he yanked out a clean pair of breeches and a tunic. He glanced back at the bed and saw her lying still, her eyes closed.


“Get dressed, Helena.” Alaric had tried to keep his tone soft and unthreatening, but the sound of his voice caused her to jerk all the same. Sitting on a chair, he pulled on his hose and boots. When he finished, he stood and looked at her frozen next to the bed, covered in her white linen chemise, her arms crossed over her chest. Her head was bent, and her long, brown hair shielded her face.


Striding to the wall separating his bedchamber from his mother’s, Alaric pulled aside the tapestry lining the wall to reveal the door. He knocked softly twice, paused, and then knocked again, repeating the distinctive pattern until the door opened. Margaret’s ebony hair was loose, hanging around her shoulders and down her back, but she was still dressed in the gown she had worn for the wedding.


“Alaric, what is it? What is wrong?”


“Mother, come in. Helena told me her father plans to invade Merclif. I want the two of you to stay here together while I command the castle defenses. Bar both doors after me and do not open them for anyone other than myself. Understand?”


“Aye.” Margaret placed her hand on his arm. “Alaric, take care.”


He glanced down at her and grinned as he patted her hand. “Do not worry, Mother. I mean to finally finish Cardel, once and for all.”


Sweeping through the connecting door, he closed it securely behind him. Alaric grabbed a black wool cloak from his mother’s armoire and slung it over his shoulders, pulling up the hood to cover his head. Since his mother was tall for a woman, only a few inches of his breeches showed under the hem of the cloak.


He cautiously opened the outer door of his mother’s bedchamber. A glance showed no one in the gallery, so he swiftly slipped out the door. Holding the sides of the hood close to his face, he walked quietly downstairs. The revelries continued in the hall, so no one paid any attention to him as he kept his head down and walked around the perimeter of the hall to the outside door. He glanced furtively around but did not see Gerald or any of his men.


Once outside the donjon, Alaric threw off the hood and sprinted for the armory, where he found Belwick, Bernard, Gordon, and two squires. The young men were helping the older knights suit up for battle by fitting them with their mail hauberks and iron helmets.


Hugh strode over to the door to meet Alaric. “Milord, I was coming to warn you. One of our scouts has reported that Cardel’s garrison is amassed about one mile south of Merclif. There are approximately five knights and thirty foot-soldiers.”


“Aye,” Alaric replied. “Lady Helena told me her father plans to infiltrate the castle. Where are Gerald and his men?”


“Gerald retired to his chamber shortly after you did, but his men remained in the hall.”


“I did not see them when I came through the hall just now.” Alaric turned to his squire, who had finished assisting Bernard and now lingered nearby. “Jessup, get my armor ready.”


“Aye, milord.” The squire bowed and left their side.


“William,” the castellan ordered in a loud voice, “go find Sir Roger and ask him where Lord Gerald and his men are, then report back here.”


“Aye, Sir Hugh.” The other squire left the armory.


“Hugh.” Alaric spoke in a low voice so the others in the room would not hear. “Cardel’s plan is to have his inside men eliminate the guards and then open the postern gate for his troops. We need to lure Cardel’s forces inside the castle walls where we can ambush them so we cannot warn our guards what to expect. We need to let Cardel’s men seize the battlements. I want you to reduce the number of guards on the crenellations to two only.”


His gut twisted at the realization he was condemning the men to certain death, but he could see no other course of action. If he withdrew all the guards from the battlements, Cardel’s men were sure to become suspicious. The sacrifice of the two guards was necessary for the survival of all at Merclif. Alaric stared into Hugh’s eyes as his castellan nodded his understanding and acceptance.


“Station the rest of the men inside the turrets on the inner wall so we can trap Cardel’s men once they enter the bailey.”


“Aye, milord,” Hugh responded. “I will go now and round up the rest of the men.”


“Send for Lord Wyham and ask him to join me here. He must be a witness to Cardel’s treachery.”


“Aye, milord.” Belwick left the armory.


Alaric joined Jessup, who held his padded aketon ready. After pulling the thick, quilted under tunic over Alaric’s head, his squire pulled it down and adjusted the sleeves. Alaric accepted his padded coif from Jessup and fitted it onto his head, covering his ears with the flaps and tying the strings beneath his chin. Next came the chain mail hauberk that had sleeves to his elbows and fell to his knees, with a slit in the front and the back to allow him to move and to mount his horse. The squire took a long strip of leather, placed it around Alaric’s waist, and knotted it. Pulling up some of the mail, he draped it over the belt to help distribute its weight. Then Jessup pulled the chain mail ventail attached to the hauberk over Alaric’s head before raising the flap at his throat and tying it on both sides of his face to cover his neck. When his squire handed him his helmet, Alaric settled the heavy iron on his head, the brim positioned low on his forehead and the guard completely covering his nose. Last came the heavy leather gauntlets that Jessup held while Alaric slipped his hands inside.


Suited for battle, Alaric turned to look at Bernard. The knight’s prominent chin was about all he could see of the man’s face beneath his mail coif, until Gordon pulled up the older man’s ventail and tied it. When Bernard turned toward him, Alaric returned the knight’s determined look, glad to have the experienced man with him in this fight.


William returned with the news that Cardel’s men were bedding down in the hall, along with the Merclif retainers. As far as anyone knew, Gerald was still secluded in his chamber. When Wyham arrived, Alaric took him to the top of the southwest turret in the interior wall, which offered the best vantage point of the river and surrounding countryside, as well as the castle grounds. After informing the king’s emissary about Helena’s revelations, Alaric hunkered down and waited.


Darkness was complete, punctured only by the pale light of the waning moon as it played hide and seek with the clouds. The stillness was pierced by one sharp cry, quickly muffled, and a faint scuffle. Then stark quiet descended. Alaric clenched his jaw and stared resolutely at the crenellations on the inner wall. The two Merclif guards had been taken down, and now three of the enemy took their place.


Alaric and Wyham watched as a lone man slipped out the postern gate, scrambled down the side of the castle mound, and dropped into the river. After swimming across the wide expanse of water, he reached the far bank and ran for a coppice a short distance away. Within a few minutes he reemerged riding a horse and galloped off to the southwest.


About half an hour later Alaric saw Cardel and his men approach the castle, where they dismounted under the cover of the surrounding woods. A shrill birdlike call originating from the allure split the silence. At that signal the invaders crept across the meadow, slid into the river, and swam to the castle mound. After entering the castle grounds through the postern gate, they amassed in the outer bailey, between the two curtain walls.


As soon as Cardel’s men deserted the crenellations on top of the inner wall to join the rest of their troops in the outer bailey, Alaric left Wyham. He crept down the turret stairs and met Hugh at the bottom, just inside the inner bailey.


“’Tis time. Alert the men stationed in the gates.”


“Aye, milord.”


Hugh dispatched one man to the northwest gate and one to the southeast gate. Alaric waited with the majority of his garrison at the southwest gate, his back pressed against the cold stone wall, his sword held loosely in front of him in his right hand and the strap of his shield secured around his left forearm. Waiting, he held firm while his enemies slipped into the inner bailey one by one. Keeping a careful rein on his aggression until the majority of the attackers appeared to be inside, Alaric then rushed forward and yelled his battle cry. “Defend Merclif!”


Alaric swung his broad sword, slicing through the neck of one of the invaders. The splatter of warm blood hit his cheek as the man’s body collapsed. He raised his sword again and slashed into the flesh of another infiltrator. All around him Alaric heard the grunts of the warriors as they attacked and the cries of the defeated as they died.


Seeing his men had the situation well in hand, Alaric ran through the gate into the outer bailey. The rest of his troops had swept from the other two gates into the outer ward and were relentlessly engaging the enemy. Soon the attackers were dead, wounded, or had surrendered. Merclif’s victory was swift and complete.


Alaric ordered his men to take the prisoners into the inner ward. He scanned the dead bodies lying in the dirt but could see from their simple armor that none were the earl or his son. When he entered the inner ward, he found Belwick and Wyham surveying the prisoners.


“Have you seen Cardel or Gerald?” Alaric demanded.


“Neither is among the dead or the prisoners, milord,” Hugh responded.


“When the battle had obviously been won by Merclif,” Wyham said, “I saw one man run away, out the postern gate. When he reached the forest there was another man waiting for him with a horse. They both galloped away.”


“Hugh, get a contingent of twenty men ready to ride without delay.”


“Aye, milord.” Belwick hurried away, shouting orders as he went.


Alaric turned back to the king’s emissary. “Wyham, there can be no question of Cardel’s treachery now.”


“Aye. These men do not wear Cardel’s colors, but I recognize two of the men who remained at Merclif with Lord Gerald.”


“I am going to pursue Cardel, and if I find them, I will kill both the earl and his son.”


The courtier nodded. “Aye, you are quite within your right to do so, Merclif. I will so inform King Henry when I report to him. Godspeed.”


Alaric nodded and strode to where his men were gathering in the outer bailey. He mounted Geneir and led the charge from the castle.


As the first rose streaks of dawn bathed the Mersted Valley with soft light, he spotted Cardel and Gerald ahead, riding with a small group of horsemen.


After signaling his men, Alaric kicked his horse into a full gallop, giving chase. As Merclif’s troops gained on them, Cardel’s men turned around to engage their pursuers, their swords at the ready. Alaric rapidly assessed this diversion meant to allow Cardel and his son to escape, then shouted orders to his men.


With Bernard and two other soldiers, Alaric circled around Cardel’s troops as they engaged the bulk of his men and continued in pursuit of the earl. Horses’ hooves thundered over the hard-packed ground as the biting cold air slapped his cheeks, left bare by his ventail. Alaric ignored the stinging of his eyes as sweat dripped down into them and the chafing of his nose from the iron guard of his helmet. As if in unison, the cloud of his warm exhalation mingled with that of the horse laboring under him as Geneir’s breath spewed from his nostrils.


Gerald’s horse suddenly stumbled, throwing him to the ground. Cardel looked back once but then galloped on, ignoring Gerald’s shouts for help. Alaric ordered Bernard and the other men to capture Gerald, then kicked his horse’s flank, trying to wring every last bit of speed out of Geneir. The distance between him and his quarry shrunk under Alaric’s relentless chase, but he was forced to turn back by the hail of arrows that fell between him and his prey. Alaric pulled up a safe distance from the archers on the battlements and watched in frustration as the earl safely entered his castle. Cursing loudly and furiously, he wheeled his horse around and raced back to where Gerald had fallen. He found his men surrounding their enemy, came to a halt, and dismounted.


“Gerald, you have a choice,” Alaric said as he walked toward his prisoner. “I can either take you captive, or we can settle this now between the two of us. If you defeat me, my men will let you go.”


“How can I trust you?” Gerald snarled. “Your men will slay me if I kill you.”


“Unlike you and your father, my men keep their word,” Alaric stated. “The choice is yours: humiliation or honorable battle.”


“Give me my sword,” Gerald demanded, holding out his hand.


At Alaric’s nod, Bernard picked up Gerald’s discarded shield and handed it to him. Retrieving the sword from the scabbard Gerald had surrendered, the knight handed it hilt first to Gerald. Bernard then directed the other men to pull back, giving the combatants room.


Alaric drew his sword and eased into a fighting stance, intently watching Gerald’s every move. Gerald slashed his sword at Alaric, and Alaric raised his shield to deflect the blow and turn it aside. Alaric went on the attack, cutting Gerald’s right arm, gouging his chest and slicing his left thigh. Gerald retreated under Alaric’s relentless onslaught, finally going down to his knees when Alaric’s vicious blow cut into his sword hand, causing Gerald to drop his blade. Alaric stood over Gerald, the point of his weapon pressed against Gerald’s neck.


“Do you yield?” Alaric demanded as he kicked Gerald’s sword away.


“Get it over with, Merclif,” Gerald said.


“I do not kill unarmed men in cold blood. Bernard, Geoffrey, tie him up and put him on his horse.”


Alaric lowered his blade and stepped back. Gerald suddenly rolled, grabbing his sword with his uninjured left hand, and sprang to his feet. Gerald threw his blade at Alaric’s chest, and Alaric leaped to the side as the weapon narrowly flew past him to land in the dirt to his left. Gerald continued his forward momentum and instinctively Alaric raised his sword as Gerald lunged toward him. His blade plunged through Gerald’s mail hauberk, piercing his enemy’s heart.
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Helena jerked awake, her mind cloaked in impenetrable wool. Where was she?


The continued knocking on the door was rhythmic and incessant. Her neck and shoulders ached from the awkward position in which she had fallen asleep. Her eyes were dry and rough, as if someone had rubbed them with a pumice stone. Dragging herself upright on the mattress to a sitting position, she saw Margaret hurrying to the door. The distinctive knocking pattern repeated as Margaret paused, her hand on the latch.


“Alaric?” she called.


“Aye, Mother,” he replied. “’Tis safe now. Let me in.”


Margaret raised the bar and opened the door. As soon as Merclif entered the chamber, Margaret grabbed him in a close embrace. He briefly tightened his arms around his mother, then pulled back from her.


“Alaric, you are covered in blood!” Margaret held onto his arms as she examined his face and body.


“’Tis not my blood, Mother. I am fine.”


“God be praised,” she said as she released him. “Alaric, what happened?”


Merclif swept into the chamber, coming to a stop at the foot of the bed. His handsome face was splattered with blood and dirt. Wet with sweat, his black hair was matted to his scalp. The smell of his sweat and the filth staining his tunic and breeches assaulted Helena’s nostrils. As the full force of his brilliant blue eyes speared her, she slowly rose from the mattress and stood before him, her arms wrapped around her waist. Trembling, she caught her lower lip between her teeth as she waited for her husband to speak.


“I have killed Lord Gerald,” he stated, his eyes never leaving hers. “The earl escaped.”


Helena bowed her head as Merclif’s words sank into her consciousness. Gerald had tormented her almost as much as their father had abused her. She felt no grief that her brother was dead, only a sense of relief.


“Mother, I will give a full report to you and Wyham later, after I have eaten.”


“Aye,” Margaret agreed. “I am most anxious to know what has transpired. Tell me now, how did our men fare in the battle?”


“Two are dead. Several of the men have injuries, but none are life-threatening. Hugh has the situation well in hand, so you will not be needed to doctor them.”


“Nonetheless, I will check on the wounded men myself.”


“As you wish, Mother. Now, I need a bath. Renwold will see it brought here before long. Mother, please take Helena to your chamber. I will see you in the solar after I break my fast.”


“As you wish, my dear.”


Helena continued to stare at the floor as if in a stupor. She and Margaret had been awake most of the night waiting for news of the battle. Sleep had finally ambushed her in the early morning hours, but she felt now as if lead ran through her veins and an iron hammer pounded against her temples. Startled, Helena twitched when Margaret slid her arm around her waist.


“Come with me, Helena. Let us refresh ourselves before we break our fast. We will both feel better after we have something to eat.”


Margaret guided her through the door between the two chambers.
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Following Margaret into the solar, Helena glanced at Merclif, who was standing with Lord Wyham near the warmth of the brazier, but averted her eyes when she encountered his gaze upon her. Alaric so dominated the room with his power and his masculinity that he stole her wits. Margaret sat on the settle and gestured for Helena to sit beside her. Helena kept her head bent and stared at her hands clenched so tightly together in her lap that her fingers were mottled red and white.


Alaric’s dispassionate words describing the battle for Merclif, his pursuit of her father and brother, and his slaying of Gerald chipped away at her composure. Helena listened intently to his words, but her anxiety about her own situation hung over her, tyrannizing her. What was to become of her now?


“Lord Wyham,” Alaric stated when he had completed his account of the battle, “Cardel has wantonly and maliciously defied the king’s order. I shall write to the king to explain what has occurred.”


“Aye, Merclif,” Wyham responded, his voice slow and measured. “I shall take your letter to Henry and give witness to these events myself.”


“Given that Cardel has broken faith and cannot be trusted, the ends the king desired from the marriage between Lady Helena and myself are no longer possible.”


Silence gaped, a crater separating her from her husband. Helena’s heart beat an insistent cadence, clogging her throat and choking her.


“Helena.”


Alaric’s voice commanded her attention, and she looked up into his searching blue eyes. His chiseled jaw was clean-shaven; his ebony hair was still damp and hung uncovered to flirt with the tops of his shoulders. A charcoal gray tunic molded his upper body, the close-fitting sleeves displaying his muscular arms.


“If you could live anywhere in the whole of England, where would you go?”


“Bamchester.” She hardly dared to breathe. Was it possible? Would she finally be allowed to go home to the only people who loved her?


“Why Bamchester?” he asked.


His voice was gentle and his eyes kind. The compassion he showed her now was unexpected and suspect. Could she trust him?


“I fostered at Bamchester Castle. Lady Dorothea is like a mother to me.”


“Helena, would you like to be released from our wedding vows?”


“Aye,” she whispered.


A single, fragile stain of hope rose in her soul. It did not matter what his motives were for wanting to terminate their marriage. The only thing that mattered was the chance for freedom that would result from his releasing her. She kept her eyes locked on his. He smiled slightly and nodded to her before turning his gaze to the king’s emissary.


“Lady Helena should not be made to suffer for the treachery of her father, nor made a hostage because of his malevolence. As my mother can testify, the marriage between Lady Helena and myself has not been consummated. The marriage can easily be annulled, thus freeing Lady Helena from a union that is unwelcome to her.”


“You will need the king’s permission to set aside this marriage,” Wyham responded.


“Aye, I realize that. When I write to the king, I will petition for an annulment. I will send a letter to Bamchester as well, asking the baron if he is willing to accept Lady Helena.”


“And what of Lady Helena’s dowry?” Wyham asked. “’Twas a hefty bag of coins that Cardel was required to turn over to you.”


“Helen’s dowry will go with her to Bamchester, to be used as she and the baron see fit.” Merclif turned to address Margaret. “While we await the king’s reply, Helena will need her own room. Mother, please prepare a bedchamber for her and see that she has everything that she requires.”


Helena glanced sideways at Margaret as she sat beside her on the settle. Margaret’s mouth was set in a straight line as she stared intently at her son. Helena dropped her own eyes back to her lap. Alaric’s words withered in the silence and lingered like a wraith. After a taut, long moment, Margaret laid her hand on top of Helena’s hands, her touch gentle and comforting.


“Come, my dear,” Margaret said. “Let me show you to your new chamber.”


She led Helena out of the solar and down the corridor, to a room at the end of the gallery, holding the door open for Helena. The chamber, located at the southwest corner of the donjon, was smaller than Alaric’s but elegantly appointed. The bed, framed with dark blue hangings, was only large enough for one person. A stool sat next to a small table. The shutters surrounding the small window cut in the south stone wall were open, letting in weak winter sunlight and brisk, cold air.


“Helena, tell me about Lady Dorothea,” Margaret said. “’Tis obvious you are very fond of her.”


“Aye,” Helena replied. “She was my mother’s best friend. They grew up together in the same household. I was sent to foster with her when I was but four years old. After my mother died, Lady Dorothea became like a mother to me. I have not seen her since I returned to Cardel. My father would not even allow me to write to her.”


“You must miss her very much.”


“Aye.”


“Then you must be looking forward to seeing her again. Until then, please consider Merclif your home, Helena.”


“Thank you, Lady Margaret. You have been so kind and generous to me.”


“’Tis no more than you deserve, my dear. Well, I will go get the servants to move your chest in here. I will be back in a few moments.”


Helena stood in the center of the chamber, hugging herself with her arms crossed in front of her chest. Was it possible? Would she finally be free to return home? Hope started to push through the hard shell of anguish that had encased her heart in the last few years.


Alaric had defeated her father and now was setting her free. So what if by doing so he served his own purposes as well? She didn’t care. As long as she would be reunited with Lady Dorothea, she could bear the stigma of being a wife cast aside by her husband. It did not matter. Alaric had saved her, and he was protecting her from her father. That was all that mattered.


Margaret came through the open doorway, leading two male servants who carried Helena’s chest into the room. “Put it down against this wall,” Margaret instructed, pointing to the west stone wall.


The men set the chest down, then left.


“Shall I send a maid to help you unpack?”


Helena shook her head.


“Helena, Is there anything else you require?”


“Nay.”


“Well, my dear, I need to go now and check on our wounded. Will you be all right?”


“Aye.”


“I hope you will be comfortable in this chamber. I will see you at dinner, then.”


Helena waited until Margaret quit the room before closing and barring the door. Sinking to her knees in front of her trunk, she eased the lip open and dug through the meager pile of her possessions. She pulled a bulky package out of the chest and cradled it on her lap as she unwrapped the fabric surrounding it. When her lute was unveiled, she held it upright to examine the strings and the tuning pegs, then caressed the warm wood of the curved back with long, slow strokes.


She sank back on her heels and slowly released her pent-up breath. Pushing herself off the floor with her free hand, she stood and carried the instrument to the stool. She sat down, positioned the lute on her lap, and began to play. Tempering the volume, she continued employing the caution that had been sharply honed into her.


The mellow, dulcet tones of the strings as she plucked them flowed sweetly over her, cascading smoothly around her. As always, the beauty of the music sank deeply into her arid, thirsting soul. The tension around her heart eased as she gave herself up to the music and the words of the songs she sang. A tiny shoot of hope broke through the casing of despair wrapped around her soul and peered outside her despondency.
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Alaric stood on the barbican, watching as Wyham led his men out the main gate and across the bridge, with his baggage train following close behind. The messenger Alaric had dispatched to Bamchester had departed an hour earlier. When Wyham and his entourage were no longer in sight, Alaric strode back through the curtain gate and walked around the right side of the outer bailey.


A sense of satisfaction filled him. He had successfully defeated Cardel, who would be weaker now without the presence of his oldest son beside him. Events had turned out far better than he could have hoped when the king had first ordered him to marry Cardel’s daughter. Henry was sure to accede to his request for an annulment. What purpose could this marriage possibly serve the king now? Both he and Helena would be better off unchained from each other. She would be able to live with the people she knew and loved, and he would be able to marry a woman of his own choosing.


Alaric raised his hand to acknowledge the greeting of one of the grooms but did not break his stride as he continued past the stables to the mews beyond. Inside the aviary, two walls of the building were covered floor to ceiling with compartments of various sizes. Perched inside most of the cubicles were the numerous peregrines, sakers, lanners, merlins, goshawks, and sparrowhawks kept at Merclif. The muted cacophony of the birds as they called to each other and the fluttering of their feathers as they flexed their wings permeated the mews. The faint smell of blood in the air told him that he had arrived at feeding time.


“G’day, milord,” the falconer said. “I didn’t expect to see ye here today.”


“Good morrow, Denners.” Alaric walked to stand in front of Gaenor’s perch.


“She’s been fed, milord, so I was just gettin’ her bath ready.” Denners came to stand beside him. “Milord, would ye like to fetch her yerself?”


“Aye. That I would.”


Alaric put on the heavy leather glove Denners handed to him, pulling the long cuff up to protect his forearm. Singing to his peregrine, he coaxed Gaenor onto his left fist and began to stroke her with his right hand. He absorbed the warmth and softness of her body as he caressed the light gray and black feathers that covered her breast. The bluish tinted feathers of her back shone even in the dull winter sunlight infusing the mews. As usual, the silent communication he enjoyed with the fierce, proud falcon resonated in the deepest part of him.


A small leather hood completely covered Gaenor’s eyes, leaving her hook-tipped, slate-blue beak exposed. After untying the strings knotted behind the falcon’s head and pulling the hood from her using the tassel on top, he carried her to the fresh water bath the falconer had prepared. He watched Gaenor bathe and drink as he conferred with Denners about the other birds in the mews. When the peregrine signaled she was finished with her bath by shaking the water from her feathers, he motioned for her to return to his hand.


The bells tied to the bird’s yellow legs jangled as Alaric carried Gaenor back to her perch, out of earshot of Denners. The bird’s sweet “ee-chup” call as he stroked her head with his finger delighted him. She turned one of her brown eyes, framed with yellow rings, toward him as if needing to scrutinize him before being blinded again.


“Ah, Gaenor,” he said, “you wish to be soaring free, ready to swoop down and capture your prey, do you not, my girl? Ah, I wish it too. But duty calls today, I am afraid. Tomorrow we will go hunting. I promise.”


He refastened her hood and set her back on her perch. Gaenor wailed. Her long, repetitive “waaa, waaa, waaa” cry sparked an echoing chord within him.


“Tomorrow, my girl.” Alaric turned away from her and left the mews.
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“Lady Helena.”


The affable voice stopped her as she threaded her way through the crowded hall. Turning, she found Renwold at her elbow. The steward, to whom Margaret had introduced her yesterday, was slim and of average height. His thin lips were spread in a convivial smile, and his close-set brown eyes were cordial.


“Lord Merclif and Lady Margaret have not yet arrived, but dinner will be served shortly. Is there anything I can get for you, milady?”


“Ah, nay. I am fine.”


“Please let me know if there is ever anything I can do for you, milady.”


“I shall.”


With a minimum of movement, Renwold bowed to her, deftly turned, and strolled away toward the servants gathered at the entrance to the kitchen. Avoiding the eyes of the two ladies standing together by one of the trestle tables, Helena kept her head down and proceeded toward the dais. As she passed a group of men on her way to the lords’ table, one of them grabbed her arm and pulled her to his chest. She stared into his wild black eyes. The rage contorting his face stunned her.


“You ugly wench,” he growled, shaking her hard. “You are the reason Alan is dead. Leave.” He shook her forcefully again. “No one wants you here. Even the lord has kicked you out of his bed.”


Paralyzed with fear, Helena could only gape at him. As he raised his hand to strike her, she cringed back from him, her free arm coming up instinctively to ward off the impending blow.


“Wulfric!”


The shout reverberated loudly in the sudden quiet of the cavernous hall. Helena turned to watch Alaric storm toward them, her stark panic held at bay by the realization that he was coming to save her. Two knights, who had entered the hall with Alaric, followed close behind him.


“Get your hands off Lady Helena now!” Alaric shouted.


Wulfric dropped her arm and stepped away from her. Helena hugged herself, trying to still the tremors of terror racking her body. Alaric reached them, grabbed Wulfric’s tunic around his throat, and slammed his fist into Wulfric’s face. Wulfric went down and remained prostrate on the floor, clutching his bleeding nose with both hands as Alaric stood over him.


“Pack your gear and get out,” Alaric said, his eyes narrowed to slits. “If you are on the castle grounds five minutes from now, you will be tied to a post and whipped.”


Wulfric scrambled from his position on the floor, ran to the door, and disappeared.


“Bernard, follow him and make sure he leaves.”


“Aye, milord.” One of the knights bowed and hurried from the hall.


Alaric swiveled toward the two men who had been standing next to Wulfric during the assault. “You miserable, rotten maggots. How dare you stand around while Wulfric assaults a lady?” Intense fury was evident in Alaric’s voice. “Get out. You are no longer in my service.”


Alaric waited as the two soldiers rushed to get away, then raked his gaze over everyone present, soldier and servant alike. “If it had not been for Lady Helena’s courageous actions, all of us would have been slaughtered in our sleep. Anyone who does not treat Lady Helena with the utmost courtesy will be flogged. Do I make myself clear?” His severe voice resonated loudly in the still hall.


“Aye, milord.” The other knight who had entered with Alaric spoke clearly.


Renwold suddenly appeared next to the knight and voiced the same affirmation. Following the knight and steward’s example, the other soldiers present, as well as the servants, then echoed their words.


“Get back to work,” Alaric ordered when the hall fell silent again. As the hushed buzz of voices and the rustling of movement sounded again, he turned to Helena. “Are you all right?”


“Aye.” Helena dropped her eyes from his and bowed her head. Crossing her arms over her chest, she clutched her hands around her forearms. Violent shudders racked her body, but she was powerless to stop them.


“I am sorry you were subjected to such horrendous treatment at Merclif.” Alaric’s voice was soft and gentle.


“I…I want to go ba…back to my room.” Helena could not keep her voice from shaking.


“I will escort you.”


When he reached out to take her arm, Helena flinched away from him. Alaric pulled his hand back from her and swept his arm away, gesturing toward the stairs. She concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other as she walked across the hall, conscious of the eyes of everyone on her, the rising and falling of her chest due to her own rapid breathing, and the clatter of Alaric’s boots on the stone floor as he walked beside her.


Helena climbed the stairs with leaden legs as her heart pounded, pounded, pounded in her chest. When they reached her chamber, Alaric opened the door and stood back for her to enter.


“I will send my mother to you.”


“Nay.” She took a deep breath. “I just want to be alone.”


“As you wish.”


Helena closed and barred the door. Huddling on the bed, she raised her knees and held them with both arms against her chest.


Cold. She was so cold. She could not get warm. She willed herself to shrink, to contract, to cave in upon herself. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she bit her bottom lip to stifle her sobs. She had to be quiet. The metallic taste of her own blood, of her fear, filled her mouth.
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Margaret rushed up the stairs and met Alaric halfway down the gallery. “Alaric, Elizabeth told me what happened to Helena. How is she?”


“I do not know. She said she wanted to be alone, but I have never seen anyone react quite like that before.”


“I will go to her now. We will discuss this incident later.”


Margaret pushed past Alaric. She knocked softly on Helena’s door, then leaned her ear close to the wood to listen to any sounds inside the chamber. Not hearing anything, she tried to lift the latch but found it barred. Attempting to keep her voice gentle and unthreatening, Margaret called through the door, “Helena, ’tis Margaret. Please let me in. No one is going to hurt you again.”


Silence greeted her words.


“My dear, please let me in. I only want to hold you and comfort you as your mother would do. As Lady Dorothea would do.” Margaret held her breath and silently prayed as she waited.


Dear God, please prompt Helena to open the door. Help me show her how much she is loved. She is Your child, and You love her as You love all of us, with total, overwhelming, undeserved love. You love each of us with an everlasting love. You draw us to You with loving-kindness. Precious Lord, I pray that Helena may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth, and length, and depth, and height of Your love for her.


Margaret continued to pray for Helena until the door opened. Helena kept her head bowed and turned away, but Margaret still saw the younger woman’s ravaged, tear-streaked face. Margaret stepped through the door, closed it, then led the girl over to the bed. After Helena lay down on the mattress, Margaret gathered the distraught woman to her breast and cradled her in her arms.


Feeling the shudders racking Helena’s thin body and seeing the silent way she cried tore at Margaret’s heart as she cuddled with Helena on the bed. “’Tis all right, my dear. Go ahead and cry. Let it all out. I will not let anyone hurt you, ever again.”


Margaret rocked Helena in her arms, whispering words of comfort and praying silently. After a long, long time, Helena quieted and fell asleep. Margaret remained by her side as the afternoon turned to evening.


When Helena woke several hours later, Margaret left the stool she had been sitting on and sat on the bed next to Helena.


“How are you, my dear?” Margaret stroked Helena’s hair, pushing it back from her face, filled with tenderness for this poor, downtrodden girl.


“I am all right,” Helena said but would not meet Margaret’s eyes.


“My dear, please look at me. You are safe now. Alaric will never let anyone hurt you. He will not let anything like this happen ever again.”


She nodded, still not looking at Margaret.


“Helena, none of the abuse you have suffered is your fault. Only a sick, cowardly man would hurt someone smaller and weaker than himself. The shame belongs to Wulfric and to your father, not to you.”


Helena raised her eyes to look at Margaret’s face. “Aye.”


Margaret could tell from her tentative, desultory response that Helena did not really believe her words. “It might help if you talk about what your father did to you.”


“Nay.” Her eyes darted away from Margaret’s. “I do not want to talk about it.” Clearly agitated, her voice rose in panic.


“Ssshhh, ’tis all right. You do not have to speak of it now, if you do not wish to do so. But ’tis harmful to keep something like this bottled up inside you. Whenever you are ready to talk about it, I will be here to listen. All right?”


Helena slowly nodded.


Margaret cupped Helena’s face. “My dear, do you know how much you are loved? Already, I love you as a daughter. And, of course, God loves you with a love that is everlasting, ever faithful and unfailing.”


“Nay, He does not. He has forsaken me.”


“Helena, God never forsakes us. ’Tis we who push Him away…we who reject and rebuff Him. God is our heavenly Father, and He never abandons us.”


“God abandoned me to my father. The priests tell us that He is a God of mercy. He showed no mercy to me when He allowed my father to beat me.”


“I know you have endured a tremendous amount of pain, Helena. But God is not to blame for your suffering. ’Tis your father who is to blame.” Margaret shook her head. “Helena, the world is a fallen and corrupt place. The earth is decaying and dying more every day. ’Tis not the paradise God originally created for us. God gave each of us free will, and that includes the freedom to do evil. But through all the suffering we endure, the Lord is always with us—to uphold and sustain us, so great is His love for us.”


Margaret could tell by Helena’s downcast eyes and pinched mouth that Helena did not believe her or accept her explanation. Sighing, Margaret dropped a kiss on Helena’s forehead before withdrawing her hands from the younger woman’s face. “We shall talk of this again another time. Now, tell me. Are you hungry?”


“Aye.”


“I will go get you some food. I will be right back.”


Margaret sat with Helena while she ate a light supper of cold venison pie. Then Margaret arranged a warm bath, sprinkling the water with soothing lavender, lemon balm, and passionflower. She remained with Helena until she fell asleep, then went to Alaric’s solar, where she found him sitting by the warm brazier, a goblet in his hand.


“How is Helena?” Alaric stood from his chair as she entered the room. The crease between his brows and the lines around his mouth were evidence of his concern.


Wondering if he had been brooding the entire afternoon, she lightly touched his forearm. “She has calmed down and is now asleep.”


“That is good. May I pour you some wine, Mother?”


“Aye, please.”


Margaret dropped on to the settle. It had always been her favorite piece of furniture in the room, and she had often occupied it when she and Gavin had been closeted together in the solar. How she missed him. Resolutely shaking off her melancholy, she accepted the goblet Alaric handed her and took a sip of the wine, letting the thick, warm liquid coat her throat.


“’Tis a good thing you told me what Helena’s father had done to her,” Margaret said. “If you had not, I would not have known what was wrong with her. ’Tis obvious Helena has been deeply traumatized by her father’s abuse. This incident with Wulfric seems to have triggered her memories of Cardel’s beatings and intensified her fears.”


“Aye.” Alaric stared down into the goblet in his hands.


Margaret silently offered up a prayer: Gracious Lord, help me speak to Alaric with love and gentleness. “My dear, I fear we are partly to blame for Wulfric’s conduct,” she said.


Alaric looked at her but held his tongue. She knew her son, knew that he wanted to argue the point, but that he would respect her and hear her out in silence.


“Ever since the wedding I have let her shut herself away in her chamber. It has become obvious to everyone that your marriage to Helena is not a marriage at all. ’Tis no wonder Wulfric assumed you would not care if he beat her. You need to show an interest in her, and let everyone know she is under your protection.”


“Aye. You are right as usual.” Alaric rolled his cup slowly between his hands.


“I should take my own advice as well. From now on, I will try to draw her out and include her in the daily routine of the castle.”


“That is a good idea. Wyham said that Henry likes to travel widely in his domain. It may be several weeks before he can locate the king and bring back a reply. Even if Bamchester agrees to take Helena, I cannot convey her there until I have the king’s permission to annul the marriage.”


Margaret took a sip of her wine, contemplating her son, love for him flooding her heart. It had been so much simpler when he was younger. Then she could just tell him what he must do. Now she could only offer her advice and hope he would seriously consider it.


“Have you considered letting your marriage to Helena stand? Even if Henry does agree to an annulment, it will take years to secure one from the Pope. And in the meantime you are left in limbo, without a wife or an heir. Alaric, I believe God has sent Helena to us for a purpose. I believe ’tis His will that she be your wife.”


Alaric lifted his goblet and tossed back the remainder of his wine before answering. “She is the daughter of my enemy. I feel nothing for her but pity. I have no desire to bed her, so how would I be able to sire an heir? I do not see how a marriage between us can succeed.”


“Alaric, have not your father and I taught you better than that?” Margaret sadly shook her head. “You are judging Helena by her looks and by her ancestry, neither of which she can change. You need to get to know her as a person and look beyond her scarred face.”


“I will try, Mother. I will try.”


Margaret looked at her only child. He had always been strong-willed, a trait that had been intensified by the duties and obligations of leadership. Alaric’s need to be in control was taking him further and further away from the only One who truly had authority and dominion over his life. Until Alaric learned to submit his will to his Creator, he would be lost.


Oh, most gracious Lord, she prayed silently, I surrender Alaric and Helena to You and Your everlasting love. Lord, I ask that Your good and perfect will be done in their lives, and in mine as well. Dear Lord, give me the discernment to see how I can help them. And give me Your peace. Amen.
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The next day, Helena stayed in her room the entire morning, playing her lute and thinking about what Margaret had said about God. Was it true that she had rejected God? That He had not abandoned her, but she had been the one to push Him away?


When she was a young girl, Helena remembered being delighted in God. She had loved going to mass, experiencing the elaborate symbolic rituals, and hearing that God loved her and that Jesus had saved her from her sins. Everything had changed when her father’s knife slashed her face, and her faith had withered into bitterness. If her own father did not love her enough not to hurt her, then she must be unworthy of love from everyone, even from God.


Could Margaret be right? Did God love her unconditionally? Had she turned her back on God and not the other way around?


A loud knock on her door jolted her out of her reverie. She stilled the strings of the lute and waited, hoping whoever it was would go away. A second knock reverberated against the closed door.


“Helena, ’tis Alaric. I have come to escort you down to dinner.”


“I am not hungry, milord.”


“Helena, the longer you hide in your chamber, the harder it will be to face everyone. You have nothing to fear. I will not leave your side.”


Silence stretched between them as Helena considered his words, clutching her lute protectively in her arms. He was right. She needed to face everyone with her head held high. She was not to blame for that man’s barbaric behavior. Alaric would protect her, just as he had saved her yesterday.


Helena stood, carried her lute to the chest, and laid the instrument inside. Squaring her shoulders, she opened the door.


Alaric met her eyes and gave her a slight smile. He offered her his hand so she placed her hand on top of his. The touch of his skin against her fingers sent sizzles of awareness through her.


“’Tis a lovely day today,” Alaric remarked as they went downstairs. “The sun is shining and ’tis not too cold. I am going to take my falcon out hunting after dinner. I do not know if we will find anything, given ’tis the middle of winter, but Gaenor can use the exercise. You are welcome to come with us, if you would like.”


“Ah, nay. Thank you.”


“Perhaps you will join us another time.”


When they reached the table, he drew back her chair and seated her.


“Hello, Helena,” Margaret said as she approached them. She leaned over and kissed Helena on both cheeks. “I hope you had a nice rest this morning.”


“Aye, thank you.”


After the people settled into their seats, the priest said grace and the meal began. Helena held herself rigid and erect in her chair, hating being exposed to so many strangers. When Alaric touched her arm lightly, she flinched, and he immediately removed his hand from her.


“Would you care for some pork and apple pie?” Alaric asked. “Cook’s pies are especially good.”


“Aye, thank you. A small portion, please.” Her stomach seemed permanently cinched and manacled.


“Helena,” Margaret said, “Elizabeth and Clare will be joining me after dinner in the ladies’ solar. We often gather there to work on our sewing and needlework. There always seems to be so much that needs to be done.”


“Uh-huh,” Helena muttered, staring at the food on her trencher.


“I would like you to join us. I have some lovely fabric that I think would make very becoming kirtles for you.”


Helena thought about her two old gowns—the black one she had been married in and the gray one she wore today. “Thank you for your kindness, Lady Margaret,” Helena replied when she had subdued her shame. “’Tis not necessary for you to go to the trouble and expense of making new kirtles for me, since I will be returning to Bamchester soon.”


“Nonsense, my dear,” Margaret stated. “A lady can always use new clothes. I insist. We will start on the new kirtles this afternoon.”


“As you wish, milady,” Helena conceded.


When the meal finished, Margaret immediately drew her upstairs to the solar, not allowing her to escape back to her chamber, as she wanted to do. Lady Elizabeth and Lady Clare joined them shortly afterwards. Margaret had introduced her to the other ladies the day after the wedding, but Helena had not spent any time with them.


Elizabeth, like Margaret was tall, but unlike Margaret’s willowy beauty, her frame was more full-figured and robust. Her square face, resolute chin, and broad shoulders gave her a solid air of competence. About Margaret’s age, with blue-green eyes under light brown eyebrows, Elizabeth was attractive in a sensible, down-to-earth way.


Helena judged Clare to be somewhere between Margaret and Elizabeth’s age and her own. About her height, Clare had an ample figure that most men would term buxom. Whenever Helena had seen her she always seemed to be merry and cheerful.


“My dear,” Margaret said, going to a chest at the side of the room, “I have a pretty moss green wool that I think will look lovely with your complexion.” Margaret sorted through the fabric in the trunk until she located it. She shook out the wool and held it up to Helena’s shoulders. “Clare, what do you think?”


“Aye, Margaret.” Clare studied Helena. “You are quite right. That shade of green goes very well with Lady Helena’s beautiful brown eyes and ivory skin.”


“I know just the style for that wool,” Elizabeth added. “I personally like tighter and shorter sleeves than is fashionable, Lady Helena. I find those long full sleeves just get in the way. What would you say to having sleeves like mine?” She held out her arms for Helena’s inspection.


“’Twould be fine,” Helena said, willing to go along with whatever these women decided.


“The bodice of the gown should be fairly tight, and the skirt nice and full,” Elizabeth continued, “’Tis the newest fashion, according to my sister. She recently attended the king’s coronation and all the elegant ladies of the court were wearing that style.”


“’Twill be so much fun to make a gown in the latest design,” Margaret commented.


“I think we should add a band of fur around the neck and the hem,” Elizabeth suggested.


“That is an excellent idea, Elizabeth.” Clare smiled, causing dimples to form in her plump cheeks. “A deep, warm brown will look particularly good with the green wool.”


“I have just the thing,” Margaret announced, going over to another chest. After a few minutes of searching, she pulled out a length of brown fur. “Alaric brought back this bear pelt after one of his hunts last spring. ’Twas from a young cub, so the fur is very soft and smooth.” She offered it to Helena for her to feel.


“Aye, ’tis very soft,” Helena agreed as she stroked the fur.


“’Tis perfect.” Clare took the fur from Helena and placed it against the green wool. “An ivory linen chemise will look really good under this kirtle. Margaret, do you still have some of that linen we wove in the fall?”


“I believe so.” Margaret returned to the first chest. “Here it is.” She pulled out a length of fine ivory linen, shook it out, and held it up to Helena’s neck, letting the fabric fall to the floor. “I think there should be enough left to make a chemise.”


“It looks like there is plenty,” Elizabeth agreed.


“Now, what shall we use for the next kirtle?” Margaret pivoted back to the chest and started to go through the material again.


“Lady Margaret,” Helena objected, “one gown is more than enough.”


“Helena, you need at least three or four new kirtles.” Margaret pulled a piece of tawny wool out of the chest. “Clare, what think you of this for Helena?”


“Hmm.” Clare took the fabric and held it up to Helena’s face. “Aye, I think ’twill be an excellent color for her.”


“Lady Helena, do you sew much?” Elizabeth asked as she laid out the moss wool on a table and began to cut it with shears.


“Please, Lady Elizabeth, just call me Helena.”


Elizabeth glanced up at her with a smile. “Thank you, Helena, I shall, but only if you call me Elizabeth.”


“Aye,” Clare said. “Lady this and Lady that gets to be a bit much after a while.”


The others laughed.


“Right you are, Clare.” Margaret continued to sort through the fabric in the chest.


“Ah, I have adequate skill with a needle,” Helena replied to Elizabeth’s question.


“Than we will have you concentrate on sewing the seams, if that is all right with you?” Elizabeth responded.


“Aye.”


“Margaret and Clare are expert embroiderers. I am good at creating patterns, even if I do say so myself.”


“Aye, Helena.” Margaret stood, holding a piece of reddish brown wool. “Elizabeth has excellent fashion sense. I am very grateful that she agreed to come to Merclif with me when I married Gavin.”


“I am glad also since ’tis here that I met and married the love of my life.”


Helena had never known any woman who had made a love match and was curious as to the relationship between Elizabeth and her husband but too shy to ask any personal questions.


“Aye.” Margaret smiled at Elizabeth. “I was so very pleased when you fell in love with Hugh, not only for your sake, but for my own as well. ’Tis then I knew that you would remain with me at Merclif.”


“Dearest Margaret, how could I ever leave you?” Elizabeth turned to Helena. “Margaret and I have been the best of friends since we were four years old.”


“’Tis true,” Margaret responded. “We have been closer than sisters born and bred. Now, Clare, how about this russet?”


Clare took the wool from Margaret. “Aye, ’twill make an attractive kirtle for everyday use. Margaret, do you still have that gold silk? That would be stunning on Helena.”


“Oh, Clare, you are right. ’Twould be extraordinary on Helena, with her coloring.”


Margaret crossed to another chest, opened it, and carefully pulled out the material. Helena followed Clare over to the chest and stood still as the beautiful silk was draped around her shoulders. With reverence, she fingered the luxurious fabric and looked up into Margaret’s smiling face. She had to blink rapidly to still the tears that threatened.


“Nay, milady. ’Tis much too fine.”


“I have had this silk for years now and never made use of it, since it did not flatter any of us. But on you, ’tis absolutely gorgeous.”


“Aye, ’tis perfect,” Clare stated.


“You might as well give in,” Elizabeth said as she approached. “Margaret always gets her way.”


“Aye, I do,” Margaret agreed.


“I…I do not know how to thank you, milady.”


“You can thank me by wearing this kirtle and by calling me Margaret.”


“Thank you, Margaret.” Helena’s smile was tremulous.
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Alaric turned from the huge fireplace, where he was talking with Hugh and Bernard before supper, and took a drink of ale as he observed Helena walk toward him. She followed behind his mother and her ladies. When the ladies joined the men, Clare went directly to her husband, Bernard, put her hand on his arm, and lifted her face. The seasoned knight lowered his head and kissed his wife’s mouth lightly in greeting. Although Alaric was used to the open, natural affection the couple displayed, he could tell from Helena’s stare that she was not. When she looked away from Clare and Bernard, her eyes collided with his. He maintained eye contact with her for a few seconds, watching her face as a blush infused her cheeks, before she lowered her eyes.


“I hope you had a pleasant afternoon, Helena,” Alaric said.


“Aye.”


“’Twas quite productive,” Margaret said as she stood beside them. “We decided on four new kirtles for Helena and have started to sew one of them. How did your hunt go, Alaric?”


“We killed two deer, so that should keep us in meat for a few days.”


“Excellent,” Margaret replied. “I really enjoy Cook’s roast venison, which we will no doubt have tomorrow for dinner.”


Renwold came up to them and bowed. “Forgive me for interrupting, milord, miladies, but might I have a word with you, Lady Margaret?”


“Of course. Pray excuse me, children.” She and Renwold walked away.


“Milord,” Helena murmured.


Her voice was so soft that Alaric had to lean closer to hear her.


“I am afraid that my father will try to attack Merclif again. He is determined to capture your castle and very tenacious in pursuing his goals.”


“You do not need to be concerned, Helena,” Alaric answered as he straightened. “Merclif is almost impenetrable. It has never been captured in its fifty-year history.”


“My father will not fight openly and honorably. He will use trickery, guile, and deceit.”


“Aye, I am well aware of his methods and am constantly on guard against them. You will be safe here as long as you remain under my protection.”


“Thank you, milord.”


When she fell silent, Alaric racked his brain for another topic of conversation, well aware that this was only the second time she had voluntarily spoken to him—both times to warn him of her father’s treachery. What did he usually talk to women about?


He suddenly realized he rarely had conversations with women, except for his mother. Though he had always received plenty of attention from the opposite sex, most of them had been avidly interested in either bedding him or snaring him as a husband. Never before had a woman actively avoided him. He knew only warfare and hunting, not subjects that usually appealed to ladies. Feeling completely at a loss, something to which he was not accustomed, Alaric drained his cup.
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“Helena, you are in for a treat tonight,” Margaret explained after supper as she settled into a chair by the fireplace. “We have a gifted jongleur here to entertain us. His name is Maximilian, and he has visited Merclif many times. We are always pleased when he entertains us.”


Margaret gave a signal and a slim young man stepped into the middle of the floor. A hush fell over the hall as Maximilian began to strum his mandolin and started to sing a well-known song about King Arthur’s court.


As the singing continued, Alaric found his gaze straying more and more often to Helena. The look of rapture on her face as she listened was a revelation to him. He had never seen anyone become engrossed in music the way she did. The undamaged side of her face became almost pretty, and the scarred side lost its power to repel. He was disappointed when Maximilian finished performing, because the glow that had suffused Helena’s face dissipated.


Margaret graciously thanked Maximilian for his performance and introduced him to Helena. “I hope you will be able to stay with us for a while,” Margaret told the jongleur.


“Aye, milady.” Maximilian smiled broadly and gave Margaret a polished bow. “If it pleases ye, I can stay the rest of the week. I’ve several new songs to share with ye.”


“That would be lovely. I am sure everyone is greatly looking forward to hearing them.”


When the musician left them, Margaret turned to Helena. “My dear, it has been a long day. Are you ready to retire to bed?”


“Aye, Margaret, I am.”


“Alaric, would you escort Helena to her chamber?”


“Aye, Mother.”


Margaret lightly kissed Helena on both cheeks before doing the same to Alaric. After his mother left them, he offered his hand to Helena and led her upstairs, barely feeling the featherweight of her fingers as they perched on top of his closed fist. As they walked along the gallery he broke the silence.


“You appeared to enjoy the singing.”


“Aye.”


“When I came to your room earlier today, I heard the sound of a lute. Were you playing?”


“Aye.”


“Perhaps you will honor us by performing for us one evening.” Alaric came to a stop in front of her door.


“Perhaps,” she murmured.


“I would enjoy it very much if you would play for us some time. I am sure that Mother and the others would enjoy your music, as well.”


Helena did not respond and did not look at him. Pressuring her was not the way to win her trust. In the face of her obvious reluctance, he dropped the subject and opened the door to her chamber.


“Sleep well, Helena.”


Helena stepped inside and shut the door behind her. Alaric heard her lower the bar to secure the door before he turned and strode away.
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“Alaric, you should take Helena for a walk on the crenellations,” Margaret suggested. “’Tis such a pleasant day today.”


“Aye, Mother.” He set his goblet on the table and faced her. “Helena, if you are finished with dinner, we can go now.”


“Milord, ’tis not necessary for you to take me for a walk. I am sure you have much you need to do.”


“Nothing that cannot wait.”


“There is a spectacular view from the allure, Helena,” Margaret said. “You will enjoy the exercise and fresh air. ’Tis not good for you to be cooped up inside all the time.”


Helena hesitated. “If you are sure…”


Alaric stood and pulled back her chair before doing the same for his mother.


Margaret gave her a kiss on each cheek, then signaled to a servant, who brought a dark brown cloak. “’Twill be fairly cold up there, so here is a warm mantle for you to use.” She draped it around Helena’s shoulders. “Enjoy yourselves, children.”


As Margaret walked away, Alaric held out his hand to Helena with a direct look. She lifted her chin and placed her hand on his. They did not speak as he led her through the noisy hall. Once outside in the pale sunlight, Alaric released her hand and walked beside her across the inner bailey. She lifted her face to the breeze and took a deep breath. The warm smell of burning wood mixed with the cool sharp air tingled her nose.


As they strolled, Helena looked around with interest. This was the first time she had been outside the donjon since their wedding, and she had not noticed much of anything that day. The ward was a hive of activity. Along the stone wall she saw a series of wooden buildings where men were diligently working. The powerful blacksmith had a roaring fire going, and she could hear the clang of his hammer as he pounded glowing iron into shape. Next was the agile cooper assembling staves inside a metal hoop that served as an assembly jig for the barrels he constructed. Then came the dexterous cordwainer, sitting with a board upon his lap, using a knife to cut leather into patterns for shoes. Two servants carried buckets from the well in the center of the bailey back toward the donjon.


Alaric led her out of the southwest gate, through the outer bailey, and to a turret on the outer curtain wall. He stood back to let her go first, and she began to climb the steep spiral staircase inside the tower, keeping her hand against the cold stone wall to steady herself. She was glad of Alaric’s comforting presence as he followed close behind her.


Once at the top, Helena felt the sting of the sharp breeze, now that they were no longer encased within the castle walls, and drew the cloak more securely about her. Alaric led her around the allure in a counterclockwise direction, nodding to each of the guards they passed. On the east side of the wall, Helena had a good view on her left of the outer bailey where she saw the stables and the mews and, on her right, the moat with the forest beyond.


They paused on the north side to observe the men training in the lists. She watched one knight gallop his horse toward the quintain and skewer the wooden dummy directly in the chest with his lance. Several pairs of men were engaged in hand-to-hand combat, using double-edged swords, axes, and spears. When Alaric resumed walking, Helena followed him around to the west side of the allure, where she could see a village in the distance, nestled close to the banks of the Mersted River.


Halting near the southwest corner, where it was relatively quiet, Alaric stood in front of one of the crenelles. His stance was relaxed with his feet firmly planted wide apart and his right hand resting flat against the stone surface of the merlon next to him. Helena stood nearby, in front of another crenelle, and studied his profile as he looked over the river. He was so handsome and virile that sometimes simply gazing at him stole her senses.


She turned her head toward the panorama spread before them. The bare branches of the trees—the brown gray oak, the silver gray hawthorn, and smooth gray beech—framed the river on both sides. In the distance, the gray green branches of the fir trees were visible. A few straggly pearl gray clouds drifted lazily overhead, blending into the pale gray sky.


Helena felt at peace for the first time in years. Even though she had only been at Merclif for a week, Margaret’s affection and graciousness had transformed her. The fear that had been her constant companion was mostly absent now, and she was able to let down her guard.


“Your mother was right, milord. ’Tis a beautiful view. Thank you for bringing me here.”


“You are welcome.”


The silence between them was comfortable. Alaric did not seem in any hurry to leave, and Helena was enjoying the brisk air and the view too much to suggest doing so. She soaked in the serenity of their surroundings. After a while, she asked the question that had been foremost on her mind for the last few days.


“Milord, when do you think we can expect a reply from Bamchester?”


“It should take the messenger two days to ride to Bamchester. I gave him leave to spend one day there while he awaits the baron’s reply. Then two days back. So, if the weather remains clear, he should be back the day after tomorrow.”


“Thank you, milord.”


Alaric shifted his position to rest his shoulder against the merlon. Aware of his gaze, she swiveled toward him. Tendrils of hair had escaped from her braids under her veil and gently whipped around her face as if the wind were caressing her. He smiled at her.


Helena’s heart contracted at his smile—the first unrestrained smile she had ever seen on his stunningly handsome face. His brilliant blue eyes mesmerized her. The yearning that engulfed her was overwhelming. If only she were unscathed, and he was her husband in truth.


Tearing her eyes from his, she stared out over the river, afraid her desires were plainly visible. She did not want his pity, the only emotion he could possibly feel for her. She would rather be completely alone than be the object of anyone’s pity. Wrapping her arms around her waist, she hugged herself.


“You must be cold,” he said. “We should go in now. I need to join my men in the lists.”


A tense silence loomed between them as he led her off the battlements and back to the donjon. He escorted her upstairs and opened her chamber door.


Helena hovered in the open doorway. “Milord, thank you again for the walk.”


“’Twas my pleasure.” Alaric inclined his head, then turned and walked away.


Closing the door, Helena sighed. She picked up her lute, sat down, and plucked the strings. As she sang a familiar love song by rote, she chastised herself for overreacting. Alaric was only trying to be friendly. He meant nothing by his smile. He must be disgusted with her standoffishness.


She would leave here soon, but in the meantime she owed Margaret and Alaric for their consideration and kindness. She no longer feared they would send her back to Cardel or that they would cause her any harm. They had proven themselves to be caring, honest, and honorable. In the time that she had left at Merclif, she would do all that she could to reciprocate their friendship.


A while later a knock sounded on her door. Helena put a shaking hand over her racing heart, drawing deep breaths to still her thudding heart. She was no longer at Cardel. She did not have to fear punishment for playing her lute.


“Helena, ’tis Margaret. May I come in?”


“Aye, of course, Margaret.” Helena stood and placed her lute on the bed.


Margaret entered and shut the door behind her, then held up for Helena’s inspection the green gown she had draped over her arm. “I brought your new kirtle. Perhaps you could wear it for supper tonight.”


“Oh, ’tis beautiful.” Helena touched the soft brown fur at the neck of the gown. “I do not know how to thank you and Elizabeth and Clare.”


“You are quite welcome,” Margaret said as she laid the gown on Helena’s bed next to the lute. “I heard you playing. You are very talented, my dear.”


“Thank you.”


“Would you be willing to play your lute and sing for us tonight?” Margaret suggested. “You play and sing so beautifully. We would very much appreciate you sharing your music with us.”


Helena looked into Margaret’s kind eyes. Although she shrank from the idea of performing in public and being the center of all eyes, she gathered her courage, determined to repay Margaret for her generosity. “Aye, I will play for you.”


“That is wonderful. I am so glad, Helena.”
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An hour later, when she heard the knock on the door, Helena put her hands over her waist to still the spinning in her stomach. She rubbed her hands down the front of her gown and gave the fabric one last shake. Opening the door to Alaric, she raised her eyes to his face. “Good evening, milord.”


“Good evening, Helena.”


She was very conscious of his gaze as he surveyed her new attire. A simple ivory linen veil covered her head. The new moss green gown hugged her upper body before dropping into graceful folds at her feet. She had not felt this good about her appearance since she had left Bamchester.


“You look lovely this evening.” He offered her his hand.


“Thank you, milord.”


Placing her hand in his, she counseled herself not to put too much stock in his words. He was merely being courteous. She plucked at the fabric of the gown with her free hand as she walked beside him down the gallery.


“The kirtle your mother and the other ladies made for me is very pretty, is it not?”


“Aye, ’tis most attractive. Mother tells me you are going to play your lute for us tonight.”


“Aye, milord.”


“I am looking forward to it.”


When they reached the great hall, Clare and Elizabeth came to greet her. She followed Alaric with her eyes as he left her side to join the men, before she brought her attention back to the women.


“Helena, you look wonderful,” Elizabeth said.


“I knew that color would look most striking on you,” Claire added.


“Thank you so much for this kirtle,” Helena replied. “’Tis beautiful.”


“’Tis only beautiful because you are wearing it, Helena.” Clare’s dark, warm eyes were direct and sincere.


Over supper, Helena tried to respond to Margaret and Alaric’s conversation but found the prospect of her upcoming performance weighing heavily. She became more silent and withdrawn as the meal came to a close.


As the last course was removed, Alaric leaned over to her. “Helena,” he murmured, “you do not have to play for us tonight if you would rather not. I am sure Mother will understand.”


“’Tis all right,” she said, twisting her fingers in her lap. “I need to get over my fear sometime. It might as well be now.”


“Aye.” He sat back in his chair. “Would you like me to fetch your lute from your chamber?”


“Nay, thank you. I would rather do it myself.”


I can do this. I can do this. Helena kept up the litany in her mind as she went upstairs. When she picked up her lute, she felt the old familiar fear swamp her. She hugged the instrument close to her chest. I can do this. I can do this.


She left her chamber and hurried downstairs to find Alaric, Margaret, Elizabeth, Clare, and their husbands waiting in front of the fireplace. The servants had removed the supper dishes and stacked the trestle tables. People sat on the benches arranged along the perimeter of the hall, their chatter saturating the room.


“I am ready, milady,” Helena stated as she stopped in front of Margaret.


“I am sure you will play brilliantly, my dear.”


Margaret drew Helena toward the chair that had been placed in the center of the hall. When the crowd quieted, she made an announcement.


“Lady Helena has graciously agreed to honor us with a song. Please join me in thanking her.”


There was a polite round of applause as Helena sat down and arranged her instrument on her lap. Then silence descended. She raised her eyes from the lute strings and looked directly at Alaric, unconsciously seeking him in the crowd. Her eyes locked with his. She calmed, absorbing courage from the steady look he gave her. At his nod, she began to play. Her voice rose over the elaborate tune she plucked out on the strings as she sang one of her favorite love songs, “Scarborough Fair.” Her consciousness narrowed and focused on Alaric as she played only for him.


When she finished, there was absolute stillness in the hall. She swallowed against the dross coating her throat. Alaric gave her a broad smile and started to clap loudly and deliberately. As if freed from a trance, the rest of the audience applauded her as well. The thunderous ovation rolled over her. Helena looked around in astonishment before returning her gaze to Alaric. Joy filled her heart and she smiled at him.


“Lady Helena,” Margaret said when the applause had died down, “that was simply wonderful. Thank you so much for sharing your extraordinary talent with us. May I entreat you for another song?”


Helena nodded and plucked out another tune on the lute. She played like she had never played before and realized that sharing her music was not only a gift she offered to others, but that the pleasure of giving enriched her own enjoyment. It seemed like she played and sang for hours until she was exhilarated but exhausted. Finally Margaret stepped forward and, over the loud protests of the audience, drew her away from center stage. As the crowd dispersed, Helena drank deeply from the cup of ale the butler handed her.


“My dear, your performance tonight was superb.” Margaret hugged Helena around the waist. “Thank you. I hope we can prevail upon you to entertain us again.”


“I would like that, Margaret.”


“Excellent.”


Leaving her arm around Helena’s waist, Margaret twisted slightly to welcome Elizabeth and Clare as the other women came to join them. Clare’s cheerful face and wide smile caused an answering smile to come to Helena’s lips. The warmth and acceptance she received from the other women overwhelmed Helena.


“Helena,” Elizabeth said, “your voice is so pure, I felt as if I were listening to an angel sing.”


“Truly, I do not think I have ever heard a more talented singer,” Clair added.


“Thank you so much,” Helena said. “I am so glad you enjoyed my music.”


Alaric approached her and, after a few more words of praise and encouragement, the other women gradually drifted away, leaving the two of them alone together.


“You should be proud of yourself, Helena.” He kept his voice quiet, only loud enough for her to hear. “You faced your fears, and you have emerged triumphant.”


“Thank you, milord.”


She smiled as his words sunk into the arid recesses of her soul. Was it possible that she would finally be able to throw off the shackles of her past and reclaim herself?
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“This the worst snowstorm I can remember in the last ten years,” Hugh said. Holding his hands out to the fire, he rubbed them briskly together. “I have instructed the guards to switch shifts every hour. We do not want them to get frostbite.”


“Aye. Just so,” Alaric replied.


“Milord.” Renwold, the steward, approached the fireplace, a deep furrow between his close-set eyes.


“Aye, Renwold. What is it?”


“The last of the villagers have left the castle. With your permission, milord, I will instruct Cook to serve just soup and bread for supper tonight. ’Twill be too difficult for the remaining servants to prepare a more elaborate meal than that.”


“That is fine, Renwold. ’Twill also help conserve our food supplies in case the storm lasts for more than a day. Have the butler keep a tight rein on the ale and wine today. We do not want the men to overindulge.”


“Aye, milord. I shall do so.”


“That will be all for now, Renwold. Let me know if there are any problems.”


“Aye, milord.” The steward bowed and left.


Alaric turned back to the castellan. “Hugh, keep a close watch on the men. With nothing for them to do today but gamble and drink some altercations may break out.”


Hugh turned from the fire, bringing his right hand up to his mouth, stroking his gray beard with his forefinger on one side of his lips and his thumb on the other. “Aye. The men hate to be cooped up inside. I just hope the weather clears tomorrow.”


Alaric nodded. With his back to the fire, its warmth roasting his backside while his front remained raw, he surveyed the hall. Most of the knights and soldiers sat in groups at the trestle tables throwing dice. The cacophony of their voices as they hollered when they won or groaned when they lost filled the hall. A few men lounged on their pallets on the floor. Bernard sat at a separate table with his son, Nicholas, both of them absorbed in the game they played together. When it had become clear that the garrison had taken over the hall, the ladies had retired to their solar upstairs.


“Well,” Alaric drawled, “since you have everything well in hand here, I will repair upstairs. ’Tis beyond time that I go over the accounts. Let me know if anything comes up.”


“I shall do so.”


On his way upstairs, Alaric ambled over to Bernard’s table. When the knight became aware of his presence, Bernard looked up at him, placed both his hands on the table, and started to rise.


“Milord, did you have need of me?”


Alaric laid his hand on Bernard’s shoulder to keep the man in his seat. “Nay, Bernard. I just thought to see how you are faring against your opponent. I heard tell the lad is a fierce competitor at Alquerque.”


Smiling, Alaric inclined his head, pointing to Nicholas, sitting across from Bernard. The ten-year-old had inherited his father’s strong jaw and his mother’s dark brown eyes. His dark brown hair was messy, as if he had been raking his hands through it. The board laid out between them was marked with five horizontal and five vertical lines with intersecting diagonal lines, resulting in twenty-five points. Nicholas, playing the black pieces, had a considerable pile of captured white pieces lying in front of him.


“Aye, that he is, milord.” Bernard shook his head. “I need to keep my wits about me when I play against Nicholas, that I do.”


As Alaric watched, Nicholas chortled and took one of his pieces and jumped three of Bernard’s white pieces, leaving his father’s remaining two pieces vulnerable. Bernard had no option other than capturing two of Nicholas’s black pieces, leaving his last white pieces en prise. Nicholas quickly captured the last white pieces on the board.


“I win! I win!” the boy crowed, holding the two captured pieces high over his head.


“Better luck next time, Bernard.” Alaric slapped the knight’s broad back.


“I demand a rematch, me lad.” Bernard arranged the pieces back into position on the board.


“Good luck, Bernard.”


“Thank you, milord. I am going to need it.”


Alaric left them and went up to his solar. After placing the ledger on a table, he pulled up a chair and, resting his chin on his hand, scanned the entries, checking the calculations in his head. Although he employed a clerk to compile the accounts, he needed to periodically review them to ensure the man did not defraud him. This tedious task was something he could seldom force himself to do.


Sometime later the knock on the door jerked him out of the light doze into which he had fallen. “Come in,” he called.


Glancing up from the ledger, he saw his mother enter, with Helena following close behind. Pushing back his chair, Alaric stood as the women walked toward him.


“Good afternoon, ladies. To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”


“Alaric,” Margaret said, “I told Helena how you were at loose ends with this terrible storm, and she has kindly offered to play chess with you to help alleviate your boredom.”


Alaric shot his mother a look, only to encounter her wide eyes and pleasant expression. Knowing he had been securely trapped, he gazed at Helena. She stood slightly behind his mother, her hands twisting into the light brown fabric of her kirtle.


“That is indeed kind of you, Helena.”


“I will leave you two alone, then.” Margaret cast a benign smile at each of them before leaving the solar and closing the door behind her.


“Milord, you do not really want to play chess, do you?” Helena gestured at the paperwork spread on the table between. “I can leave, if you are busy.”


Alaric studied her uncertain face and gave her an encouraging smile. Margaret’s efforts to throw the two of them together had been getting more and more blatant lately, and obviously Helena was being made as uncomfortable by them as he was.


Making a swift decision, Alaric closed the ledger with a snap. “Actually, a game of chess sounds like a good idea right now. ’Twill be much more enjoyable than going over the accounts.”


“If you are sure, milord?”


“I am.”


Picking up the ledger from the table, he carried it over to a chest stationed along the wall and left it on top. He grabbed a chair and carried it to the unoccupied side of the table he had been using.


“Please have a seat, Helena, and I will get the chessboard.” He placed the board on the table between them, along with a small case. Sitting down, he opened the box and turned it toward her. “You take the white pieces, and I will take the black.”


In silence, they set up the chessboard and began to play. Alaric, convinced he would find little challenge in the match, found his mind wandering. He examined Helena’s face as she studied the board. The candlelight bathed her ivory skin in a soft glow. Over the last few days he had observed that she had been eating with a good appetite. As a consequence, her cheeks were no longer as gaunt as when she had arrived at Merclif.


She also seemed to be much more relaxed when in company. Her performances after supper had become the highlight of their evening entertainment. On more than one occasion he had been deeply moved by the power of her voice. Helena’s joy when she sang animated her entire being, making him feel as if he were partaking in her happiness.


Studying her face, he realized that her scars no longer repelled him. Had he simply become accustomed to them with repeated exposure, or had his growing admiration for Helena made her disfigurement seem immaterial? Suddenly she looked up at him. He noticed for the first time that her intelligent brown eyes were flicked with specks of green and gold.


“Check and mate,” she announced, moving her knight into position.


“What?” Alaric exclaimed.


They had only been playing for a few minutes; she couldn’t possibly have beaten him. He sat up and carefully examined the board. Finally convinced that she had won, he conceded.


“Aye, check and mate, in truth.” He looked up at her satisfied smile. “I demand a rematch.”
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