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        My son, eat honey, because it is good,

        and the honeycomb, which is sweet to taste.

        So shall the knowledge of wisdom be to your soul.

        When you have found it, then there shall be a reward.

        ~Proverbs 24:13/14

      

      

      

      
        
        "Just as bees make honey from thyme, the strongest and driest of herbs, so do the wise profit from the most difficult of experiences." ~ Plato

      

      

      

      
        
        For my mother-in-law, Jane Lockie McIntyre Kincaid

        ~a true Scot
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          THE NARROW SEA,25TH DAY OF NOVEMBER, 1120 A.D.

        

      

    

    
      The doomed vessel splintered on the jagged rocks of Quilleboeuf, tossing screaming revelers into the snarling sea.

      Sir Caedmon FitzRam grabbed his wife when he felt the first shuddering groan of the floundering ship, but she was torn from his arms as they plunged into the dark, frigid depths.

      “Agneta,” he shouted when he surfaced, gasping for air, choking on salt. “Agneta.”

      Heads bobbed, people screamed in the seething darkness, but he could not find his wife. A cold wave swamped him and a piece of wreckage struck the back of his head. He had a vivid recollection of being severely wounded on the bloody battlefield at Alnwick thirty years before. Agneta had rescued him, nursed him back to health.

      Dazed and panting for breath, he groped for the piece of the broken ship, and snaked his arm around it.

      “Agneta,” he shouted again, treading water. He shoved hair off his face, and peered into the darkness. His frantic heart feared they were doomed, but his beloved must not die alone.

      Even amid the screams, he heard her choking cough. Her illness had robbed her of breath before this. “Agneta.”

      “Caed....”

      He caught sight of her flailing arms just before her head disappeared beneath the waves. Clinging to the wreckage, he struck out with one arm. Fewer bobbing heads were visible now, many drunken victims claimed by the sea.

      He exclaimed with relief when Agneta struggled back to the surface, amazed she had found the strength. Willing his already numbed legs to kick, he put one arm around her ribs and dragged her to the wreckage. The sodden winter cloak twisted about her frail body worked against him. Shivering uncontrollably, she spluttered through the hair plastered to her face, taking in great gulps of air. “I want to die with you, Caedmon. I’m…frozen.”

      He held her tightly, smoothing back her hair, but every wave forced the grey strands over her eyes.

      He tried to keep his fear for her out of his voice as his numbed hand sought to free the ties of her cloak. “Hold onto the wreckage.”

      She clamped a death grip on his shoulders, gasping for breath. “Caedmon...we are going...to die.”

      Another swell hit them. He struggled to breathe, the salt burning his nose. “No, we are not. Hold on to me. I have you. I’ll never...let you go.”

      With a last desperate surge of determination, he clenched his jaw and forced Agneta against the wreckage. Chilled to the bone, he protected her body with his own, lacing his clumsy fingers together around the wood. His lungs were on fire; his useless legs would no longer tread water.

      They drifted, clinging to the flimsy piece of splintered wood. The current carried them away from the rock that had torn La Blanche Nef apart. Soon, there was only terrifying silence. Caedmon prayed they were being carried to shore, but had no sense of how long they’d been in the water. The salt blurred his vision.

      “Agneta. Stay awake. We will...be rescued.”

      “I cannot, Caedmon...I’m freezing. I want to sleep.”

      “No. Talk to me. Stay awake.”

      “I love you...Caedmon...there’s no better place to die...than in your arms. Hold me. Hold me fast. Death has stalked me for many a month.”

      Her words tore at his heart, but she was right. Better to die together. There would be no rescue. He thought of his children and bade them a silent farewell, heartbroken that he would never see them again. He had done his best to be a good father, to set them on the right path. Six years after their eldest daughter’s marriage to a Saxon count, Agneta had finally agreed the rest of the family should  make the long journey to Saxony to meet her son-by-marriage and Blythe’s three children. It was a blessing she had seen for herself how happy their daughter was with Dieter.

      Praise be to God he and Agneta had taken their children’s place on this voyage home. In consideration of their mother’s worsening illness, his eldest son had suggested he and his siblings cede the coveted opportunity to sail aboard the luxurious White Ship with Crown Prince William and his horde of young friends. Ragna had talked of nothing else but accompanying the Crown Prince and his retinue, but even their wilful daughter had uncharacteristically agreed to Aidan’s proposal—and the exchange had saved their children’s lives.

      Now, Aidan, Edwin and Ragna would not die with the hundreds of other doomed noblemen and women aboard the famed vessel. They were hopefully safe aboard King Henry’s older, less comfortable longboat.

      The reassurance brought him peace. He and Agneta had lived long, happy lives. It was fitting they should die, and not their children. He prayed the captain of their ship was not a drunken sot like the White Ship’s commander. He’d had a bad feeling about the voyage from the moment Crown Prince William had provided the crew with copious amounts of wine and then urged the captain to overtake the king’s ship.

      Caedmon wondered fleetingly if the heir to the English throne had drowned. Last he had seen of William, he was frantically trying to haul people into the only lifeboat. Pray God he had survived. King Henry would be devastated at the loss of his only son. And what of England, if the succession were put in jeopardy?

      That could not be Caedmon’s concern now. He thanked God he and Agneta would die together. He would not have lived long without her. “I love you, Agneta. Thank you for the love and passion we have shared.”

      She pressed her cold lips to his, loosened her grip on his shoulders and put her arms around his neck. “Caedmon.”

      “Agneta,” he rasped in reply, drifting into sleep. When he awoke, his beloved had slipped from life. He kissed her. “Even in death you are beautiful, my Agneta.”

      He tipped his head back to look at the stars before letting go of the debris. He had come close to drowning twice before, once in the River Dee and again in the Balkans during the Crusade. The manner of his death was preordained. Holding Agneta to his body for the last time, he allowed the icy waters to carry them to the resurrection in which they firmly believed.
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      “I don’t understand why the king declined Thomas FitzStephen’s offer of sailing aboard La Blanche Nef,” Ragna FitzRam declared. “It’s a more modern vessel than this old longboat and would have been far more comfortable for him.”

      Aidan prayed for patience as he looked out over the waves of the Narrow Sea. His sister hadn’t directly expressed her annoyance at giving up their chance to sail with the crown prince, but her constant disparaging remarks about King Henry’s boat betrayed it. “There’s no point whining about it now,” he replied. “We’re aboard this ship, and our parents are enjoying a more comfortable voyage.”

      “How much longer before we reach Portsmouth?” she asked, still pouting.

      “I’d say we’re about half way,” Edwin said. “Another four hours, maybe.”

      “Godemite! I’ll be frozen to the bone by the wind before then.”

      Edwin rolled his eyes. “Without the wind, we’d be dependent on rowing and it would take twice as long. Besides, you’ve got more blankets than Aidan and I put together.”

      Aidan was surprised by Edwin’s remarks. It wasn’t often his shy brother took on their domineering sister.

      However, his admonition seemed to do the trick. Ragna drew the blankets over her head, apparently resigned to sailing the rest of the way in silence.

      They arrived in Portsmouth in the late afternoon. The king had already made provision for all the passengers on board his ship to accompany him inland to his court in Winchester.

      As Aidan and his siblings boarded one of the carriages, they overheard the king’s chamberlain speaking jovially with another man. “I’m surprised La Blanche Nef didn’t overtake us at sea. Prince William was boasting to his royal father that he would arrive in Portsmouth first.”

      “Hmm,” came the reply. “I don’t see any sign of them. Perhaps, they’ve been delayed.”

      “His Highness is leaving some of his men-at-arms here to make sure William and his young revelers get to Winchester safely,” the chamberlain explained. “No doubt many will be throughly foxed.”

      “Mother won’t be pleased if she’s been forced to make the crossing with drunken sots,” Ragna whispered.

      “She’ll be fine,” Aidan replied. “Father will take good care of her.”
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        * * *

      

      Obliged to share a damp chamber at Winchester with three young women she didn’t know, Ragna didn’t sleep well. When Edwin and Aidan joined her in the castle’s crowded Great Hall the next morning, they looked tired and she suspected they hadn’t slept well either. After the long voyage from Normandie and the seemingly interminable trek in the dark to Winchester, she wasn’t looking forward to the ride north on horseback to Shelfhoc Hall in the Marches.

      As soon as she stepped into the hall, Ragna sensed something was amiss. “It’s too quiet,” she whispered.

      “Strange the king isn’t here,” Edwin added. “Nor Prince William.”

      Ragna scanned the hall, disappointed not to see her parents. A glance at Aidan’s frown showed he was equally puzzled.

      “Perhaps they intend to rise later than usual,” her brother suggested. “I expect Mother was worn out.”

      Ragna had never known her father sleep late, no matter how exhausted he was, but she followed her brothers to the servery where they helped themselves to fresh bread and jellied eels.

      Finding three seats together proved to be a challenge, but they eventually settled in at a trestle table with four knights Ragna didn’t recognize.

      “Seems quiet,” Aidan said to one of the knights.

      “Everyone is waiting anxiously.”

      “For what?” Edwin asked.

      “More news.”

      Ragna bristled, struggling to keep silent. It was typical of men to be evasive, but they wouldn’t welcome any comment she might make.

      Aidan stopped eating. “News?”

      “La Blanche Nef didn’t arrive in Portsmouth.”

      Icy dread crept up Ragna’s spine.

      “A bird arrived late last night,” another knight explained. “From the king’s nephew, Stephen of Blois.”

      The knot in Ragna’s stomach eased. She knew Stephen of Blois intended to sail aboard La Blanche Nef. If he had sent a message…

      “Seems an attack of the flux forced him off Prince William’s boat just before it sailed.”

      Ragna could no longer stay silent. “And?”

      The four strangers glowered at her for a moment, then one spoke to Aidan. “He reports the ship is missing.”

      Ragna stared at the jellied concoction on her trencher, horrified that the eels had suddenly come alive and were writhing, writhing…

      She rose abruptly and dragged her gaze to Aidan’s pale face. “I’m going to be sick,” she managed before fleeing the hall.
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        * * *

      

      The next three days were the longest of Aidan’s life. When news came that wreckage of La Blanche Nef had been found near Barfleur, he consoled his weeping sister. “We must keep hope alive,” he insisted, though despair lay like a stone in his gut. He didn’t know what to say to Edwin who sat staring into nothingness for hours.

      The court went into deep mourning when word was brought two days later of a survivor who reported seeing Prince William drown, along with his half-sister and half-brother. The king was said to be inconsolable.

      Ragna fell to her knees sobbing when Aidan shared the terrible news. “But if one man survived, there’s hope for our parents,” he tried, unwilling to face the real possibility they were lost.

      “Papa almost drowned twice before,” Edwin rasped.

      Aidan bristled. “Well, that doesn’t mean they went down in the wreck.”

      The temptation to give in to despair and sob like a child was overwhelming, but he wasn’t ready for the responsibilities of the family’s two estates, Shelfhoc and Kirkthwaite. Tears would mean he’d given up hope, which he refused to do.

      After another sennight without news of survivors, guilt crept into his heart. He had suggested his parents sail on the prince’s ship.

      Feeling isolated amid the atmosphere of gloom and doom at Winchester, he decided he and his siblings should travel north to Shelfhoc Hall. They’d be near their uncle at Ellesmere Castle. Baudoin would know how to proceed.
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      Nolana Kyncade and her young half-brother retreated to a corner of the hall as the Hogmanay celebrations deteriorated into a drunken revel. She was appalled the fifteen-year-old was being exposed to the excesses of his father’s decadent cronies. “I hope we can soon slip away,” she whispered.

      “Ye’d think my father would show more respect,” Ingram muttered. “Ma isna yet cold in her grave.”

      It didn’t come as a surprise Neyll Maknab wasn’t grieving his wife’s death. “I ken he’s yer father, but ’twas his beatings finished her off.”

      Ingram shook his head, his eyes brimming tears. “He’s no father to me. I doot he even remembers my name.”

      His words brought home a terrible truth to Nolana. She and Ingram shared a mother, a woman who’d protected them from Neyll Maknab. Now she was gone…

      “I never understood what Ma saw in him,” Ingram confessed.

      “Nor I,” Nolana replied. “I hated him from the moment he burned down our home in the Highlands. My mother stood by and allowed it.”

      “He crows about it to this day. Claims he saved coin not having to pay expenses for a house he had nay intention of living in.”

      Disgust constricted Nolana’s throat. “Just as he’s crowing now about the White Ship disaster. What kind of man celebrates when people drown?”

      Ingram shrugged. “He’s mightily pleased the English king has lost his heir. He thinks ’twill be easier to attack Northumbria now his enemy has been stricken.”

      The staggering loss of hundreds of lives in the disaster sickened Nolana. “So many families devastated,” she murmured, startled when Ingram rose abruptly.

      “Shyte,” he exclaimed. “He’s seen us.”

      He hurried away before she could scold him for his offensive language. She scrambled to her feet, but her odious stepfather reached her side, a fat, balding  and clearly inebriated Norman in tow. She recognized the man as one of his guests, though why he’d invite an Englishmon to his Hogmanay celebrations…

      “Here’s the lass, Baron,” he declared, grasping her arm.

      She didn’t expect the courtesy of an introduction, but the Sassenach’s ogling perusal unnerved her. She tried unsuccessfully to free her arm from Neyll’s grasp.

      “A spitfire, I see,” the Norman gurgled, a menacing glint in his eye. “I enjoy taming a woman.”

      “What’s the meaning of this?” she asked indignantly, determined not to wince as Neyll’s fingernails dug into her flesh.

      “I’ve betrothed ye,” Neyll replied calmly. “Baron Grouchet lost his only son and heir in the White Ship disaster. We’ve agreed ye’ll provide him with another.”

      Grouchet took her hand and slobbered a kiss across her knuckles. “You’ll do nicely.”

      Neyll turned to his guest. “We’re agreed then?”

      Grouchet grinned, his eyes fixed on her breasts. “Indeed. I’ll arrange for the coin.”

      Stunned into silence, Nolana watched them swagger away. She’d expected Neyll to relegate her to the kitchens, but she never considered he might sell her.

      When the blood stopped pounding in her ears, she filled her lungs and hastened to the stables, Ingram’s favorite place of refuge. As she crossed the courtyard, the biting wind from the North Sea made her tear-filled eyes water even more.

      She heaved the big door closed after entering, grateful for the cocooning warmth of the horses—a larger number than usual on this night of feasting.

      Relying on the light from a lone torch in a stanchion by the door, she crept from one stall to another, whispering Ingram’s name.

      Finally—“Over here.”

      Following the sound of his voice, she found him brushing a horse she didn’t recognize. “Ye must take me to my aunt in Berwick,” she blurted out breathlessly.

      He kept on brushing. “When?”

      “Now.”

      Still tending the horse, he snorted. “Are ye daft? ’Tis pitch black and freezing out there.”

      She fisted her hands. Somehow she had to convince him. “I have to get away.”

      Finally, he paused, plucking horsehair from the brush. “I ken ’tis hard to live with Neyll. I’ve often thought of…”

      “He has sold me to Baron Grouchet,” she interrupted. “As a brood mare.”

      Her half-brother stared for long minutes, causing her to wonder if a young lad his age would even understand what she’d said. Then, he clenched his jaw. “We’ll leave at first light. They’ll be sleeping off the night’s revelry. Gather what ye need and come back.”

      She threw her arms around him. “Thank ye, brother. ’Tis a lot to ask. I ken ye risk Neyll’s wrath by helping me.”

      “Naught new in that,” he replied.
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        * * *

      

      Aidan, Ragna and Edwin spent Yuletide at Ellesmere Castle. Their uncle refused to allow them to stay alone at Shelfhoc Hall. Equally grief-stricken by the unknown fate of his half-brother, Baudoin canceled the usual entertainments. There were no mummers, no Morris Dancers, no jugglers or troubadours—only weeping, red-rimmed eyes and distraught faces. The unbearable silence threatened to overwhelm Aidan.

      Still, he refused to give in to despair, struggling to keep hope alive. He and his siblings spent hours on their knees in the church built by their late grandfather, begging Ram de Montbryce to intercede and reveal where Caedmon and Agneta FitzRam had managed to swim to shore.

      “I don’t think Mother knew how to swim,” Edwin kept murmuring.

      “Father would have saved her,” Aidan insisted. “Perhaps a villager has given them shelter,” he suggested more than once.

      “Then why have we heard nothing?” Ragna asked.

      “The shock may have caused them to lose their memories. They don’t remember who they are,” he countered, not surprised when his sister rolled her eyes at the ludicrous suggestion and burst into tears again.

      By early January, Aidan had accepted the reality that his parents had drowned. Guilt replaced hope. If he hadn’t suggested they sail on the White Ship, Caedmon and Agneta FitzRam would still be alive.

      It was his duty to atone. He would abandon the life of luxury that was his birthright as a wealthy nobleman.

      He took the opportunity to reveal his decision at the traditional burning of the Yuletide Wreath on Twelfth Night.

      After his uncle’s family had tossed their cedar fronds into the fire blazing in the hearth of the Great Hall and prayed tearfully for the souls of their lost kin, Aidan came to his feet. “I pray for strength,” he began, afraid to look at Ragna and Edwin. “I have decided it is my duty to renounce the world and become a monk.”

      Only the crackle of the flames broke the silence that followed. He twirled the frond in his fingers, inhaled deeply and tossed it into the fire.

      Ragna stood, hands on hips, fury contorting her beautiful face. “This is no time for jests, brother. Have you lost your wits?”

      Aidan fisted his hands. “I am not jesting. I will join the community at Lindisfarne Abbey. At least I’ll be close to Kirkthwaite Hall.”

      “So, I’m to lose a brother as well as my parents,” Ragna shrieked, hurling her frond at him before fleeing the hall.

      Edwin glared at him then followed his sister.

      Baudoin’s wife and children left quietly, leaving Aidan alone with his uncle.

      “Have you considered the ramifications of such a decision?” Baudoin asked.

      Aidan floundered, his emotions all at sea. He’d thought announcing his intention would bring him peace, but he was more conflicted than ever. “I must make amends.”

      “For what?” his uncle demanded, clearly unable to keep the anger out of his voice. “What happened wasn’t your fault.”

      But somebody had to shoulder the blame. “Nevertheless…”

      Baudoin stood. “I cannot sanction this, Aidan. My brother wouldn’t have wanted you to shut yourself away.”

      As Aidan stared into the flames, his father’s beloved face rose up to torment him. He fled the hall, hurried to his chamber and fell to his knees, praying for the courage to do the right thing.
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        * * *

      

      It was still dark when Ingram and Nolana set off from Kolbrand’s Path. The going on the frost-rutted track was slow until a grey dawn lit the way. Nolana clung to Ingram’s back. If she fell, her frozen body would shatter into a thousand pieces.

      The sun was well up by the time they joined the queue of people—mostly tradesmen—waiting to pass through Berwick’s gate.

      “We stick out like a sore thumb,” she murmured.

      “Dinna fash,” Ingram replied. “Just smile when our turn comes.”

      Teeth chattering, she forced her frozen features into what she feared might be more of a grimace than a smile. However, to her surprise, the young sentry returned the smile.

      Ingram didn’t wait to be challenged. “My sister and I have traveled miles to visit our cousin, Maudie Kyncade.”

      “Maudie? From the inn by the river?”

      Despite the chill, a wave of heat rolled over Nolana. She’d worried about locating her cousin, but it seemed the woman was well known.

      “Aye,” Ingram replied. “Can ye direct us?”

      Ten minutes later, they found themselves in front of a ramshackle building that looked like a gust of wind might carry it away. On the banks of the Tweed, the inn resembled an anthill. Loud men exiting jostled in the doorway with even louder men trying to get in.

      “I dinna like the look of this place,” Ingram said.

      Her aunt’s establishment filled Nolana with trepidation, but they knew no one else in Berwick. She hadn’t seen her father’s sister since she was a bairn; Ingram had never met her. She plucked up her courage. “’Twill be all right once we find Maudie.”

      Looking worried, Ingram dismounted without replying and helped her down. “Ye’ll have to keep me steady for a minute or two,” she told him. “My feet are like ice.”

      The multitude of patrons seemed not to notice them until they approached the door. “Hold on to me,” Ingram rasped as they pushed their way through.

      Young as he was, she was glad of his presence as winking men grunted bawdy comments. They were buffeted and jostled, and her bottom was pinched more than once.

      The crowded interior was strangely calm after the storm at the entryway. She’d worried about finding Maudie, but there was only one woman in the place—a tall, black-haired Amazon who was the spitting image of Nolana’s father.

      Despite the crush, she spotted Nolana and Ingram immediately and brandished a fist at them. The crowd parted like the waters of the Red Sea as she made her way across the room. “Are ye daft?” she asked Ingram. “Ye canna bring a lass in here.”

      “Greetings to ye, Aunty Maudie,” he retorted.

      “Ye’re nay kin to me,” she replied, hands fisted on hips as she eyed him up and down.

      “But I am,” Nolana said. “I’m Ian Kyncade’s daughter.”

      Maudie narrowed her eyes. “Nolana?”

      “Aye.”

      Tears of relief flowed when Maudie enfolded her in a crushing embrace and nigh on squeezed the life out of her.

      “I thought ne’er to see ye again,” she bellowed, drawing the attention of everyone in the inn. “This ’ere’s my brother’s lass,” she announced. “Woe betide anyone who lays a finger on her.”

      Apparently chastened, the men went back to guzzling their ale.

      “Are ye sure ye want me to leave ye here?” Ingram whispered as Maudie whisked them across the room to the biggest and busiest kitchen Nolana had ever seen.

      She was apprehensive, but anything was preferable to marrying Grouchet. “I’ll be fine,” she replied.
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        * * *

      

      Throughout the six-day journey from Ellesmere north to Kirkthwaite, Aidan’s siblings rarely spoke to him.

      He welcomed the isolation as befitting his determination to enter the religious life. It became clear to him the decision was the right one. Detachment eased the pain of his loss.

      Ragna and Edwin suffered the inclement January weather without complaint as they crossed the bleak Pennines. Neither would admit it, but Aidan sensed they were just as anxious to return to Kirkthwaite Hall.

      Shelfhoc was their beloved winter refuge in the Marches, a legacy from their paternal grandmother, Ascha. The sea had not given up their parents’ bodies. If Caedmon and Agneta FitzRam’s spirits were to be found anywhere, it would be at Kirkthwaite, Agneta’s ancestral home in Northumbria.

      After several blazing rows about his decision while they were still at Ellesmere, Aidan had forbidden further argument. He intended to seek admission to Lindisfarne Abbey and that was that.

      Uncle Baudoin made it clear he did not support Aidan’s determination to atone by shutting himself off from the world. However, he provided a well-armed escort of twenty men and elicited a promise Aidan would call on him if he found himself in need of assistance. Since he intended to deed Shelfhoc to Edwin, and Kirkthwaite to Ragna, he foresaw his siblings might someday need the assistance of a powerful earl. Tucked away on Holy Island, he’d be safe from the dangers of the world.
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