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This is a work of fiction. With the exception of Edward I of England, none of the characters portrayed are real or based on real persons, and the events related in this book, although possible, never happened. The dates referring to the first papal abdication and the inciting incidents of what would later be called the Inquisition parallel or refer to actual incidents chronicled within papal history, but to my knowledge no letters ever existed such as those related in this novel.

Chapter 1

Northwest of Genoa, July 1294

A harsh rumble and a chorus of screams tore Lady Juliana Verault’s attention from directing her small party up the hilly riverbank. Only steps away, a bridge collapsed, raising a shower of mud and havoc. Moments ago she’d declined to follow the rest of the caravan across the clearly unstable structure.

She must save as many folk as she could.

“Gretle, Berthild, find the salve and bandages we packed.” As the shout left her mouth, Juliana plunged down the slope. She’d covered half the distance when a mounted knight raced past her.

By the time she reached the river’s edge, the man, still on horseback, had doffed his surcoat and mail shirt, plucked two women from the current, and tossed a rope around the large chunk of bridge stone that pinned the caravan’s screaming guide up to his neck in water.

Downriver in midstream, a small boy clung to the pointy tip of a rock. The water rushed around him, drowning his cries for help. Busy with rescuing others, the knight could neither see nor hear the boy.

Juliana could not allow an innocent to die. She shed her tunic and boots, tied the skirt of her shift around her hips, leaving her legs free, and waded into the icy stream. Without warning, the river bottom dropped. She sank, her mouth filling with muddy water. She couldn’t see. Desperate to breathe and get to the boy, she kicked against the current, praying she aimed for the surface. Air and light hit her at the same instant. But relief died in the moment it took her to push her hair from her eyes. Where was the boy?

A weak “help” jounced to her over the roaring water. Fighting the current, she turned her head toward the voice. The boy still clung to the pointy rock, thank heaven!

Numbing cold threatened to drag her under, but she refused to yield and focused on the boy’s face. Closer now, Juliana gave up her fight against the current. Allowing the stream to carry her, she stroked toward the rock. Though her lungs and body ached, she swam for her life and the child’s.

She hit a submerged portion of the stone before she could reach him. The impact jarred her bones and flattened her along the hidden rock face. The boulder was larger beneath the river’s surface than she expected. Water pushed along the length of her, pressing her down onto the slick rock. She lifted her arms but could not grasp the child.

“Grab on to me,” she urged. “I will take you back to land.”

The boy whimpered and shook his head. “Mama.”

“She waits for you on the bank. Come, I will take you to her.” Pray heaven I speak true, and the woman still lives.

The child let go and reached for Juliana. She stretched. A crest of water splashed over her and smacked the boy backward. He teetered. She lunged for him, catching his foot as he fell into the river. He flailed against the current. Pain wrenched her shoulder, but she managed to haul the boy up and wedge him between her body and the rock before her arm fell useless to her side. He clung, coughing from the water he had inhaled, shivering with cold.

“You are safe now, lad. I have you. You will soon be with your mother. Just hold tight.”

The boy nodded and wrapped his arms about her neck in a near stranglehold, burying his face beneath her chin.

Juliana looked beyond him to the riverbank. Her shoulder throbbed so much she could scarce lift that arm. The short swim from the bank to the rock now stretched to an insurmountable distance. How could she get to the riverside with only one good arm and hold on to the boy at the same time? She wanted to weep but said a silent prayer instead.

“Are we going back now?” The child lifted his head and looked at her.

Her vision grayed. Juliana fought back the effects of pain and exposure. The boy needed reassurance. “Yes, child.” She did not know how, but she would keep him safe.

The only possible course would be to have the lad climb onto her back. They would float with the current until she could drift close enough to shore to find her footing and then carry the boy by land to his mother. She prayed she would not drown them both and shifted to let go of the rock.

A wet rope smacked the water in front of her face. Instinctively, she grabbed for the lifeline with her injured arm. Pain arced through her shoulder and limb, yet she managed to wrap the rope around it, anchoring the line in place. With her good arm, she maintained a sure grip on the tip of the rock, securing the boy against the stone with her body.

“Tie the rope around you both. When you’re done, tug on the line, and I will pull you to shore.” The strong, clear voice struck her ears.

She could no more tie knots one-handed than she could swim upstream. In either case, she would have to let go of the boy. The force of the water would snatch the child to a certain death the minute she released him, and that she refused to allow.

“What is your name, child?”

“Piers.” He gulped.

“And I am Juliana. You’re a good, strong lad, Piers. Can you tie a knot?”

The boy nodded. “Me da says I allus tie ’im in knots.”

Juliana grinned. “Can you tie a knot in a rope?”

“I think so. I watched Da do it.”

“Good. I need you to tie this rope around your middle. I will keep you safe while you do so.”

“You will not let go?”

“No, Piers, I will keep hold of you.”

When the boy had the rope about his waist, Juliana continued. “Now, tie a knot in the rope good and tight.”

“Should I tie the rope around you, too?”

“Nay, I will be fine.” She could feel herself weakening. Would she slip from the rock before he managed to get the rope secured around him? “Hurry.”

“I have it tied.”

“Look over there. Do you see the knight and horse on the shore?”

Piers nodded.

“Keep your eyes on them. They will pull you through the water to land and take you to your mother.”

“But I don’t want to let go of you.”

“You must, Piers. Your mother is waiting, and if you don’t let go, she cannot get you back.”

“All right.”

“You are a very brave boy, and I know you can do this. Are you ready?”

Piers whimpered once more and nodded.

Juliana released him, then tugged on the rope with her good arm. And Piers was gone.

Her vision grayed again. The current pushed her sideways away from the rock. She had very little strength left. Numb with cold, her good arm dragged, slow and ineffective against the rushing water. The river tossed her about. Her head banged into another rock. She had not thought she could hurt more. Then darkness closed over her.

• • •
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Unknotting the rope, Sir Robert Clarwyn thrust the boy into someone’s arms and kneed his destrier into the water. He refused to allow another woman to die when he could prevent it. The riverbank rose steeply on either side. He let the horse do the work of keeping them above water and headed downstream toward the deadfall where some of the cloth of the woman’s shift had snagged, though she herself had disappeared from sight. He gripped the horse tighter with his thighs, urging his mount to hurry. Holy Mother, let the water around the deadfall be shallow and the footing solid; else even if the woman lives now, she might die before I can save her.

The horse scrabbled over the rocky bottom as the depth of the water shrank. ’Twas the first time since his mother’s passing that Robert could recall having his prayers answered.

He leapt from the horse to stand knee-deep beside the deadfall where the cloth held fast between two logs. Just beyond, a quiet pool formed. The woman lay unnaturally still, floating face up.

Straddling the log nearest her head, Robert pulled her to him, securing her in a one-armed hold. With his free hand, he released the cloth of her shift. Then, with her cold form cradled against his chest, he swung his leg to the outside of the deadfall.

One stride took him to his gelding. He laid his precious burden across the steed’s withers in front of the saddle, then mounted, secured the reins in one hand, and took her back into his arms. Heading for the small group huddled on the spit of land near the ruined bridge, Robert kneed the horse into motion and concentrated on keeping the woman, himself, and the horse all above water.

Finally, they reached dry land. Still holding her, he dropped to the ground and bent close to her face. Air, faint and warm, pressed against his cheek. She lives, thank the Holy Virgin. He expelled the breath he had not realized he held.

The woman shuddered in his arms. Her long, dark lashes parted, and he got his first close look at her face. Had heaven fallen to earth and hidden itself in this woman’s eyes? She came to her senses, and their color changed swiftly from the misty azure found where sea met sky to the pure, clear blue of high English summer. She smelled of the river mixed with the faint scent of heather. Would her hair be a warm, burnished gold that some would call red? Would her cheeks flush with rosy color against her creamy skin? Now, cold chased any roses from her features and paled the lips he wanted desperately to smile at him.

He shook his head. ’Twas nonsense. No woman who knew his name would smile on him.

Those infinitely blue eyes were the only color in her face. That and the faint red in her slowly drying hair convinced him he’d found his quarry, Lady Juliana Verault.

The pain shining in her expression speared him as surely as a well-aimed arrow felled a stag. Like any wounded beast, he fled, forcing his gaze from hers before she could see the damage she had done. His glance traveled down her torso, checking for breaks in her delicate skin. He found none.

What he did find compelled him to turn his eyes back to hers. Only a shift covered her. Soaked as the material was, it might as well not have been there. Images burned in his mind, of tightly budded nipples thrusting against thin linen, of a tiny waist, of shapely limbs and a darker triangle flaring above her thighs.

Robert shook his head, trying to clear his brain so he could act. She coughed. A trickle of water escaped her mouth. Another shudder ran through her.

“You are cold,” he stated.

“Aye, chilled to the bone.” A raspy chuckle echoed the obvious back at him. “And weary.”

He stood, carrying her toward where two older women and the other survivors on this side of the river had built a fire. He shouted for woolen lengths as he walked. “You will live,” he added quietly. “King Edward will be pleased.”

“Here, sir.” One of the older women approached. “We will take her now.”

Robert stared at the aging woman dressed as a Beguine.

“Indeed, sir,” the other beldame said. “You must let us tend her.”

His arms tightened, and he bared his teeth.

The women stepped back.

“Nay.” He did not want to give up the maiden. But he had no personal claim to her, and these women did. That made him unaccountably angry.

“Please,” croaked Lady Juliana, “You hold me too tightly, and I need their help.”

Shame washed over him. For his sins, he had vowed never to harm any woman. Yet, I allow anger and guilt to override good judgment and cause pain to a woman already injured. And not just any woman, but one whom my liege has charged to my care. I must try harder at keeping my vow. 

He listened to murmurs of pain from Juliana’s trembling lips and stared as the women fussed over her.

Someone thrust a woolen cloak at him.

He bent to wrap the material around her shoulders.

She whimpered at his touch, then smiled. “Thank you.” She tried to clutch the cloth about her with one hand.

’Twas then he saw her arm hanging useless by her side.

He placed his hand lightly on her shoulder to look closer.

A strangled sound came from her throat, and she tried to pull away from him, biting her lip at his touch. He lifted his hand.

She sagged back against him.

“What ails you?”

“My shoulder. I hurt it in the river.”

Robert did not hesitate. He lifted the cloth and tore her shift away from the injury.

“Sir,” the taller of the older women erupted in protest.

“Indeed, stop,” wailed the shorter one.

Ignoring the maidenly objections of her companions, he studied Lady Juliana’s arm and shoulder.

Her skin was pale and clammy everywhere but at the joint. There, angry red flared across a misshapen knot beneath the skin. “’Tis not broken,” he said.

“Not broken? What of the pain she has and the swelling?” the first Beguine doubted.

“Nay. I have seen such after battle. Through too much strain, some men’s arms leave their shoulders. When the shoulder is broken, the bones offer no support. If ’tis just displaced, the bones are still strong and can support the arm somewhat.”

“Can it be fixed?” Lady Juliana whispered.

“Aye, and you will be completely well, but ’twill hurt a great deal to put it right.”

“If you can fix it, then do what you must.”

She is right. Much though I prefer not to hurt her, ’tis best to get this over quickly. 

Once he had preferred not to kill, too, but he had done what he must to defend the innocent. That death would stain his soul throughout eternity. Robert instructed the two older women to brace Juliana’s body against them. He lifted her arm and placed one hand over the twisted joint. “Ready?”

She smiled and nodded. “I forgive you.”

How does she know that I need forgiveness? Rather than ponder that question, he gripped her wrist to pull on her arm and push on the joint.

A loud pop sounded.

Juliana fainted.

“Monster,” the smaller of the two Beguines said. “You have made it worse.”

No good would come of wallowing; he had again done what needed doing. “Nay. I have caused her pain. For that I am truly sorry. But when she wakes, she will feel less hurt than before. Check for yourselves, then bind the arm. The joint must bear no strain for at least three days.”

The women turned away from him in stony silence.

He went to his gelding, hoping to find a dry shirt, but water soaked everything in his saddlebags.

“Here, sir.” A large peasant held out a rough-spun tunic and leather jerkin. “These should fit. They are dry and even summat clean.”

“Thank you . . . ?”

“’Enry, sir.” The fellow tugged his forelock. “I be groom for the ladies.”

Robert’s brow wrinkled.

“The Beguines. I tend the mules and help with loading and unloading.”

“Ah. Thank you, Henry. Have you ells of wool within your mule packs?”

“Aye, sir. Enough woolen cloth for all those poor souls and more.” He gestured at the survivors huddled nearby.

“What of those on the other side of the river?”

“They called across that they would camp the night there. They said summat of building a raft afore morning.”

Robert searched both banks to see that everyone was being cared for. “Excellent. When ’tis done I will speak with them about how best to bring the raft across the river.”

“Sir?”

“Yes, Henry.”

“The sun’ll set soon, and the ladies’ll need shelter.”

“Then we had best find some. Did you perchance pass a hospice, inn, or abbey on your way here?”

“Nay, sir. I was hoping that you had.”

Robert shook his head. “From the northwest, ’tis more than a day’s ride back to the nearest place that offers hospitality.”

“What will we do, sir? The women cannot travel far, and I think the guide has broke his leg.”

Robert eyed the heavily laden pack mules. “Do the Beguines have a tent amongst their belongings?”

“Oh no, sir. We allus slept at inns. Them mules carries all the things the ladies be bringin’ to the beguinage in Palermo. Was no room for tents wi’ all the supplies they brung.”

“Then we will have to make do.”

“Yes, sir.” Henry nodded eagerly, but the blank look in his eyes told Robert the man had not even a vague idea how to proceed.

“Here.” He handed Henry the destrier’s reins. “Be kind enough to tend to my horse, and I will search out a spot where we may all rest this night.”

“Oh, aye, sir. I’ll take right good care of yer ’orse, sir.” Henry heaved a great sigh, smiled, and left.

Turning his gaze on the spot where the women tended Lady Juliana, Robert stripped off his wet shirt and donned the dry clothing. Too bad a soul could not be changed as easily as clothing. If such were possible, his life would be much different, and he would never have met Lady Juliana Verault.
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​Chapter 2
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Juliana woke the next morning to the sound of cheering. Despite lingering aches, she hurried to rise and straighten her clothes, then rushed from the shelter to see what prompted the noise.

Her heart leapt to her throat as she spied her knightly rescuer walking slowly along the remains of the bridge.

On the far shore beyond the gap left by the fallen stonework stood a number of the male travelers who had crossed before the bridge fell. They busily knotted two coils of rope together.

Above, the knight grasped one of the few remaining stone posts on the bridge rail and leaned forward over the broken edge. What was he doing? He would get himself killed. Knowing only that she had to stop him, she ran for the bridge.

Henry stepped into her path, halting her beside a large boulder. “Nay, Sister Juliana. Sir Robert gave orders. I am not to let you onto the bridge,” the groom said.

Juliana opened her mouth to object, then shut her lips firmly. From the far shore, men tossed one end of the linked ropes to the reckless, Sir Robert. Even if more of the bridge fell, he now had a chance of surviving. But could the men keep hold of the rope?

She straightened her shoulders and plastered her most sympathetic expression on her face. “Henry, do you wish to receive your wages?”

“Aye, sister.” He nodded eagerly.

Across the water, the men took their end of the rope and tied it around one of the still-standing columns on the riverbank. That done, they returned to face Sir Robert.

She forced herself to concentrate on Henry. “To earn those wages, perhaps you should follow the orders of the women who pay you, not those of some interfering knight.”

Henry turned back to Juliana and swallowed. “Sir Robert says you will not be goin’ on to Palermo with the other Beguines, s-so you are not payin’ me wages no more.”

“Sir Robert is wrong.”

“He also said that I might not live long enough to enjoy any wages, if I was to let the king of England’s cousin set foot on that bridge. Are you truly Longshanks’s cousin, Sister Juliana?”

“Yes, Henry. Longshanks is my cousin,” she replied with greater heat than she intended. She was very upset that Henry took a stranger’s orders over her own. However, her groom was not at fault.

The guilty party strode in her direction from the bridge. When he reached the boulder, Sir Robert ran his end of the rope twice around the stone and tied off the line.

Juliana nodded in reluctant approval. With a second rope looped around the first, Sir Robert had fashioned an efficient means for hauling a raft back and forth across the river. However, they had no raft.

“Thank you, Henry.” Sir Robert approached them. “I hope you had no difficulty with the task I set you?”

Though he spoke to the groom, the knight directed his darkling-green gaze at Juliana.

“N-nay, Sir Robert. All went just as you said it would.”

“Excellent. Go now, tend the mules and help Sisters Berthild and Gretle prepare to cross the river.”

The groom left.

Juliana wanted to shake the knight. How dare he order her servant about! She hid her irritation behind a serene smile. “A word with you, Sir Robert.”

“I am at your service, milady.”

Startled by his formal address, she blinked but kept her smile in place. Then she turned to walk along the shore. “I am but a humble Beguine. ’Tis no need to address me as if I were a noblewoman.”

He grinned.

A disturbing flutter curled low in her stomach. She blinked in wonder at her sudden and seeming insatiable hunger. She had not broken her fast yet, so she could be hungry.

“Verily, you are Sister Juliana, as I heard your companions address you, but are you not also Lady Juliana Verault?”

She stiffened and banished the odd stomach pangs from her thoughts. “I do not deny that I have that title, 

“What I seem is not relevant.” She lifted the corners of her mouth to prove how little he affected her.

“Relevant or not, I refuse to call you sister. Since I am a courteous man, I will call you Lady Juliana as befits the cousin of Edward Plantagenet.”

“You are a stubborn man, and stubbornness is an unappealing trait,” she accused with good cheer.

“Aye.”

Aye? How am I supposed to deal with such resistance, especially when wrapped in such great size and strength? He reminded her of the bachelor knights she had known in her uncle William’s household. Men who thought to take advantage of her and her sisters because their lord held his nieces in so little regard. Mayhap if she knew Sir Robert better, she might be able to circumvent his bullheadedness and retain her serenity. “Despite your attitude, we are cast together in a difficult situation, and I do not know more of you than your name. I must insist you tell me from whence you come and how it is that you recognize me, for I am certain we have never met.”

“I am Sir Robert Clarwyn, Baron Ravensmere.”

“Oh,” she whispered. Shaken, she continued to smile. Even she had heard of Sir Robert. Though she did not know the details of the old scandal attached to the Clarwyn name, she did know that the offense had been so heinous, the Ravensmere lands had reverted to the crown. Sir Robert was a baron in name only; he had no wealth to go with the title. As a knight errant, he owed allegiance to the highest bidder. And because of the scandal, Sir Robert’s reputation was more violent than other mercenaries.

“I see you have heard of me.”

“You are one of King Edward’s hunters. The one the court calls the hound, for you have never failed to find any person my cousin sends you to seek.” How it was that Edward could hold the Clarwyn demesne and still command this man’s service? She wasn’t about to ask.

“Aye.” He shrugged in a semblance of indifference.

But Juliana saw the tension in his neck and shoulders. The man was far from relaxed.

She brightened her smile to battle back the despair that threatened. She swallowed again, her throat suddenly more than dry. “And how is it you recognize me?”

“I have been looking for you. I had word you were traveling with a caravan toward Palermo, and no other woman I have met has matched the description I was given.”

Uncle William had called her a stick figure with straw and mud for hair. Was he still determined to force her to wed to his advantage? He could have asked Edward to send this knight in search of her, but she doubted that was the case. William guarded his own power as carefully as Edward guarded his, and would avoid any obligation to the king.

“Why are you looking for me?”

“Edward of England asked it of me.”

She should have been relieved. But worry consumed any small relief. “What need has my royal cousin of me?”

“I believe he wishes a union between yourself and a Scottish nobleman. The ceremony is set for All Saints’ Day. Edward wants you in England before then.”

“But what of . . . ?” She stopped in midsentence, not about to mention the betrothal she had broken or the injury she had given her aged future husband.

“Of what, milady?”

“Nothing. ’Tis not important.” She would not return to England, but that was a discussion for another day. More immediate problems remained unresolved.

“What were you doing on the bridge?” she asked, presenting the illusion of calm.

“Arranging for Sisters Berthild, Gretle, and the other pilgrims on this shore to cross the river and rejoin the caravan.”

“Mean you for the women to swing across the river on these ropes you have strung? I trow my fellow sisters have not the strength and would drop like stones from the bridge, unless you intend to carry them.” She trilled a laugh to mask her fury at his thoughtlessness.

“Nay, lady.” He took her arm and turned her to face the river. “As we speak, your fellow travelers send out a raft. We will use the ropes to pull it to and fro across the river. Berthild and Gretle will ride above the flood in as great safety and comfort as can be managed.”

“Oh.” She felt her face heat. In her worry over Edward, she had misjudged Sir Robert. “That is most considerate of you. The journey has been hard on my fellow Beguines, and your efforts shorten their travail. Thank you.”

“You are welcome.”

Sir Robert by her side, she paced back toward where her friends waited. “’Tis a shame our guide was so badly injured.”

“The man is a fool and got precisely what he deserved for crossing an unsound bridge.”

She gave him a genuine smile; Sir Robert’s thoughts ran exactly as hers did. “All the more reason for us to pity him.”

“Pity is needed for the caravan that is now without a guide, not for a feckless knight.”

Could the guide’s mistake provide a solution to the problems of stubborn Sir Robert and aid for the other travelers? “Surely you will take his place as guide.”

“Why would I do such a thing? My way lies in the opposite direction. As does your own,” Sir Robert snapped.

“But you are a knight and sworn to aid those in need. The cross you wear is evidence of pilgrimage to Jerusalem and proves that you can find the way. None is as well-suited as you for the task of guide.” She used her most soothing tone. A little flattery never hurt when trying to persuade a man to act against his inclination. She smiled at him, just as she used to smile at her uncle. When she smiled, her uncle had forgotten to bluster. Sometimes he had forgotten to hit, as well.

“My suitability is not at issue. I have an obligation to Edward to see you safe to England and his care. The caravan will have to do without a guide until they get to a town where one may be found.”

“I cannot agree. As a knight, you must not ignore what Providence has placed in your path. The task of guiding us to Palermo is yours by virtue of your arrival just at the moment when our need of you would be greatest.”

“Do you often succeed when you use nonsense to persuade others to do your will?”

Admittedly, mere knighthood was not the most logical of arguments, but the criticism stung. She looked up at him to be certain of his meaning. The wrinkles at the corners of his eyes might have been caused by the fact that he faced the sun, but the upward tilt of his lips and the green gleam coming from between those slitted lids suggested otherwise.

“You laugh at me.”

“Nay.” His eyes widened in feigned innocence. “I would never laugh at a lady.”

“Would you not?” She arched a brow at him then turned back to where Henry, Cook, and the elder Beguines prepared for the river crossing. “’Tis of no moment, but your aid as guide to this caravan is of great import.”

He stopped her with a touch on her uninjured shoulder. “Why?”

“Because these are good people in need, and you have the skill and knowledge to fill that need.”

He represented a threat to her life as a Beguine. However, she would deal with that after she got to Palermo, where she was needed.

• • •
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She placed the situation before him in desperate simplicity. His vow to protect women weighed on him. Would ignoring the travelers’ need for a guide place all the women of this caravan in danger and threaten that vow? What of his promise to Edward to return Juliana to England before All Hallow’s?

Edward would have to understand. There was time. Several months remained before All Saints’ Day.

“Others have as much skill and knowledge,” he argued, reluctant to agree to her request, even knowing that he could not refuse.

“But those others are not here, nor would we be able to trust them as easily.”

“Trust is for fools.” Juliana’s smile soothed his harsh thoughts. A man might do much for that smile alone. If the man was fool enough to need smiles.

“When the bridge fell, you could have let us fend for ourselves, but you gave aid without any thought to your own safety. You are a knight who saves lives, not one who allows death and danger to threaten innocents.”

’Twas obvious she had no knowledge of the lives he had failed to save. Enthusiasm flooded her cheeks with color and took his breath away. He wanted to please her. Wanted to keep her smile for himself. That would never happen. She belonged to another man. His vow to Edward and the lure of regained lands pulled him to England. How could he go elsewhere?

“I made a promise to Edward.” He spoke sternly, refusing the inevitable. “Neither you nor I can proceed to Palermo.”

“Yes, yes, I hear you.” She waved an impatient hand at him as she stepped toward her Beguine sisters. “Edward wants me to wed a Scot. Nonetheless, we must get Berthild and Gretle to Palermo, not England.”

Robert strode after her, determined to make clear that she had no choice in the matter. “Edward is your king. You must follow his orders.”

“Nay, I must follow my conscience. I do not use my title or the privilege that comes with it, and I owe nothing to any earthly king.”

“I could force you.” He nearly shouted the words to hide the reluctance he felt in saying them. Physical force was not an option when women were involved. She stopped and turned so abruptly that he had to grab her around the waist. He lifted her and held her close against his chest in order to avoid trampling her or hurting her shoulder.

“Put me down.”

The words were soft but firm. He set her at arm’s length, glad to be rid of her, because her body felt entirely too right pressed to his.

“You could indeed try to force me. I assure you that you would regret the choice, for I would make your life a misery.” She smiled sweetly.

He nearly laughed.

“’Tis not possible. You are too gentle to make any man’s life a misery.” Though he knew differently. He had seen her strength of will and determination in a dozen small actions over the past day, as well as her selfless rescue of a drowning boy. Willpower frightened Robert. No wonder Edward wanted this woman married to one of the unruly Scots. Her very smile hid an English rock upon which the Scot would break his barbarian heart. ’Tis a good thing I have no heart to break.

Her smile broadened. “If you think that, you should have a long talk with my uncle William.” She turned on her heel and jounced down the hill, calling to Berthild not to lift a heavy pack by herself.

Robert shook his head and set off in pursuit of Juliana once again. He caught up with her just as she struggled with Berthild to raise a pack of sodden wool lengths onto a mule.

“Allow me.” He hooked a hand under each of the leather bindings and with one heave thumped the pack onto the back of the nearest mule.

“Oh my.” Berthild’s gray lashes fluttered. “You are very strong.”

Not knowing what to say, he grunted.

“Will you be guiding us to Palermo?” asked the older woman.

“Nay. I have other obligations.” He gave Juliana a warning look.

“What would be the harm in journeying with us as far as Palermo?” Juliana asked, honey dripping from her tone.

“Would you return with me to England, if I guide your band that far?”

“I would be a most cooperative traveler.”

’Twas nothing like the promise he asked for. He ground his teeth on the frustration that ate at him. He could not risk laying hands on her. Nor could he deny the other travelers’ needs. His temper rose at her granite cheer.

“Indeed, Sir Robert. Our need is severe.” Gretle approached, adding her plea to those of the other women.

They could not possibly be as desperate as they claimed. “Surely another of your party has been to Palermo before?”

“Oh no,” Berthild spoke up. “One of the reasons our company hired our now-injured guide is his vast experience. None of us, not even the merchants, have ever been farther than Gascony. We are all novice travelers.”

Incredible! He looked at Juliana, who stood waiting, that perpetually serene smile on her face. Why he longed to shatter her solid calm he did not know.

Did she expect him to simply give up? To desert both her and his sworn duty? She did not know him very well, so he would make certain she learned differently. He might be guilty of all sorts of sin, but he did not give up. Honor demanded that he take her to England. His conscience and sworn oaths prevented him from forcing her. If guiding these people to Palermo would gain her cooperation, that was what he would do.

Not for the first time did he regret accepting this task from Edward. Robert had too many reasons not to hunt women. But the king had made the rewards more than attractive. Restoration of the Clarwyn demesne would change much in the eyes of the court. More importantly, regaining his family’s lands would give Robert a retreat from gossip, if not from guilt and shame.

Watching Juliana from the corner of his eye, he addressed the two older women. “I would be honored to guide your journey to Palermo.”

“That is wonderful, indeed.” Gretle clutched his arm. Delight shone from her eyes.

Juliana’s placid expression brightened. “I knew you would do the right thing,” she murmured as she passed by him.

He had failed to dent her serene armor. Worse, he had committed himself to a troublesome and unnecessary journey to Palermo. How had she done it? Without saying a word, Juliana had somehow bent his will to hers, and he had not even gotten her clear promise to return to England.

He studied her shining calm. His father had worn a similar serenity. Robert had adored the man’s good-natured control. Control that cloaked an evil too great to tolerate, even in a beloved parent. What threat to a man’s soul did Lady Juliana hide beneath her tranquility?

He watched the gentle sway of her hips as she went to help the cook with his pots. Robert’s body hardened, despite the knowledge that he would never touch her. The woman was a menace. Edward was right to want her under some man’s thumb. It could not happen soon enough to suit Robert.

Too bad Palermo lay more than a month distant and the same back again. ’Twas more weeks of traveling with her serenity than he wanted to risk. But risk it he must. He could not simply ignore her. Before they reached Palermo, he had to convince Juliana to return to England. Saint Swithan’s shroud! How he was to accomplish that without setting hands on her, he did not know.

• • •
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At noon the next day they stopped beside a pond to allow the travelers to rest and refresh themselves. Juliana brought Robert a meat pie. His mouth hummed with the thought of savory spices, tender beef, and flaky crust. He bit into the pie, chewed, and nearly gagged. ’Twas all he could do to swallow the vile mess.

“Did you make this?” he mumbled with his mouth still half full, eager to know what imp had captured hell in a pastry.

Juliana’s cheeks colored above her ever-present smile. “Nay, ’tis Cook’s work.”

Robert’s eyes watered as he chewed the foul meal. “And you pay him for this?”

“’Tis charity. My talents lay elsewhere.”

He looked her up and down, noting the gentle swell of breast and the full curve of hip. Just what talent she might have at laying elsewhere interested him mightily. But she was a lady, Edward’s cousin, and promised to another, so Robert did not offer the crude jest. Instead he choked down his bite of pie, mustered as much innocence as he could, and said, “What exactly are your talents, milady?”

Her eyes grew round, and her lips parted in a slight O of surprise. Her breath quickened. The pulse in her throat beat rapidly. Robert caught the scent of something warm and yeasty mixed with a more delicate aroma, like wild heather. Visions of those lips pleasuring his body filled his mind. Shaking his head at himself, he shoved temptation away, then watched her firmly close her mouth. Was she nervous? Impossible. One of the maddening things about Lady Juliana Verhault was her complete lack of feminine fidgets.

She squared her shoulders. “I sew, help to comfort the sick, and advise my fellow Beguines on matters of production and trade to generate income for our charitable efforts. Tell me, Sir Robert, where do you plan for us to rest this night?”

The abrupt change of subject silenced him. She could not mean that she wanted to share his bed. To even imagine she could want that was thinking with his cock. Remember who this woman is. Once more he shook his head to clear it of rampant lust.

“I know of an abbey a half day’s ride away that has comfortable, separate quarters for both men and women.” For his own benefit, he emphasized separate.

She looked at him with confusion arching her brows but managed to maintain her smile. “Oh, that will never do.”

Her forwardness took him aback. “You object to men and women sleeping apart?”

“Nay, I object to the abbey.”

“Whatever for? An abbey is by far safer and less costly than any inn and a great deal more comfortable than the ground.”

“I agree, but since Beguines are not a recognized order and do not hold the status of nuns, some men in holy orders believe us to be heretics. Identifying who holds such beliefs is nearly impossible, so we avoid abbeys. That persecution is also the primary cause for our travel to Palermo. Our sisters there are beleaguered by weavers, who do not like the small amount of competition we give them. They harass us, causing no end of trouble, yet none who represent the church in Palermo will give aid to our sisters or even discourage the weavers. Sisters Berthild, Gretle, and I are the first of many from Ghent who go to strengthen our numbers in the city.”
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