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Chapter One

	Geoffrey de Burgh looked down at the short straw in his hand with horror. Around him, he was aware of the responses of five of his brothers, their swift gasps of surprise, their relieved sighs and their mumbled condolences, but he did not reply. He could only stare at the small stick, unable to believe that he, of all the de Burghs left unmarried, had drawn it.

	He had lost. And now he must wed the Fitzhugh.

	Glancing up finally, Geoffrey met his father’s concerned gaze. If the Earl of Campion was startled that the most scholarly of his sons was to marry the renowned hellion, he did not show it. Gentle understanding at Geoffrey’s dismay was evident, along with pride, for the earl knew that Geoffrey would not disappoint him.

	Geoffrey felt the weight of that faith and the responsibilities that flowed from it more heavily than ever before, but he could not deny it. King Edward had decreed that one of the de Burghs take the wench to wife, and so he must do his duty, for his king, his father, and his brothers.

	Straightening, Geoffrey carefully masked his alarm. “Very well. I will have her,” he said.

	There were no congratulations, for no one in the solar harbored any delusions that Geoffrey would be happy with his bride. And for once, none of his siblings engaged in their usual teasing and taunting. All were grateful that they had escaped his fate and would not make light of it.

	Mumbling excuses, the five bachelors, fearless warriors all, fled the room, eager to forget their cowardice when it came to marriage. And Geoffrey could not blame them, for who would not flinch at the idea of such a wife? He watched them all go, leaving him alone with his father.

	“Sit,” Campion said, tilting his head toward a nearby chair.

	Geoffrey settled himself to face the man he respected more than any other, unflinching under his sire’s scrutiny.

	Campion rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I would have hoped for another, Simon perhaps, though he is so hotheaded that he might have killed her before the ceremony was finished,” he said with a wry glance.

	Geoffrey allowed himself a slight smile at the jest. Campion’s second son, Simon, was a fierce knight who had no use for women. No doubt, he would have cowed even the Fitzhugh, but he had a temper that sometimes clouded his judgment.

	Campion nodded, as if in agreement with Geoffrey’s thoughts. “Aye, perhaps ’tis better that you, the most skilled negotiator, take on this task. I am proud of all my sons, but you, Geoffrey, are the most like me.”

	Geoffrey glanced at his father in surprise. Although Campion made his affection for his sons apparent, he was not overly generous with his praise. This was high acclaim indeed, for Geoffrey knew of no other he would better strive to emulate.

	“You have the strength that they do, but wisdom, too. Use your head and your heart, along with your sword arm, to deal with the woman who will be your wife,” Campion said. “We have heard many tales of her, but you know as well as I that such rumors are often exaggerated. People are not always what they seem, and I would ask you to keep an open mind when you marry. You, of all the de Burghs, are capable of heeding such advice.”

	Geoffrey nodded silently, though he held out little hope that the Fitzhugh creature was anything other than what she had been painted: a she-devil who was known for her rude outbursts, foul speech, and wild behavior. ’Twas a fact that she had murdered her first husband in their marriage bed, an act that the king had seen fit to excuse because of the circumstances surrounding the wedding. Still, the cold-blooded deed gave a man pause, especially one who would follow in the dead knight’s footsteps.

	As if reading his son’s thoughts once more, Campion cleared his throat, his expression turning somber. “Use your good sense and your compassion in the days ahead, my son,” Campion said, eyeing him somberly. “But don’t forget to watch your back.”

	 

	Geoffrey carefully placed the precious volume in his hands next to the others lined up in the trunk. His father had amassed quite a few books over the years, but Geoffrey had some of his own. Although all the de Burghs could read and write, only Geoffrey had studied with a traveling scholar, in an effort to quench his thirst for knowledge. And still he expanded his library whenever he could, for he had not given up his interests, even after his tutor moved on.

	A knock came on his door, surprising him, for his brothers had made themselves scarce this day. Geoffrey understood, even if they did not, their reluctance to see him. They all were  brave men and strong, who stood together when challenged, but the Fitzhugh was an enemy they did not know how to confront. His impending marriage could not be fought off with swords and axes, or routed by an army, and so they were at a loss to aid him.

	“Enter,” he called, thinking it was a servant, come to do his packing. But to his surprise, his eldest brother Dunstan filled the doorway. Geoffrey did not blink at the great knight’s ferocious scowl, for he had learned that Dunstan often hid softer feelings behind gruff words and fierce expressions.

	Right now, Dunstan looked distinctly uncomfortable as he nodded a greeting and stepped inside. Campion, larger and more luxurious than most castles, boasted many private rooms, and Geoffrey shared this one with one of his brothers. Smiling ruefully, he swept aside a piece of Stephen’s carelessly tossed clothing and bade Dunstan take a seat.

	Perching on a large chest, Dunstan looked at him soberly. “I would rather your lot had fallen to another,” he said. “Simon, perhaps.”

	The echo of his father’s sentiments annoyed Geoffrey, but he merely shrugged. “We shall deal well enough, I expect,” he said, folding a fine woolen tunic.

	“By faith, Geoff, I—” Dunstan growled out another, fouler oath before beginning again. “I feel responsible. I’m the one who killed her father.”

	Geoffrey halted his task and eyed his brother directly. “Because he made war on you. Fitzhugh was a greedy bastard who would stop at nothing to gain your castle and lands. Have you forgotten how he waylaid your train, slaughtered your men, and imprisoned you in your own dungeon?”

	Dunstan’s jaw tightened. “Nay. But ’twas my own knight, Walter Avery, who betrayed me to Fitzhugh and then wed his daughter.”

	“Luckily, she put an end to him before he could continue the battle against you,” Geoffrey said, avoiding his brother’s gaze. Although what he said was true, he did not care to pursue that line of thought too closely, especially when he was next in line to wed the wench.

	“By faith, Geoff, I am grateful that my brothers came to my aid, but I would not have any of them, least of all you, suffer for it. Blast the king’s edict!” Dunstan muttered.

	Geoffrey continued his packing. “You cannot fault Edward for seeking an end to the feuding. He wants to be assured of peaceful borders, and none better to provide that than one of your own brothers.”

	“Aye, but you, Geoff…” Dunstan said, his dismay evident.

	Glancing at him sharply, Geoffrey bit back a reply. Although he was not as bloodthirsty as Simon, he could hold his own against a woman, murderess or no, and he was beginning to resent the implication that he could not. He sent his brother a challenging look, but Dunstan glanced away, as if embarrassed. “I only regret that you are required to form a loveless union,” he mumbled.

	Geoffrey’s hands stilled at their task, his ill feelings fading at Dunstan’s admission. Of all his brothers, only Dunstan would raise such a concern, for the rest would scoff at such romantic notions. Not too long ago, Dunstan would have laughed longest and loudest of the lot. But he was married now and recently had come to admit his feelings for the woman he had wed in haste.

	Marion. Geoffrey tried not to compare the gentle, nurturing woman he treasured as a sister with the hellion he was to marry, but he could not help it. Too well he recalled his stay at Dunstan’s castle, Wessex, where he had watched the couple with no little envy, longing for such affection in his own life.

	Now it would be denied him. Silently Geoffrey returned to his packing, unable to mouth some platitude that would exonerate Dunstan, for his tongue felt thick and useless, his heart heavy and hard. He wished his brother had never broached the subject, for it settled around him like a stifling gloom, making the future look dim beyond his reckoning.

	Suddenly, his sacrifice loomed before him very great indeed.

	 

	Christmas passed quickly, a bittersweet celebration made special by the presence of Marion, who was expecting Campion’s first grandchild. She and Dunstan lingered, even after the holiday was over, as if they could forestall the grim reality of the next de Burgh wedding. The state of the winter roads also conspired to put off the impending nuptials, but finally there was a break in the weather, and all but Campion set off for Wessex.

	The earl, suffering from a winter chill, remained behind, and Geoffrey was relieved that he had talked his father out of going with them. Although his brothers thought of their father as little older than themselves, Geoffrey had noticed that the earl was moving more slowly of late and rarely left the castle.

	Geoffrey did not want the man making a journey in such temperatures, and his fears were well-founded, for they reached Dunstan’s demesne only after nearly a week of struggling along sodden roads through cold rains. There they left a vigorously protesting Marion, for Dunstan did not want her traveling any more in her condition.

	Although it went unspoken, Geoffrey was aware of another concern—that the Fitzhugh, infamous as she was, might be dangerous. No one, including Geoffrey, wanted Marion exposed to violence, or anything that wasn’t fine and good.

	To what would soon be his life.

	Geoffrey tried to force aside the unusually maudlin thoughts, but his accustomed optimism had been fading ever since they passed through the village near Fitzhugh’s manor and saw the sorry state of the houses. Poor. The people he was to govern were poor. It was not something Geoffrey had expected, and it had taken him aback, striking at his very heart. Obviously, the Fitzhugh’s father had spent his resources on war, instead of improvements. Geoffrey’s contempt for the man grew apace with their progress to his home.

	Although no one commented on the shoddy huts, Geoffrey had been aware of the glances of his brothers, swift and startled. Only Dunstan, whose finances had but recently improved, had seemed unaffected by the squalor, and Geoffrey found himself grateful to his eldest sibling. He had never been close to Dunstan, who had left home many years ago, yet now he felt bound by more than respect to the man they called the Wolf of Wessex. The tie would make his new life easier, for Dunstan would soon be his liege lord, as well as his brother.

	Unfortunately, Geoffrey could hold out no great hopes for other aspects of his future. Already he had a job ahead of him—rebuilding what Fitzhugh had neglected and destroyed. As they marched past the outer wall, Geoffrey carefully assessed the granaries, workshops, and stables clustered in the bailey. The old stone barrier needed to be moved, extended to make room for all who served the manor. And everything looked in need of repair.

	Biting back a sigh, Geoffrey looked at the house itself and knew a measure of relief. It was larger than he had expected, and the knowledge sat well with him, for after living in the vastness of Campion, he would not relish cramped, overcrowded quarters. Another wall surrounded the inner bailey and protected the entrance to the manor, but it looked paltry to Geoffrey, accustomed as he was to an impregnable castle. He made a mental note to shore up the defenses, as well.

	They were met at the doors by the steward, a nervous-looking little man with a balding pate. Although he bowed and scraped before them, no amount of fawning could make up for the absence of the lady of the house. Geoffrey felt his heart sink further, for the Fitzhugh should have greeted them at the gate, as was the custom when higher-ranking visitors arrived. The Baron of Wessex and his brothers would definitely merit such a greeting, yet there was no sign of her even in the hall.

	The room itself was spacious, but not very clean, and Geoffrey wrinkled his nose at the odors that could accumulate all too quickly during the winter months. The rushes on the floor were old and deteriorating, while the walls were covered with soot and grime. Although Geoffrey had grown up in a predominantly male household that had its share of dirt, Marion had changed all that, and even after her departure, the servants had continued her practices.

	Now Geoffrey found the sight of an untidy hall less than appealing, and his opinion of the Fitzhugh wench dropped even lower. With a woman in residence, the place ought to look and smell good, at least. What kind of chatelaine was she? The question brought on a host of others surrounding the mysterious creature he was to wed, and Geoffrey wondered if she even bathed. Abruptly, he had a vision of a hideous Amazon, fully armed, tall and fierce and filthy, with greasy hair and missing teeth. He did not even know her age.

	Geoffrey shuddered, steeling himself for anything, but no one came forward, and he saw no crones in the nearly deserted room. Releasing a low rush of breath, Geoffrey stood waiting expectantly until he realized that his brothers were looking to him, as the future master of this holding, for welcome. The knowledge startled him, for he was accustomed to deferring to his father and his more outspoken siblings.

	Yet he knew as well as the rest of them how to run a household, probably better, since his brothers had little patience for accounts or for managing servants. Stepping forward, Geoffrey called to the frightened steward. “Set out ale for me and my party, and bring the lady of the house to us, please.”

	“I shall see to your refreshments at once, my lord,” the man said, backing away while bowing. “But… Mistress Fitzhugh is…  unavailable at present. She bade me tell you to return at a later date.”

	Geoffrey sighed at the slight, only the beginning of many, he was certain. Glancing at his brothers, he saw that they were not taking the news well, either. Grimly Geoffrey noted the vicious set of Simon’s face, the muscle working in Dunstan’s jaw, and the insolent look on Stephen’s handsome visage that portended trouble.

	When he heard the rattle of mail behind him, Geoffrey moved swiftly between his siblings and the steward. The man obviously was not to blame. Geoffrey frowned. He knew all too well who was responsible. “And where is the lady?” he asked.

	The steward glanced frantically toward the stairs at the back of the hall and then to the imposing knights flanking Geoffrey. Apparently, the man feared his mistress and the visitors with equal vigor, which boded ill for Geoffrey’s future happiness.

	“Perhaps she is in her room,” Geoffrey said, with forced cheer. “I will try to coax her into joining us.”

	“Geoff, don’t go up there alone. She’s liable to have a crossbow ready and waiting!” Simon said.

	Although the same thought had flickered through his mind, Geoffrey was determined not to treat his future wife as some kind of criminal until he had had a chance to judge for himself. Nor did he intend to cower in fear in his own home. Ignoring the warning, he looked to the steward, “She has a chamber, does she?”

	“Yes, my lord, to the right at the top of the steps,” the man said. And then he fled.

	Geoffrey kept one hand on his sword hilt as he climbed the curving stairs. He had been in worse situations than this, but his natural caution would not allow him to discount the possible danger. The she-devil might be armed, and it was clear that she did not want to marry him.

	When visions of her first wedding taunted him, Geoffrey told himself that situation had been totally different. Walter Avery had been a rogue knight intent upon stealing her birthright, while any woman in her right mind would welcome an alliance with the de Burghs. 

	But that was the question, wasn’t it? Geoffrey thought grimly. Was the Fitzhugh in her right mind? The answer awaited him ahead. Moving past what appeared to be the great chamber to a smaller door close by, Geoffrey knocked softly.

	“Go away!” The shout was fierce and throaty. A woman’s voice, but low and husky, it warned him to begone in no uncertain terms. Was it the Fitzhugh who spoke? Judging it wiser not to reveal his identity, Geoffrey simply knocked again.

	“Get thee gone, and disturb me no further!”

	Geoffrey hesitated for a moment, then tried again, no louder, but with a firm persistence.

	“I warn you, Serle, you imperil your life! Send the bastards away, as I told you, and cease to bother me!”

	Geoffrey smiled. She thought him to be the steward, who had introduced himself to them as Serle. Perhaps she would venture out, if he kept at his task. He did so, and this time, her shout became a roar that resounded even behind the heavy door. It swung open abruptly, and Geoffrey stepped inside, shutting it with a swift kick. Having no love for the public antics for which his bride-to-be was known, he intended to hold this first meeting with her in private.

	Keeping the door at his back, Geoffrey prevented escape, while facing whatever enemies the room might hold. Servants, soldiers, guards of some sort, he anticipated, but to his surprise he found himself in a tiny space, barely big enough to hold a small bed and a chest. It was neat and clean, so the Fitzhugh must have a personal servant who kept her chamber better than the rest of the manor. And Geoffrey suspected he was looking at her.

	“Where is your mistress?” he asked of the lone woman who faced him. She was dressed in a dull-colored wool of better quality than worn by most servants, but it was poorly crafted and far inferior to his own rich tunic.

	“Mistress?” she sputtered. “I have none! I am the Fitzhugh, and I answer to no one, knave! Now get thee gone before I carve my name upon your liver!” Her hand closed around the hilt of the dagger conspicuously lodged in her girdle, and Geoffrey stared at the woman he would marry.

	She was tall for a female, but no Amazon, and slender, as far as Geoffrey could tell. His assessment was hampered by the looseness of her gown and a wild mane of hair that hung over her bodice and past her hips. Of an indiscriminate shade, it looked in sad need of combing and fell over her face, as if to hide a scarred visage.

	Keeping one wary eye on her knife, Geoffrey steeled himself for the worst. Yet her fingers were slim and clean, the nails even and pale. At least she bathed. Geoffrey comforted himself with that knowledge as he studied her features through the heavy hair that obscured them.

	Surprised, he sucked in a sharp breath, for he saw no sores or marred flesh. Indeed, instead of being marred or ugly, the Fitzhugh appeared rather… comely. Her eyes, flashing fire at him, were amber, like a cat’s, but there the wildness ended, for nothing of a feral creature was in her countenance. Her complexion was a light golden color, her cheekbones were gently curved, and her mouth was small, evenly formed, and seemingly incapable of spouting the curses she was leveling at his head.

	Geoffrey’s heart began to pound erratically as he focused on her lips. Finally he forced his gaze away and looked her up and down in amazement. This was the woman who inspired such fear and revulsion? She was no hag, no monstrous creature, but a simple female, albeit a foulmouthed one.

	“Who the devil do you think you are to gape at me, fool? If you are come on behalf of that foul pack of jackals called the de Burghs, you can go!” 

	“Wolves,” Geoffrey said, absently. He was still reeling from the realization that his bride was not some gruesome crone. There was the hair, of course, but Geoffrey found himself fascinated, rather than repelled, by it. His hands itched to reach out and crush it between his fingers, to brush it free of its tangles and pull it back so that he might get a better view of that intriguing face.

	The Fitzhugh stared at him as if he had lost his wits, and he explained softly. “The de Burghs. Their device is a wolf, not a jackal.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “I care not, for I shall have nothing to do with them. Go back and tell them that I spit upon them, lackey!”

	“I don’t think that would be wise, for some of them have violent tempers,” Geoffrey advised. “Come, serve as mistress of your hall, and you shall soon be rid of them.”

	“Ha!” she shouted. “And how am I to accomplish that?”

	“Easily enough. As soon as the wedding is over, I can promise you they will go,” Geoffrey said. And it was true. Indeed, he was as eager to rid himself of his watchful relatives as the Fitzhugh. He would get the household and its mistress in order himself, without any assistance from his sometimes overbearing brothers.

	“Wedding! I will marry no one, especially not a de Burgh!”

	Her casual slight struck him oddly. “Am I so repulsive?” he asked. She was a termagant, a volatile creature whose opinion should mean nothing to him, and yet Geoffrey found himself waiting expectantly for her answer.

	He had not the glib tongue and seductive ways of his brother Stephen, who dallied with many a maiden. Nor was he well versed in the ways of wooing, although he had eased himself upon willing flesh. Suddenly, the lack of such arts seemed a sore neglect, and he wondered how to win a woman’s favor, most especially one as unusual as this.

	The Fitzhugh stared, shock apparent before she masked it, and twisted her lovely features into a fearsome grimace. “You? You are a de Burgh?”

	“Geoffrey,” he said, seized with an absurd desire to hear his name upon her lips.

	Instead, she let loose a string of oaths that would have impressed even Simon. “I should have suspected some such trickery!” she snarled, her fingers closing around the hilt of the long, wicked-looking dagger at her waist.

	Geoffrey frowned to see her face so transformed, and he wondered if the outward comeliness he had glimpsed hid a black and bitter core. It was only to be expected, he thought grimly. Her pleasant looks had unnerved him, but he would be wise to remember the nature of the beast. The Fitzhugh was no ordinary maid.

	“Perhaps you’ve heard that I was married before,” she said, as if divining his thoughts, and her eyes glittered dangerously. Cat’s eyes, Geoffrey thought again, as she gripped the hilt of her blade. “Do you court his fate?”

	Geoffrey sighed, shaking his head at her implied threat. He had hoped to appeal to her intelligence, but perhaps the Fitzhugh was as a wild animal, mindless and vicious, despite her comely features. His heart slowed and steadied in disappointment. “’Twill do you no good to kill me, mistress, for there are five below who could take my place. Resign yourself.”

	The gentle words, meant to comfort, seemed to enflame her further. “Resign myself! I resign myself to nothing, de Burgh! Fair warning, my lord,” she said, spitting out his title like a curse. She lowered her chin to fix him with a frightful glare from behind her mass of hair. “Marry me, and you shall be the one regretting your fate.”

	She pushed past him roughly to throw open the door, and Geoffrey leaned back against the wall. Already he felt as if he had spent the afternoon jousting, and he had yet to take her to wife. She would wear him out, with her sharp tongue and wild ways, if nothing else. But would she really try to kill him?

	Loosing a long, low breath, Geoffrey watched her leave, fascinated by the sway of those long, tangled locks as she moved. They would cover a man, like a blanket, he mused, and then he pushed away from the stone with an oath. The wench was a crazed killer, not a lady to be admired, he told himself.

	And yet there was something about her, about the way she hid behind that mass of hair, about the Spartan neatness of her room and her haunted amber eyes, that did not jibe with her reputation. Geoffrey had seen that look before, and for a moment, he lingered, his scholar’s mind puzzling over the problem, until he sighed at his own folly and hurried after her.

	Vicious and untamed as she might be, he would not throw her to the wolves that waited below.

	 

	 

	
Chapter Two

	Elene Fitzhugh stamped down the stairs, eager to escape the man who taunted her. His ingratiating manner, although foreign to her, did not fool her one whit. Geoffrey de Burgh was a man and, as such, not to be trusted.

	In fact, she thought, swallowing hard, her intended was more man than she had ever seen before. He was bigger than her father, larger even than Walter Avery, who had been short and compact, though heavy with muscle. This de Burgh looked as if he could toss Walter around like a child’s ball.

	Fie on the de Burghs. Fie on the king. Fie on every man who ever lived, Elene thought wildly. All her life she had struggled against them, and now, when she finally had something of her own, they would take it from her! 

	She had known of their arrival, of course. That was why she had taken to her room, though she should have known that they would not so easily be deterred. She had never dreamed that the man himself would come to her door. The memory drew her up short, for she would have expected him to hammer it down, chop it open, but never to knock. Politely.

	Elene blinked, refusing to let the de Burgh’s confusing behavior cloud her thinking. Her initial plan to wait them out had failed, but she was not done yet. By the time she was finished with them, the whole family would be glad to be gone!

	Confident, Elene marched into the hall, only to stop in her tracks, frozen by the sight that met her eyes. There were more than five of them. Six, by her count. And all unmistakably related to the man who had come to her room. They were huge, dark-haired knights, some even taller than the one who called himself Geoffrey. And they were eyeing her with a mixture of curiosity and revulsion. It was a look Elene had come to know well, and it spurred her to action.

	“What are you staring at?” she shouted. “Get out, and take the other one with you! There will be no wedding here!” She spat on the floor in front of them, taking pleasure in seeing six pairs of eyes swivel toward the spot.

	But then those eyes all returned to her, and Elene took a step back. The biggest de Burgh looked positively brutish, as if he would kill her where she stood, and he was not the only one. Another tall one was mumbling and swearing, but Elene held her ground. There was always danger; she had come to accept it as part of her life. And so, she faced them, refusing to flinch even when she felt a hand upon her arm.

	It was Geoffrey, the one who would use his soft voice and gentle eyes as others did their fists—to subdue her. Shaking off his hold, Elene backed away, her hand drifting down to her knife, gripping the hilt with ready fingers. She was prepared for anything, but, to her surprise, the knight ignored her threatening stance and gestured toward the others.

	“Mistress Fitzhugh, may I present my eldest brother Dunstan, Baron of Wessex,” he said, and the big bully stepped forward. So this was the Wolf of Wessex. He looked like a predator, Elene thought, scowling at the man who had long been her father’s nemesis. 

	Then, to her astonishment, he bowed, though his expression told her it pained him to do so. He acknowledged her through gritted teeth. “Mistress Fitzhugh.”

	Elene blinked. What nonsense was this? Why were they playing at courtesy? She sent a startled glance to Geoffrey, but he held himself as though all was as it should be, bewildering her further. Were they all mad, these de Burghs?

	Elene gathered her wits together for another assault. “I care not who you are, de Burgh. Take your brothers and get you gone from my home, all of you!” she shouted. “There is nothing for you here, you scavenging bastards!”

	The Wolf grunted and stepped forward, as if he would strike her, and Elene braced herself for fight or flight, but even the bully was halted by just a word from Geoffrey. “Dunstan,” he said in a low voice. “Please excuse my bride-to-be. She is feeling out of sorts.”

	Elene turned to gape at him. Was he a lunatic? She had just insulted them, and he acted as if she had said nothing! Why didn’t he storm away in disgust? Why didn’t they all? Panic edged along her spine as they held their ground, unmoving, while she heaped curses upon their heads.

	It was the king’s foul edict that kept them rooted here, Elene thought angrily. They wanted her land, although why the rich and powerful de Burghs cared anything about this sorry little manor was beyond her. Like all men, they grasped for every last acre, with not a thought for anything else.

	“Since you do not care to meet my brothers, you must be anxious for the ceremony to proceed. I shall call for the priest and see to it at once,” Geoffrey said. Ignoring her oaths, he held out his arm to her, and Elene stared at it dumbly. She could not remember the last time someone had treated her with courtesy, even if it was feigned. She blinked, confusion muddling her senses, and then shook her head, denying the lure of his civility.

	There were all types of snakes in this world, including some she did not yet know. This Geoffrey undoubtedly was one of them, and Elene had no intention of letting him slink into her life. Glancing at the rest of them, she saw violence, barely leashed, and hatred, boldly displayed on some of their faces. She ducked her head, eyeing them evilly, for she knew their kind well enough. Perhaps it would have been better if she were faced with one of them, instead of this more cunning brother.

	Geoffrey remained still, his arm outstretched, and Elene was wont to wonder why he had come forward. Pausing, she studied him more closely, taking in the shiny, walnut-colored hair, the eyes that matched it, warm and deep as the earth itself, and the features that were so like, yet somehow more appealing than those of the others.

	With a start, Elene realized that he was the best-looking of the lot. Surely, they did not think she would be… taken in by his beauty? The very notion would be laughable, if it were not so frightening. People did not treat her like a woman or assign to her a female’s sentiments, and she did not want the de Burghs to do so.

	She turned on Geoffrey. “Why you?”

	He smiled, displaying even white teeth such as she had never seen, and despite herself, Elene stared. “We drew straws,” he answered with a rueful shrug.

	Her relief at his admission was tempered by her instincts for survival. And those instincts told her that this one was dangerous, more dangerous, perhaps, than any of his menacing brothers. Elene felt cornered, backed against a wall without an escape, as time ticked by and he waited patiently, his arm outstretched.

	Again, she glanced at the rest of them, formidable knights all, big men who would use their strength against her. And they were not as stupid as they looked. They would not be driven away, for she had pushed them to their limits with no success. Stubborn wretches.

	Well, she could be just as stubborn, but for now she had no choice except to play for time in which to scheme anew. Feeling the eyes of every one of the de Burghs upon her, Elene lifted her hand from the hilt of her knife and placed it firmly upon Geoffrey’s sleeve.

	But for the first time in years, her fingers trembled.

	 

	Geoffrey sat watching his bride-to-be move restlessly about the hall. It was a bit like studying some alchemist’s concoction, waiting for it to shift, change, or catch fire. And this particular volatile substance had been quiet far too long for Geoffrey’s peace of mind.

	Her submission had left him both amazed and wary. Of course, it had been the only reasonable option, but Geoffrey did not think her reasonable. The Fitzhugh had acquiesced too easily, and now he studied her as one would a wild beast that might turn upon its captor at any moment. Although normally the most patient of the brothers, Geoffrey found himself wishing that the ceremony be completed before she exploded into some new tantrum. Unfortunately, there could be no wedding without a priest, and he had yet to arrive.

	Although Serle said there was a priest on the premises who ministered to the villagers and in the manor’s small chapel, the fellow was taking his time making an appearance. Geoffrey tried to relax, but every muscle in his body was tense with waiting. It seemed the steward had been gone forever, and his brothers shifted restlessly, refusing to meet his eyes.

	Where the devil was the priest?

	The situation was difficult enough without this new delay, Geoffrey thought, and then he stiffened, seized with a dark suspicion that made him turn slowly toward his bride-to-be. She was standing with her back to him, staring out one of the long windows, and he rose to his feet to join her. Silently, he approached, until he was near enough to ensure some privacy between them. Then he leaned close, whispering the question that had driven him to her side.

	“What did you do with him?”

	She whirled at the sound of his voice, her hand going to the dagger that Geoffrey was heartily sick of already. He was tempted to take it from her, but did not want to force such a confrontation. Schooling himself to patience instead, he watched her carefully as she glared at him from behind that veil of hair.

	“What are you babbling about, de Burgh?” she snarled.

	“The priest. What did you do with him?”

	“I did nothing with him, you lousy, putrid whoreson!”

	“If I find out that you harmed an innocent priest to avoid this marriage—”

	“Then what? Shall you beat me or kill me, de Burgh?” she shrieked, drawing everyone’s attention. Geoffrey groaned. Obviously, her brief period of quiet was at an end. “I would advise you to fret not over the holy man, but over your own fate!”

	Simon leapt to his feet at the loudly voiced threat, but Geoffrey stopped him with a look. Then he rubbed his eyes with his palms, trying to drive away the headache that was coming on. The gesture was not missed by the Fitzhugh.

	“Are you suffering, de Burgh?” she asked. “Let me prepare a potion to ease you. I am adept at combining certain herbs.”

	“I’ll just bet you are,” Geoffrey said, wondering how he could ever have thought her pretty. From behind that mass of hair, she resembled a witch, ready to present him with some foul recipe of newts and toadstools. And she was bragging about her skills with poison! Geoffrey felt as if he had drifted into a nightmare.

	“This is just the beginning! Flee while you can,” she warned, like a village idiot who knew only one song’s refrain.

	Geoffrey’s head throbbed, but he refused to lose his temper. “Look, you little fool, if you think that one of my brothers will treat you better, then take your pick,” he said, waving a hand toward where his siblings lined the massive table.

	The words were out of his mouth before he considered them, and Geoffrey felt an odd sort of pang as he anticipated her response. Still, he forced himself to continue. “Do you prefer another?” he whispered, heatedly. 

	He glanced toward his brothers, all fine and strong, and he tried to decide who would be the best man for her. Nicholas was too young and Dunstan already wed. But what of carefree Robin? Somber Reynold? Geoffrey stared at his bride-to-be, willing her to answer quickly and be done with it.

	Instead, she drew the moment out, as if taking pleasure in his wait. Then she ducked her head and grimaced foully. “Nay. I want none of them.” At her words, Geoffrey released the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. But she was not finished. “Nor you, either!” she cried, taunting him.

	“The feeling is mutual,” Geoffrey said, turning away from her to fold his arms across his chest. Immediately, he regretted the childish outburst, for, headache or no, he refused to descend to her level. He was an honorable man and a worthy knight, not some petty squabbler. 

	Just as he was considering how to treat her, Geoffrey saw Serle enter the hall. He straightened as the steward came forward, but his optimism faded when he realized that the man was alone—and looking more frightened than ever.

	“Where is the priest?” Geoffrey asked.

	Serle threw up his hands in despair. “He is nowhere to be found, my lord.”

	Geoffrey heard the low murmurs of his brothers, but ignored them to focus on the steward. “Was he not aware that he had a ceremony to perform?”

	“Yes, my lord. ’Tis common knowledge that you are to marry the mistress, although we were not certain when you would arrive. But he is gone. One of the servants said he went into seclusion, to fast and pray.”

	Geoffrey stared in astonishment. It was the middle of winter. What kind of idiot took himself off into the wilds? He pressed the bridge of his nose, where the pain seemed to have centered, and forced himself to speak evenly. “And did this servant have any idea where the priest might have gone?”

	Serle shook his head and backed away, as if anticipating retribution. Not for the first time, Geoffrey wondered what the man had suffered under his previous master. Fitzhugh had been an evil man with a worse temperament, to leave such a legacy behind him.

	But then, one had only to look at his daughter to judge the Fitzhugh blood, Geoffrey thought grimly. By faith, she was enough to drive anyone away—even a priest! And now the ceremony that he was anxious to see concluded would be delayed even further, while he sent someone to track down the man. He could have done it himself, but he didn’t dare leave his brothers with the Fitzhugh. They were restless and easily goaded, and someone might get killed. More than likely, it would be his bride-to-be.

	And despite his misgivings about the upcoming marriage, Geoffrey did not care to return only to find the woman dead. It would be a scandal unworthy of the de Burghs. And he was determined to see this wedding through. Without examining the reasons behind his resolve too closely, Geoffrey glanced at his siblings. His first thought was to ask Dunstan to head the search, but he could hardly assign errands to his prospective liege lord. He looked next to Simon, who was probably just as capable and more ruthless than his elder.

	“Simon, would you take a party of soldiers and look for the priest?” Geoffrey asked. Although the second-born de Burgh usually was eager to head an expedition, he did not immediately answer. Instead, he stared menacingly at the Fitzhugh, as if he would like to accuse her of murdering the priest and hiding the body. Geoffrey sighed, unwilling to waste more time while his brothers voiced their unwelcome opinions of the woman he was to marry.

	“Simon, round up some men and look for the fellow,” Dunstan said, coming to Geoffrey’s aid unexpectedly. “’Twill be quicker and easier than going back to Wessex to fetch Aldwin.” He shot a glance, laced with significance, at the Fitzhugh. If she thought to escape her fate, she was well warned. There were other priests, and her tactics would only serve to delay the inevitable.

	“I’ll do it,” Simon said, with a grudging nod.

	“I’ll help,” Robin said, jumping to his feet. “I’ve an urge to look about your place, Geoff.” Geoffrey saw the Fitzhugh jerk around sharply at the words, but she said nothing when Simon was joined by Robin and young Nicholas.

	“The rest of you stay here,” Dunstan advised, with an eye toward the Fitzhugh, and Geoffrey stiffened. Did his brother think him unable to handle the woman? So far, he had accomplished more with soft words and reason than they could with their hot tempers and ready sword arms. Resentment surged through him at the lot of them. Did they plan to protect him indefinitely? Sleep in his bed? Join him at his bath, as if he were a babe, helpless to protect himself from his own wife?

	Biting back the sharp retort that came to his lips, Geoffrey glared at Dunstan. “The more men, the sooner the task would be completed,” he said, forcing himself to speak evenly.

	Dunstan, although he appeared uneasy, met Geoffrey’s gaze and held it. “I would not have us divide too readily, for she may have set a trap for us,” he explained.

	A trap? Geoffrey turned slowly toward the Fitzhugh, to find her eyeing them evilly, a sly look on the part of her face that was visible. “You do not trust the soldiers quartered here?” he asked Dunstan.

	“I trust no one these days, Geoff, least of all the men of my enemy.”

	“But Fitzhugh is dead, his war upon you over months ago,” Geoffrey said. Although many of those now serving the manor had fought against Dunstan under the Fitzhugh’s father, his daughter had ended the struggle. And since then, she had shown no interest in battling Wessex—unless she thought to murder Dunstan and his kin in her hall. The thought had never crossed Geoffrey’s mind before, but now it burst upon him like a catapult. He had been naive not to see the opportunity for treachery this wedding afforded the bride-to-be.

	He felt stupid, he who prided himself on his great knowledge, for when he glanced at his brothers, they all looked away. Even Stephen, who rarely emerged from his wine cup long enough to note anything, seemed to be aware of the risk. Had they all known they might be walking into an ambush?

	“There are probably not enough men left here to pose a threat, Geoff,” Dunstan quickly assured him. “But I would be cautious.”

	“Yes, of course,” Geoffrey said, swallowing his resentment. Dunstan had learned to be vigilant the hard way, at the hands of a friend who betrayed him. He could not be blamed for being wary. And the welcome they had received, together with the priest’s disappearance, was not heartening.

	Geoffrey turned his attention once more to the object of their suspicions. She positively glowered at them through the veil of her hair, until he felt like yanking it back from her face himself. Taking a deep breath, he kept his hands at his sides as he walked toward her, close enough to hold private conversation. “Is this some trickery, mistress? Do you think to have Wessex?”

	“I share not my father’s folly,” she hissed. “I want only to be left alone!”

	“That I can’t grant you, as yet, but as soon as the priest is found and we are wed, I promise you that you will be undisturbed.”

	“Don’t bother to lie to me, de Burgh. Your wiles sicken me to death!”

	“Well, try to hang on until after the ceremony,” Geoffrey said. He grinned when she blinked at him in astonishment, her amber-colored eyes widening almost imperceptibly. She had been caught unawares by his retort, and her expression was almost comical, making it hard for him to believe her the despicable schemer that Dunstan suspected.

	“Go on, Simon,” he called over his shoulder, more confident now. “Fetch the priest,” he said, watching her face as he spoke. “For Mistress Fitzhugh is most anxious to marry me.”

	 

	Supper was laid and twilight approaching by the time the search party returned, Nicholas bounding ahead of the others with the good news. “We found him holed up in a cave!” the youngest de Burgh called.

	“A cave?” Geoffrey asked in surprise. He had no idea why a man would leave his warm hall for a cold, dank crevice, but the ways of holy men were beyond him. Monks and friars routinely made oaths that he could not keep, silence and chastity among them. Abruptly, Geoffrey glanced toward the Fitzhugh, who was sulking in the corner. Then again, he might take those vows himself—this very night.
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