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      “No man ever steps in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river, and he’s not the same man.”

      Heraclitus
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      Beauforde Castle

      Early January, 1156

      Vacant eyes stared back at her. Gone was the father she had known all her life. In his place was a shell with little resemblance to the robust man of three days earlier. The inhabitants of Beauforde Castle had been celebrating the twelve days of Christmas and the marriage of Ranulf d’Argentan to Cicele’s younger half sister, Isabeau, when their father fell from his horse while hunting.

      There was little recognition reflected in the once lively green eyes that stared vacantly at her. Suddenly his body twitched and he refocused. His eyes never left hers as he grasped her hand and began to speak.

      Despite his flesh being consumed by the fever that had ravaged his body for the past few days, his grip was surprisingly strong. The same couldn’t be said for his voice. Cicele leaned in close to hear him, then recoiled as a cough shook his feeble body. The castle’s physician pushed her aside and dribbled a watery substance into her father’s mouth, but even the tiny trickle that passed between his lips was too much. His body convulsed with a hacking, choking cough. Agonizing minutes passed before he regained the power of speech.

      “Enough!” he wheezed. His hand snaked out and again took hers in a fierce grip. “You will marry, and you will do it today.”

      Cicele looked at the faces of those standing vigil beside her dying father’s bed. Her half sister, Isabeau, wore an expression of genuine sympathy, but Isabeau’s husband, Ranulf, refused to meet Cicele’s eye.

      Shaking herself from the waking nightmare unfolding before her, Cicele gathered her courage. She refused to be bullied by her father, even if it was to be his dying wish that she marry. Grasping hold of the only thing that might offer her a reprieve, she bargained for more time. “I cannot marry while you linger close to death, Father, it is improper.” There was a slim hope he would listen to propriety, but then again, he had never been one to care over much for appearances.

      What hope did she have? He had ignored her most of her life, and even now when he lay dying he refused to consider her, and her feelings.

      Her father still held her hand in his, but turned his head to look at Ranulf. She saw her brother by marriage give her father a slight nod before he spoke. “Your groom is unable to make the journey in time,” he said as he gave her father another glance. Then he turned back to face her. “The king has ordered that you marry with your father as witness. Therefore, I will stand in your husband’s stead.”

      “You are proxy?” Cicele asked, incredulous that she had once again been maneuvered into an unwanted marriage by her father. No one, not even her sister, had informed her she was to marry, again. Cicele hadn’t been fool enough to think she would not be forced into marriage, but she hadn’t expected it to be so soon. Nicholas, God grant him peace, had only died in July, giving her only five months to mourn. Not that she mourned her late husband. But she had thought to be free from another marriage for at least a year. Fate, it seemed, had intervened. Again.

      Resentment, deep and acidic, stung her throat, making it difficult for her to reply. What could she say? There was no one in this room who dared go against a dying man’s wishes. Or the king’s. Her father and Ranulf both owed him fealty and for that alone they would do the king’s bidding.

      God in heaven how had her life come to this? Like a silly chit, she had assumed that if her father did die from his injuries, then she could delay any marriage proposal till after a mourning period. A pox on her father, and a pox on her new husband, whoever he was. And a pox on her brother by marriage for agreeing to such a thing. She dared not curse the king. That was a step too far.

      Ranulf caught her attention and for a moment something passed behind his eyes, but it disappeared too quickly for Cicele to be sure, but she suspected pity. God, she hated that he pitied her. They were not friends but because of her sister Cicele always made an effort to be civil to her brother by marriage. Once again, his expression became shuttered as he bowed his head in her direction.

      It took her several deep breaths before she gained enough control to speak. A surge of pleasure flowed through her when her father shrank from her glare. “You arranged this without my knowledge, and now you expect me to obey you like a meek lamb led to slaughter? Well I shall not be led into another marriage against my will.” She was so angry her hands shook. But still her father’s grasp prevented her from pulling away.

      A long dormant rage began to bubble in her chest, threatening to break free of her carefully erected walls. To her surprise, she had neither the will nor inclination to contain it. Her father, her duplicitous, pox-ridden father, had once again trapped her, and she couldn’t do a damned thing about it. She didn’t often curse, but forbidden words formed in her mind. Oh, if only she were brave enough to give them air. But she knew herself too well. Never would she give her father the satisfaction of seeing how much his decision angered her.

      Memories of her previous marriage, and the rage that burned in her belly towards her father for forcing her into it, almost had her screaming and yelling like the poor addle-brained crone that used to live on the edge of the woods near Lesbury Castle, her childhood home. The memory sent shivers up her spine. No. She would never become as desperate, or deranged, as that.

      Her father tugged her hand to make her face him. “You must marry the king’s choice. And I am out of time.” Her father began to cough again, but he refused the physician’s ministrations. When he had control of his voice he continued, “I will not have my lands and title discharged back to the crown because you defy me.”

      “Your land and titles? They are my mother’s, and you cared so little for her that you married another when she was not buried a month.” Now that she had spoken she couldn’t hold the torrent back. “You value wealth and reputation more than your daughter,” she spat, her temper almost at breaking point. She had to find the resolve to remain in control of her emotions, but God help her, she could not. “You care so little for me that you would force me to do your will, although you know how I feel?”

      Her father was shocked at your unexpected outburst, but he wasn’t cowed. “You will do your duty.”

      Cicele looked again to her brother by marriage. “Is there no other way?” She heard the pleading in her own voice, but was beyond caring.

      Ranulf looked back at her father with barely concealed loathing before he focused on her. “The king has ordered it, and it must be done while your father still lives.” He cast a look at her father lying on the bed. “The archbishop is waiting.”

      So, her father had once again won. He had decided her fate while leaving her ignorant.

      Only ten days ago Cicele had watched the archbishop celebrate a nuptial mass for her sister’s wedding in the chapel here at Beauforde Castle. The king had ordered a public celebration to bear witness to the marriage between Isabeau and Ranulf. Foolishly they had married in secret and without the king’s permission, but King Henry had been willing to overlook the insult to his authority if Ranulf would agree to a public marriage. Ranulf had also been lucky not to have his lands confiscated. It was very clear this new king would not tolerate defiance.

      Now it seemed she too was subject to his wishes. God help her.

      A mere ten days and now her father lay dying after falling from his horse while hunting. Something had ruptured, so the physician had said, and he was unlikely to survive the night.

      She might be able to fight her father, but could she fight Fate? It seemed Fortuna was spinning her wheel, and Cicele had the desperate feeling that her future would be one she would never have chosen for herself.

      Pragmatism and the ability to hide her emotions were skills Cicele had honed over years of being manipulated by her father. A chess piece moved about a board between players who cared little for her, or her desires.

      Well, she would become her own player, making sure her new husband understood that she was not willing to be any man’s pawn. Cicele had learned to play chess and had become a fierce opponent. She would develop a strategy to deal with her new husband. That was what chess had taught her. Strategy. And patience.

      “Very well, it seems I have no choice. Proceed.” She didn’t look at her sister standing on the other side of the huge bed. One look at Isabeau and Cicele’s resolve would falter. Cicele pulled her hand free of her father’s grip and stood by the hearth, waiting for others to once again lead her where she didn’t wish to go.

      Within the hour, she stood before the archbishop in the bedchamber where her father’s wheezing breath punctuated every word the archbishop spoke as he intoned the sacred prayers that would bind her to a man she had never met. Cicele was only partially listening when a name caught her attention.

      “Who did you say?”

      The archbishop looked up and seemed to be confused by her question. “I beg your pardon, my lady, but I address Sir Ranulf on behalf of your husband.”

      “Yes, Your Grace, I understand, but forgive me I must have misheard. Who is it exactly I am marrying?”

      The archbishop cast a glance at Ranulf, who stood solemnly beside her in her soon-to-be-husband’s stead, before returning his attention back to her. “Sir Ranulf stands in proxy for Sir Guyon le Loup, the newly appointed Baron Bolham, my lady.” Then he continued to the blessing, pronouncing her married.

      A buzzing began in her ears, growing in intensity until the chamber started to spin. Cold, cruel fingers of panic closed around her throat making it impossible to breathe. Powerless to stop her body’s reaction to the devastating news her stomach heaved.

      “Quick, she is about to vomit,” someone said, but Cicele didn’t know who.

      She retched into the proffered bowl, vaguely aware of gentle hands rubbing her back and murmuring soothing words as her stomach emptied itself.

      Oh God. Of all the cruel twists of fate she was now married to the one man she loathed above all others.

      Slowly the strength in her legs gave way and she sank to the floor.

      Fate was cruel, and she was doomed.
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      The next afternoon Cicele stood beside her sister as they watched the wagon bearing their father’s body leave the upper bailey. The archbishop had conducted the last rights sometime during the night, but instead of being buried in the vault at Beauforde Castle, it had been her father’s wish to be buried back at his castle in Redesdale. There he would have his funeral and be buried in the vault in the castle’s chapel.

      “I should have gone with him.” Listless and numb, Cicele couldn’t gather any strength of conviction as she uttered what was expected of her.

      “He is dead, and you are required here.” Isabeau placed her arm around Cicele. “And you and I both know he didn’t want us in life, so he surely won’t want us in death.”

      Cicele had to agree. Her father had never really shown her any attention. And he had abandoned her sister, Isabeau, to an abbey as an infant to save the honor of his wife and himself.

      “He was a poor excuse for a man, but he was our father.”

      “Being the one to impregnate our mothers hardly seems to imply he is a father.” Isabeau had forgiven her father, but she hadn’t liked him.

      Trying to change the subject, Cicele turned and looked at her sister. “Yes, you are right.” Cicele gestured to her sister’s growing belly. “Now in your case the one who has planted that child will make an extraordinary father.” She gave her sister a provocative smile.

      Isabeau’s cheeks turned a dark shade of red. Cicele loved to tease her. That’s what sisters did, and Cicele would enjoy the teasing and the closeness for as long as she could.

      “I wonder when I will hear from my new husband?” Cicele changed the subject. No one except her maid, Maude, knew of her past with Guyon le Loup, and it would stay that way. Try as she might she couldn’t bring herself to name him out loud. That wasn’t a great start to a marriage, but defiance was all she had, and she would not relinquish it.

      Isabeau absentmindedly stroked the ear of the great black hound that stood at her side. “Ranulf had expected a missive advising of his arrival, but he has had no word since before the wedding.” Isabeau watched as her husband rode behind the wagon bearing their father.

      Turning back to Cicele, Isabeau clasped her hand. “Sister, you must believe me, I had no idea Father, or the king, was going to make you marry.” Her sister’s expression was pleading for Cicele to believe her.

      Cicele placed her hand on her sister’s arm to reassure her. “I do believe you, and besides what could I have done had I known their plans?” She was as powerless over her future as was the night to hold back the day. She kissed Isabeau’s cheek. “Come, you must be tired, and Godiva will have my heart on a platter if I keep you standing out here talking of my woes.”

      Isabeau smiled and took Cicele’s hand as they walked back up the steps and into the hall.

      “I shall miss you when you are gone,” Isabeau confessed quietly as they made their way through the hall and towards the tower stairs.

      A lump formed in Cicele’s throat, which she couldn’t dislodge, so instead squeezed her sister’s hand in response. She couldn’t imagine what the next few months would be like. To be married to the man who had broken her heart was too cruel a fate to contemplate. She had barely slept the previous night thinking about the man who was now her husband. Once she had longed for them to be married, but now…

      Perhaps she could seek to live a separate life. Without the ability to bear children he would have no use for her. Would she tell him the whole truth? Probably not. He did not deserve any consideration. Six years ago he had promised her the world, only to break her heart and leave her ruined. What a young, naive fool she had been. A fool in love, who had willingly believed him to be a better man than he actually was. Ignoring her maid’s repeated warnings to stay away from a man who had a reputation for womanizing, Cicele had all but thrown herself at Guyon, believing his honeyed words of love and marriage. But true to her maid’s warning he had betrayed her, leaving her heartbroken and ruined.

      Trust and respect were the foundations on which a good marriage was built. Cicele would never trust him again. And respect? He was a man without honor, and totally underserving of her respect.

      It was too much to think about, and fret upon, and it was making her ill. Cicele was talented at many things that people underestimated: putting on a mask of indifference was one of her most exceptional talents, so she simply pushed all her fears to one small corner of her mind and presented the face of a woman surrendered to her fate. It seemed to be working.

      After delivering Isabeau to her chamber Cicele decided to go to the stables and see the mare she would have to leave behind. Vite ran at her feet, the little dog sniffing and peeing on every surface his small height allowed, as she walked through the upper bailey and down into the lower bailey to where the stables were situated.

      Beauforde Castle had been her home now for several months, and she had been happy here. Having her sister’s love had assuaged much of Cicele’s pain and grief, but now that pain threatened to consume her. God’s bones, she was weary of it all.

      Back when she had first met Guyon—the name almost made her choke—she had confessed her dream to breed horses. He had listened, and together they talked about the palfreys she would breed and sell all over the kingdom. Naive fool. There’s another reason to be mocked and ridiculed for your stupidity. Humiliation scorched her cheeks.

      Her first husband had presented her with a beautiful palfrey as a marriage gift, but it was never hers. Her dream of breeding fine horses, like her dream of wanting to marry the man she had once loved, were as ash on a cold hearth. The irony of her situation was not lost on her. Never would she love her new husband.

      Everything she had when married to Nicholas was taken from her on her husband’s death. Yes, she had her dower lands, but her father had reclaimed them after Nicholas died. Most of her personal possessions, and much of her clothing, were owned by her husband and had been taken from her and given to the new Lord of Ellingham. Six years of marriage, and she was left with nothing save a gown and some trinkets.

      The only possession she could truly call her own was the psalter her mother had left her.

      When she had learned that she had a sister, and that she could stay with her and her husband, she had been overjoyed. The thought of going back to her father’s castle to be ignored at best, and reviled as useless, would have been too much to endure.

      Now she was in the same position. Everything she was to inherit became her husband’s. Once again, she was a mere chattel. A rich and titled chattel, but a possession to dispense with as her husband saw fit.

      Ever since she was a child she wanted to do something for herself, and breeding fine horseflesh seemed like a good idea. Jabbe, the long dead huntsman at Lesbury, her childhood home, had taught her all he knew about horses. He had called her his “lady apprentice.” They had been some of the happiest days of her lonely childhood. If she could persuade her new husband to let her live a quiet life at Lesbury where she could breed horses, and hunt and fish, then she would be happy. A small spark of hope sprang to life in the barren places of her heart. Yes. That was a plan she could work with. Please, God, make him willing. It was a prayer she would pray diligently until it was granted.

      Arriving at the stables Cicele walked down the stalls patting heads as she passed. She came to Isabeau’s mare Cloud.

      “She’s a bonny wee thing.”

      The mare nodded her agreement. She was a gentle creature, and soothed Cicele’s anxious thoughts with a soft nuzzle and a playful nudge.

      Cicele would miss so much about Beauforde, especially the horses. She had no idea what to expect when her husband arrived and took her away. It didn’t do to dwell on things she had no power to change, so she called Vite and left.

      Standing in the lower bailey, she paused. Too restless and irritable to return to the lady’s solar to stitch and listen to Elizabet and Beatrice cooing over their babies, Cicele decided to walk to the pele yard and on to the orchard. It was a lovely morning, and surprisingly warm for early January. Vite ran ahead as she walked. Men-at-arms nodded to her, but most of the inhabitants of the castle were too busy about their morning tasks to take much notice of her.

      “Do you want to come and watch me practice?” an excited voice asked from somewhere behind her. Cicele turned to see Tillie dressed in boy’s clothing, and a generous smile plastered on her plain little face.

      Isabeau had told Cicele about Tillie, and yet Cicele still had trouble connecting the scared little girl of Isabeau’s story to the child that stood smiling at her now.

      “Yes, Tillie, I think I would like that very much. But do you mind if I practice with you?”

      The little girl looked shocked. “You throw knives?”

      Cicele tried not to laugh at the little girl’s stunned expression. “I learned to throw when I was about your age from my huntsman. It is an important skill for a woman, and one I have always maintained.”

      Tillie nodded. “That is what Sir Ranulf says.”

      Cicele spent the rest of the morning practicing with Tillie as they threw knives at the poor unsuspecting pell, while Vite wandered about peeing on every post he could find. It was perfect.
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      Wallingford Castle, England

      The day after Epiphany

      It was official. By God’s splintered cross, it was a disaster. Guyon schooled his face into a neutral expression. The last thing he wanted was to reveal his concerns to the man sitting in front of him. Henry would exploit any weakness to his advantage and Guyon wasn’t willing to give even more of himself to his king.

      Shrewd unblinking eyes assessed Guyon. “I see you are somewhat a reluctant groom?” The king took a deliberate sip of wine from his silver goblet, but his eyes never left Guyon. “Marriage to Lady Cicele is a coup, even for you. In one sweep, you have titles and land even your vast ambition could not have dreamed of.” Henry leaned forward and fingered the parchment lying on the table. “You wish it wasn’t so?” he said trying to bait him.

      Guyon kept his expression neutral. He’d signed the contract, placed his seal on the accursed thing, and as of four days ago was married. There wasn’t a bloody thing he could do about it.

      “I am your servant, Sire.” Guyon was careful to keep his tone impartial, but he walked a fine line with the young king who sat watching him.

      Henry didn’t respond immediately. He ran his finger around the rim of the cup of wine he had been sipping from, seemingly deep in thought. It was unusual to have a private audience with the king. The only other inhabitants of the small audience chamber were the king’s newly appointed Lord Chancellor, Thomas Becket, and a clerk who was busy scribbling the details of the interview. Henry recorded everything.

      Becket stood to the right of Henry’s shoulder, watching, but he never spoke. Guyon would have to watch himself with Thomas Becket. The man had a hungry, ambitious look to his eyes that warned Guyon to be careful.

      He swiveled his eyes away from the chancellor and back to Henry who looked up at Guyon. His eyes held none of their previous warmth.

      “As I predicted.” He gave him a cold stare. “Cessford is dead, and you are now jure uxoris the Earl of Cessford, courtesy of the Lady Cicele.”

      Guyon refused to be cowed by Henry’s uncompromising gaze, and although sweat slid down his spine he remained still, fighting the instinct to move back. God only knew how Cicele was feeling being married to him. If he could go back and change what had happened that summer in Rouen he would, but it was beyond him to change the past.

      Finally, Henry held out the charter. “Here is the charter to your new title, and lands, Sir Guyon,” he purred, but didn’t relinquish the sealed parchment as Guyon’s fingers sought to claim it. “You have served your king well.”

      Guyon didn’t take his eyes off the king, or release his grip from the proffered parchment. But he did wait. He had spent the better part of twenty years serving this man’s family. First his father, Geoffrey of Anjou, then his mother, the Empress Matilda, and now their son, King Henry. The king of England might be young, but he was no fool. And neither was Guyon. He would do everything in his power to make the marriage work, although he had the distinct feeling it would be almost impossible. Past decisions, foolish male arrogance, and an accursed body, were all responsible for what had transpired, but he saw no easy way to explain them to his new wife. He wasn’t even sure he could explain it to himself. God’s bones, his life was complicated.

      Of course, Henry knew nothing of the past that would sour Guyon’s marriage to Lady Cicele. Politics propelled the king’s decision to award Guyon with an earldom. Unfortunately, it also propelled Guyon into a marriage he never wanted.

      It would seem Fate, aided by the king, had brought Cicele and himself back around to face the past head on. A pox on the man, king or not, for embroiling him in his quest for power and control of the north.

      “My lord.” A curt nod was all Guyon offered.

      Henry relinquished the parchment, but he didn’t take his eyes off Guyon. There was something calculating in his gaze that warned Guyon that what he was about to communicate was ominous. His stomach clenched as he waited for his king to continue. God’s teeth, he was a good as trapped, and there wasn’t a thing he could do to save himself.

      Henry took a sip of wine, swirled it in his mouth then swallowed. “Understand me well, Sir Guyon, I cannot allow another to take control of the north.” Henry cast Guyon a sly look.

      Guyon knew that look, and it didn’t bode well for any man for whom it was directed. He could feel Henry’s schemes closing about his neck as surely as a hangman’s noose sitting against his skin. Fighting the shiver that slid up his spine, he waited.

      Henry tapped the map that lay across the table. “It is imperative you swive your good wife and ensure William’s schemes to usurp my God-given right to the throne are not realized. I hold the north because of good men, but not all are as loyal to me as you, and your new brother in marriage, Ranulf d’Argentan.”

      What Henry omitted to mention was that Guyon, as Lady Cicele’s husband, now controlled vast swaths of land in the north. Henry had obviously decided he could control Guyon, but not William. It was no secret that King Stephen’s son, William, wanted his father’s throne. Henry had the rightful claim, but when did that matter if powerful men were hungry for power?

      Guyon decided to test his theory. “You doubt his loyalty, Sire?” William had sworn his oaths to Henry when old King Stephen had died, and named Henry the heir to the crown, but William wanted his father’s throne and he was desperate to reclaim what he considered his birthright.

      Henry sneered, “I have just signed the death warrants for traitors who plotted with the Scots king to take possession of the north. I will not tolerate another.” Henry rapped his fingers on the table. “Now that you have married, and control estates in the north, you will do your duty and make sure the Scots keep out of my lands. I leave for London, then Rouen on the tide. In my absence you must ensure the north is secure.” Henry gave Guyon a sly smile. “There are rumors your old adversary, the Earl of Lincoln, threatens the peace from his castle in Warkworth.” Henry held Guyon’s gaze.

      “Lincoln sides with King Malcolm?” Probably William was also involved, but Guyon kept that thought to himself.

      “I suspect he does,” Henry snarled.

      “I shall ride north immediately, Sire.” Guyon was Henry’s loyal tenant-in-chief, and would give his life for his liege lord. God knows he didn’t want to contemplate what the rest of his life would look like shackled to Lady Cicele, but a perverse side of him relished the idea of inflicting some pain on the worthless blackguard Lincoln. The man’s ambitions knew no bounds.

      Henry cast Guyon a menacing glare. “My spies tell me Lincoln is securing his castles. He is up to something, and I want him stopped.” Henry smiled as he toyed with his goblet. “Perhaps your wife will again prove a temptation.” Henry stopped playing with his goblet to meet Guyon’s eyes. “You will rid me of this threat.”

      Guyon didn’t think he had heard Henry correctly, so he just looked at him for several moments. Six years ago, in Rouen, Lincoln had tried to abduct Cicele and force her to marry him. Guyon had thwarted his plan. When Lincoln had been renounced at court, and sent back to England in disgrace, Lincoln had vowed he would not rest until he destroyed Guyon. Until then Lincoln and Guyon had been fast friends, but since Rouen they had become sworn enemies.

      Henry smiled. “Ah, I see you are thinking, ‘did your king suggest you kill a nobleman?’ It can be done, surely, if you are the High Sheriff of Northumbria?”

      It was a significant honor to be given the role of high sheriff, but Guyon didn’t want to begin his tenure with innocent blood on his hands. True, Lincoln was no innocent, but Guyon would not murder, even for the king.

      Henry barked a laugh. “You disapprove of my tactics? Come now, it is not in your nature to be so scrupulous.”

      I’ve become his puppet. You fucking idiot, you’ve been bought by a title, and wealth, and now you are trapped. Impotent rage gnawed in Guyon’s gut. Justice was a scarce commodity, so it seemed.

      “You will consummate your marriage immediately, and then take her to Alnwick where you will administer my justice. And you will rid me of any threat to my authority.” Henry’s tone was unequivocal, but he smiled as he toyed with his goblet.

      “Your mother’s family have been lords of Alnwick since my grandsire’s time. It would please me, and ease your transition, if you were to take her name. I will have my clerics write the charter.” A sly smile creased the young king’s face. “But for now, I think your own reputation will ensure the north is controlled.” Henry’s face changed in an instant. His features became serious, and his eyes took on a furious intensity. “Do I make myself clear, my lord?”

      Guyon had been outmaneuvered, and by a lad of just two and twenty. Yet the “lad” was the son of two of the most powerful people in Christendom. His respect for the king increased as he watched him recline on his grand chair.

      “Yes, my liege, I understand,” he replied, with clipped precision, “I will not fail.” Guyon didn’t want to take his mother’s name, but admitted that the idea had merit. The de Vesci name was synonymous with Alnwick, and power. The irony was not lost on Guyon; his mother had lost her dower lands when she married a man who had neither title or wealth. His parents had married for love, and neither mourned the loss of her family’s favor. Guyon’s father was the grandson of a wolf catcher who happened to save old King Henry from an injured wolf while out hunting. The le Loup family had land, but were not of noble blood, and that was what had infuriated his mother’s sire. But Guyon was the last survivor of the de Vesci blood.

      Would it grieve him to lose his father’s name? The name le Loup would not be of great advantage in Alnwick, but being a de Vesci would go a long way to gathering much needed support.

      So, Fate had spun her wheel—he was not only married to a woman who probably wanted to cut his balls off, but he was also forced to change his name. He had to remind himself he had chosen this, and he was not about to cry foul. He would accept Fate’s hand, and obey his king. God help him.

      Henry barked a laugh. “I know you will not fail. You are not called ‘la Bête’ for nothing. I suspect Lincoln is already shitting himself knowing you now possess the woman who could have made him rich as Croesus.”

      Guyon smiled at the epithet; it was a play on his name, “le Loup,” which meant “the wolf.” He had earned it in the many battles between King Stephen and Henry. His tactic of stalking his enemies, then pouncing on unsuspecting soldiers, leaving none alive but one to relay the message of la Bête’s terror. Fear of “the Beast” had spread throughout Stephen’s ranks. Henry had once joked that that was one of the reasons why the barons had put pressure on King Stephen to agree to a peace between the two factions.

      Now Stephen was dead, and Henry was king. And for Guyon’s vicious tactics he had been awarded the office of high sheriff, his maternal uncle’s estates, and an earldom. God’s blood, he also had a wife who was apt to be as cold and hard as winter.

      Henry rose from his chair and cast Guyon a dangerous look. “Remember, Lincoln must not succeed, is that clear?”

      “As always, you may rely on me, and my men.” A chill slithered down Guyon’s spine. Would Lincoln risk abducting Cicele before Guyon reached Beauforde?

      Henry cut across Guyon’s thoughts. “It will not go well for you if you fail me in this.” The king’s voice was quiet, but the threat was undeniable.

      How had his life become so complicated? A marriage to an unwilling bride, and the destruction of an enemy he had once called friend. God’s bones, he was tired.

      He bowed to Henry, then turned on his heel and strode from the small, private chamber.

      “A bloody pox on the man,” he spat under his breath. He was as good as trapped, and the infuriating thing of it was he’d been the one to walk into it.

      Marriage to Lady Cicele promised to be his most pressing challenge. An image of a younger Cicele as he bade her farewell, promising to come back and marry her, filled his mind. He’d failed her, and she was not likely to forgive or forget. “Hell’s teeth, what a godawful mess.”

      However, things were never easy, and his ability to retain all that Henry had awarded him meant he couldn’t let anyone, not even his wife, see just how vulnerable he really was. No matter how many masses were said, the guilt and shame would never be assuaged.
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      Guyon strode out into the daylight, making for the stables where his men waited. He took a shuddering breath to calm the frustration Henry’s scheming roused in him. Without looking at his men he shouted, “We’re leaving!” He took the reins of his horse from his squire and stalked to the mounting block. None of the men spoke; they merely did as their lord demanded. In silence three knights, their squires, and twenty mounted men-at-arms, with their grooms, five packhorses, Guyon’s destrier, and two wagons, all formed a column behind Guyon.

      Silence descended as they made their way from the castle, through the town, and towards the king’s road which would take them north. Guyon wasn’t inclined to conversation. He would tell them his plan in good time.

      He needed to think about his next move. If he wasn’t careful King Henry, Lincoln, or the Lady Cicele might prove his undoing.

      When they reached the road Guyon reined in his horse and waited for his sergeant to join him. The two men had served together as squires; now twenty years later Thomas de Mares was like a brother to him.

      “It looks like you’ve done battle with the devil himself.” Thomas’s laughter bubbled under the surface. “Will we be expecting the fiend to give chase any time soon?”

      Ignoring the smirk on his friend’s face, Guyon turned to his squire. “Warin, take two men and scout for trouble. We make for Beauforde, and we’ll be moving fast.”

      His plan was simple, but he needed to gain ground, which meant he had to drive his men hard for the six days it would take them to reach Beauforde Castle. None would complain; each one, man and beast alike, was war-hardened. They’d been pushed beyond their endurance many times, and survived. The previous summer had been spent waging a war on King Stephen and his followers. That had been bloody and vicious. This was akin to a leisurely saunter about his estates. Albeit a miserable one.

      

      The rain started soon after they left Wallingford and didn’t stop for three days. It lashed man and beast, soaking through to drench everything, including their baggage. Impossible to escape the incessant wet, clothing chafed against damp skin, and the mail began to show signs of rust. Each man sat grim-faced and resolute, praying the weather would turn. Winter rains could last for days, making travel miserable, as well as dangerous. There was always the danger a horse could come up lame, or worse, break a leg, if it lost its footing.

      There is a God in heaven, after all. Guyon heaved a sigh of relief as he woke on the morning of the fourth day to an unseasonably warm dawn. The decision had been made to leave half the men-at-arms to guard the wagons and spare horses on the second day, their pace too slow in the rain-drenched ground. Guyon and his remaining retinue continued north at a faster pace.

      Now, as the sun shone on their backs, Guyon allowed himself to relax. Fertile land covered with every shade of green imaginable spread out to the east. On the western side of the road lay thick forest, its bare tree branches looking like skeletal limbs against a pale blue sky.

      The road was in truth little more than a track. Merchants plied their trade along its length, although prudent travelers were sure to spend coin on security to ensure their goods, and lives, were not plundered. Only a fool would travel without protection.

      The further north they traveled the more likely they were to be attacked. Bands of mercenaries or disenfranchised peasants roamed the forest and lanes, in hopes of stealing something of value to barter for food to relieve their incessant hunger. The years of war between King Stephen and the Empress Matilda had been brutal to many. Starvation made desperate men reckless. As he surveyed the forest he was confident his retinue was safe from attack. Their numbers were assurance, but nevertheless he had his men form a tight column.

      By mid-afternoon on the fifth day he reined in and waited for Thomas to come alongside him. “Hexham is just over that next hill.” He motioned with his head in the direction of the town where they would spend the night.

      Both men squinted against the watery sun to see if they could catch sight of the town’s cathedral, with its ornate tower.

      They had passed the previous night at the village of Ovingham, in the hall of the bailiff, Sir Rupert Fitzwilliam. The man was only too pleased to offer hospitality to Guyon and his men. That was part of Guyon’s plan, to announce that the new high sheriff had arrived. He would repeat it at Hexham.

      “Are you clear about what you must do?” Guyon scanned the surrounding countryside with a critical eye.

      “I’d prefer it if you took more than Warin; I don’t like the idea of you out there by yourself.”

      “God’s truth man, I don’t need you to nursemaid me.” Impatience made his voice sharp, while irritation clawed at his resolve. “I’ll be fine, and besides, if I encounter any trouble I’ll set Warin on them.” He gave his squire a wink.

      “I’m not sure if it’s wise to make yourself so vulnerable. The pox-ridden cur wishes you dead.” Thomas’s annoyance made his tone petulant.

      Thomas was referring to Lincoln who would not hesitate to skewer Guyon, then take Cicele to wife, if he had the chance.

      Guyon turned his head and observed his sergeant. “’Tis but a day’s hard ride to Beauforde. All will be well. Besides, they will be expecting you,” he reminded his friend. “I’m not anticipating any trouble.” It was his meeting with an angry and reluctant Lady Cicele, rather than an encounter with Lincoln, that clawed at his insides.

      “You might not be expecting it, but in all the years I’ve known you, it finds you.” Thomas’s brows were drawn together in a scowl to match Guyon’s.

      Guyon laughed. “Aye, it does.”

      In truth, Guyon wasn’t expecting any trouble, but an uneasy feeling had been gnawing at his guts for days. There was one thing he had learned early in life—trust his intuition for danger. It had never proved him wrong. He’d be careful.

      

      Hexham was a bustling town, its markets and abbey the reason the town prospered. Hundreds of pilgrims flocked to pray, and seek succor from the saint buried in the abbey’s vault. It was said that when King Ælfwald was murdered a great light shone on the place where he lay. Heaven, it seemed, had stamped its authority on the man, and now the abbey prospered from divine favor. The indulgences collected from such veneration were one of the reasons the abbey was undergoing renovations. The new bishop seemed to have a head for increasing revenue, but Guyon couldn’t fault him for it. His ambition was evident. His Grace, the Bishop of Hexham, lived in a palace to rival Henry’s court. The previous bishop had been tried for treason and was in the tower of London awaiting his death, the poor sot. He hoped the new bishop had better sense than to plot against the king.

      Guyon looked at the impressive buildings, but wasn’t inclined to believe God paid much attention to the frenzied ambitions of mere mortals. Still he had no objection to the bishop’s enterprise. Perhaps Guyon could encourage the abbot of St. Andrew’s Priory to unearth the relics of an ancient saint. It was close enough to Alnwick to benefit both the town and the priory. The revenue would help pay for his expenditure as sheriff.

      Turning his thoughts back to the present, Guyon paid for lodging at the sizable inn on the town square. The Sheep’s Head boasted a large upper room where he and his men could sleep the night. It suited his purpose to be seen by as many people as possible. Guyon, as the new Lord High Sheriff of Northumbria, would dine with the town’s aldermen and merchant guild, hear their grievances, and ply them with wine. Then, come morning, Thomas would swap places with him, taking on his identity, and ride in state towards Beauforde. Hopefully, if Lincoln was planning an ambush, Thomas and his men would be the decoy, while Guyon became a nameless bachelor knight heading north.

      Before dawn they left the inn and rode north towards Beauforde, where his wife would be waiting. An hour out of Hexham, Guyon, along with his squire, took to the byways, while the rest of his retinue, under the command of Thomas, headed on the main road north towards Otterburn where they would wait for the wagons. Then he would ride to Beauforde.

      Guyon didn’t expected Lincoln to come to Alnwick and acknowledge him as Alnwick’s new lord. But he would be watching and waiting for Guyon to make a mistake. He had to get to the safety of Alnwick as soon as possible. By Guyon’s reckoning that was at least three days away. Enough time to retrieve his wife, consummate his marriage, and travel to Alnwick and establish himself in the castle.

      It was a simple plan. Nothing, he assured himself, could go wrong.
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      As he had anticipated, Guyon arrived at Beauforde Castle without incident. But before he entered the castle he wanted to ensure Lincoln didn’t have men hiding in the woods. Beauforde was a secure castle, but Guyon didn’t take anything for granted. Within the past two weeks Beauforde had been playing host to every titled noble within a fifty-mile radius. It was the perfect opportunity for a whoreson like Lincoln to exploit.

      It wouldn’t take long to scout the land and woods close to the castle, then a bath and a fresh change of clothes before confronting his wife. At the thought of being clean he scratched himself, imagining vermin already taking up residence in his filthy clothing. He didn’t want to think about what crawled in the long whiskers covering his chin. Only a few short years ago six days in the saddle would have mattered not the least to him.

      He sighed. A bath and a shave would have to wait. I’m getting old and soft. Murmuring to himself he tied his horse to a tree under the cover of the woods and walked towards the river that flowed around the northern side of the castle. He had told Warin to search the village and meet him by the postern gate. There was perhaps another two hours of full daylight left. Guyon would take advantage of that daylight to ensure there were no nasty surprises waiting for him.

      As he slowly walked through the woods he surveyed the area for signs of trouble. Moving through the bracken that covered the forest floor, memories of a much younger Cicele de Saussay flooded his mind. She had arrived at Geoffrey and Matilda’s court in Rouen, with her father, to secure a marriage. Although Cicele was one and six, and a bit old to not be betrothed, Guyon had never seen a more beautiful woman. He huffed a small laugh remembering her haughty demeanor as she was introduced to him. Her expression suggested she knew that her face and figure were her greatest assets, and wouldn’t be given away cheaply.

      He had watched her as she moved through the hall—chin held high—her eyes never focusing on anyone as she walked through a sea of men, each one coveting her titles. Like the addle-brained fool he was, he hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her. Hair the color of chestnuts, and eyes that seemed to pierce through flesh to bone, she was a vision that left him gasping for breath.

      He wasn’t the only man to succumb to Lady Cicele’s charms. Lincoln had made a spectacle of himself, fawning over her and spouting chivalric poetry to the amusement of the whole court. And it was Lincoln who Guyon had found trying to abduct her one morning when she was out riding. Matilda had ordered Guyon to act as a guard for the beautiful young heiress, and thankfully he was there to protect her from Lincoln’s scheme to abduct and rape her, then force her to marry him. If he had been successful he would have been one of the most powerful men in England. But Guyon had destroyed Lincoln’s plans.

      Lincoln fled Rouen and scurried back to England rather than face Matilda and Geoffrey. When he returned to England, he betrayed Matilda by joining forces with Stephen, marrying one of Stephen’s nieces.

      Guyon shuddered as he remembered Lincoln’s words as Guyon forced him away from Cicele. “I will destroy you, and everything you hold dear. That is a vow, Guyon le Loup.”

      Chances were that Lincoln wanted to settle that score and destroy Guyon before he had a chance to establish himself at Alnwick and assert his authority. “Not if I can help it.”

      Six years had passed and Guyon was a different man. It was probably too much to hope that Lincoln was also different. Only a fool would believe that Lincoln would be content with his lands and title, and the forgiveness of his new king. Henry’s orders echoed in Guyon’s head. It was inevitable that Guyon and Lincoln would cross swords again. And probably soon.

      King Henry’s veiled warning about Lincoln stirred something in the back of Guyon’s mind. Was it Fate, or something more sinister, that both Lincoln’s wife and Cicele’s husband had died in the space of three months?

      A cold chill settled in Guyon’s bones. The thought, once it had taken root, wouldn’t budge. Satan’s cods! Surely Lincoln wouldn’t kill his own wife, would he? No, it was too heinous, even for a cur like Lincoln.

      Guyon’s quickly conceived plan to ride hard to Beauforde to claim his wife seemed a godsend. If Lincoln was capable of murder, then Cicele was in grave peril.

      Scanning the riverbank by the castle’s postern gate he spied movement close to the river where it wound its way behind the cliff on which the castle sat. Something about the movement below piqued his curiosity, so he picked his way through the trees, always keeping low to the ground, and investigated.

      He had seen many things in his travels—strange beasts, and even stranger men. He was also accustomed to women, but nothing had prepared him for the spectacle he was confronted with as he came to a halt several feet from the ledge that overlooked the wide, slow-moving river.

      Shock, amusement, and a stab of lust all rolled together as his eyes beheld a woman with bare legs and a head of flowing chestnut hair. A small black dog yipped at her from the riverbank. Her chemise was gathered between her long slender legs as she waded out of the small weir. She bent over to retrieve her hose, offering Guyon a tantalizing view of her arse. His pulse coursed through his body, while his jaw clenched, making his ears ache.

      He wasn’t sure what he was feeling—lust, incredulity, or anger? Anger won out. What in God’s name was she doing prancing about in the river almost naked? And with no protection. His tongue seemed stuck to the roof of his mouth, making speech impossible. Move, you bloody great hulk.  Thankfully his legs obeyed as he began to walk, but it would take him some time to reach her. And when he did he would march her back inside the keep, where she would be safe.

      Guyon was unlike most men who believed a beautiful woman had new washed wool between her ears—all white and fluffy, with absolutely no substance. Lady Cicele had a formidable mind, and a sharp tongue that could cut a man to pieces. He had told her once that she could use it to better advantage as a cheese knife. Her reaction had been instant, and very enjoyable.

      Turning his attention back to the weir he was inclined to think her wits had deserted her. Her actions made a mockery of his belief that she was a woman in possession of superior wit. God help him.

      He continued to watch for trouble as he made his way towards the steep path that led to the weir.

      Oblivious to his presence, or the danger of being out of the castle unprotected, she hummed a melancholy tune, and chattered to her little dog.

      Put some bloody clothes on!

      He reached the path that led directly to the riverbank below and paused to watch as Cicele pulled her chemise down over her wet legs. His mouth went dry and his hands shook as she gathered up her kirtle to pull on her hose. Her fingers slid over the silk-soft skin of her legs as she pulled the woolen hose up and over her knee. Like one of the trout gasping for breath that she had thrown on the bank he watched all boggle-eyed as she tied a ribbon over her knee, securing the hose. He remembered what that skin felt like. Every muscle in his stomach and groin tensed. His need for her hadn’t diminished over the years. Shit!

      By the time she had fastened her shoes on her feet, and stood, his body was trembling with suppressed tension.

      Although he was consumed with the sight of the woman before him, Guyon was a trained killer, and it was that instinct that saved him. The sound of mail jingling alerted him to approaching men. Guyon spun to see where the threat lay, but from his position he didn’t have a clear view of the riverbank. He surged forward, desperate to get to his wife, every sense on alert and tingling with anticipation. Keeping low to the ground he ran down the track, but as he rounded a small bend he stopped. A group of men had surrounded Cicele.

      The compulsion to leap forward and confront the intruders was strong, but it was too late. There were too many for him to fight.

      Guyon remained hidden and calmed his breathing. He would have to wait for his chance to savage those who dared touch his wife.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      The past week had been a trial. She wanted to be free of her sister’s constant sympathy, so she stole out of the castle and went to the weir she had made with Tillie’s help two weeks before.

      Vite had darted off into the woods eager to catch an unsuspecting coney. The dog’s unbridled vigor for life was a constant source of amusement. No matter where he was, he embraced the situation with exuberance. In her more wistful moments she wondered what it might be like to show the kind of excitement her dog displayed. Too often she held her emotions close. A lifetime of being scrutinized had made her self-conscious. Of course, that didn’t stop her from doing things when she knew she could get away with it.

      “I don’t know why you insist on doing this, my lady, when there are others who should be.” Agatha’s tone held a note of reproach which Cicele chose to ignore.

      “I like doing something useful.” Cicele sat down on the bank to remove her shoes. “And besides, I’m good at it.”

      “But you are a lady,” her maid said with an impatient tone. “And it is unseemly to be half naked outside your chamber. What if someone was to come upon you?”

      Cicele looked up at her maid. “And who would come by and see me?” She had taken the precaution of constructing the weir at a bend in the river and under a large overhang. No one from the castle would be able to see what she was doing.
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