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Chapter 1
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FIFTEEN THOUSAND MEN and horses writhed across the valley below, appearing as toys in a children’s game.


Many might consider war a game, but Sir Robert Alain de Bellencombre, knight of Normandy bound to the service of Duke William and commander of a unit in the cavalry reserves, did not number among their ranks.


Edward the Confessor, King of England via his Saxon father but Norman by his mother, was dead. This battle, raging near the coastal hamlet called Hastings, would decide the right of one man to wear the English crown: William the Norman, acknowledged by Pope Alexander to be Edward’s lawful successor; or Harold the Saxon, brother of Edward’s wife, the man alleged to be Edward’s deathbed choice.


Stroking his war horse’s glossy charcoal neck to calm her, Alain pondered Harold’s claim. It had to be true. This many men would not sacrifice their lives for a lie. Yet the vast majority of Harold’s supporters were Saxons harboring no wish to bear the Norman yoke. Perhaps such men might be desperate enough to fight for a lie that promised to restore Saxon rule.


A trumpet blared. He signaled his men forward, couched his lance, and spurred Chou to send her careening into the melee.


Harold’s shield wall, which had seemed impregnable, began to crumble under the onslaught of Alain’s unit, hastened by the desertion of men who no doubt decided they weren’t quite so willing to die. Their lord stood exposed just long enough for a Norman archer to sight his mark. Harold fell, screaming and clutching an arrow that protruded from one eye.


Harold’s supporters closed ranks around him, blocking Alain’s view and giving him more than enough to do as the Saxons redoubled their efforts to guard their lord’s body.


A familiar whirl of colors caught Alain’s attention. The saffron leopard prowling on a green field—Étienne! A Saxon knight, with a blue arm and fist blazing defiance across his gray shield, bore down upon Étienne with leveled lance. Étienne tumbled from his horse. He scrambled to his feet and retrieved his sword, putting it to good use on the Saxons surrounding him, although the knight who’d unhorsed him had already ridden in search of other targets.


Lance long since discarded and sword rising and falling with fatal precision, Alain surged to reach his brother’s side. Protection of her youngest son had been their dying mother’s wish, and he had sworn on his own life to keep Étienne safe.


Before he could close the distance, another Saxon knight fought past Étienne’s guard to thrust a war-knife into his throat. Through the visor the knight’s eyes gleamed with startling, fathomless malice. Alain could only watch in stunned disbelief as he laid his hand upon Étienne’s chest for a few moments. Uttering a soul-freezing howl, the Saxon yanked out his seax and disappeared into the press with Étienne’s shield, denying Alain vengeance.


Shame and grief rent his heart asunder.


He had failed the two he loved most; failed them so utterly that he could never beg their forgiveness in this lifetime.


Pain slammed into his shoulder, toppling him from the saddle. Étienne’s body broke his fall. He tried to roll clear, but a spear through his chest pinned him to Étienne. His gut convulsed, and bile burned his throat. Blinding agony killed his struggle to free himself. Death’s stench invaded his nostrils.


He closed his eyes and waited for his final journey to begin.
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THE MOUNTED band crept through the forest, constrained to the pace of the wagon. The new moon helped to conceal their progress but also concealed obstacles in their path. With each jolt, the wagon’s passenger moaned.


Thane Ulfric spurred his horse even with the knight driving the wagon. “Have a care, Eosa. He must survive, else all is lost.”


Eosa’s thick blond braid whipped across his shoulders as he turned and spat over the wagon’s side. He raised the reins in one fist, teeth bared in a snarl. His misshapen bottom lip gave him a draconic appearance. “Take them if you think you can fare better. My lord.”


With a jerk on his own reins, Ulfric pulled his horse back to join Del, guarding the wagon’s rear.


Secrecy had forced them to hide by day and travel at night. It had been nothing short of miraculous that they’d even survived the disaster at Hastings, to say nothing of being able to spirit away the battle’s most exalted casualty—or keep him alive this long. They’d been obliged to field dress each other’s wounds, and their lord lay in dire need of better care than the three of them knew how to render.


The wagon lurched. The plunder bumped into the passenger, who groaned a feeble protest. Eosa halted the wagon, and he, Ulfric, and Del dismounted to secure the cargo.


“This journey would be easier,” Ulfric grumbled to Del, “if you would change your mind.”


Privately, Del conceded his cousin’s point. Their present speed would put them at the gates of Edgarburh, Del’s home, by daybreak. Del had every confidence in Kendra’s healing skills.


But the action could carry deadly consequences for her and their father, Thane Waldron, and everyone else Del held dear.


“Nay. I cannot put my family and our people at risk of being executed for treason.”


“If we succeed,” Ulfric said as he gave the rope a savage tug, “we shall be hailed as saviors.”


“If.” Del grasped Ulfric’s arm as the thane of Thornhill prepared to mount. “Your feelings for Kendra should prevent you from involving her in this perilous venture.”


Ulfric shrugged him off and swung onto his horse. “My feelings for your sister pale in comparison to the magnitude of what I—we must accomplish.”


Their supine companion thrashed his limbs, his moans sounding louder and more delirious.


Del waved an arm toward the wagon. “Look at him, Ulfric. Even if he survives this journey, he shall be fortunate to ever ride again, never mind his ability to rule.”


“If he survives, I can handle the rest,” Ulfric insisted.


“How? With sorcery? A divine miracle?” Del snorted. “Be reasonable. The loss at Hastings has sounded the death knell for our way of life. England is changing—has changed already,” he amended sadly, recalling the number of Normans King Edward had appointed to key positions at court and in the largest churches. “A wise man will accept this fact and adapt to it.”


Del mounted, the wagon creaked forward, and they rode in taut silence.


“Do you fancy yourself a wise man, Delwin Waldronson?” Ulfric asked at length.


An image of the Edgarburh shield pattern came to mind, the dark blue upward bend on a gray field. The variant Del had carried into battle featured an arm, bent at the elbow and terminating in a fist, a dangerous design for a Saxon to brandish in an England ruled by a Norman king.


Del resolved to adapt his shield to his father’s pattern at the earliest opportunity.


“I fancy myself a realist, Ulfric.”


“A real fool,” Ulfric muttered.


Del refused to dignify the insult. He spurred his horse into a trot. “I shall ride point for a while,” he told Eosa as he passed the wagon.


Although Del could hear no human sounds, the wagon’s noise assured him that Eosa was following as best he could, with Ulfric presumably guarding the rear.


Lost in his churning thoughts, he had no idea how far he’d ridden when he realized he hadn’t heard the wagon in quite some time. Mayhap his companions had stopped to answer nature’s summons. Whatever the reason, he deemed it best for them to stay closer together. He wheeled his horse around and galloped it back up the trail.


He burst into a widening of the cart path to find Eosa, still seated on the wagon’s bench, confronting a mounted warrior wielding a sword and carrying a kite-shaped Norman shield. As Del watched, the foe’s dim silhouette seemed to waver and grow to impossibly huge proportions, prompting Del to scrub his eyes.


The Norman’s intent, as he advanced upon the wagon with leveled sword, was clear.


Del thought he heard crunching in the bracken, as though Ulfric was returning to the wagon, but he only had time enough to shout for Ulfric to hurry.


Sword drawn, Del urged his horse between Eosa and the Norman and landed several furious blows in the hope of turning the attack upon himself.


His tactic worked too well.


The Norman cocked his sword arm and smashed the flat of the blade against Del’s helmet, sweeping him out of the saddle. He hit the ground with a heavy thump and tried to roll clear of the hammering hooves. Weakness engulfed him, and his traitorous body refused to obey.


As if bound by a dream, he watched the Norman dismount, stride closer, raise his sword, and thrust it downward. Searing pain ripped through his gut.


His final thought centered not upon the liege lord he had failed to protect but upon his dear sister and their father, both of whom would be devastated by his death.



[image: Alain]


“MY GOD—Alain!”


He heard a strangled noise, offspring of a groan and a gasp. Pain resumed its vigil, and he realized the sound had come from him.


He’d lost count of how often he’d conjured the battle in his dreams, reliving his failure to keep his vow to protect Étienne, and now the failure to die, to prevent himself from failing anyone else. He groaned again.


“Alain, for the love of the Blessed Mother, wake up!”


Even through pain’s fog he recognized the voice. Sir Ruaud d’Auvay had removed the spear embedded in his shoulder, dressed his wound with strips of Étienne’s surcoat, hustled him from the battlefield, and secured for him the best of care through several weeks of fevered semiconsciousness, first in the Hastings field hospital and later at Ruaud’s chambers in London. Of any living soul, Ruaud knew Alain best, but he had no inkling of the depth of Alain’s anguish, nor would he ever find out.


No one had any business invading his purgatory.


Alain opened his eyes to find Ruaud peering at him, his candle’s glow warming Alain’s face. Alain attempted a shooing gesture. As he glanced away, ashamed by how weak he felt, he noticed the frost that had etched the windowpanes. Two months’ convalescence had done little to improve the condition of his body or spirit. His hand dropped to the coverlet. “A bit of air, if you please.” He regarded Ruaud with a limp grin.


“God be praised.” After straightening and setting the candleholder on a table, Ruaud ran his fingers through his thick, dark blond hair, his usually jovial face tense with concern. “You looked so pale and still, I almost summoned a priest.”


“I am glad there was no need for my services, Sir Ruaud,” boomed a man from the threshold.


The speaker strutted into the room, his sumptuously embroidered, wine-colored velvet robes rustling across the floor rushes, a bulky gold crucifix hanging from his neck: Bishop Odo de Bayeux, Duke William’s half brother and one of the duke’s most trusted advisers. A stoop-shouldered cleric shuffled behind the bishop, clutching a leather folio to his chest.


As Ruaud hastily vacated his bedside seat and bowed to kiss their visitor’s ring, Alain tried to push himself up. Pain bolted through his chest and down his arm in pulsing waves. Nausea clawed at his stomach. He fell back against the pillows, gasping.


“Be at ease, Sir Robert,” said the bishop. “No need for formalities on my account.” He balled a fist, raised it to his lips, and cleared his throat. “I am here to pay you honor at King William’s behest. His Majesty conveys his regrets that he is unable to visit in person, but with the coronation less than a fortnight away, those details consume his every waking moment.”


Not to mention William’s recuperation from his battle wounds, Alain thought wryly. Rebellion could erupt at the slightest display of weakness. “I understand, my lord bishop.”


Bishop Odo nodded at the cleric, who extracted a parchment leaf from the folio. “William, Duke of Normandy and King of England,” began the cleric in a nasal voice, “to Robert Alain de Bellencombre, Knight of Normandy, greetings. In deepest appreciation for your assistance in securing for us the Throne of England, we grant you deed to the estate of Edgarburh in Somerset, Wessex, the title for which property shall be conferred to you upon the occasion of your wedding to Kendra Waldronsdotter, the daughter of the estate’s present lord—”


“Your pardon,” Alain said, throat constricting, “but may I see that?” Bishop Odo arched an eyebrow but granted his consent. The parchment rattled as the cleric passed it to Alain, who perused it and met the bishop’s inquisitive gaze. “Duke William wishes me to marry the thane’s daughter? Does she know yet?” He hadn’t intended to sound so querulous and felt his cheeks heat.


“King William wishes to quell any remaining spirit of rebellion in the most expedient and bloodless way possible,” Bishop Odo replied. “Couriers were dispatched with his decrees at first light. Marrying his bachelor knights to English noblewomen, especially those living nearest to London, is a sound and merciful policy.”


Merciful for whom?


“Please forgive Sir Robert, my lord bishop.” Ruaud shot Alain a warning glance. “His fever and wounds have left him addlepated. I am certain he appreciates the king’s generous boon.”


Alain nodded and swallowed, heart plummeting. Marriage meant making more vows… vows to love and honor and protect.


Vows too easily broken.
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THE PEWTER goblet hit the trencher with an ungodly clatter. Bloodred wine seeped across the white table linens, reminding Kendra of what Del’s blood must have done the night he was ambushed.


As a servant rushed to right her goblet and blot the stain, she leaned against her carved, tall-backed chair on the dais of Edgarburh’s feast hall, certain she had imagined the voice that had startled her.


She wished Del’s condition could be righted as easily.


Her seat gave her the best view of the Cristes-mæsse festivities, which at present consisted of a muzzled, scruffy bear being goaded through its awkward paces by an equally scruffy man to the raucous amusement of the crowd.


Kendra couldn’t share in the laughter.


With the tip of her dagger, she chased slices of stewed apples around her trencher, racking her brains for something—anything—she hadn’t yet tried to help her brother, either to heal his wound or cure the fever and cough invading his lungs.


Invasion. She gave a soft snort. Not three months earlier, Del had risked his life in the service of King Harold against the invading William of Normandy. Del had been one of the lucky few to survive the battle, only to be cut down on their father’s lands by one of William the Bastard’s knights. The enormity of the outrage still blazed within her heart.


Even greater kindled her wrath over the decree accompanying the coronation announcement: she must wed one of these ruthless Norman warriors.


This very day, her father was paying court upon the new king, offering his—though not his daughter’s—acquiescence to the betrothal in hopes of currying favor enough to present his complaint about Del’s attacker. He possessed the knight’s shield, though the coward had eluded capture. Waldron kept the shield locked in his quarters, for he couldn’t risk losing his one tangible link to the Norman swine.


Kendra’s heart had screamed the truth, although her father had refused to hear it: Sir Delwin Waldronson had fought for King Harold, his attacker was one of William the Bastard’s retainers, and justice would be denied.


Unable to avenge Del, she’d channeled her energy into helping him as best she could.


She gripped her dagger’s haft in white-knuckled frustration. There must be some herb or simple she hadn’t tried… 


To heal the pain, you must endure the thorn.


Kendra jerked her head up. The dagger slipped from her fingers and dropped onto the table. Sheepishly she looked around, but the others seemed enthralled by the bear’s antics.


Petals from the Glastonbury thorn, the thousand-year-old tree purported to have sprouted from Joseph of Arimathea’s staff when he established the first Christian church on the ancient sacred site, were reputed to work every manner of medicinal miracle in the hands of the pure in heart. But when she had tried to use some of the herb to heal her mother, the petals had ignited in her hands, leaving naught but ash.


Her unworthiness provided the only possible explanation.


Ashamed of her failure, she had concocted a story about falling into a bed of nettles to explain the lurid rash on her palms.


She turned her hands to catch the fickle torchlight. Though the discoloration had faded, and the pain had long since subsided, the effects remained visible after nearly a decade.


Endure the thorn.


Her mother’s dying request wrenched Kendra’s heart with renewed shame and guilt and fear.


Mayhap, now that she had gained more experience in the healing arts, she could avoid suffering the same consequences. She doubted whether she had grown any more pure of heart, but she had to try this remedy for Del’s sake. She turned her thoughts toward how many petals she’d need and how much her request would cost.


“Lady Kendra?” She glanced up at the worried face of her maidservant, Rowena. “My lady, he asks for you.”


No need to ask which “he” Rowena meant. Kendra rose. So did the rest of the company, but she forced a smile and bade them to be seated and enjoy the entertainment. The bear and its handler yielded to a troupe of brightly clad jugglers whose feats and ribald jokes soon had the people laughing again.


Just as well, Kendra thought. The time for tears would arrive swiftly enough.


She donned her cloak trimmed in rabbit fur and left the hall, stopping first at the kitchens. While Rowena prepared a hot onion poultice, Kendra brewed a tisane of lungwort and lady’s mantle. Not that, after all these weeks, she had much faith left in either remedy, but she had nothing else to offer.


Cradling the lidded terra-cotta mug against her chest to preserve the warmth of its contents, she scurried along the roofed walkway toward the manor house. After navigating the building’s slick exterior staircase, she ducked inside the upper story’s door and hastened down the rush-lit hallway toward Del’s quarters. Only by the extra set of footfalls echoing off the walls did she know Rowena was keeping pace.


Inside the chamber, Kendra almost dropped the tisane.


To say that Del’s condition had declined since tierce, when she’d torn herself from his bedside to oversee the final preparations of the Cristes-mæsse feast, was an understatement. His face, already pale, had developed a waxy sheen. Sweat-darkened blond hair framed his sunken cheeks and pain-furrowed forehead in a damp halo. His eyes were closed and his lips parted, his chest moving erratically.


She shut her eyes against the sting of unshed tears. Inhaling to compose herself, she blinked and rounded on her maidservant, fighting to keep exasperation and fear from dominating her tone. “Rowena, why did you not fetch me sooner?”


“Not her fault.” The voice sounded hoarse and frail, not like her brother at all. “My wish.”


Upon setting the mug on the tray beside the onion poultice and shedding her cloak, Kendra strode to Del’s side. She directed the maidservant to clear a place amid the clutter of bandage rolls and half-empty potion vials and salve pots on the nearby table. The candles’ flames wavered in time with the women’s hasty movements, throwing restive shadows against the wall. Rowena shifted the tisane to the table and piled the discarded items onto the tray. After reviving the fire by turning the logs and heaving on another, she picked up the tray, dipped a curtsey in response to Kendra’s murmured thanks, and left the room.


Hefting the poultice in one hand, Kendra loosened the ties of Del’s tunic with the other.


His hand gripped hers with unexpected strength. “Don’t bother.” When she began to protest, his face cracked into the lopsided grin she loved so well and would miss so much. “Please. I’d like to leave this world not reeking of the kitchens. If it’s all the same to you.”


To combat her alarm, she adopted an aura of mock haughtiness. “It most certainly is not the same to me, Delwin Waldronson. The poultice will help you breathe.” She hoped.


His bark of laughter sparked a cough that made him release her hand. She abandoned the poultice on the table so she could help him sit up, rubbing his back and feeling otherwise useless, until the fit subsided. When it finally did, he lay back against the pillows, wheezing. Blood spattered the coverlet. Her stomach twisted. Their mother had died so, though not because her body had been weakened by a festering sword wound.


Refusing to surrender, she snatched the mug, removed the lid, and lifted it to his lips. He took a swallow, though whether just to humor her or not she couldn’t tell. Kendra told herself his wheezing had eased, but of that too she could not be certain. She felt certain of nothing.


She left the mug on the table and perched on the stool beside his bed. He caressed her hair, her cheek, her lips. His fingers felt too cold. She grasped his hand and kissed it, wishing yet again for the gift their mother was rumored to have possessed, the ability to heal with but a touch.


Gently she laid Del’s hand down but did not let go. His smile seemed laden with as much sorrow as affection.


“Promise me something, dear sister.”


She squeezed his hand. “Anything, Del! You know I would give you…” As she cast about for an absurd example, she glanced out the slotted window and noticed the weather’s bleak turn. “If it were within my power, I would give you snow in July.” If only he would live that long, she prayed. Long enough for her to obtain some of the Glastonbury thorn’s petals and overcome her fear of using them.


He smiled. “You’d find some way to do it, Kendra. I know.” The smile vanished. “Promise me you’ll strive to find happiness.”


She withdrew her hand to cross her arms, irritation over their old argument rising despite her worry. “And how am I to do that, pray tell me, if I am fated to marry a man of the accursed race responsible for doing this”—she waved her arm over his body—“to you? I would rather die! And Father knows it. But he cares for naught save his own status, that he retains some vestige of control over our lands.”


“Do not speak so. Father loves you and is doing what he can to ensure that you will be provided for. You and all the folk who look to Edgarburh for protection.”


Stung by the truth of his rebuke, she bowed her head. “I know, Del. It’s just that…” She clenched her jaw. “I shall never marry the retainer of a king who lets his knights attack men returning home under the banner of truce.”


Del’s lips twitched in an unreadable grin before his piercing blue eyes adopted a frank look. “Even if such a vow would deny you your heart’s contentment?”


She was on the verge of repeating her vow when he gasped, beset by another bloody coughing fit. After helping him get through it, grieving at how light his once-robust body felt, she dipped a cloth in the water to swab the sweat from his brow and blood from his lips.


“Please, Kendra. I need to know…” The wheeze returned, along with an ominous rattle. “Seek happiness. Promise me that.”


“Oh, Del.” Her voice caught, and she swallowed. She dropped the cloth into the basin and grasped his hand in both of her smaller ones, thankful that the ravages of injury and illness had spared this much of the powerful knight he had been. “If there is any way to fulfill both vows…” Doubts laid siege to her tongue.


“You will, dearest Kendra.” He closed his eyes, nodding slightly. “I know you will.”


Surrendering to the trembling of her chin, she fell to her knees and laid her head beside him. His hand came to rest upon her hair. He drew a long, shuddering breath. The rattle stilled. Her heart hammering, she raised her head. His hand slid away. His eyes were open, staring; his chest, unmoving.


She collapsed over his body, keening and hugging him to her as if sheer force of will could bring him back. Knowing she craved the impossible, she railed at God for taking the person who loved her best, at Del for letting himself be taken, at his demon-spawned Norman murderer, at her mother for failing to bequeath Kendra her rare healing gift, at her father for condoning her barter to a Norman knight. And at the architect of her misery, whose crown, bought by Saxon blood, was being set upon his head this Cristes-mæsse day: the Bastard of Normandy.


Kendra rose, dried her face, and set her jaw. Tenderly she closed Del’s eyes and folded his arms across his chest. Bending to kiss his brow, she affirmed her promise to find happiness wherever she might.


But it would never be in the arms of a man whose race was responsible for her brother’s death.






Chapter 2
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SIR ROBERT ALAIN de Bellencombre despised being noticed.


Being noticed wrought problems in myriad forms: a matron’s lewd grin, a priest’s glare, a Saxon’s spear, a king’s unwanted boon.


For a scout, being noticed wrought death.


Grimacing, he leaned his good shoulder against the church’s rough stone wall, the stench of urine and offal from the nearby tanneries so heavy in the air he could taste it.


A king’s boon. Most men would kill for estates as rich as Edgarburh was reputed to be.


A knot of worshippers left the church, casting surreptitious glances his way, doubtless wondering why a Norman knight had chosen this dingy backstreet church rather than offering his petitions at the Minster with Winchester’s affluent residents.


Alain wondered the same thing.


He’d attended vespers mass to pray for a way out of the predicament King William had thrust upon him. Since a woman lay at the heart of the problem, he had chosen St. Mary’s Church in hopes of placing his petition before the Blessed Mother. But the worship service had been a nightmare of poor Latin, worse singing, restless parishioners, the tanneries’ stench, and sundry other distractions.


Alain wished he’d yielded to Ruaud’s insistence that he accompany him to the tavern instead.


Cutting his reverie short with a rueful shake of the head, he set off toward the prearranged meeting place. Mindful of the planking that crossed the brook bubbling down the center of the road, he strode south along bustling Tanner Street. At High Street, he turned right, continued for a block to the Sign of the Rose, and descended the stairway to the underground tavern while a plan coalesced in his mind.


The darkness, relieved by a few rushlights, provided stark contrast to the evening sky’s summer brightness. He squinted into the gloom.


“Ici, Alain.” The deep Norman voice pierced the background hum of English. “À gauche.”


As directed, Alain turned to his left, took a few steps, and stumbled into Ruaud. Ale splashed onto Alain’s tunic. He bore his frothy baptism stoically. Ruaud’s laugh shook his paunch, and more ale threatened to fly forth as he pounded Alain on the back, near the wound he’d taken at Hastings nine months before.


Alain massaged his shoulder, wondering when its pain would cease. He had long since resigned himself to the fact that the pain of failure never would abate.


Several years Alain’s senior, Sir Ruaud d’Auvay had become Alain’s mentor and friend at Duke William’s court at a time when Alain had stood in sore need of guidance. Comte Philippe FitzHugh, Alain’s elder half brother, had looked upon Alain with suspicious dislike, always fearing Alain coveted their father’s title, never believing Alain’s fervent and sincere denials.


Philippe had undercut Alain at every opportunity, the most recent blow being Alain’s intended bride, whom Philippe had lured into his own bed.


No. Marie had gone willingly, lusting after Philippe’s wealth and title. They deserved each other. Ruaud had helped Alain recognize that. Afterward he had implemented Ruaud’s suggestion to transfer from the scouting corps to the cavalry, following William to England to let battle cauterize the wound of Marie’s betrayal.


If not for Ruaud’s agreeing to accompany Alain on this personal mission to Edgarburh, he doubted he’d have undertaken the journey.


The more he pondered it, in fact, the more attractive the idea of turning back became.


“Did the Blessed Virgin look with favor upon your request?” Ruaud’s breath exuded ale, and Alain detected a slur to his words. “Do you think the Holy Mother will grant you a wife worthy of such a fine and pious young knight?”


Alain’s eyes had adjusted sufficiently to note that only two other Normans numbered among the tavern’s patrons, the crimson cross emblazoned across the front of their white tunics marking them as men employed by Bishop Odo, who had been appointed coregent and charged with governing the affairs of southern England while the king held court in Normandy. King William’s other close friend and adviser, William FitzOsbern, had been ordered to establish his headquarters in York to serve as the bishop’s counterpart for governing northern England.


Odo’s men greeted Alain with friendly nods and continued sitting near the back, drinking ale with a passing fair Saxon woman. If they had heard Ruaud’s remark, they didn’t respond to it. The Saxon patrons most likely would not understand a word. Alain knew many Englishmen in London who spoke fluent French, but in Winchester he had met few men with command of the language.


In answer to Ruaud, he shrugged. “I could not concentrate.”


“What, Sir Robert the Pious having trouble at his prayers? Did a pretty pair of eyes distract you?” Ruaud laughed again—a bit too loudly, Alain thought. He wondered how many flagons his friend had consumed. Despite his bulk, Ruaud’s ability to hold his alcohol remained tenuous.


“Sit.” He took Ruaud by the arm and steered him toward an out-of-the-way bench. “I must discuss something with you.”


As they seated themselves, a short, ill-featured serving woman appeared with a flagon, which she thrust into Alain’s hand. “From your companions, my lord,” she said, nodding toward Odo’s men. Returning her attention to Alain, she offered him a provocative smile.


He understood all too well the implications of such a smile, and even if the woman had been a peerless beauty, he had no wish to accept her unspoken invitation.


Mercifully, she retreated to attend other men clamoring for service. Alain saluted the Normans with the flagon and took a long pull.


The brew’s bitter taste compounded the bitterness frothing in his heart. Months of resentment roiled to a head. He lowered the flagon and met his friend’s bleary gaze. “I have a plan. I need your help.”


“Plan? We do not need a plan,” Ruaud scoffed. “All we need is a guide across the plains of Somerset. Our friends”—he tossed a nod at the bishop’s knights, who sat too engrossed in their conversation to notice—“have said the road to Sarum is easy. We would be wasting our coins to hire a guide here, when cheaper and more reliable service is available in Sarum.”


“I am not going to Edgarburh.”


“What?” Ruaud roared the word, attracting the attention of a pair of burly Saxons seated a few tables away. “You drag me from London to this armpit of a city for no purpose? You ignore King William’s command? Do you yet suffer battle fever? Or have the vapors of this accursed dung heap robbed you of your wits?”


The Saxon men were frowning. Alain gave Ruaud a warning stare. “I am sorry,” he said. “But I refuse to be William’s pawn in his chess game with the English.”


Ruaud rolled his eyes. “You have a choice?”


Alain curled one hand around his flagon and the other into a fist. “I will travel to Anjou, hire out my scouting services and my sword, and outwait William’s wrath. I need you to buy me time. Go to Edgarburh, introduce yourself as my spokesman, and make excuses for my absence as long as you can.” He drained his flagon and set it down with a solid thump.


His decision didn’t make him feel a fraction as satisfied as he’d hoped.


Puffing his cheeks, Ruaud blew out a sigh. “Merciful Mother of God. Your brains would make the flowers grow. What am I to tell the thane or his daughter? That your wound still troubles you? This long after the battle, do you think they will believe it?”


Alain gave a stiff shrug. “It does, sometimes.”


Ruaud snorted. “You have brooded about this wedding for half a year. William rewards you well. Forget this Anjou lunacy. Take the rich estate and the woman, and be done.”


“Easy advice for you to dispense.” The echo mocked Alain from the bottom of his empty flagon. “You did not have to marry into your English estate.” He held the mug aloft to signal the serving maid, which she acknowledged with a gap-toothed smile, took his penny, and hurried off. After downing half of the replacement brew, he eyed Ruaud over the rim.


“I am already married.” Ruaud grinned. “Or have you forgotten?”


“I have not. But by the way you consort with the London women, it seems you have.”


Ruaud let out a hearty laugh. “And that is the best part of being a knight, lad. Marry the wench, get some sons on her, and do as you please with other women.”


“Trouble visits a married man who dallies.” And their children, Alain mused, recalling William’s rocky rise to power because Duke Robert had never married William’s baseborn mother.


The absolute last thing Alain wanted was an army of bastards scattered about the world.


Ruaud ran a hand through his hair and canted across the table, his gaze as earnest as his state of inebriation would permit. “Dalliance has never caused me any trouble. And it need not cause you any, if you are careful. Marry the Saxon and leave her in Wessex to bear your sons. Then hie yourself to France or Normandy or Jerusalem—or hell itself, for all I care.” Ruaud finished his ale and brandished the empty flagon. “Ale of more!” he yelled in his atrocious English.


“Some friend you are.”


Ruaud remained silent as the serving maid approached. Mumbling something Alain couldn’t hear, she extracted the flagon from Ruaud’s hand and vanished with it into the shadows at the back of the tavern.


“You do have another option.” Ruaud gave Alain a long stare as though taking his measure for the first time. Alain felt his brow furrow. “You could go to Edgarburh in disguise.”


Alain recoiled as if he’d been struck. “Why should I?”


“You are the scout. You tell me.”


“To see the woman and her land for myself?”


Ruaud tapped a finger on his nose. “If she is not to your liking, you have lost nothing.”


“Nothing except the easiest way to sidestep this matter.” Alain took another pull. “And how would you propose I explain the deception if I choose to reveal myself?”


“A jest, a harmless ruse. Some portion of the truth. All of it, even.” Ruaud scrunched a shoulder. “You are clever enough to think of something suitable.”


Alain had no desire to think of a suitable reason, no desire to come within five leagues of Edgarburh. “I leave for France tonight, with or without your help.”


“You are serious.” Ruaud sucked in a long, contemplative breath. “Very well. I will no doubt regret this, but I will do as you ask.” The woman returned with a full flagon, which Ruaud took and raised to Alain. “And I hope the bitch of Edgarburh will be easier on the eyes,” he bellowed, “than this mongrel of a serving wench.”


The two Saxons Alain had noticed earlier exchanged a glance, rose from their table with a clatter of toppling benches, and stomped toward Ruaud. Well muscled, they moved with the wary grace of seasoned warriors. Alain’s senses sharpened to danger.


“What did you say, you Norman pig?” said one of the men in flawless French. “It is bad enough that you loot our land, but I will not listen to you insult our women.”


Ruaud’s face flushed dark red as he stood, swaying, to meet the challenger. He and the Saxon were of a size and build that promised an equal match. The second Saxon hung back, perhaps waiting for Alain’s move. Odo’s men rose, fists on hips.


The regent would not be pleased to hear of a tavern brawl. William had urged his knights not to drink in public places and had charged the coregents with enforcing the fragile peace. Alain studied the faces, measuring the fury glittering in each pair of eyes.


“My good sirs,” he said in lightly accented English as he stood. “This little jest is not worth a fight. My friend will apologize to the woman, if that is agreeable to you.”


The second Saxon gaped at Alain. “Who are you? You dress like a Norman and associate with one, and yet you speak our language as if you were born to it.”


Alain inclined his head. “I am Norman by my father, Hugh FitzWalter. My mother was English. After my father’s death, she took me to the London court of good King Edward.” He summoned his courtliest smile. “It would not be seemly to profane the king’s blessed memory by brawling in the town where his widow yet lives, agreed?”


Ruaud turned to Alain, eyebrows puckered. “What say you? You speak the English too fast.”


“I told them you will apologize to the serving woman,” he whispered rapidly in French. “Which you will do, and then we will leave. There is much to be done ere I depart for Anjou.”


Ruaud hesitated, his gaze shifting from Alain to the Saxons, Odo’s knights, and back to Alain. He shrugged. “As you wish.” He signaled to the serving woman, who answered his summons with alacrity. Ruaud swept her a bow. “My apologies, good woman,” he said in French, “if my jest insulted you.”


The woman shook her head, clearly mystified.


“My friend apologizes for any bad behavior,” Alain explained to her. He withdrew a farthing from the pouch at his belt and pressed it into her callused palm. “We would not want the fine people of Winchester to think Norman knights are ill-mannered.”


“Thank’e, my lord. You’re a fair-speaking man, you are.” Her grin did nothing to alleviate her homeliness. She pocketed the coin, curtseyed, and continued about her business.


The two Saxons nodded grudging approval. Alain and Ruaud bade farewell to the regent’s men and strode toward the steps.


“I left half a flagon of ale,” Ruaud complained.


“Better to waste ale than blood.” An image of his brother’s lifeless body tortured his mind. He tried to banish the scene, and the guilt it evoked, without success.


He could almost feel the hot stares of the Saxon warriors burning into his back. He ascended the stairs into the soft evening light and began a brisk westward hike toward the far gate of the ancient walled city and Regent Odo’s half-built hall, where Alain and Ruaud would spend their only night in Winchester. Ruaud lumbered along beside him.


“I still think this plan of yours is a bad idea,” Ruaud said, “but I suppose I owe you something for averting that trouble in the tavern.”


“My thanks for your help. This will work out for the best, you will see.”


Ruaud grunted.


The street wasn’t busy, probably owing to the fact that most residents had retired to their evening meal, if the beefy aromas wafting on the breeze gave any clue. Alain’s stomach rumbled. He and Ruaud hadn’t walked far when a mounted courier rounded a corner and sped toward them. The courier reined his mount to a sliding stop.


“Sir Robert Alain de Bellencombre?” When Alain nodded once, the courier said, “Well met, Sir Robert. Regent Odo commands your presence in his private audience chamber.”


“Now? What about?” The courier shrugged. Alain’s spine tingled a warning. He plucked at his damp tunic that reeked of the tavern, no thanks to Ruaud, and curbed a sigh. “Then I would appreciate the loan of your horse to make better time.” He spared a wan grin for his friend, who looked none too steady on his feet. “And your assistance to accompany Sir Ruaud back to our quarters in Regent Odo’s hall.”


“Understood, my lord.” The courier dismounted and held the bridle for Alain.


“I do not need a nursemaid,” Ruaud muttered as Alain mounted.


“Tell me that again if you are still awake after I return.” He turned the gelding about, dug heels into the horse’s flanks, and clattered off.


Two hours later, Ruaud not only was very much awake—and sober—but demanding every detail.


“Thieves. Hellish beasts. Grisly deaths. Rumors of curses and practitioners of the black arts.” Alain ground the words between his teeth as if that could somehow solve his problem. Ruaud’s cocked eyebrow bade him to explain. “The regent has received dozens of reports from the monks and merchants in the Glastonbury district, two days’ ride west of Edgarburh. God alone knows how much of it has been exaggerated. Regent Odo has ordered me to investigate and enforce the king’s laws there.”


Clasping his hands behind his head and tipping his chair backward on two legs, Ruaud stretched his unshod feet toward the fire. “I thought that was the local thane’s task.”


“Apparently that thane is not preserving the peace.” Bitterness overpowered Alain’s tone.


The chair’s front legs came down with a sharp thud. “The father of the woman you are commanded to marry?”


“Ulfric of Thornhill. The regent wants me to learn why he has not stopped the mayhem.”


Alain spat onto the slate floor. That, for plans. Evading an unwanted wedding was one thing. No power under heaven could make him shirk duty to king and country when people’s lives stood at risk.


Restoring order to Glastonbury might begin to atone for his failure to protect Étienne.


He stared into the snapping gold flames, questing for answers and finding only more questions. Nothing could ever atone for his broken vows.


Ruaud’s chair grated on the slate as he turned, grinning. “You will go to Edgarburh posing as my squire.”


Alain wrenched himself from his depressing thoughts to regard Ruaud. “You’re joking!” Ruaud’s grin widened. “Dear God above, you’re not joking.”


“You are too old, of course, but that comely face of yours makes you seem youthful enough if no one looks closely.” Alain snorted in denial. “Well,” Ruaud pressed, “have you a better solution to scout the land, the lady, Thane Ulfric, the outlaws, and heaven knows what else is plaguing the people? I have seen many a man quake dumbstruck in front of a knight and moments later reveal all to a lowly squire.”


“True enough. It may work.” Alain fingered his chin. “If I can keep myself from drawing undue attention.”


Ruaud chuckled. “That could pose a problem. The ladies always notice you.”


“The ladies notice this.” Alain looped a finger through the lone symbol of knighthood he wore when not armed, a thick gold chain draped over the finely tooled leather jerkin he’d donned for his audience with the regent.


“You are wrong, my friend. Your face has been collecting hearts all over London for weeks. You have been brooding too much to notice. So, what will you call yourself, squire?”


“Alain,” he snapped, irritated at Ruaud’s blithe attitude. In the next breath, he recognized the reaction’s unworthiness and gave Ruaud an apologetic smile. “I do appreciate your help.” Thankful that his preferred name was common enough to avoid suspicion, he pursed his lips, trying to construct an innocuous surname. This evening’s tavern flashed to mind, Sign of the Rose. It reminded him of his shield’s device: a white rose nestled in a graceful tangle of greenery, symbolic of the Norman town of his birth, Bellencombre, “pretty entanglement.” His lips parted into a smile that felt more genuine. “Call me Alain Bellefleur.”


Outlaws, hellish beasts, and mysterious deaths. Sorcery. An English estate. And a woman he must claim as his bride before claiming her land.


Alain felt more like a thief than the men he’d been commanded to bring to justice. His smile vanished.


He stood, crossed to the slotted window, braced his hands on the cold stone ledge, and gazed at the partially constructed towers rising above the castle’s far wall. The carpenters, stonemasons, and other workmen had long since returned home for the night. The scaffolding, barely visible in the twilight’s final moments, made the structures look as delicate as a child’s pebble-and-twig fantasy.


Given time, many other Norman castles would defend the English countryside. He hoped it wasn’t a childish fantasy to believe that someday, God willing, one of those castles would be his, with or without Lady Kendra Waldronsdotter of Edgarburh at his side.


Preferably, for her sake as much as his, without.



[image: Kendra]


STROKING THE black velvet cord at her neck, Kendra inspected the rosebushes, engrossed in her evening ritual of selecting the best bloom with which to adorn Del’s sarcophagus at vespers. This was the one blessed moment of her day not devoted to either the burh’s mundane concerns or preparations for her impending marriage… or to meaningless oblations to a God who’d turned a blind eye to the Norman sword that had cut her brother down.


Although the gardens perfuming the expanse between Edgarburh’s church and manor house were not private, by tacit agreement no one disturbed her, for which she felt abundantly grateful. Here amidst the sanctity of the roses, gifts from Del the spring following their mother’s death, she could reflect upon the whirlwind her life had become since her father had returned from King William’s coronation.


Waldron’s news had been just as bad for Kendra as Del’s death had been for their father. He’d been unable to secure from the king a firm promise to investigate Del’s attack. And, worse yet, Waldron had been “strongly encouraged”—forced, in her opinion—to establish a date for the arrival of Sir Robert de Bellencombre, her Norman bridegroom.


Because of the severity of Sir Robert’s battle wounds, Waldron had selected mid-June, giving her more of a reprieve than she’d expected, but her vows lay in grave danger of being compromised.


Even with the delay, she’d had no choice but to spend her every free moment preparing her wedding garments, dreading with each stitch the dawning of the day when Sir Robert would ride up to claim her like a sack of plunder. Today was the eve of that hateful day.


For pride’s sake, she’d made each stitch perfect and each seam straight and sturdy, applying the same exacting standards to her maidservants’ work. To Hedda and Rowena she assigned the tasks of crafting her soft linen undertunic and bedgown, while Kendra embroidered the midnight-blue overtunic and scalloped the paler veil’s hem. She could not bear the thought of her own hands making the clothes she would be wearing when this Norman would force himself upon her in their bridal chamber. His coarse, violent fingers and rancid breath, his sweaty body crushing hers beneath him, his bony hips grinding against hers to make their union legal in the eyes of Church and King, mayhap making an heir in the process… the imagery made her flesh crawl.


Chafing her arms, she returned to the decision at hand, which she had narrowed to two candidates: a red and a white, growing on adjacent bushes, their stems slanting toward each other as if striving to entwine. Both were flawless blossoms, full and fragrant. But she always laid a single rose on Del’s tomb, over the place on his effigy where his heart would have been. By this time on the morrow, whichever of the two flowers she did not select would be opened past its prime, its petals beginning to curl and die.


Which rose should I choose?


Red for Del’s heart or white for his soul? Red for the blood spattered with his final breath? Or white for the snow swirling outside that night, the snow embodying her fervent wish for his recovery?


The vespers bell startled her. She whipped her head around to see the laborers lay down their tools and head toward the church.


She glanced at the bushes swaying in the breeze. Her two favorites had blown closer, petals brushing.


Which one?


Red for her vow not to marry the countryman of her brother’s murderer, or white for her promise to seek happiness?


The bell tolled again, sounding more insistent.


Her ivory-hilted dagger flashed in the shortening sunlight. Both roses fell into her basket.


She sheathed the dagger and hurried toward the church as fast as decorum allowed, making sure her necklace did not slip free of her tunic. She harbored no secret that she wore at her bosom a slim silver case containing a lock of Del’s hair, cut from his head the night of his death by the dagger he’d given her and taught her to wield. Those who didn’t understand might consider her practice idolatrous, however, so she kept it hidden.


Inside the main doors, she genuflected before the altar and moved to her customary place near Del’s sarcophagus, where his remains guarded the church’s entrance and their mother’s tomb. His sarcophagus’s newly completed marble panel depicted Del, limned in gold, standing within the ranks of King Harold’s doomed shield wall. Upon their father’s orders, Del’s shield bore the family’s bent blue bar rather than the cocked arm-and-fist variant Del had carried into that fateful battle.


If ignorant generations later presumed that Sir Delwin Waldronson of Edgarburh had lost his life at Hastings, so much the better. The truth was hard enough to bear without sharing it with the rest of the world.


While Father Æthelward mumbled through the service to the choir’s less than tuneful responses, she took advantage of her position, screened by the other worshippers, to finish adorning Del’s tomb. She picked up the previous day’s offering, a yellow rose that reminded her of their friendship. The rose’s head hung as if in mourning, its petals already falling. Heedless of the thorns, she pressed it to her chest before stooping to lay it in her basket, along with the loose petals she swept from the lid. She would save these with the others in the tall earthen jar in her quarters, to be strewn on her wedding day, providing she could find a way to keep both vows.


No boorish Norman would trample these sacred flowers underfoot.


She hoped her brother’s memory would never wilt, but as the weeks had stretched into months, she found it harder to preserve his features in her mind’s eye, and it goaded her grief.


Running her fingers over his cool granite effigy helped. The image faithfully portrayed Del as fair of face and broad of shoulder and brawny of limb, facing death as he had life: head-on and arrayed for battle, his hands folded in eternal prayer. The only missing detail was his smile.


Her heart ached. That Godforsaken Norman sword may as well have pierced her too.


She blinked and retrieved the red and white roses. Avoiding the thorns, she twisted the stems together. The white’s stem was much longer than the red’s, casting the illusion that it overshadowed the other. She separated them and adjusted the stems to make the blossoms even. Pleased with the effect, she kissed both and laid them on the effigy in time to ease to her knees with the rest of the congregation.


After the priest’s prayers ended and people began shuffling past her, she kept her eyes closed and head bowed, adding her silent petition for the redemption of Del’s soul and for the means to fulfill her vows.


“Daughter. Walk with me.”


Her father was looming over her, his arms crossed and face stern. She swallowed hard. Such a look brooked no disobedience.


Gazing at Del’s tomb, he sighed, expression softening. “Come.” He offered his hand to help her rise, which she accepted with resignation. Tensions had flared between them since his return from London, and she braced herself for another bout.


She genuflected again, grasped her basket’s handle, and turned to accompany Waldron from the church. Not across the yard to the feast hall, as she’d expected, since that was where most Edgarburh business—including private matters—transpired, but past the garden toward the manor house. In silence they ascended the outer wooden staircase, entered the building, and trod the corridor containing the bedchambers. Specifically, she realized with a start when their course became apparent, Waldron’s.


Several paces from their destination, curiosity compelled her to blurt, “What’s wrong?”


Pulling up short, he gave her an odd look. “Wrong? Let me see.” He snorted, ticking the points on his fingers. “Taxes are due ere long, and the tenants have barely recovered from the war to scrape together their payments. A Norman is on his way to take possession of my daughter and the estate.” Waldron’s gray eyes gazed at her levelly. “My son is dead, and my daughter acts like a widow rather than a bride.” He inclined his head at the black woolen veil she wore even as these final spring days warmed toward summer.


This time it wasn’t the sun that made her face heat. “My choices honor Del’s memory.” She gripped the basket with both fists, raising it before her like a shield. “Do yours?”


“My choices, Kendra,” he grated between clenched teeth, “are made for the good of all. Including yourself, though you’re too stubborn to acknowledge it.” Despite the limp that was the legacy of an old war wound, he strode the remaining distance so briskly that she felt obliged to break into a trot.


Waldron yanked open the door, ushered her inside, and pulled it to with a timber-rattling thud. She tilted her head to meet his glare.


“The good of all, Father? What possible good is it to surrender me—and, by extension, Edgarburh lands—to this barbaric Norman?” When Waldron didn’t answer, she pressed on, “What good can come of forcing me to break my vows to Del?” After setting down the basket to fold her arms, she lowered her gaze to the floor rushes, lowering her voice to match. “If I had accepted Ulfric’s suit, this matter never would have come to pass.”


The irony forced a laugh from her lips. Ulfric, a relative of her mother, had petitioned for Kendra’s hand five summers after Edwina’s death. Fifteen years Kendra’s senior, he had given the then eighteen-year-old Kendra the impression that he possessed a dual nature. Nothing she could explain beyond vague suspicions, but Waldron had honored her decision to reject the suit.


She looked up, emboldened by the memory. “You promised me that I need never marry save for love. Have you forgotten in just three years?”


He dropped into the chair beside his worktable, propping his elbow on the dark, smoothly planed oak surface and bracing his forehead against his fist, his thatch of white hair falling over the scarred, gnarled fingers. Never could she recall him looking so old and weary. “I remember.” His care-lined face adopted a plaintive look. “And nothing would delight me more than to honor that promise. But this is a royal command you would have me break.”


“Made by the royal bastard—”


He glared at her. “Spare me your opinion of our new king. I cannot control your thoughts, but his lineage has no relevance to this or any other conversation you might have. In a thrice William will execute any Saxon lord he perceives as a threat, and treasonous speech is as valid an excuse as any other.” His eyebrows knotted into a thick white line. “And do not dare to presume these Normans will not understand you. Many of them know our tongue as well as we do. Do I make myself clear?”


She nodded, chastened, realizing there was no wisdom in inciting this Sir Robert to wrath by insulting his king—their king, she amended. “I understand, Father,” she whispered, gazing at the floor.


She felt his leathery fingers slip beneath her chin, and she lifted her head. “Be of good cheer. By all reports, Sir Robert is pious, courtly”—he winked—“and handsome.”


Shrugging free, she rolled her eyes. “By Norman reports, you mean. That hardly qualifies as an honest assessment.”


“So you would call King William a liar too?” Her father’s tone rumbled as ominously as a summer storm.


“Nay! I—I had presumed—” She clamped her mouth shut. After a few moments, she said, “Please forgive me, Father.”


Waldron nodded and crossed to the wall where the chests containing his clothing and other personal effects stood. The longest and newest chest—and one of the few secured with an iron lock, the key to which lay in Waldron’s possession alone—contained the shield of Del’s murderer. To her surprise, he stopped before the first in the line, bent over, and swiped its age-darkened, leather-hinged lid with his tunic sleeve to clear the dust. He pushed it open and started sorting through its contents. She shifted from foot to foot to peer inside the chest, to no avail.


He extracted a length of finely spun linen, gave it a gentle shake, and turned to hold it up before him. She gasped. It was a lady’s veil, edged in an elaborate pattern of silver thread and dyed a delicate shade of slate blue, the precise color of her eyes, and her mother’s.
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