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PART I – CHAPTER 1
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Lille, Flanders

April 1048 CE

––––––––
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The red hide leather whip arced and bit deep into Avicia’s flesh. A warm trickle joined the crimson rivulets already staining the remnants of her robe. She struggled against the pain. Her teeth chattered behind lips tightly pressed together. When another cruel blow snaked across her shoulder, raw, guttural sounds escaped her. She jerked against the splintered wood and clung to the whipping post with trembling fingers.  

Defiant, she stared straight ahead. Her gaze locked with Edric’s own. When they had first met, his eyes reminded her of the pale shade of a robin’s egg. Now, they flamed bright blue with frustration and anger. The whip tore across her back once more. Her gaze faltered. A hot wave of blinding pain overwhelmed her. In the blink of an eye, she surrendered to the darkness. 

***

[image: ]


Edric’s stare never wavered throughout Avicia’s punishment. As the whip shredded her flesh, it also battered his soul. She endured a punishment he should have received instead. It was his fault. 

When she sagged, battered and bloodied, her cheek pressed against the whipping post, he studied the unrepentant faces of her tormentors. Matilda, the selfish daughter of Baldwin, the Count of Flanders, bawled beside one of her attendants. She remained inconsolable over the death of her beloved falcon. Her reddened face held no sympathy for the girl who suffered. Avicia’s uncle, Count Rudolf of Aalst, gave her one last narrowed gaze. Then he spat in the dirt, turned on his heel, and stalked off with his shoulders squared. None of them helped her. 

Edric moved toward Avicia, but sharp fingernails dug into his arm. He followed a lily-white hand from where it disappeared under a billowy green sleeve until he met the strict scrutiny of his mother.

“Do not think to help her now, not when her actions have shamed all of us this day.”

***
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Harsh, ragged sobs filled the chamber, where Avicia wept on a pallet in the corner. Her nurse Biota tended her with gentle care in the dim light of a tallow candle. The brutal whipping had shredded the top half of her robe, which now hung in tatters around her slender hips. Wisps of fabric clung to the torn flesh. She winced and shuddered as Biota peeled cloth fibers from the raw skin.

The linen curtain at the entrance rustled and cold air intruded. Gisele of Luxembourg, Countess of Aalst entered the room and padded across the earthen floor. Her dark blue garments shuffled the dank straw on the ground. The folds of her headdress framed her heart-shaped face. Two gold plaits peeked beneath the cloth. She pressed her fleshy lips firmly together, before she exhaled in a huff. 

“How could you risk my husband’s good name, and your place in the household of Baldwin of Flanders? You dared take Matilda’s favorite merlin from the mews and fly it with the English boy. The bird was worth more than you could imagine, and now it is dead, because of you.” 

Avicia buried her face in her hands. When Biota applied a cold poultice of crushed marigold and fresh comfrey leaves, she whimpered, though Biota tried to soothe her.

“Hush now, my lambkin. The worst of it is over. This poultice shall prevent infection and reduce the threat of fever. Your scars shall fade with time.” 

“Do not coddle her!” Gisele snapped at Biota, who hung her head, before she turned her cold stare on Avicia again. “You have shamed my husband before Baldwin.” Her cheeks flamed. “Have you forgotten all he has done for you? We raised you after the deaths of your parents. By Rudolf’s good graces, you have resided here as one of Matilda’s attendants. Yet, you betrayed his trust.”

“Edric wanted to see the bird. When we took it out, I did not know there would be a goshawk in the sky.”

“You thought only of the Englishman’s wishes. You did not think of the offense against my husband, or Matilda, or the punishment that awaited you. You are a selfish, stubborn child. Only a fool takes such risks, in a vain attempt to impress a boy. ”

“Edric is not just a boy.”

Gisele rolled her gray eyes toward the timber ceiling. “Saint Jude, grant us hope. I blame Rudolf. He would not listen when I advised against taking you in as a child. He has spoiled you overmuch, girl. His love for his sister has made him sentimental. He has allowed you too many freedoms and indulged your every whim, in the hopes you might prove useful to us. Now, he shall see the truth.”

Avicia moaned softly. She could not risk banishment from court. Where would she go? 

“I am sorry, milady. I know I would not be here without Count Rudolf’s generosity.” 

“You should have remembered that before this foolery occurred. By some miracle, you have survived your punishment. Be thankful Baldwin did not cut off your hand, as he should have ordered. Be grateful you still serve among Matilda’s attendants, though I do not know if she shall ever forgive you. You shall remain here and do your duty to Rudolf. Do you understand me?”

Avicia lowered her gaze and nodded. Biota bound the poultice with clean cloths and patted her arm, but the comfort of her nurse’s familiar touch diminished neither her pain nor humiliation. 

She shook her head, recalling her foolhardiness. At the time, she had thought of it as fearlessness, another clandestine visit inside the mews, for a glimpse of its newest resident - a prized merlin. When she discovered Edric there, his compliments on her skill with the falcon emboldened her. His bold desires manipulated her foolish decision. 

“With the betrothal negotiations concluded for Lady Judith,” Gisele interrupted her thoughts, “the English shall return home. This Edric of Newington goes with them. He is an English lord’s son. His home is far from you. Put him from your mind.”

She paused and knelt beside the pallet. Her talon-like fingernail scraped across Avicia’s brow and her lips curved in a smirk. “Remember that he encouraged you, but you bore the punishment alone. He did not suffer for his role in such foolery.”

Avicia met her eyes. “Edric suffered, too. I saw the pain in his eyes when they lashed me.” 

Gisele drew back and dug her fingernails into her palm. “Pray there are no further consequences of your folly. If you have damaged our relations with Baldwin, you shall be sorry.”

She glared at Biota. “Leave her be and let her consider the consequences of this day.” 

Biota followed her from the room, pausing briefly at the entrance. She looked over her shoulder and shook her head, her gaze full of compassion and sadness. 

Alone, Avicia turned her face toward the wall. The tears she had struggled against during Biota’s ministrations now trickled down her cheeks. “Oh, Edric.”

In misery, she kept her face pressed against the timber. Then, another draft pervaded the room. Heavy, familiar footfalls crossed the floor. 

She raised herself up on one elbow. Hellfire blazed along the seams of shredded skin on her back. She tucked the front of the tattered robe under her arms for modesty, before she dared look up. Count Rudolf of Aalst towered over her. 

His eyes searched her face. 

She shrank back against the wall, despite the pain stabbing her back. She hoped, if she spoke first, the intense anger in his expression might diminish. 

“Forgive me, milord, I acted without thinking.” 

“Why did you do it? Do you know what your foolery might have cost me?”

He advanced on her with fists firmly closed. She whimpered in terror. Then, he stopped and clenched his fingers tightly. Harsh breaths tore from his chest. 

“I have never endured such shame before today. Do you know the value of just one of Baldwin’s hunting birds? He acquired the creature as a special gift for his daughter. Now, it is dead because of your carelessness! Why did you touch her? The boy made you do it. Your behavior with him has almost ruined me. Baldwin’s daughter told us everything!”

Avicia gasped. Matilda’s enmity and fury knew no bounds. 

Now, she regretted that Edric had convinced her not to flee Lille, when the opportunity presented itself. Instead, they had returned with the dead bird and admitted their wrongdoing. His status as a guest protected him. He had earned little more than stares of condemnation. She suffered alone for what they had done together. 

Rudolf continued, “Matilda told me how he looked at you when he first arrived. His eyes followed you everywhere. You encouraged his attentions! Little whore....”

“I am not!” Her breath escaped in a ragged sigh, tinged with fear. “I swear on my mother’s soul, I never encouraged him in anything.” 

“Do you deny he met with you alone in the mews today? Did you arrange your meeting beforehand?”

“It did not happen that way. I often went to the mews and found him there in these last weeks. We have always spoken in the presence of the falconer. Edric shared my love for the fine birds in the mews. Today, he wanted to see the new merlin. I told him she belonged to Matilda. He knew I was one of her attendants. I should have refused him. Please, do not blame Edric, milord.”

“Oh, Edric is it? You have grown overly familiar with him!” 

He grabbed her wrists and dragged her from the pallet, hauling her up against him. Pungent ale soured his breath. With massive arms, legs and a barrel-shaped chest, his strength overwhelmed her. 

“Hold still, damn you. What did you do with him in the darkness of the mews? Did he touch you?” 

Her shock outweighed the pain-filled flames blazing across her torn flesh. She lowered her gaze. Could he know all that had happened? Did he suspect Edric had kissed her earlier? One brief, stolen kiss that had distracted her while the merlin flew toward its unforeseen end.

“You cannot look at me because your eyes would reveal the truth.”

He grasped her chin and forced her gaze upward. “A midwife shall examine you tonight. I must have the truth. If he has ruined you, not even Godwin of Wessex shall protect him from my wrath.” 

He left her without another word.

Avicia shuddered and collapsed in despair on her pallet. She had shamed her family with her dim-witted actions. She acted the fool for a boy who would never see the agony and humiliation she now endured. 

***
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In the chapel at Lille, Edric turned from the Crucifix at the altar and looked toward his mother, Lady Emmeline. She paced the length of the nave again and stirred the rushes in her wake. A silk girdle wound about her hips and smoothed the lines of her garments. A silver filigree circlet held her headrail in place, which concealed hair the same color as Edric’s own. 

At his father’s insistence, he had accompanied his mother to Flanders six weeks before, in the retinue of Aelfwig Wulfnothson, abbot of Winchester and younger brother of Godwin of Wessex. Before her marriage to Edric’s father, Lady Emmeline had attended the half-sister of Baldwin of Flanders, Judith. Now, Godwin wanted a marriage between his third son Tostig and Judith. Tunwulf Grim, Edric’s father believed his wife could persuade a reluctant Judith to accept the marriage.  

Since their arrival, Emmeline had spoken only Flemish, despite her fluency with the Saxon tongue. She wanted Edric acquainted with his Flemish heritage, but since the disaster with the merlin, he believed she regretted their visit.

She halted her relentless pacing and strode toward him, placing her bejeweled fingers on his shoulders. Worry etched itself in the lines of her heart-shaped face.  

“I forgive you. You are a thegn’s son. Women of loose morals shall always seek your company.”

He shook his head. He did not want, or seek her forgiveness. Only Avicia could absolve him of his misery.

“Mother, is the girl’s punishment not enough? Must you call her whore, too?”

She continued, “I saw your regard for her while she stood at the whipping post. The infatuation is beneath you. What did you do in the mews, alone with her?”

His silence seemed all the answer she needed. The intensity of her green-eyed glare made him ashamed. Before, he had felt remorse about only one thing. Avicia took the punishment meant for him. He had convinced her no one would see them leave the mews with the merlin. He had not anticipated what would happen afterward, or how she would suffer for it.

“I have told you the truth of our encounter.”

Guilt slammed him in the stomach. Something else had happened. He had kissed Avicia in the meadow, an impulsive act that made her gasp and release the merlin’s jesses. Then, it flew toward its doom.

He began again. “Neither of us meant for the bird to die. It was an accident, Mother. Avicia should not suffer the blame alone.”

“You shall not speak her name again!” 

A low growl escaped his throat. When he turned from her, she stroked his shoulders. 

“Dearest, you know the value of a hunting bird. The girl is fortunate she did not lose her hand. Only her relationship to Count Rudolf of Aalst prevented it.”

Edric spun and looked at her, incredulous. “I cannot believe you would condone such brutality.”

She gave a flippant wave of her hand. “The girl learnt her lesson. I believe you learned from this incident, too. Consequences ensue for every action in life. Now come, it is time for dinner.”

“I am not hungry.”

Her thin lips brooked no refusal. “Edric of Newington, you shall not shame me further! Dine with us and forget the girl.” 

He stared her down and never flinched. When she returned his gaze steadily, he sighed. “Allow me a moment’s peace, Mother, and I shall follow directly.” 

After she had left him, he expelled a heavy, weary sigh. He cupped his face in his hands with a groan. “Avicia.”

“It does no good, young master, no good at all.” 

He turned at the voice of his father’s chaplain, Alwine of Newington, who spoke in their native Saxon tongue. Father Alwine had accompanied them across the Channel. No harsh criticism reflected in his doe brown eyes. Edric never expected it. Father Alwine was also his paternal granduncle and personal tutor. 

Pain knifed Edric’s heart. “The girl took the whipping for my sake.” 

Father Alwine clasped his shoulder in a gentle grip. “Do not lay blame upon yourself or the maid. There shall be pain and penitence enough for both.”

Edric followed him toward the hall, bustling with activity. The aroma of roasted boar and stewed pheasant mingled with the smell of tart, ripened cheeses and freshly baked breads. 

The Saxon retinue sat at the trestle tables. Edric strode toward them. He studied the thick, timber-framed trusses supporting the roof. Woven tapestries hung on the wall. Servants scurried past him with jugs of wine and beers. 

His desperate attempt at avoiding the expected stares of disapproval failed. The courtiers, his fellow Saxons, and Rudolf of Aalst watched him relentlessly. 

Two vacant seats at Emmeline’s right waited for the chaplain and Edric, who took his seat with Father Alwine beside him. 

Edric fought against retching urges with every swallow. If his mother noticed his discomfort, she gave no indication. Her slender fingers picked the bones from the pheasant. The slippery game meat barely soiled the tips. 

Though little discussion occurred at their table, other courtiers showed no such reserve. Over the din of their exchanges, hounds yelped and scrambled for scraps from the table. Some of the dogs snatched a few choice morsels from an unfortunate diner’s hand. 

An hour later, Count Rudolf stood. His lips touched a chalice, encrusted with jasper and bloodstone, and he downed the wine in one gulp. When he scanned the room’s occupants, his steely gaze pinned Edric. The reproach in his eyes spoke volumes of his displeasure. 

Edric ducked his head and sopped up the last of his stew with a piece of bread. He lingered even after the meal ended. The servants removed the remnants of food and wiped down the trestle tables. When they eyed him pointedly, he left the hall. 

He walked without direction and stumbled on a stone in his path. He kicked it aside in frustration. He stood in front of the mews where he had first met Avicia. Here, he shared his passion for the peregrine and fell in love with her. 

He clenched his fists. The sky darkened and villagers hurried off into their homes. The rain broke through the clouds and pelted him with heavy drops. He stood immobile and turned his face toward the sky. The rainwater mixed with his tears.
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CHAPTER 2
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Kent, England

May 1048 CE

––––––––
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When Edric disembarked with his family at Dover, the cold morning dampness of his birth country chilled him. On the five-day voyage home, he had endured his mother’s complaints about the rotten fish and the sluggish pace of the ship. 

Now, she fretted, “Why did we come here? We should have landed closer to home, at Hythe.” 

“Mother, we arrived here only at Father’s command. We shall rendezvous with Wulfstan since he is here for market day.”

She ignored his explanation and issued terse instructions for their servants. She admonished them for their brutish handling of the travel trunks and satchels. 

He stared out across the blue-black waters, lost in reverie.

She intruded again. “My lord, attend me if you please.”

He groaned and clapped his fist against the lean muscle of his thigh. She insisted on formal address whenever the servants stood nearby. Her behavior infuriated him. Surely, their servants knew of his status. 

He stalked to her side and helped her into the sidesaddle of her gray palfrey, while a stable boy held the reins. Father Alwine mounted his dun-brown mare. 

Another stable boy brought Edric’s stallion, Elfhar. Edric touched the white patch beneath the horse’s forelock. The horse nickered in warm response before he nosed his master’s hands and the folds of his damp, linen cloak.

Edric murmured, “Sorry boy, nothing today.” 

The horse’s head drooped with disappointment. 

Overhead, the kek-kek-kek of a peregrine falcon echoed through the clammy air. Edric studied the sky expectantly, waiting for a glimpse of the bird through the mist, but the falcon never reappeared. 

With a sigh, he turned and admired how dawn illuminated one of the most stunning vistas in Kent. The white, chalky escarpment at Dover dominated the landscape. Black flint streaked the cliff face. A few trees dotted the ridgeline, but rock samphire with its little yellow florets thrived along the edges. On the east cliff, the church of Saint Mary-in-Castro stood beside the ancient Roman lighthouse, the octagonal Pharos. A stockade of stakes, set upright around the wooden fort, formed a barrier along the edge of the sand ridge. 

“My lord? My lord, we must leave.”

Edric ground his teeth together at his mother’s command. Father Alwine coughed loudly behind his hands, smothering his laughter. 

Wistful, Edric looked toward the Channel, before he patted Elfhar’s shoulder and mounted. At the dock, servants packed the last of the trunks on the wagons. The belfry at the Pharos marked Prime. 

Two servants and six men-at-arms coalesced around their party, as they rode from the beach toward the gatehouse. Edric paid the toll at the gate and they rode uphill. Four guards shielded them at the forefront, while the rest protected the mule-drawn wagons with their trunks and satchels. The party approached the river Dour.

Emmeline said, “My lord, might we slow the horses a little? I cannot appear windblown when your father sees me.” 

Father Alwine coughed loudly again. Edric turned in the saddle. He wished she might appear windblown and harried for once, if only it altered her usual composure. Still she sat resplendent in her sidesaddle, the epitome of elegant nobility. A silver circlet festooned with cornelian and sardonyx kept her headrail in place. Her green mantle, trimmed with ermine fur, remained wrinkle-free even after days spent on a dank ship. 

They approached the market, set at the intersection of two main thoroughfares. Their steward Wulfstan, who stood with his arms folded across his chest, watched while the blacksmith shod a horse. Wulfstan had served the family at Newington since his youth, in the days of Edric’s grandfather. Now, he uncrossed his arms with an audible grunt and approached them. “Welcome home, my lady. Lord Edric, Father Alwine.”

Emmeline gave a barely perceptible nod. 

Edric scowled at her before he smiled at Wulfstan. “Are you well?”

With a generous grin, Wulfstan replied, “Indeed, my lord. All has been well here in its usual manner,” 

A lively twinkle glistened in Emmeline’s eyes as she surveyed the marketplace. 

“You do not object, my lord, if I purchase some textiles for your bride?” 

She spent more coin and bartered with greater skill, better than anyone he knew, and he anticipated more of the same now.

He sighed. “Surely the heiress of Elham has enough.”

Emmeline rolled her eyes. “I do not understand why you must be so disagreeable, my lord. I pray you reserve your ill temper for others more deserving of it.” She paused and shied her horse a distance from him. “Heavens, but you do possess the boorish nature of my lord Tunwulf at times. You behave worse than your father in one of his foul moods.” 

“My father has an iron-will, Mother, but so do you. You can hardly fault me if my nature is less than malleable. I do not want Father blaming me for any delay.”

“He shall not, for I shall tell him I ordered it.”

Edric looked at Wulfstan, who said, “The blacksmith needs more time. I have asked for a new lock for the mews at Paddlesworth.”

Father Alwine leaned forward in his saddle. “I shall accompany the lady.”

Edric tugged Elfhar aside. His mother smiled at him before she nudged her palfrey onward. She, the chaplain, and two guardsmen maneuvered the crowded streets. Merchants besieged the party, with their offers of woven baskets and glass bowls, vessels and containers, metal utensils, cauldrons and pans. Emmeline waved them off and urged her mount toward the textile stalls. 

Timber-framed buildings with wattle walls buffeted the marketplace. A few stone structures juxtaposed among them were the homes of wealthy merchants and landowners. The stench from rubbish pits ensured the rich and poor alike shared the same fouled air. Wild pigs nosed about the refuse in the streets. 

A grime-covered criminal hung in despair at the pillory. His grizzled head and spindly arms drooped from holes in the hinged wooden boards, padlocked together. A placard at his side indicated the crime: theft. Edric shook his head. Sharpness Cliff, a place of execution, awaited the condemned man. 

Emmeline returned with burdensome sacks while Wulfstan completed his business. The sun peeked through the mist as the riders took the old Roman road at the fringes of the Andredsweald forest, a vast mass of trees covering nearly two-thirds of southeast England. 

Edric remained alert for danger despite the company of his father’s loyal men-at-arms. Years before, his paternal grandfather had died in an ambush near the outskirts of the Andredsweald. Toward late evening, he glimpsed familiar patches of bracken. He quickened Elfhar into a steady gallop, escaping his mother’s incessant conversation with Father Alwine. 

Nestled in the midst of trees of holly, rowan, sweet chestnut, willow, birch and the ever-present oak, stood Newington’s tiny village. Edric’s great-grandmother had inherited the property at the deaths of her parents. Since then, the family prospered. The villagers’ single-roomed homes dotted strips of land, some with a small patch for cultivating wild garlic or mint. The fields and pastures grew barley, wheat, oats, rye, and beans at intervals. 

Edric cheered. “Home!” 

His exultant cry scattered the birds nestled in the trees.

Guardsmen stood stalwart at the opened gate of the timber stockade. The stakes enclosed an acre. Edric slowed his pace, and matched his mother and Father Alwine. 

The blacksmith and his apprentice at the forge bowed in greeting. Penned cattle and two oxen lowed in their enclosure. Edric eyed the boughs of holly that decorated the wooden chapel. His family usually worshipped there, instead of Saint Nicholas’ church in the village. The newly built bower-house, constructed for his father’s guests and retainers, reminded him of the fate that awaited him. Directly ahead, stood the hall and at its solid oak door, the lord of Newington waited.

Edric studied his mother. He often wondered how she endured such a formidable man as his father. No fear or hesitation showed in her expression. Her emerald gaze flickered and her cheeks brightened. 

Father Alwine dismounted first and exchanged pleasantries with his lord. Then Tunwulf Grim glared at Edric with eyes more frigid than the North Sea, until he slid from his horse’s back. 

The only son of Leofsige and his widow Eanflaed of Tickenhurst, Edric’s father earned his appellation “Grim” for his eternally stone-faced expression. Four jagged scars ran almost the extent of his face from his left eye to his chin, the mark of an encounter with a bear in his youth. Tunwulf’s matted, yellow hair and beard gave him a somewhat grizzled appearance. His sturdy frame supported powerfully built arms and legs. A thick barrel chest coupled with club-like hands warned of his prowess. Bronzed flesh glowed with vitality. 

Edric bowed stiffly then straightened. “I pray you are well, Father.”

Tunwulf made no reply. Instead, he took Emmeline by the waist and aided her dismount, setting her gently on her feet. A spark of satisfaction filled his gaze. Not a word passed between them for a length of time. 

Then, she whispered, “The sight of you pleases me greatly, my lord.”

In a gruff baritone, Tunwulf replied, “I thank God for your safe return, my lady.” 

A heavy undercurrent of emotion beneath the polite exchanges charged the air. Their mutual gazes held more than quiet admiration. 

Edric stubbed the ground with the tip of his shoe. He always felt like an interloper in the presence of his parents’ accord. A jolt of envy struck him. His heart longed for Avicia. He remembered her heart-shaped face, her melodic laughter, the gracefulness of her hands while she handled the merlin at Lille, and the feel of her lips beneath his. Memories flooded his mind. 

Tunwulf Grim asked, “Did our son comport himself well in Flanders?” 

Edric shook his head and focused on his mother. He frowned at the question, but also dreaded the answer. 

Emmeline glanced at him. Purpled skies framed her image in a severe, foreboding backdrop. 

“He behaved in his usual manner, my lord.”

He worried whether she would reveal the truth later. Though fearful and uncertain, he fell into step beside Father Alwine, behind his parents.

Newington’s hall had existed unchanged since the time of Edric’s grandfather, until Emmeline ordered divisions of the hall with screens. A passageway led from the pantries, larder, and kitchen area at the eastern end. The living space and sleeping rooms occupied the western end of the house. The aromas of fresh bread in the pantry and roasted meat in the larder permeated the hall. 

A fire crackled in the central hearth. Smoke escaped through a hole in the roof. Two large windows at the northern and southern ends of the hall allowed the only natural light into the structure. Sparse furnishings filled the hall, home of Lord Tunwulf and his family, which also included Edric’s grandmother, Eanflaed, who preferred her solitude. Benches and tables, which were routinely set in place at mealtimes, now lined the walls. Interspersed among them were a few linden chests and two small cupboards. 

Edric shuffled his feet and sighed, hesitant about joining his parents at the table. 

Father Alwine urged him on. “Wulfstan assured me that Odgiva saved one of her delicious pigeon pies for our meal.”

***
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Edric slept poorly and woke long after dawn on the next morning. He searched for his parents but instead met Wulfstan in the hall, who told him Tunwulf and Emmeline had ridden off just after Mass at the chapel.

“Do you know where they went, Wulfstan?” 

With a curious smirk, the steward said, “They went to the woods. My lady mentioned her desire for wild nuts.” 

Edric shook his head, puzzled, but he knew of only one clearing in the woods where nuts and berries grew. He saddled Elfhar and rode through the timber gate toward the south, past the village and fields. 

Shortly after he entered the forest, he sighted his parents’ horses, but he saw neither of them. Then, the deep rumble of a male groan and an answering feminine giggle echoed from a clump of trees at his left. He dismounted and crept forward. Through the thicket, he spied his parents and almost fell backward in shock. 

Emmeline sat astride his father with her torso bared, her skin flushed pink and her head thrown back in abandonment. Her curly golden locks cascaded over her husband’s muscular thighs. Tunwulf’s burly hands kneaded and stroked her pale breasts. She caressed her husband’s bared, broad chest. Her nails rippled across the hard mass of muscle along his belly. With her skirts hiked up, she exposed slender legs up to the tops of her thighs. 

Tunwulf said, “When you suggested an early morning ride, I should have known your intent.” 

She laughed again. The rich, throaty sound startled Edric and made him uncomfortable. Their behavior in presumed privacy shocked him, since they always acted so decorously before others. 

Embarrassed, he backed away, but his father’s baritone voice made him stop. “When Godwin arrives later this month, we shall have no time to ourselves.”

“He comes so soon, husband?”

Edric tried secreting himself behind a nearby bush, but rustled the shrubbery. 

Tunwulf sat up and pressed Emmeline close with a burly hand.

“What is it?” she whispered.

He said, “Hush. I thought I heard something.”

“Be still, husband, it was likely some woodland creature.”

Edric held his breath until she nuzzled Tunwulf’s bearded cheek and drew his full attention again. 

“I confess, Emmeline. Our son’s future concerns me. This marriage to the heiress of Godwin’s choice troubles me.”

The admission stunned Edric. His father had never showed an interest in him, and instead tolerated him, at best. 

“She brings our son the estate at Elham,” Emmeline said. “The king has approved the match for over a year. Why should it concern you now?”

“Godwin of Wessex is the most powerful magnate in England. I hate how he foists his goddaughter off on us. The girl is a widow of one of his thegns and has been his son Sweyn’s mistress. The dishonor tarnishes her forever. Is this woman a good match for our son? Can he tame her wild nature?”

Fury roiled in Edric’s stomach. First, his parents forced him into this marriage, now he discovered the girl was no better than a common whore was. 

Emmeline shook her head. Golden curls shimmered in the morning sun. “Tunwulf, you cannot believe Earl Sweyn’s version. Cynwise of Elham lost both her parents at barely eleven years old. She became a wife and widow in short order at age sixteen. She had no protection. Only she and Sweyn know the truth, but I think he took advantage of her. You know enough of his nature. By the rood, Tunwulf, he took Abbess Edgiva of Leominster for his mistress and sired a child with her. Now, Godwin has approached our king and bartered his goddaughter in marriage. Yet, it is better she should marry our son than be subject to Sweyn.” 

“I would have preferred Edric’s wife chaste, her maidenhood assured.” 

“Godwin and his family always do as they please, my love, whether in the abuse Cynwise suffered, or our son’s hasty marriage. It has been so since the time of your great-grandmother. She fared worse than Cynwise of Elham.”

Edric hung his head in shame. His great-grandmother Leofflaed had allowed Godwin’s grandfather, Aethelmaer Cild, to entice her into a handfasted marriage, which the Church had not recognized. Leofflaed had borne him twin sons, Edric’s grandfather Leofsige and his granduncle, Father Alwine, before he abandoned her. Blood bound Edric’s ancestors to the most powerful family in England. Whenever Godwin’s forbearers had acknowledged the bond in the past, Edric’s kin always acquiesced to their demands. Now, Godwin forced him into a marriage with his wanton goddaughter. 

Emmeline’s voice returned him to the present. “Worry for our son later. We must take this time for ourselves.”

She nipped Tunwulf’s jaw line. Her pink nipples brushed against his bronzed chest. When he raised her hips, she leaned back with a languorous sigh, exposing her throat. She rocked against him. His teeth scored her breasts. 

While his parents remained engrossed in each other, Edric led Elfhar out of the woods without a sound. 
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CHAPTER 3
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Lille, Flanders

May 1048 CE

––––––––
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A gentle shake on her shoulder stirred Avicia from sleep. Biota stood at her side. “Rouse yourself and dress. Matilda shall be furious if you are late.” 

She rose from her pallet in the corner. “Then it is true, nurse? I am still one of her attendants?”

Biota’s pale blue eyes brimmed with joy. Avicia hugged her while ignoring the dull ache in her back. She washed her face and readied for the day. 

While her nurse braided her hair in two plaits, Gisele entered the room. “You are not ready yet!”

“Soon, milady,” Biota answered. She draped a large square of linen over Avicia’s head and held it in place with red twine. 

“Cover her ears!” Gisele snapped.

Biota pulled the cord tighter and secured the headcloth. 

With her back to Gisele, Avicia rolled her eyes heavenward. The Church’s teaching about the sensuality of a woman’s ears of all places seemed ridiculous. Surely, no one believed the Virgin Mary conceived through her ear for the preservation of her chastity. 

Biota bowed before she took the bedding outdoors. 

When Avicia turned, Gisele reviewed her appearance. “Do not think Matilda’s displeasure has abated. She allows your return to her service because of my influence. Keep your mind fixed upon your duties. It helps that the English have left us.”

Avicia stabbed her feet into the leather turnshoes. 

“Do you hear me, girl? They went north on one of the Flemish merchant ships. Now, you may do your duty without further distraction.” 

Avicia said nothing, brushing the folds of her garment.

Gisele grasped her chin, nails digging into the flesh. “He has left you, forever. You shall never see the Englishman again.”

When she released her grip, Avicia skirted around her and left the room. 

More than a week after the whipping, pain flared along her shoulders down to her tailbone, though lessened. Halfway down the hall, she paused and looked behind her. Gisele had not followed her. 

With a deep intake of breath, she took familiar steps toward the mews. A light mist hovered over the ground, evidence of the first morning rain. The waterlogged earth squished beneath her turnshoes. She treaded carefully through the men-at-arms and villagers already at their toil before dawn. With a silent prayer to Saint Catherine, she hoped no one marked her progress. 

A sharp sensation tingled along her spine. She ignored it and fled inside the mews. The door creaked on its hinges. 

“Who goes there?” the old falconer asked over his shoulder. The winged occupants of the room chorused their alarm. The birds demanded quiet in their domain. 

She drew the heavy oak door closed and leaned against the portal. Her heart hammered in her chest.

The timber-framed mews housed peregrine falcons, blue-grey goshawks, long-winged harriers and the fierce merlins caught late last fall at the time of their migration. The falconer’s brown kestrel also enjoyed the comfort of the mews. Two slated windows allowed enough light and air in, keeping the birds comfortable. 

Opposite the enclosures for each type of raptor, an eye-level bow perch stood in a darkened corner of the room, with the worktable in the middle of the space. Eyes downcast, Avicia avoided the enclosure where a single merlin sat. The female had died because of her actions, but the male with his slate-blue wings remained. When he sighted her, he echoed a short, sharp vocalization. She wondered if he recalled her secretive entry inside the place, where she had taken the female from its enclosure. 

Then, she shook her head and dismissed the notion, but her cheeks heated again with the memory of her indiscretion with Edric. She had thought of him often in her days of rest. He had known as much about falconry as she had. 

“I said who goes there?” The falconer’s voice stirred her from idle thoughts. With Edric returned home, she must forget him.

She cleared her throat. “Thiedard, how do you fare?”

The lure fell from his hands. Then, he bent and retrieved it from the floor of packed dirt and sand.

“Milady, you should not be here.”

“I had to come.” She licked dried lips before moving to his side. 

He swerved toward her. She halted in her tracks and drew back. His face bore fresh, reddened bruises beneath the eyes and around his nose. A jagged, puckered scar gouged across the pockmarked surface of his cheek. 

“Thiedard, what happened to you?”

“They punished me, milady, for your offense. Count Rudolf ordered it. He said if I had secured the mews, you could not have entered.”

She hung her head in shame. “You suffered because of me. I am so sorry.”

He turned from her. “I am a peasant and you are a noble. You should not feel sorry for me. You should not be here. We may both be in trouble if you stay.”

“I was careful that no one saw me.”

“I pray you were more careful than last time.”

The sharpness of his voice rang through the mews. A chorus of broken cries issued from the raptors before they quieted again. Her head drooped in despair. He resented her with compelling reason. He had indulged her fascination with falconry from the time of her arrival at Lille five years before, and she repaid him now with treachery. 

At ten years old, she and Biota had been the only survivors of a fire in which her parents, Thurston de Manneville and Godalinda, perished. In the past, Count Rudolf must have thought it advantageous if his younger sister wed the third son of a minor Norman lord. Avicia doubted her uncle still believed the marriage benefited his interests, for Godalinda had produced only four stillborn sons before Avicia’s birth. 

With a sigh, she recalled how her father had introduced her to falconry. Six years old and perched high on his shoulders, she loved nothing better than watching the birds in flight. Her mother often chided Thurston for his behavior, but for Avicia, those childhood memories were the happiest of her existence. The fire had changed everything. 

She looked at Thiedard again, who selected two strips of cow leather from a bucket. First, he pulled hard on them and then laid the hide on the worktable. With a thin charcoal reed, he traced an outline of four pieces, which he then cut from the leather. He selected one pair and wielded the knife, slicing a hole in the strips. He removed the cloth cover of a wooden vat and dipped his hand inside. When he withdrew it, greasy, yellow wool fat coated his fingers. He worked the mixture into the leather.

She cleared her throat. “Can I watch you make the new jesses and anklets for the merlin?”

“You should not be here. What if someone sees you?”

Her gaze darted toward the merlin’s enclosure again. Guilt stabbed at her. The coldness of his voice heightened her pain. He blamed her for his misery, and she deserved his reproach. 

“Do not make me go just yet. Please.”

He sighed for she already knew the answer from him. “You are a noble. I cannot make you do anything.”

His clipped tone betrayed his continued resentment. Yet, she lingered at his side. She drew hope from the fact that he would not make her leave. Perhaps, she could remain a little while. Surely, Matilda remained abed and never missed her. 

He drew on a long leather glove and covered his forearm. He reached into another cask and withdrew a bloodied piece of meat. 

She leaned forward. “Is that skylark?”

“It is.” He opened the cage and swept the meat just under the bird’s beak. When it darted forward, he drew back.

She nodded. “I remember how you first let me feed one of them. You once told me skylark was the merlin’s favorite.”

He said nothing, only passing the flesh under the bird’s beak again. Whenever it reached for the morsel on the glove, he drew back. Falconer and bird repeated their movements until the merlin alighted on the glove. He pecked at his reward. 

She stared at the floor. Shame overwhelmed her again. She had lured the other merlin out of her cage with the same methods.

With the merlin on his forearm, Thiedard affixed the bird’s jesses, the swivel and leash. The merlin looked past him and watched her with a wary gaze. Entranced, she edged closer, but the falcon raised its wings and opened its beak. Its dusky eyes locked with hers. 

“When he is fearful, he opens his beak,” Thiedard murmured over his shoulders. 

Guiltily, she stepped back. He was right to chastise her. She had already caused enough trouble in the mews.

He soothed the bird with a gentle touch of his hand. Soon, it lowered its wings, though the tiny head bobbed and darted. Occasionally, it eyed her. She shifted her stance. 

“I know you do not want me here, Thiedard. I am sorry for all my uncle and his men did.”

“It is the lot of a peasant to bear the punishments God delivers.”

“God had no hand in it!” All the birds trilled noisily at her heightened tone. She crept closer and whispered, “Count Rudolf is cruel. He let them whip me. He did not have to hurt you, too.” 

“He is a nobleman. He has every right.”

Thiedard swept past her without another word. He opened the door and went outside. He set the merlin down on an eye-level block perch made of stone. It alighted on the leather-covered surface, an inverted triangle. He affixed the leash to a ring at the base of the stone spike. 

Then he returned to the mews. “You should leave now and never come back. I do not want Count Rudolf or his men to find you here.”

She nodded and stumbled to the doorway, wiping tears of regret. She would never visit the mews again. She could not risk it, for Thiedard’s sake. 

Outside, myriad hues of blue and gray still colored the sky, but dawn approached. Thiedard hefted a cask of fresh water on his shoulder. He gazed at her briefly before he shook his head and re-entered the mews. 

“Why are you here, Avicia?”

She jerked at the harsh sound of Rudolf’s voice. He closed the distance between them in long strides, his retinue of guards behind him. Though his proximity made her tremble, she stood her ground. He looked beyond her toward the closed door of the mews. His gray eyes darkened like a fierce, gathering storm.

“I knew you possessed your mother’s bold nature, but must I question your sanity, too? You dared visit the mews once more, after what happened?”

“Please, milord, let me explain.”

“Do not lie to me! Thanks be to God I posted one of my men in the courtyard.”
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