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      “Do you want to learn how to protect yourself?” Stephen asked.


      Green eyes sparking with fire, Isobel raised her sword and said, “Teach me.”


      “You should carry a short blade as well,” he instructed as he fended off her attack.


      “Why? You think you can knock my sword from my hand?”


      “I can. But I will not have to. You will drop it.”


      He forced her to step back, and back, and back again. She threw her hands up, sending the sword clattering against the wall

         as she tumbled backward.

      


      “I’m afraid you have the advantage of me,” she said, reaching her hand up for him. He took it and sank to his knees beside

         her.

      


      “Not true, Isobel,” he said in a harsh whisper. “ ’Tis I who am at your mercy.”


      His eyes fixed on her lips, full and parted. The moment their lips touched, fire seared through him. She was kissing him back,

         mouth open. Slowly, he lowered his body…

      


      He froze the instant he felt the prick of cold steel against his neck.


      “You are right,” Isobel said so close to Stephen’s ear that he could feel her breath, “ ’tis wise to carry a short blade.”


   

      Praise for KNIGHT OF DESIRE


      “An impressive debut… Margaret Mallory is a star in the making.”


      —Mary Balogh, New York Times bestselling author of At Last Comes Love


      “5 Stars! Amazing… The fifteenth century came alive… I swear the turning pages crackled with the friction both characters

         put out… Knight of Desire is the first in the All the King’s Men series and what a way to start it off.”

      


      —

         CoffeeTimeRomance.com

      


      “A fast-paced tale of romance and intrigue that will sweep you along and have you rooting for William and his fair Catherine

         to fight their way to love at last.”

      


      —Candace Camp, New York Times bestselling author of The Courtship Dance


      “4 Stars! Mallory’s debut is impressive. She breathes life into major historical characters… in a dramatic romance.”


      —Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine


      “A lavish historical romance, evocative and emotionally rich. Knight of Desire will transport you.”

      


      —Sophie Jordan, USA Today bestselling author of Sins of a Wicked Duke


      “4 Hearts! A breath of fresh air… a fascinating tale, mixing emotionally complex characters with a captivating plot… I really

         enjoyed following William and Catherine as they explored their growing feelings for each other.”

      


      —

         NightOwlRomance.com

      


      “Knight of Desire is akin to stepping into another century; Mallory has a grasp of history reminiscent of reading the great Roberta Gellis.”

      


      —Jackie Ivie, author of A Knight Well Spent


      “Stunning! Margaret Mallory writes with a freshness that dazzles.”


      —Gerri Russell, author of Warrior’s Lady


      “An amazing debut… I’m looking forward to the next installment of this series.”


      —

         TheRomanceReadersConnection.com

      


      “Medieval romance has a refreshing new voice in Margaret Mallory!”


      —Paula Quinn, author of A Highlander Never Surrenders


      “Mallory spins a masterful tale, blending history and passion into a sensuous delight.”


      —Sue-Ellen Welfonder, USA Today bestselling author of Seducing a Scottish Bride


      “Terrific… strong… Fans will desire more deep historical romances from Ms. Mallory.”


      —

         HarrietKlausner.wwwi.com

      


      “Margaret Mallory writes with intense passion and beautiful, believable emotion.”


      —Lucy Monroe, bestselling author of Annabelle’s Courtship


      “The story sizzles with romance and adventure.”


      —

         RomRevToday.com

      


   

      ALSO BY MARGARET MALLORY


      Knight of Desire


   

      Copyright


      

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are

         used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

      


      Copyright © 2009 by Peggy L. Brown


      Excerpt from Knight of Passion copyright © 2009 by Peggy L. Brown

      


      All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced,

         distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written

         permission of the publisher.

      


         Forever


      Hachette Book Group


      237 Park Avenue


      New York, NY 10017


      Visit our website at 

         www.HachetteBookGroup.com.

      


      

         www.twitter.com/foreverromance

      


      Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


      

      First eBook Edition: December 2009


      ISBN: 978-0-446-55854-9


      

   

      For my parents, Norman and Audrey Brown, who gave me my love of history, books, and foreign places.


   

      Acknowledgments


      I will be forever grateful to Alex Logan at Grand Central Publishing for plucking Knight of Pleasure from the vast sea of manuscripts before her and saying, “Yes, I want this one.” A special thank-you also goes to my agent

         and friend, Kevan Lyon, for her faith in me.

      


      When I started my first novel, my favorite librarian (my sister) told me to join Romance Writers of America (RWA). Thanks

         to her sage advice, I am part of the generous community of romance writers. I am grateful to the members of my local RWA chapters,

         who cheer me on every step of the way; to my critique buddies, who always tell me what they really think; and to the published

         authors who were exceedingly kind in their support of my first book, Knight of Desire.


      I beg forgiveness of my friends and family for neglecting them while I wrote this book. (We all know I will do it again.)

         My love and thanks go to all of them, especially my husband.

      


   

      Prologue


      Northumberland, England


      1409


      Which of you brave Knights of the Round Table will fight me?” Isobel called out.

      


      “Me! Choose me! Isobel, choose me!”


      Isobel ignored the shouts of the boys jumping up and down around her and rose up on her toes, searching for her brother. Where

         was Geoffrey? When she spotted him in the tall grass, she dropped to her heels and sighed. Her brother was gazing at the sky,

         a smile on his face, happily talking to himself.

      


      She pointed instead to a frail-looking boy at the back of the circle. “You shall be Gawain.”


      The other boys groaned as Gawain stepped forward, dragging his wooden sword behind him.


      “Sir Gawain,” Isobel said, giving him a low bow. “I am the evil Black Knight who has captured Queen Guinevere.”


      The little boy scrunched up his face. “Why do you not play Queen Gui-, Gui-, Gui-”


      “Because I am the Black Knight.” At thirteen, she was the eldest here and got to set the rules.


      She glared up at the gray stone walls of Hume Castle. The boys her age were inside, practicing with real swords in the castle’s

         bailey yard. ’Twas so unfair! For no cause at all, her father forbade her to go off with the boys—or touch a sword—while they

         were at this gathering. She was to sit quietly and keep her gown clean.

      


      She turned back to Gawain and raised her sword. “Will you not fight to save your queen?”


      Gawain stood frozen, his eyes round with panic.


      Quickly, she leaned down and cupped her hand to the boy’s ear. “The Knight of the Round Table always prevails, I promise.”

      


      She did her best to make his clumsy swings look skilled. When that proved hopeless, she jumped about, making faces and acting

         the fool. Soon, even Gawain was laughing. She finished with a most worthy death, moaning and clutching her chest before sprawling

         full length on the ground.

      


      She lay, sweaty and breathless, listening to the boys’ cheers. The rare sunshine felt good on her face. When a shadow passed

         over her, she opened her eyes. She squinted at the tall figure looming over her and groaned. Would Bartholomew Graham not

         leave her alone? He plagued her!

      


      “Go away, calf brain,” she said and stuck her tongue out.


      She pushed herself up onto her elbows. More ill luck. All the older boys had come out to watch.


      “You’ve changed since last summer,” Bartholomew Graham said. He moved his eyes deliberately to her chest.


      “ ’Tis a shame you have not.” She batted away the hand he offered and scrambled to her feet. “Or have you ceased to cheat

         at games and bully the younger boys?”

      


      “I have a real sword, pretty Isobel,” he said with a wink. “If you’ll go into the wood with me, I’ll let you play with it.”


      The older boys guffawed at this witless remark. Praise God, she would marry none of them! Her father would find a young man

         as noble and worthy as Galahad for her.

      


      “Isobel!”


      The boys’ laughter died as her father’s voice boomed out across the field. Isobel was the apple of her father’s eye, and woe

         to any boy caught offending her. Boys, big and small, began slipping away through the field. All save one. Her brother looked

         about him as though awakened from a dream.

      


      “Geoffrey, go!” she hissed at him. “It will not help to have you in trouble, as well.”


      Isobel waved to her father. Ah, she was in luck. The man lumbering beside him with a gait like a pregnant cow was their host,

         Lord Hume. Her father would keep his temper around the old man. All the same, she opened her other hand and let the wooden

         sword slip to the ground beside her.

      


      When the men finally reached her, she gave Lord Hume her best curtsy. She wanted to make a good impression, since her father

         said Lord Hume could help them regain their lands.

      


      “I am most sorry for your loss,” she said, pleased with herself for remembering the recent death of his wife.


      What an old man he was! ’Twas hard to look at him with all that loose skin hanging from his neck and those puffy bags under

         his eyes drooping halfway down his cheeks. But he must be wealthy. As wealthy as her father said, to own a jeweled belt that

         could reach around that immense belly of his.

      


      “Your daughter is the image of your lovely wife,” Hume said. “And she has spirit enough to keep a man young.”


      How often did her father say she would make him old before his time? A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as she slid

         a look at him, hoping to catch his eye.

      


      “Aye, she is a lively girl,” her father said.


      The cheerfulness of his reply gave Isobel hope she might escape a scolding for her swordplay with the boys. While the men

         talked on and on about some event that would take place in the autumn, she grew bored and tried not to fidget.

      


      “ ’Tis settled then,” Lord Hume said, taking his leave at last. “You will want to speak to your daughter now.”


      Lord Hume took hold of her hand before she could hide it behind her back. She tried not to make a face as he slavered on it.

         As soon as his back was turned, though, she wiped it on her gown.

      


      She stood beside her father, waiting to be chastised about swords and dirty gowns. When Hume finally hobbled through the castle

         gate, she turned to face her father.

      


      To her amazement, he was hopping from foot to foot, doing a little dance!


      “Father, what has happened?”


      He picked her up and swung her in a circle. Then he did his little dance again. Seeing him so gloriously happy made her heart

         swell with pleasure.

      


      “Tell me, tell me!” she said, laughing.


      He raised his hands toward the heavens and shouted, “God forgive me for ever wishing you were a boy!”


      Her father grinned down at her, eyes shining, as if she had just handed him the moon and stars.


      “Isobel, my girl, I have such good news!”


   

      Chapter One


      Northumberland, England


      September 1417


      The cold from the chapel’s stone floor seeped through Isobel’s knees. Her every bone and muscle ached with it. ’Twas not the

         cold, however, that caused her to pause in her prayers. Once again, she ran her eyes over the shrouded corpse surrounded by

         tall, flickering candles.

      


      When her gaze reached the corpse’s belly, high and wide beneath the cloth, a small sigh escaped her. The body was, indeed,

         Lord Hume’s.

      


      This need for reassurance was childish. Chastising herself for her lapse, Isobel returned to her prayers. She would fulfill

         this last duty to her husband.

      


      And then she would be free of him.


      When next she opened her eyes, it was to find the pinched face of the castle chaplain leaning over her.


      “I must speak with you,” he said without apology.


      She nodded and held her breath until he straightened. Did the man never bathe? He smelled almost as bad as Hume.


      Whatever the priest had to tell her must be important. As her husband’s confessor, he had reason to know Hume’s soul was in

         need of every prayer. Still, she was reluctant to leave the servants to keep vigil without her. Despite the extra coin she

         gave them, they would cease their prayers the moment the door closed behind her.

      


      Hume had not been a well-loved lord.


      When she attempted to rise, her legs failed her, and the priest had to grasp her arm to keep her from falling. She let him

         lead her out of the tower that housed the castle’s small chapel. As she stepped out into the bailey yard, a gush of wind cut

         through her cloak and gown. She waited, shivering, while Father Dunne fought the wind to close the heavy wooden door.

      


      As soon as he joined her in the yard, she asked, “What is it, Father Dunne?”


      Father Dunne pulled his hood low over his face, took her arm, and started walking her toward the keep. “Please, let us wait

         to speak until we are inside.”

      


      “Of course.”


      The frozen ground crunched beneath their feet. Thinking of the blazing hearth in the hall, Isobel quickened her steps. Food

         would do her good, as well. She’d missed the midday meal.

      


      As they went up the steps of the keep, she noticed two of them were cracked. She added the repair to the list in her head.

         The castle was hers now. No more begging Hume’s permission to take care of what needed to be done.

      


      As she entered the hall, she saw their nearest neighbor warming his hands at the hearth. She gave Father Dunne a sharp look.

         The priest was sorely mistaken if he thought the arrival of Bartholomew Graham was good cause to draw her from her vigil.

      


      “Isobel!”


      It set her teeth on edge to hear Graham address her by her Christian name, despite her repeated requests that he not.


      “My most sincere regrets at Lord Hume’s passing,” Graham said as he rushed toward her, arms extended.


      She offered her hand to prevent his coming closer. Fixing fine gray eyes on her, he pressed his lips to it. He lingered unnecessarily.

         As he always did.

      


      She should not have been shocked when Graham pursued her during her marriage. After all, he’d been a liar and a cheat as a

         boy. But how he could still not know his good looks and easy charm were lost on her—that was a mystery.

      


      “Thank you for your concern, but I must speak with Father Dunne now,” she said, tugging her hand from Graham’s grip.


      She clenched her jaw to keep from snapping at him. Usually, she handled Graham’s attentions with more grace, but she was tired

         and her patience short. The last days of Hume’s illness had not been easy.

      


      “If you wish to wait,” she made herself say, “I will have some refreshment brought.”


      Father Dunne cleared his throat. “Forgive me, Lady Hume, but I must ask that he join us.” Her face must have shown her irritation,

         for Father Dunne hastened to add, “I have good cause, as you shall see.”

      


      She could not very well argue with the castle chaplain in front of the servants in the hall. Biting back her temper, she turned

         and led the two men up the circular stairs to the family’s private rooms on the floor above.

      


      She added replacing the castle chaplain to her list.


      Once they were in the privacy of the family solar, she did not bother to keep the sharpness from her tone. “Now, Father Dunne,

         what is so important that you have seen fit to call me away from my prayers for my husband’s soul?”

      


      The chaplain bristled. “I felt it my duty to inform you of a document your husband entrusted into my care.”


      “A document?” She felt a pang of anxiety in the pit of her stomach. “What sort of document?”


      “ ’Tis a conveyance of certain properties.”


      Just how large a sum had Hume given to the Cistercian monks at Melrose Abbey to say Masses for him? She did not begrudge the

         monks, but she hoped there would be sufficient funds left to make the long-neglected repairs to the castle.

      


      “You speak of his will?” she asked.


      “A will could not serve this purpose,” Father Dunne said in his ponderous voice. “A man may give his gold, his horse, and

         his armor to whomever he chooses in his will—but not his lands. Upon his death, his lands pass to his heirs.”

      


      Father Dunne coughed, looking uneasy for the first time. “To give his lands to anyone else,” he said, drawing a rolled parchment

         from inside his robe, “a man must do it before his death.”

      


      Isobel had tried for months to convince her husband to let Jamieson buy the small plot he worked so he could marry the miller’s

         daughter. With death knocking at his door, Hume must have finally done it. Good deeds, like prayers, could reduce his time

         in purgatory.

      


      This must be what the priest was fussing about. She smiled and reached her hand out. “Let me see it, then.”


      Father Dunne stepped back, clutching the document to his chest. “I suggest you sit first, Lady Hume.”


      Isobel folded her arms and tapped her foot. “I prefer to stand.” Truly, the man did bring out the worst in her.


      The priest tightened his mouth and began unrolling the parchment. “ ’Tis a simple document,” he said, still not giving it

         to her. “In essence, it grants all of Lord Hume’s lands, including this castle, to Bartholomew Graham.”

      


      The priest had to be mistaken. Or lying. Still, the smug look on his face sent a wave of fear through her.


      She ripped the parchment from his hands and scanned the words. She read them a second time, more slowly. And then again, a

         third time. She looked up, unseeing, and tried to take in the enormity of what her husband had done to her. Surely he would

         not do this. Could not do it. Not after all she had given up, all she had done for him.

      


      For eight long years she was at the beck and call of a peckish old man who wore her down with his whining and constant demands.

         Day after day after day. Listening to his tedious conversation. Trying not to watch as food and drink dribbled down his chins

         and onto his fine clothes.

      


      And then there were the nights.


      She put her hand to her chest, fighting the feeling of suffocation. Once again, she saw him huffing and puffing over her,

         red-faced and sweating. God’s mercy! How she feared he would fall dead on top of her and trap her beneath his enormous weight.

         After years without conceiving, she finally convinced him the risk to his health was too great.

      


      She resented every day, every hour, of her marriage. Still, she had done her duty by her husband.


      “It must be a forgery,” she murmured, looking down at the parchment again. She recognized the script as the priest’s, but

         that meant nothing. With shaking hands, she uncurled the final roll of the document.

      


      She ran numb fingertips over the familiar seal.


      She watched as the parchment slipped from her hand and fluttered to the floor. The ground shifted beneath her feet. As she

         reached out to catch herself, the room went black.

      


      Isobel awoke to the nightmarish sight of Graham and that weasel of a priest hovering over her. Before she could gather her

         wits, Graham lifted her to the bench, his hands touching her in more places than necessary for the task.

      


      As she looked down, a deep red drop hit the bodice of her gown. Bewildered, she touched her finger to it.


      “You struck your head on the bench when you fell,” Father Dunne said, handing her a cloth. “I did warn you to sit.”


      “Leave us, Father Dunne,” Graham said, as if he were already lord of the castle.


      The priest’s eyes darted back and forth between them as he backed out of the room. Isobel suspected he went no farther than

         the other side of the door.

      


      She glared up at Graham as she dabbed at the cut on her forehead. “How did you get Hume to do it?”


      Graham dropped next to her on the bench, sitting so close that his thigh touched hers. Too light-headed to stand, she slid

         to the edge of the bench.

      


      “Hume came to believe I was his son,” Graham said, smiling at her. “You know how much he wanted one.”


      “So you lied to him!”


      “Well, it certainly could be true,” he said with a shrug. “Fortunately, the conveyance is not dependent upon it.”

      


      Graham’s mother had been a wealthy widow, notorious in this part of the Borders. When she became pregnant, more than one man

         stepped forward, claiming to be the father and offering to marry her. She disappointed them all by keeping her property—and

         the secret of her son’s parentage—to herself.

      


      “I gave my husband no cause to punish me,” Isobel murmured to herself. She could not believe Hume would leave her destitute.


      “In sooth, the old man was most concerned for your welfare.” Graham stretched his legs out and crossed his arms behind his

         head. “It gave him great comfort to know I would wed you after his death.”

      


      “You would do what?” She must have misheard him.


      “Finally, you shall have a man who can please you.” His hot breath was in her ear, but she was too stunned to move. “I’ve

         wanted you since you were a girl, still playing at sword fighting with the boys.”

      


      Coming back to her senses, she slapped at the hand creeping up her thigh. “What would make you believe I would agree to marry

         you?”

      


      “You would prefer,” he said in an amused tone, “to return to your father’s house?”


      The blood drained from her head. ’Twas true. If she could not remain at Hume Castle, she had no place else to go. She sank

         against the stone wall behind her and closed her eyes.

      


      “Do not fret—your father would not keep you long,” Graham said, patting her knee. “Though you are no longer an untouched girl,

         he’ll have no trouble finding another old man to pay to have such a beauty in his bed.”

      


      She swung her arm to slap him, but he caught her wrist.


      “ ’Tis always exciting to be with you, Isobel.” With his eyes hot on hers, he pried her fist open and ran his tongue over

         her palm, sending a quiver of revulsion through her.

      


      All these years, she had sorely misjudged him. She had considered him a mere annoyance, fool that she was. Only now did she

         see he was not merely shallow and selfish, but ruthless and cunning. The handsome face and easy manner hid a man without honor.

      


      A man who would take what he wanted.


      “I shall return in a few days to take my place here,” he said.


      Isobel’s limbs went weak with relief as he rose to go.


      At the door, he turned. “Send a message,” he said, giving her a wink, “if you cannot wait so long.”


   

      Chapter Two


      As soon as Graham was out the door, she raced to it and slid the bar across. Rage pulsed through her now, blurring her vision.

         She paced the room, clenching her fists until her nails cut into her palms. What could she do? Surely there must be some way

         to challenge the theft of her property. But how would she go about it? Who could help her?

      


      The only person she trusted was her brother. But Geoffrey was in Normandy with the king’s army. She covered her face in her

         hands, not wanting to think now how worried she was about him. Her sweet, dreamy brother was no soldier. Sending him off to

         fight was one more thing she would not forgive her father.

      


      Her father. In this alone he would be her ally. He would care if she lost her property.

      


      In the end, she sent for him, for she had no one else to ask.


      An hour later, her maid poked her head through the solar door. “M’lady, Sir Edward awaits you in the hall.”


      Her father must have set out as soon as he received her message.


      Isobel hurried down the stairs to the hall. At the entrance she halted, caught off guard by the wave of loss that hit her

         at the sight of the familiar bullish frame. Her father stood half turned from her, surveying the imposing hall with a smile

         of satisfaction on his face. After all these years, it should not hurt this much to see him.

      


      With a growing tightness in her chest, she remembered how she used to think he caused the sun to shine. She was the favored

         child, the adored daughter he took with him everywhere. If it had been otherwise, she would not have felt so betrayed.

      


      What a foolish girl she was. She had believed her father delayed betrothing her because he could not find a man he deemed

         worthy. Galahads are hard to come by.

      


      Then he sold her like cattle. To a man like Hume.


      She recalled how her legs shook and her breath came in gasping hiccups as she climbed down from Hume’s high bed to wash that

         first night. Behind the screen, she lit a candle and poured water into the basin. As she wiped the blood smeared along the

         inside of her thigh, it struck her: her father knew what Hume would do to her. He knew, and yet he gave her to the man anyway.

      


      “Isobel, ’tis good to see you!” Her father’s booming voice jarred her back to the present.


      When he came toward her as though he would embrace her, she stopped him with a lift of her hand.


      “ ’Tis a shame,” he said, “it took your husband’s death for you to receive me in your home.”


      Isobel resented both the criticism and the hurt in his voice. “Come, we must speak in private.”


      With no further greeting, she turned and led him up the stairs to the solar. Here, too, he looked about with a proprietary

         air, admiring the rich tapestries and costly glass window.

      


      “Who would have thought the old man would live so long?” he said, his good cheer restored. “But now this fine castle and all

         the Hume lands are yours! I told you marriage was a woman’s path to power.”

      


      Before Isobel could step back, he took hold of her arms. “With what Hume has left you,” he said, his eyes alight, “who knows

         how high you may reach next time?”

      


      Isobel could only stare at him in horror. Could her father truly believe she would let him plan a second marriage for her?


      “I know ’twas not easy,” he said, his voice softer. “But now you shall reap the reward for your sacrifice.”


      “My ‘sacrifice,’ as you call it, has been for naught—at least, naught for me!” Isobel was so choked with emotion, she could

         barely get the words out. “Hume gave you what you wanted the day the marriage was consummated, but he’s left me with nothing.”

      


      “He what?”


      As she looked into her father’s face, her rage returned full force. “My lord husband gave away all the lands I was to inherit.”

         She wanted to pound her fists against her father’s chest like the willful child she once was. “You promised I would have my

         independence once he died. You promised me!”

      


      His fingers dug painfully into her arms. “You are mistaken. Hume had no children; his lands must come to you.”


      “He has given it all to Bartholomew Graham!” she shouted at him. “My home. My lands. Every last parcel.”


      “The devil take him!” her father exploded. “What reason could Hume have?”


      Isobel covered her face with her hands. “Graham tricked the old fool into believing he was his son.”


      “This will not stand!” Her father stormed up and down the room, eyes bulging and hands flying in the air. “We will take this

         up with Bishop Beaufort. Then we shall see! Surely the king’s uncle can cure this fraud. I swear, Isobel, we shall see young

         Graham imprisoned for this.”

      


      Before the last shovel of dirt covered Hume’s body, Isobel and her father set out for Alnwick Castle. Bishop Beaufort was

         at the castle on business for the king.

      


      Isobel pulled her horse up at the bridge and eyed the sprawling stone fortress above her. As a child, she had come here often.

         But that was in the days when Alnwick was home to the Earl of Northumberland—before Northumberland attempted to wrest the

         crown from Henry Lancaster.

      


      Northumberland escaped to Scotland. The more important of his co-conspirators were beheaded, the lesser dispossessed. Foolish

         men, every one of them, to take on the Lancasters.

      


      Her father, heedless as ever, spurred his horse over the river that served as Alnwick Castle’s first line of defense. Isobel

         followed more slowly. Bishop Beaufort was the wiliest of all the Lancasters.

      


      “I hear Beaufort is the richest man in all of England,” her father said as they neared the gatehouse. “God’s beard, he’s loaned

         the crown vast sums for the king’s expedition to Normandy.”

      


      “Hush!” she whispered. “Do not forgot he was half brother to our last king.” The king you committed treason against.


      “I have my pardon from young King Henry,” he said, but he was not as confident as he pretended. Beads of sweat stood out on

         his forehead as they rode through the barbican, the narrow passage designed to trap an enemy inside the main gate.

      


      They were escorted into the keep and shut in a small anteroom to await the bishop’s pleasure. Almost at once, an immaculately

         dressed servant came to usher her father into the great hall for an audience. Isobel was left to stew while two men discussed

         her fate.

      


      She was surprised when the servant returned a short time later without her father.


      “His Grace the Bishop wishes to see you now, m’lady.” She must have been too slow to rise to her feet, for he arched an eyebrow

         and said, “His Grace is a busy man.”

      


      She walked through the massive wooden door he held open for her and entered an enormous hall with high ceilings that drew

         the eye ever upward like a church.

      


      There was no mistaking the man behind the heavy wooden table near the hearth. She would have known Bishop Beaufort by the

         power he exuded, even if he had not worn the vestments of his office—a gold silk chasuble over a snowy white linen alb with

         apparels worked in silk and gold at the wrists.

      


      The bishop did not look up from his papers as she crossed the room. When she took her place before the table beside her father,

         she saw that the parchment in the bishop’s hands was her copy of Hume’s property conveyance.

      


      Her father poked his elbow in her side and winked. His conversation with the bishop must have gone well, praise God!


      “I do not believe,” the bishop said, his eyes still on the document, “the transfer of Hume’s property can be challenged.”


      Stunned by the bishop’s swift dismissal of her cause, she shot a look at her father. His nod did not reassure her.


      “Your father suggests a reasonable solution,” the bishop said, snapping her attention back to him. “Under the circumstances,

         the only honorable course open to Graham is to wed you. I shall see that he makes the offer.”

      


      The bishop picked up a new sheaf of papers, dismissing both her and her problem.


      “But I have already refused him.” Her voice seemed to echo in the cavernous hall. “I do not mean to be ungrateful for your

         kind assistance, Your Grace,” she added hastily. “But I could not marry the man who stole my property. He is wholly without

         honor.”

      


      The bishop set his papers aside and truly looked at her for the first time. Powerful as he was, he could not move her; she

         met his eyes so he would know it. Instead of irritation, she saw keen interest in the sharp gaze he leveled at her.

      


      “Let me speak alone with your daughter,” he said without taking his eyes from hers. Though spoken politely enough, it was

         not a request.

      


      When the door closed behind her father, the bishop motioned for her to sit. She sat, hands clasped in her lap, and willed

         herself to stay calm as the bishop inspected her.

      


      “Let us review your choices, Lady Hume,” he said, touching his steepled fingers to his chin. “First, you can accept Graham.

         With him, you keep your home, maintain your position.”

      


      She opened her mouth to object and snapped it closed again.


      “Second, you can return to your father’s care. With the generous dowry your father will provide”—the pointed look he gave

         her made it clear he knew the humiliating terms of her first marriage—“I am confident the next husband he finds for you will

         be as suitable as the last.”

      


      He paused, as though to give her time to consider. Time, however, could improve neither choice.


      Please God, is there no escape for me? None at all?


      “I can offer you a third choice,” the bishop said in a slow, deliberate voice. He reached out and rested his long, tapered

         fingers on a rolled parchment at the side of his table. “I just received a letter from my nephew. He has taken Caen.”

      


      “God preserve him,” she murmured. Desperately, she tried to think of what reason he could have for telling her of King Henry’s

         progress in reclaiming English lands in Normandy. The bishop did not seem like a man to speak without purpose.

      


      “The king is anxious to strengthen the ties between England and Normandy. Come spring, Parliament will offer incentives to

         English merchants to settle there.”

      


      Merchants? What could this have to do with her?


      “Alliances among the nobility are even more important.” He tapped the rolled parchment with his forefinger. “The king asks

         for my assistance in making such… arrangements.”

      


      Her thoughts seemed thick and slow as she struggled to understand the import of his words.


      “I offer you the opportunity to enter into a marriage advantageous to you,” he said. “And to England.”


      Her breath caught. “In Normandy?”


      “You must marry someone,” the bishop said, turning his palm up on the table. He leaned forward a fraction and narrowed his

         eyes. “I think perhaps you are a woman who would prefer the devil you do not know over the devil you do.”

      


      Knowing she was being played by a master did not help her one whit.


      The bishop drummed his fingers lightly on the table.


      She tried to think it through. A stranger could hardly be worse than Graham. And if she were in Normandy, she could watch

         over her brother. But how could she agree to wed a man she knew nothing about?

      


      The bishop drummed his fingers again.


      “Would I be permitted to meet the French ‘devil’ first, before committing to marry him?”


      An appreciative smile briefly touched the bishop’s lips, but he shook his head. “Even if you leave before a betrothal can

         be arranged, you will be bound by your pledge to the king.” He arched one thin eyebrow. “Do you have some… requirement… you wish me to pass on to the king?”

      


      A knight, brave and true, good and kind. The description of a Camelot knight came to her, quite inexplicably. Flushing, she

         shook her head.

      


      “After your father’s… misjudgments… of the past,” the bishop said, his nostrils flaring ever so slightly, “such a marriage

         would do much to restore your family to the king’s good graces.”

      


      “May I have time to consider, Your Grace?”


      “Of course.” With a glimmer in his eye he said, “Soon the crossing will be impossible until spring, but I am sure you wish

         to spend the long winter months here, with your father.”

      


      Oh, he was a clever man.


      The bishop rose to his feet. “I leave for Westminster in three days. Until then, you may send a message to me here.”


      With no further word, he swept out of the room.


   

      Chapter Three


      Duchy of Normandy


      October 1417


      Sir Stephen Carleton awoke to a blinding headache. He lay still, listening to the distant sound of wind and rain, and tried

         to recall where he was. Aye, he was with King Henry’s army in Normandy. In the town of Caen, in fact.

      


      But where, precisely, in Caen?


      Giving up, he slit one eye open and winced at the dim light. It came through an arrow slit, so he was somewhere in the castle.

         But this was not his bedchamber. And what was he doing in bed when it was yet daylight—

      


      He groaned. Gingerly, he turned his head for confirmation. Upon seeing the bare shoulder and tousled blond hair, he squeezed

         his eyes shut again. Marie de Lisieux. God help him, she was a lot of woman to forget.

      


      He edged his arm out from under her, taking great care not to disturb her. Pleased at his success, he sat up and swung his

         legs over the side of the bed—much, much too quickly.

      


      Resting his head in his hands to recover, he looked down at his limp member and wondered if it would ever rise again. The

         woman was insatiable. No wonder her husband turned a blind eye to her infidelities; the man was grateful for the respite.

      


      How had he ended up in bed with her again? A wave of self-loathing washed over him, making him desperate for a drink. Ironic,

         since drink was what had gotten him here. But drink kept at bay the visions that plagued him.

      


      Aye, drink helped. And women, of course.


      There were plenty of men to drink with in a town overrun with soldiers. And, for him, there were always willing women. Which

         one hardly mattered. He had even less expectation of finding a woman who could make him happy than he did of achieving knightly

         glory in this wretched war.

      


      He wondered what it would be like to be with a woman who was strong and brave and clever. A woman who would not settle for

         him being less than the man he could be.

      


      Could she save him? Was he worth saving?


      He knew only one woman like that, and he did not expect to meet another. Still, he enjoyed women. Talking with them. Flirting

         with them. Bedding them. He did not have to be fully sober, however, to know the one asleep beside him was a mistake.

      


      Keeping a watchful eye on Marie’s still form, he eased himself down from the bed. She slept like the dead, the saints be praised.

         When he leaned over to gather his clothes, his head throbbed so violently he feared he would be sick. He waited for his stomach

         to settle before pulling the shirt and tunic over his head. Teetering on one foot, he nearly fell as he struggled into his

         leggings.

      


      He grabbed his boots in one hand, his belt and sword in the other, and made his escape.


      God’s beard, the corridor was freezing!


      He could see now he was in the castle’s keep. But whose bedchamber was that? It would be just like Marie to take him to another

         lover’s bed. The woman thrived on trouble.

      


      Caen Castle was huge, with numerous buildings scattered across acres of bailey yard. The walk to the main gate was almost

         long enough to clear his head. When he finally crossed the bridge into the Old Town, he entered the first public house he

         found.

      


      He was still there hours later, drinking with a boisterous group of soldiers, when he felt eyes upon him. The familiar form

         of his half brother, Lord William FitzAlan, filled the doorway. When the other men noticed the great commander, they fumbled

         to their feet and offered to make room. William kept his gaze on Stephen.

      


      Stephen poured more wine into his cup and ignored his brother. When one of his companions called out, “May God bring us more

         victories,” he did not raise his cup with the others. But he drank it down all the same.

      


      He poured another and decided to make his own toast.


      “God grant us victory,” he said, clutching the edge of the table, “even if we must starve women and children to achieve it.”


      Before he saw William move, his brother had an iron grip on his arm and was leading him out the door. Outside, William slammed

         him up against the wall.

      


      William cupped Stephen’s chin and jaw in his hand. With his face so close their noses nearly touched, he said, “God in heaven,

         Stephen, what am I to do with you?”

      


      Drunk or sober, Stephen would not let any other man lay hands on him. But this was William. “ ’Tis a long time since I’ve

         been your responsibility, big brother.”

      


      “I have served as both father and brother to you for far too many years to stand by and let you do this to yourself!”


      William released his hold and leaned heavily against the wall beside Stephen. In a quiet voice he said, “We did what we could.

         You must try to put it behind you.”

      


      Stephen did not want to talk about what happened the day the siege of Caen broke and the English army swarmed through the

         town. By the time he and William reached the market square, English soldiers were massacring the crowd of women, children,

         and old men gathered there. He and William rode through the melee, swinging their swords in the air, shouting and pushing,

         until at last the order to halt was heard and obeyed.

      


      The images of that day would not leave him.


      When it was over, Stephen walked through the carnage in the square. The wails of women filled his ears, and the smell of blood

         choked him as he stepped over broken bodies of children and old men. When he looked down, a child’s severed arm lay before

         his bloody boot. He leaned against a wall and vomited until his knees were weak.

      


      “This is not the path to glory I expected when we came to fight the French,” he said.


      “King Henry’s army slaughtering old men, women, and children!” William said, his voice hard with anger. “I never thought to

         see it.”

      


      “You must have known. Why else did you order Jamie to remain outside the city walls that day?” Despite the accusation in his

         voice, Stephen was immensely grateful his nephew did not witness the slaughter in the square.

      


      “The lad is only fifteen,” William objected. “ ’Tis true I suspected trouble, though not as foul as that. The men were full

         of bloodlust after our knight was burned to death.”

      


      The city defenders had thrown bales of burning straw onto the knight, who lay injured in the ditch at the base of the wall.

         Unable to reach their man, listening to his screams, the English sat by their campfires in frustrated rage.

      


      “And the king?” Stephen asked, though he knew the answer.


      “He believes the people brought the wrath of God upon themselves,” William said in a grim voice. “They had only to submit

         to him as their rightful sovereign to escape their fate.”

      


      “The women and children had no part in the city’s decision to hold out against us.”


      “The killing was against the king’s orders, and he’ll not allow it to happen again.” William took in a deep breath and let

         it out. “The other towns will fall quickly now.”

      


      “So the slaughter served a purpose,” Stephen said, his voice tight. “Our king is nothing if not strategic.”


      “You are incautious with your opinions,” William said, though without much force. “If the people here had the sense God gave

         them, they would welcome us. The French nobility are a blight upon the land. Both Burgundy and Armagnac factions pillage the

         countryside for their own enrichment.”

      


      “ ’Tis a shame the French armies will not fight us. I hoped to win great battles for England.” Embarrassed, Stephen elbowed

         William and tried for a lighter tone. “Like my famous brother.”

      


      “By God, I never thought I would miss fighting the Scots,” William said as he heaved himself away from the wall. “Come, I’ll

         walk with you to the castle. You need to get your sleep—you have an appointment with the king early on the morrow.”

      


      Stephen felt the remaining effects of the drink drain out of him. “Called in a favor for your feckless little brother, have

         you?”

      


      “Feckless perhaps, but hardly little.” William clouted him on the back. “And I called in no favors. God knows why, but the

         king has seen something special in you since you were a lad. He says he has an assignment for you.”

      


      “What is it?”


      William shrugged. “He did not say.”


      They walked in companionable silence through the castle gate and into the castle grounds. During the day the bailey yard was

         busy with soldiers, but it was peaceful this time of night. They were nearly to the Old Palace, where Stephen shared a chamber

         with his nephew, before William spoke again.

      


      “You should ask the king’s permission to return to Northumberland. ’Tis time you claimed the Carleton lands.”


      “I am not so foolish as that! Mother and Catherine will be relentless, once I have the property, to make a good match.” Why

         was his unmarried state such a thorn in their sides?

      


      “They want to see you settled before you fall into serious trouble over some woman.” William shook his head. “And they are

         right. ’Tis bound to happen.”

      


      Stephen ignored the remark; he’d heard it before.


      After a time, William said, “There is much to be said for a life with wife and children, on lands of one’s own. God knows,

         Catherine is the source of all my happiness.”

      


      “As I’ve always told you,” Stephen said, forcing a laugh, “if you find me a woman like her, I’ll be wed as soon as the banns

         can be posted.”

      


      Catherine was beautiful, courageous, full of opinions and laughter. He’d adored her from the age of twelve, when his mother

         sent him to live with William and his new wife.

      


      “I wish to God Catherine were here now,” William said, his tone sour. “You would not behave like this if she were here to

         see it.”

      


      Stephen shrugged, acknowledging the truth of it. In his youth, it had always been easier to face William’s anger than Catherine’s

         disappointment. Even now, he would do anything to please her.

      


      Well, almost anything. At least here in Normandy, he was free of her attempts to get him betrothed to some pliant and exceedingly

         dull young lady of good family and fortune.

      


      Aye, he knew he must marry. But he was only five and twenty! With luck, he could put that duty off for many years.


      Stephen sat in the Great Hall of the Exchequer, drumming his fingers. Damn. He should have risen early enough to join the

         king for Mass in the chapel.

      


      At the sound of boots, he jumped to his feet. King Henry swept into the hall, trailed by several soldiers who served as his

         personal guard. With a curt nod, the king released Stephen from his bow.

      


      Stephen sighed inwardly as the king scrutinized him in the long silence that followed. Though he had taken care in dressing

         for this ungodly early appointment, there was naught he could do about his bloodshot eyes. King Henry indulged in neither

         women nor drink; he had little tolerance for those who did.

      


      “How can I be of service to you, sire?” Stephen smiled and gave a deferential nod to temper his boldness in speaking first.


      “Perhaps you could explain to me,” the king said, clasping his hands behind his back, “why a man who is so easily amused must

         devote so much time to seeking amusement.”

      


      Stephen dropped the smile. Had he been so indiscreet that word of his behavior had reached even the king’s ears?


      “I have better use for your talents, Stephen Carleton.”


      Stephen detected no trace of sarcasm in the king’s tone. A good sign, perhaps. “I am, as always, at your disposal, sire.”


      He wondered again what assignment the king had for him. He desperately wanted a military command, but he would be satisfied

         with rounding up renegades. Anything, so long as it was dangerous and diverting.

      


      “My subjects here must see that I come not to conquer, but to rule as their rightful sovereign. ’Tis time to establish order

         and good governance in the lands we have thus far reclaimed. To that end, I have appointed Sir John Popham as bailli of Caen.

         I want you to assist him.”

      


      Stephen could not believe what he was hearing. “You want me to be… to be…” He had to grope for the word, and it felt distasteful

         in his mouth when he found it. “An administrator? But I am a skilled knight, sire.”

      


      “You would make a fine commander, as well,” the king said in a flat voice. “But until a French army is willing to face us

         in battle, I have more commanders than I need.”

      


      Two years before, the English army decimated the cream of French chivalry at the Battle of Agincourt in a defeat so resounding

         it would be remembered through the ages. The French commanders had studiously avoided fighting the young English king head-to-head

         ever since.

      


      “What I need is a man of wit and charm who can earn the people’s trust,” the king said. “Your charge is to hear their complaints,

         resolve their disputes fairly, and convince them they are better off under English rule.”

      


      Sweet Lamb of God. “I am glad to be of service, sire.”

      


      “Leave us,” the king called out. When the heavy doors closed behind the soldiers keeping guard at the entrance, the king said,

         “I knew I chose the right man. No one would guess from your countenance you are seething.”

      


      The smile on the king’s face brought to mind a cat with an injured bird under his paw.


      “That deceptive charm,” the king continued, “and your much-lauded talent for learning secrets, will prove valuable in your

         second assignment, as well.”

      


      It was a family joke that no secret was safe from him. Stephen tried to guess which of his loved ones saw fit to share this

         with the king. His musings were stopped dead as a panel in the wall behind the king swung open. When a tall, elegantly dressed

         man with distinctive white-blond hair stepped through the opening, Stephen re-sheathed his sword.

      


      “Robert!” Stephen shouted. “What are you doing in Normandy? Does William know?”


      He and Robert thumped each other on the back, then stepped back to look more closely at each other. Though Robert’s face showed

         a few more laugh lines, Stephen didn’t doubt women fell at his feet—and into his bed—with the same regularity.

      


      “Sir Robert now,” the king said. “After twenty years, our friend has given up the guise of traveling musician. He has returned

         to claim his rightful place as a nobleman of Normandy.”

      


      “You are full of surprises,” Stephen said, laughing.


      Robert grinned back. “How it would grieve my uncle to know I’ve inherited his estates! I went into hiding because he was determined

         to have me murdered.” Robert leaned close to Stephen and whispered, “His second wife favored me a bit too much.”

      


      “Despite his change in circumstances,” the king said, “Robert has agreed to continue his service to me.”


      Steven knew what that “service” was. As a troubadour, Robert traveled widely and was welcomed everywhere. That had made him

         a useful spy in the years when England was roiled in rebellion and King Henry was yet Prince Harry.

      


      “I cannot tell you how many evenings the family spent speculating about who you truly were,” Stephen said.


      Robert’s eyes crinkled with good humor. “We can speak more of that another time. Now we must discuss the king’s plans for

         you. We shall be working together, my friend.”
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      When the king dismissed Stephen and signaled for him to remain, Robert felt no sense of alarm, no foreboding. Though they

         were very different men, their relationship was one of long-standing and mutual respect.

      


      “Order and good government will not be enough to bind Normandy to England,” Harry began. “We must have marriage alliances

         among the nobility, as well.”

      


      Apprehension crept up Robert’s spine. Marriage alliances? Could the king mean—good God, the saints protect him!


      “I received a letter today from my uncle, Bishop Beaufort, regarding one such young lady. If the weather holds, she could

         arrive any day.”

      


      A drop of sweat trickled down Robert’s back. “A young lady, sire? How young?” Please God, not some young innocent. He was

         years and years too old for that.

      


      “She is a widow of two and twenty.”


      Better than fifteen or sixteen. But only slightly. He must think of an excuse, but what? Blast it, if he were yet just a troubadour,

         the king would never ask this of him.

      


      “I want your advice,” Harry said, touching the points of his steepled fingers to his chin. “Which of the French noblemen who

         have pledged loyalty to me should I bind more closely through a marriage alliance?”

      


      Praise God! Relief coursed through Robert’s body. He hoped it did not show in his face.

      


      “The only city that lies between my army and Paris is Rouen,” the king said. “I want a man with influence in that city. A

         man who might convince them it is in their interest to surrender quickly.”

      


      Robert sucked in a breath to steady himself and set his mind to the king’s question.


      “Philippe de Roche,” he said, glad the answer was so easy. “He is a powerful man in Rouen. And, as a member of the Burgundy

         faction, he is allied with us for the time being. From what I hear, his only true loyalty is to himself.”

      


      “Then he is no different from most of these French nobles,” the king said, disapproval heavy in his voice.


      “De Roche will not wish to bind himself to an English lady,” Robert said, “until he is certain which way the wind blows.”
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