







“COME HERE, KIRSTEN.”

The deep sensuality of his voice sent a ripple coursing through her. With her back to him, she wriggled into a clean shift.

She did not hear him until his breath grazed her neck.

“I am not accustomed to being disobeyed.”

“And I am not accustomed to having to obey.”

She faced him, chin raised, her eyes glowing with a savage inner fire. He returned the steady gaze, his eyes boring into her, probing her very soul. “Say the words, Kirsten,” he whispered, his finger grazing against her temple. The slight touch of his hand sent a warm shiver through her. “You know what must be said.” She nearly swayed with the intensity of her feelings, for the anticipation of his touch was unbearable. “Say the words!” His voice broke with huskiness.

“I am yours to command, my lord.”

“Nay! Not to command. You know the words.”

She tried to look away, but he shook his head decisively as he tilted her chin and studied her face. “Say the words!”

“I am yours—to love.”

“Forever.”

“Forever.”

He brought her fingers to his lips for a light kiss and then to the drawstring at her throat. She tugged and the chemise fell to her ankles….
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“Drama, passion and history merge in a breathtaking tapestry of medieval romance. Powerful, engrossing entertainment from a new author.”

—Romantic Times
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Firebrand’s Lady


Prologue

1050

Maude squinted through the autumnal night mist in search of the enshrouded moon. Three days, with its waning! It bode ill for her child, Glenna, who lay twisting on her pallet, caught in the throes of childbirth gone awry.

Maude had seen others in her score of years as midwife for the Village of Retford. The child presented breech. She would have to turn the babe, or risk losing them both.

She brought a pigskin pouch from the folds of her coarse woolen kirtle, untied the braided thongs, and sprinkled columbine seeds into a wooden bowl, then crushed them under a smooth stone.

Maude feared for her daughter. Glenna, a fragile child of only thirteen summers, could not withstand the rigors of childbirth. The midwife cradled the girl’s head on her forearm, trying to force the vile-tasting liquid between her parched lips.

“Mother?” Glenna rasped, her words slow. “Shall I die for my sins?”

“What sins? ’Twas not in your power to deny your lord.”

“Will I lose my babe? I want the child, bastard though it may be. If it should die, I would not want to live.”

“Hush!” Maude placed her finger over her child’s irreverent lips for fear that God might hear her despair and strike her down. “God will understand” she said, more to convince herself. “Naught shall happen to you or the babe.” She caught the beads of sweat with a rough cloth before they trickled into Glenna’s eyes.

“Promise me!” the girl urged.

Maude was reluctant to say her nay, lest she abandon all hope. “I promise that you shall hold the child in your arms when you awaken.”

At that declaration, Glenna slipped into a troubled sleep, but Maude could not begin her work in earnest until later, when Alyson, her elder daughter, returned.

Alyson set her basket on the table and warmed her hands at the crackling fire as Maude poked about and drew out a flask. “Wine from Father Jerome, bless his soul.” She mixed the wine with the crushed columbine seeds, and the potion was ready. “Glenna shall rest easy this night, but I fear for her. So frail, and the head—too large.”

“You are the finest midwife in all of Andredeswald,” Alyson assured her. “Have you not presented Lady Astrid with two strapping sons, and another due any day?”

“With her Viking blood, she is well made for birthing.”

Alyson sat in a chair by the hearth and watched the smoke drift in a gray curlicue through the thatched roof of the wattle-and-daub hut. Her mother would save them both. She was sure of it. She had the gift. Glenna was—

Her thoughts were interrupted by the clamor of men-at-arms and horses’ hooves pounding the dirt road to the secluded hut.

The animal skins in the archway were flung back and the room filled with men wearing Lord Wulfrid’s colors.

“You know me?” a giant of a man, at least two heads taller than the women, asked gruffly.

“Aye,” Maude acknowledged. “You are Lord Wulfrid’s housecarl, Cedric.”

“Ready yourself. My lord commands you to Retford Hall to attend my lady’s birthing.”

“But ’tis not time—” Alyson began.

“My own daughter has need of me,” Maude insisted.

“Yon Alyson can continue your work here,” Cedric grumbled.

“But my Glenna—”

“Dare you imply that your daughter is more important than your lady?” The giant looked perplexed. “My lord would not overlook such impertinence.”

Maude wanted to remind him that Glenna’s babe was also a child of Wulfrid of Retford, but she held her tongue and sighed resolutely. “Take your men and wait in yonder copse while I gather my herbs and medicinals is and instruct my Alyson in the girl’s care.”

“Hasten, Maude,” Cedric warned gruffly through thinned lips. “You know the measure of my lord’s impatience.”

“Aye. Well I know it.”

Soon Glenna’s concerns were replaced by those of Lady Astrid of Retford, but whether lady or cottager, the fear was the same. “Am I to die, Maude?” Lady Astrid asked as she clenched the midwife’s hands. “Will the child—”

“The child is fine. Feel how it moves.”

“But ’tis not time!” Lady Astrid watched with concern as the midwife examined her, but would not allow herself to be comforted. “I do not want to die.”

“None of us do, my lady. Now, try to remain calm. You are in no danger.”

“But ’tis so different this time,” Astrid mumbled. Maude kept the reason to herself as doubt etched deep circles under Astrid’s eyes, and as dawn approached, she howled that she could not bear the pain one moment longer.

“Here. The flower of forgetfulness,” she whispered as she slit the stems and squeezed the contents into a horn of water from the nearby spring. “This shall ease your discomfort.”

As Maude held the horn to Lady Astrid’s lips, the young woman sipped the bitter liquid greedily.

Later, when the servants inquired for their lord, they were assured that their lady fared well. The door, however, remained bolted as the midwife performed her work, opening only when Alyson brought news of Glenna’s child. At dawn, as the mother slept, the child’s cries pierced the silence.

“Glenna shall heal well,” Alyson said.

Maude breathed a deep sigh in reply. “Yes. God provides.”


Chapter 1

1066

Morgana! Sit at your task!” Father Jerome tapped the table.

“I hate Norman French! I hate it!” The maid hung out the chapel window, elbows akimbo and legs off the tile floor, and turned to bask in the warmth of the midsummer sun. “You promised you would let me out for a bit.”

“Nay! ’Tis the pond that beckons. How many times must I repeat, girl, that you must not swim in the pond alone any longer. More strangers travel in our midst each day. You are comely. Has your grandmother never explained what can happen to a young woman unattended?”

“You yourself told me that God is always with me,” she said slyly.

“Of course I did,” he sputtered. “Yet even God yields to a man who, while exercising free will, forces himself upon a fair, sweet maid.”

“How will Norman French help me in that situation? No is non. Why need I know more?”

“Should Duke William land upon our shores, as King Harold expects, you will thank me for this forced instruction.”

“Learning is for the nobility and clergy, not for the grand-daughter of Retford’s midwife.”

“Glenna may have been your mother, and bastard you may be, but you are Lord Wulfrid’s daughter, too. I take both your education and your safety very seriously. Now—” he pointed to her chair—“I have a chanson de geste that I am certain you shall enjoy.”

“I would more enjoy practicing with my bow. Should the Normans or King Harald Hardrada land upon our shores, my archery would stand me in better stead than my command of Norman French.”

“A woman who knows her conqueror’s language is at an advantage. Already you read Latin proficiently, when most women and men cannot read at all. Think, girl, what value ’twould be to be able to understand an enemy who underestimates you. With your quick mind, you are a natural spy. Leave the fighting to those more suited. You shall survive by your wits, not your might.”

Morgana sighed as she opened the book. Father Jerome could enforce this slavery to her studies, but he could never end her dreaming of summer days and cool waters.

Blaise, Vicomte de Rouen, stood atop the grassy knoll, helmet in hand, an imposing yet unassuming figure. As he fixed his attention on the valley below, his chin set grimly, bespeaking an obstinance that his men had learned never to question. The gold in his eyes flickered with interest. The edge of the great forest that the Saxons called Andredeswald bordered on the Village of Retford. To the other side was a wide lake said to be well stocked with trout. This was to be his prize. His square jaw tensed visibly.

“No unusual movement in the village, mon seigneur,” said Sigvald, his second-in-command, who towered above Blaise by nearly a head. With shoulders straining against a leather byrnie, he looked every inch the Viking he was—muscular, almost handsome, if not for a scar across his right eye where he had been near blinded in battle. The eye had healed, but a hardness had covered the man’s heart. Blaise was ever thankful that Sigvald was his man, and not his enemy, for when aroused, he gave no quarter.

The wind whipped a shock of black, silky hair across Blaise’s forehead and into his eyes. “My hair must be shorn,” he grumbled. “’Twill yet cost me my life, for all that it grows like a weed.”

“The village houses at least forty families. They have cleared about two thousand acres from the forest. There is a water mill at the east edge. By all accounts, Edward and Harold spent many a day hunting in yonder wood. Your falcons will no doubt net a prize.”

“We are a short distance from Godwinson’s estate?”

“Aye, mon seigneur. The village is well settled.”

“As long as there is a blacksmith, for my friend here has limped this last half day.” He leaned over and stroked his horse, Reynard.

Sigvald dismounted and handed his reins to Blaise. “The people of Retford should not see their new lord enter his demesne on a lame steed.”

“I have been blessed with your wisdom and friendship these many years since my father commended me to your care.” Blaise eased off his horse. “What else is there in this godforsaken wilderness?”

“A beekeeper.” Sigvald grinned. “I got this from a peasant by the side of the road.” He handed Blaise bread soaked in honey and a hunk of cheese. “Methinks you—”

“I know,” Blaise chuckled, “’twould not do for me to be hungry when we arrive.” Blaise sunk his teeth into the cheese.

“These whey-faces have done well by the West Saxon king,” Sigvald said. “All of England has grown fat and lazy on peace.”

“Before this year—possibly. But the defense of England has taken its toll. My spies tell me that the West Saxon fyrd had been at the ready for months along the coast, until they were disbanded just before we landed. They lay in wait for us, but King Harold’s traitor brother, Tostig, commanded his attention first when he joined forces with the Norwegian King, Harald Hardrada, the Landwaster. The stores are low. We have much work ahead of us.”

“The village has suffered little damage. Not like Hartley—sacked and burned. Methinks Christian D’Arcy has too much taste for violence.” Sigvald sighed.

“D’Arcy is a fool,” Blaise agreed. “He was too quick to put Hartley to the torch.” He shook his head. “But then, he never has been known to control his appetites, be he satisfying his craving for power—or a woman. I should have been more insistent in my opposition when William forced D’Arcy back into my service with the guarantee of his own demesne. No doubt I shall have to remedy yet another predicament of his making.”

“Aye! Retford fairly bursts with villagers from Hartley seeking refuge. Many of the men have fled to the forest.”

“Any word of Lord Wulfrid of Retford?”

“Killed with his two sons, Brent and Edgar, at Stamford Bridge.”

Now it was Blaise’s turn to sigh. “’Tis probably for the best. Retford has been spared because no lord was here to raise arms against William. Any children at home?” Blaise added as an afterthought.

“A golden-haired, freckle-faced lad of about ten, and one daughter, Lady Kirsten, rumored to be as beautiful as a delicate rose—tall, long of limb, and willowy, with hair the color of scarlet ribands.”

Blaise detected hesitation in Sigvald’s voice. “What more?”

“They maintain that she has been stolen by the Viking, Eirik Godricson.”

“That is absurd. Eirik of Dubh Lin travels the sea trading goods, not stealing helpless women.”

“’Tis claimed they were betrothed, and that, when Lady Kirsten disavowed the betrothal, Eirik attacked the Convent of St. Agnes and took her away.”

“Do you believe this claim?”

“The convent is undamaged. Mayhaps Lady Astrid, fearing for her daughter’s virtue, has hidden her away with the sisters.”

Blaise had the same thought, and if it was true, he could not allow this ruse to go unquestioned. Gullibility would make him easy prey to those who would undermine his authority. William had bade him hold this place well in his name, and a mere woman would not threaten his work with her cunning deceit. “I must needs ponder this, for my actions now will set the tenor of my rule amongst these people.” He adjusted the reins of Sigvald’s horse and started down the slope.

At Retford Hall, the conversation dwelt on the same subject—the disappearance of Lady Kirsten. Lady Astrid and her housecarl, Cedric, had spent long hours debating the matter, for just when Cedric thought they had agreed on a course of action, Lady Astrid would change her mind.

“My lady, the Norman scouts will have reported to their leader by now. We must decide on a plan.”

“What think you, Cedric?” Lady Astrid inquired. “Will they see the truth in my words?”

Cedric shrugged. A graying, weary, war-horse, he knelt before his mistress and took her hand in his. “The word has spread like wildfire, my lady. Many have fled to the forest. The Normans are just without the palisade.”

Lady Astrid remembered how, little more than a fortnight before, she had awaited Eirik Einar, son of Godric, Jarl of Dubh Lin, with much the same apprehension. Eirik had come to claim his bride, her daughter, Kirsten.

Why had Kirsten run from Eirik to the sanctuary of the convent? It made no sense to Lady Astrid. The betrothal had stood for over two years. As a bride-price, Eirik had commissioned forty long-swords—two inlaid with gold and richly chased and gilded—and delivered them to Lord Wulfrid on the eve of King Harold’s battle with Harald Hardrada. Indeed, Eirik’s men had fought valiantly alongside Lord Wulfrid at Stamford Bridge, helping to defeat the Land waster and save England, only to lose it to Duke William of Normandy.

Lady Astrid made a solemn prayer of thanks that Retford had not suffered as had the women and children of Hartley, who now camped in makeshift dwellings within her palisade.

Eirik had foretold King Harold’s ultimate defeat, for when he had taken his leave, the king was leading a forced march of his battle-wearied men to meet the Bastard at Hastings. It was rumored that even the Church had abandoned the Saxon cause, for Duke William had schemed so well that he had secured the blessings of the pope, and now carried the papal banner.

When Lady Astrid had first heard from the fishwife that Duke William’s men had harried the towns along the southeastern coast, she held her chin straight, determined to face adversity with grace.

“I wept when I thought of Lady Kirsten in Ireland with Eirik,” Lady Astrid confided, “but ’tis preferable that she be the Viking’s honored bride rather than some Norman’s whore.” She swallowed. “I shall wear the jeweled brooches that Lord Wulfrid gave me when Kirsten was born to greet my new lord.”

Cedric motioned, and a serving girl hurried to do her bidding. Within the hour, Lady Astrid sat in Lord Wulfrid’s chair, clad in a gown of the finest blue and red silk, her hair secured with ruby hairpins. She would greet the conquering forces with dignity, and pray that she could yet save Retford from the torch.

To leave such a task to a woman! Yet no noble men had returned. The housecarls had fought valiantly, but had been cut down like wheat in the fields. The exhausted Saxons had been no match for William’s men, who had been on horseback, well rested and supported by a wealth of archers. Many had heeded King Harold’s call—fierce fighters the equal of or better than the Norman hordes, men who had fought for a higher purpose than riches, not mercenaries gleaned from the dregs of Europe as were William’s men. And yet, they had been defeated.

Defeat was a word she would never understand. As the only daughter of a fearsome Danish thane and a noble Saxon lady, she had been weaned on intrigue. Her marriage had been arranged before the pious King Edward had come to power from his exile in Normandy. She had held no illusions about her husband, a proud man with an unparalleled weakness for women, who used his position to coerce those weaker than he into doing his bidding. With full knowledge of these shortcomings, she had loved him all of their married life.

Her fortunes as Wulfrid’s wife had been intertwined with those of Harold, whose father, Godwin, was the most powerful of Edward’s earls. It had pained her to flee her Wessex home for Ireland with her children when, in 1051, Godwin’s family was banished.

Godwin had returned within the year victorious due to Harold’s invasion forces. Wulfrid had fought with Harold, harrying the Somerset coast at Porlock, wresting power from Edward. With the passage of years, Harold had become the king’s greatest supporter. Edward himself had named him “Duke” when he had granted him the charter to Worcestershire.

How now, Lady Astrid wondered, could she battle this plague that spread with swift feet upon her land, consuming it? With guile, for that was the only weapon of a conquered woman.

The clopping hooves of neighing steeds and the clang of mail and weaponry grated against her sensibilities. Lady Astrid sat frozen to the seat of authority that Wulfrid had occupied, absently pressing her flaxen hair under the headrail that identified her as a married Saxon woman. She straightened her back, lifted her chin, and dug her nails into her tunic as she awaited the confrontation that would surely come.

Men, fully armored and swords drawn, poured into the hall, forming an arc around the entranceway, ever watchful as their leader strode into the hall to stand directly before Lady Astrid.

Cedric kept to her side, hand on his dagger, determined to protect his mistress with his dying breath.

The Norman knight’s eyes darted swiftly around the great hall. He was attired completely in black, but his shield was white and gold, with a flaming gold torch in the center. Blaise de Rouen—the “firebrand” of Duke William.

“Astrid of Retford?” a man-at-arms asked, drawing her attention.

“Yes, wife to Lord Wulfrid, Thane of Retford.”

“Thane of the worms, you mean,” the fearsome knight replied, his one blinded eye taking on the aspect of an eagle. Lady Astrid winced as the callous words washed over her like iced water. She would have swooned had she not Cedric’s strength to draw upon. “I stand corrected, sir knight.”

“Aye, you will stand, Astrid of Retford, and kneel to your seigneur, Blaise, Vicomte de Rouen.”

Lady Astrid would say or do nothing that could be interpreted as an act of defiance, for the Norman dogs would seize any opportunity to ravage Retford and lay waste the work of her lifetime. When she started to rise, Cedric moved forward, hand on his sword hilt, but she motioned him back, her pleading eyes speaking volumes of concern for her people.

She knelt to Blaise, her eyes leaving his golden gaze to glare at the etchings on his helmet—flames of fire surrounding a cross. This murderer pillaged under the sign of the cross?

“Do you yield Retford to my control, or must I take it by force of arms?” Blaise asked, speaking fluent Saxon.

“Has anyone raised a weapon against you or your men?” she replied.

“You shall address my master as ‘mon seigneur,’ or ‘my lord’ in your godforsaken tongue,” the man-at-arms insisted, watching Cedric’s every move.

“Very well, my lord.” Though a model of obedience, Lady Astrid heaped curses upon their immortal souls, even as she smiled graciously. Such swine would never break her unfettered spirit.

“Sigvald, disarm her man,” Blaise said quietly.

“Am I to be denied protection then?” Lady Astrid asked.

“Sigvald will be all the protection you will need, woman. Even I would think twice before daring to question his might.”

As Sigvald relieved Cedric of his dagger and sword, Blaise removed his helmet and scrutinized the hall. “How many villagers have we?”

Lady Astrid noted that, even with the grime of war upon him, the viscount was a fine specimen. “The tally changes daily.”

“Perhaps an approximation.”

“I must study our reeve’s report from last spring.” At Blaise’s approval, the ledgers were brought.

He slumped carelessly in Lord Wulfrid’s chair as Lady Astrid took the seat below the dais and began poring over the ledgers. This hall was not as well appointed as most Norman halls, he noted, but having spent many a year in this ill-starred country as a lad, he had expected as much.

“Wench!” Sigvald bellowed. “Some wine.”

“No wine, my lord,” one of the kitchen girls replied.

“Our wine stores are depleted,” Lady Astrid explained. “We have ale or mead.”

“Ale then.” Blaise nodded to Lady Astrid to continue her work. Although he appeared engaged in other matters, he kept one ear on their conversation.

“Where are your children, woman?” Blaise asked casually, noting the meaningful glance that passed between the woman and her housecarl.

“My two eldest sons lay hacked to pieces near York …” She paused. “My youngest son is abed with fever, and my daughter, Kirsten, has been taken to Ireland by her betrothed, Eirik Einar, son of Godric, Jarl of Dubh Lin.”

Blaise slammed down his horn, and ale spilled across the table, wetting her books. Lady Astrid straightened, but did not retreat from his implacable, unnerving visage as she calmly wiped the ale with a kerchief produced from her sleeve.

“I marvel, woman, at your ridiculous attempt to deceive me.”

“My lord, I have no reason to deceive you,” she replied with barely controlled annoyance.

“Indeed!” He nodded toward the archway where one of his men balanced her youngest son, Gareth, on his shoulders. “’Tis a miracle! The bloom of health has returned to your lad’s cheeks, and the child has quit his sickbed to play at the edge of the wood with his dog.”

Lady Astrid reached for her son, but Blaise motioned her back and beckoned Gareth to him. “Do not fret, little mother,” Blaise assured her. “Even a Norman would not harm an innocent child.” He removed his gauntlets and touched the back of his hand against the boy’s forehead. “The fever has abated as suddenly as it commenced.”

“My lord, if you do not believe me, may haps the good sisters can convince you,” she continued in exasperation.

“Beware, woman! Do not compound your falsehoods. Only your daughter, sitting at this table, will persuade me of your good faith.” He removed his mantle with measured indifference, then Sigvald loosed the ties of his hauberk and drew the heavy mail over his master’s head to hang upon a nearby oaken post.

“I wish to clean the stench of death from my body. Where is the lord’s chamber?”

Lady Astrid nodded toward the upper level. “I have moved my belongings to my daughter’s chamber.”

“Good, for when I find the maid, she shall have no need of it.”

Lady Astrid silently thanked God that He had delivered Kirsten from this Norman warlord.

At the top of the stairs, Blaise hesitated and faced her. “You have until we sup this eventide to produce the girl.”

Lady Astrid bit her lower lip as she watched him disappear, then slammed shut her ledger and removed herself to her chamber, accompanied by Cedric. “This rigid and exacting Norman has placed me in a difficult position,” she pronounced as she traversed the length of the bedchamber to the window. “As I cannot possibly produce my daughter, we must flee. Gareth must be kept safe.”

“Aye, my lady. I will make the arrangements.” Cedric turned to leave.

“Take heed! His man, Sigvald, keeps close watch on us.”

“The Norman bathes now. We will have no better opportunity to escape.”

As feared, it was the ever watchful Sigvald who discovered their flight. He had gone to Lady Astrid’s chamber at Lord Blaise’s request to invite the woman to dine with Blaise and his knights. When he was unable to find her within the hall, he realized, much to his chagrin, that she and her housecarl had fled.

“Mon seigneur!” The door flung wide on its hinges to slam against the wall, sending Blaise leaping from his bath, sword in hand and poised for defense, the actions of a seasoned knight. “She has escaped,” Sigvald advised him.

“Lady Astrid has dared to defy me? And the child?”

“I know not how she did it. She stole him from his chamber while my man stood watch at the door; they have fled to the wood.”

“Does she not realize that I hold her lifeblood in these hands?” He squeezed his fist and slammed it upon a nearby table. A sudden, thin chill hung on the edge of his words as he hurriedly rubbed his flesh dry with a flannel cloth warmed at the fire. “Witless woman! To flee into the night like a winged bat.” Sigvald handed his lord a clean chainse, chausses, and a leather tunic.

“Who knew?” Blaise asked as he buckled his mail and pulled on the gauntlets. “The maids? the kitchen wenches? Her—”

“All claim innocence, mon seigneur.”

“I shall test the truth of their words,” Blaise replied as Sigvald placed the helmet on his head. “This woman truly believes that she can flee me?”

Sigvald shook his head, unwilling to explain the foibles of women. He had soldiered all his life, for Blaise’s father, his brother, and then for Blaise. There was no explaining women. Their only worth lay between their legs.

“I have never been here, Cedric. What place is this?” Lady Astrid shuddered in the eerie stillness.

“We are near the hut of Maude, the midwife. You will be safe with her while I go to Brigstoc to arrange passage to Ireland.”

“Methinks we cannot cross to Ireland now. Only a fool would brave the Irish Sea in November.”

“Then to Wales.”

“My husband accompanied Harold to Wales to put down Prince Gruffyd’s rebellion. The Welsh will murder me and my child.”

“God’s bones, my lady!” Cedric halted his horse in frustration. “You set me a task at each turn. I know not where we will go, but I will protect you.”

“Is there anywhere that I could be safe with the Norman scourge upon the land? Is this not what Edward the Confessor foretold on his deathbed? My Lord Wulfrid recounted King Edward’s terrible dream to me when he returned to our chamber in London from Thorney Island. ‘Within a year and a day of his death, our cursed land will fall to the enemy to be harried by fire and sword.’”

“Yet Edward commended his wife, Harold’s sister, and the Normans who lived in England—his very kingdom—to Harold. It was undisputed. That is why the witan voted unanimously to uphold the deed.”

“William the Bastard claimed Harold’s oath of fealty.”

“An oath not freely given, or given when he had not the power to give it. Harold could not gainsay the witengemot. They would have no Norman bastard duke as King of England. Harold was king by acclamation.”

Lady Astrid knew the truth of his words, but the most strange events of the past year had shaken her faith. She was not by nature a superstitious woman, and yet, when the fiery-tailed comet had overshadowed the land, Edward’s prophecy had come to mind. Was it only in April, on the eve of the festival of the Greater Litany, that the hairy star had first come, to hang over England like a cross of fire for seven nights, a presage of doom? That was the last time she saw her lord, Wulfrid—the last time she felt his strong body against hers and in hers.

Lady Astrid followed Cedric through the wood, determined not to fear the night’s sounds. She tightened her fur cloak about her, and her jewels banged against her knee. The Norman had not had time to plunder her caskets and trunks, but she had left him a token payment—mere trinkets in comparison to the treasure she carried.

They skirted the pond to a clearing near the place of stone monoliths once inhabited by the Druids. “’Tis an eerie place, Cedric.” One ancient oak had a horrific face carved into it. “Mark this tree,” she whispered as she pointed to a hollow section at its base. “It shall hold my jewels.”

“What mark, my lady?”

“Thor’s hammer, to guard the future hope of Retford.”

Cedric worked quickly lest anyone observe them. With a piece of slate he stripped back the bark and scratched the hammer directly above the hole. When he was done, he carefully laid the leather bag in its new resting place.

“Let us hasten away, my lady.”

They mounted their steeds and made for the old woman’s hut.

As the uninvited guests burst in upon Maude, the old woman backed up against the hearth, eyes widening in fear. Lady Astrid barely recognized her, bent as she was with a crippling of the joints.

’Twas Lady Astrid and the housecarl, Cedric, Maude thought. He had come for her when the girl was born. And they had a young boy with them. That must be the one they call Gareth. Alyson had been called for that one, for by that time, Maude had suffered an ague that had left her hands useless.

“Cover your windows, woman!” Cedric ordered as he pulled the skins over the openings, and looked to the hearth.

“Fear not. We have no wood to burn. Come! Sit!” She motioned to a nearby stool.

Lady Astrid sat near the cold hearth, bone-weary, and Gareth lay down next to her on a pallet.

“Your burden weighs upon you,” Maude noted.

“Aye, old friend.” Lady Astrid shivered with chill and fatigue. “How have you fared?”

“Well enough, my lady.” Her thin form and haggard appearance belied her words.

“Your lady no more, I fear.” The old woman offered her a strange liquid. “What is this?”

“It shall calm you, and help lift your spirits.”

As Lady Astrid sipped, the cool brew warmed her. “How are your daughters—Alyson, and Glenna?”

“Alyson puts the food on our table, more often than not. Glenna has been dead these nine years past.”

“Your loss sorrows me. I know what it is to lose a child.” Lady Astrid fought her melancholy. “Cedric, mayhaps we should try the coast—a ship to cross the sea to Ireland—to my daughter, Kirsten. She is all that is left for me, besides my Gareth here. If we stay—”

“We cannot risk capture. The Norman scum means to do you harm if you cannot produce your daughter. He will never believe that you do not hide her away.”

Lady Astrid fought to maintain a fragile control, but her voice quivered with unshed tears as she searched for a response.

“I am sorry, Mother,” Gareth cried miserably. “Were it not for me—”

“Gareth, the warring of knights is not your fault. Yes, it was wrong for you to disobey me and go outside the palisade.” She tousled his hair. “But you are a child yet, and I did not explain to you the importance of following my orders. Now, lie back and rest. We can ill afford your fever returning. ’Tis not you I blame.” She covered the child, humming until he fell asleep.

“Make no excuses for the boy, my lady,” Cedric spoke gruffly. “Sooner than you wish he will be a man, and must learn to accept responsibility for his behavior.”

“His days of childhood are almost ended. Let him continue for as long as God wills it.”

Maude pulled Cedric aside. “What is this that you speak of, man?” Cedric explained the horns of the dilemma upon which Lady Astrid stood poised. “Take heart, my lady.” Maude patted Lady Astrid’s hand. “Things have a way of working out.”

“Normans overrun our village, you old fool! Bah!” Cedric waved her away with a negligent hand.

“Will he punish my people when he realizes that I have fled?” Lady Astrid wondered aloud.

“Nay! He will think himself well quit of you. Retford is a rich settlement. He shall gain more by gentle coaxing than violence. Besides, if he planned on laying waste the village, he would have already done so.”

“Lie down and rest, my lady,” the midwife said as she pressed her backward onto the bed. “Let the potion do its work. Fate has taken a hand in all of this, and there is nothing more to be done for the moment.”

As Cedric covered his lady with his woolen mantle, she grasped his hand, loosening her grip only when sleep came to claim her.

It was the voices that brought her back through the cobwebs of nightmares. There were two of them in peasant garb. Alyson! The years since Gareth’s birth had taken their toll, for her hair was white, her skin rough and spotted.

“Lady Astrid has come to visit,” Maude said calmly. Alyson looked swiftly from her mother to the hooded figure by the door. “You remember my Alyson. And this is Morgana. She lives with Alyson, in the hut behind my own.” The old crone’s palsied hand beckoned the girl to her.

“Grandmother?” the girl questioned, obviously reluctant as she inched forward.

Lady Astrid, her mind a tumble of confused thoughts, inclined her head to one side. The girl’s face lay shadowed, yet her voice was vaguely familiar.

“What is it, Grandmother? Why are these people here?”

“’Tis the day of reckoning, girl,” Maude replied. Alyson gasped, and Lady Astrid and Cedric looked to each other. What mystery was this? Maude reached up and tugged the girl’s hood to her shoulders, revealing a mass of red-gold curls.

“Kirsten! By the rood! What are you doing here? How did you escape Eirik Einar?” Lady Astrid leapt from the bed to draw the frightened girl into her arms, but the girl shook herself loose, and searched the old crone’s face. “Grandmother?” A tense silence enveloped the room.

“Lady Astrid, this is not your daughter, Kirsten; ’tis Morgana.”

“But that—that cannot be. She is the mirror image of my daughter.” She remembered the gossip about Wulfrid and the midwife’s daughter, Glenna. “Glenna’s child?”

Maude shook her head in the negative as Alyson prostrated herself at Lady Astrid’s feet. “Forgive us, my lady. ’Twas not my mother alone. I aided her in … in …” Her voice trailed off.

Cedric yanked Alyson up by her arm as Morgana, unused to such violence, moved backward. “What say you, woman?” Alyson fell into a crying fit, unable to continue.

“’Tis my fault, and mine alone,” Maude said calmly. “I forced the girl to act as a dutiful daughter. Sit, and I shall explain.”

They sat by the hearth. Maude’s voice shook as she recounted her foul deed. “The night that you birthed Kirsten, my Glenna birthed her own child—also a babe of the loins of Lord Wulfrid.”

“Then this is Glenna’s child?”

“Nay, my lady, ’tis Lord Wulfrid’s child, but you are her mother.”

Lady Astrid’s heart threatened to stop beating and her breath came in painful gulps, as if squeezed from her.

“My lady, please do not fail us now,” Alyson begged. “I have lived so long with this deed. Do not deny us our moment of soul cleansing.”

“That night,” continued Maude, “I was desperate. Glenna’s only hope for a live child was if I should deliver her. But yon Cedric came from Lord Wulfrid, insistent that I leave the girl to attend your birthing.” She licked her parched lips. “I knew that I would return to a dead babe, and possibly a dead daughter.

“Right after you gave birth to Morgana, my suspicions were confirmed. Twins! When Alyson came with the news of Glenna’s dead babe, I was grief-stricken and angry. Why had God given you two healthy babes, whilst denying my Glenna her one? Alyson had insisted that Glenna would heal, that it was the will of God, but I would not see. Lord Wulfrid was selfish. Alyson could have helped you birth your babes, but he would hear none of it. So I determined to give Glenna what I had promised, a babe to press to her bosom for however long she would live.”

“Twins?” Lady Astrid remarked quietly.

“Aye. Long, strong lasses, with red-gold hair, each a mirror of t’other. I dosed one child with the sleeping potion, and she slept well.”

“You stole my child from me?”

“’Tis not that simple, my lady. I was possessed by a demon. Alyson tried to dissuade me, speaking of what I already knew—your kindness to the villagers, to us. In my grief, I was unmoved.” Maude wept silently, large tears streaking both cheeks. “You, after all, had another child, and Glenna had none. Having never suspected that you had borne two babes, you would never mourn her loss. Alyson tried to explain that Glenna could start anew without a bastard child, but I was convinced that she was ruined for marriage anyway. No one wanted Lord Wulfrid’s leavings. The only happiness for Glenna lay in her having her own child.”

“I remember staring at your still form,” Alyson continued the tale at her mother’s pause. “Dread crept inside me like some unseen animal. It was so easy. Your servants gave us two baskets of food for our services. We fed the contents of one to the hounds, and hid the sleeping infant inside. Your ladies were so busy fawning over you and the child, no one noticed as we crept from your bower, our sinful deed hidden within the folds of muslin.”

Throughout the telling of the tale, Morgana had remained silent. Then, when the truths that the last few moments had revealed assailed her, she turned to the two women whom she recognized as family. “Aunt Alyson! Grandmother! What does this mean?”

“Morgana, the blood of two noble houses surges within you. You have brought me nothing but joy these sixteen years past. But much as it pains me to say so, I speak the truth. I am not your grandmother, nor Alyson your aunt. Glenna, God rest her soul, was not your mother. Only one in this hut has any blood claim to you—Lady Astrid of Retford—your mother.”

When Lady Astrid rose to go to the girl, Morgana raised her hand, her eyes wide. “Stay! ’Tis not true! Tell me that you lie!” Maude shook her head. The girl whimpered as if a hurt animal and flung herself through the door, her hair whipping on the night air, inattentive to the cold or the danger that beset her at each turn.

Cedric made to follow, but Lady Astrid held him back. “She needs a moment to ponder the import of what has been said this night.” She sat down on the edge of the bed. “We all need a moment.”

“She will go to the high place,” Alyson assured them. “She will seek the counsel of the gods of the oak and the stone, as did the Druids of old.”

“Ponder she may, but only in this hut,” Cedric insisted. “The Normans will be scouring the wood for us, and if she is taken unawares, who knows what harm might befall her.”

“Go to her, Cedric. Bring my child back,” Lady Astrid pleaded. When he had left, she turned to the midwife. “My heart is sadness and hope. You have deprived me of my child these many years. To be brought up as a cottager, when she was the daughter of a thane much loved by both King Edward and King Harold—”

“My lady, I can do naught about the passage of time. The girl was well tended.” Maude took Lady Astrid’s hands. “She even reads and speaks Norman French. She is bright. She has studied with Father Jerome, who believed her to be Lord Wulfrid’s daughter by Glenna. I have taught her about herbs and medicináis. She shoots a bow and handles a dagger better than half the fyrd. She can survive in the forest, if need be. She even swims like a fish.”

“Has she known who her father was then?”

“Aye. No sense in taking both parents from her.”

“You give me my child when I am feeling most bereft of children. For all my dreams of reaching Ireland, I doubt that I shall ever leave England alive; I must face the harsh reality of defeat.”

“Perhaps God has shown you a way to save Retford. The Norman wants to see your daughter, Kirsten. Morgana is her image and would suit well. As for memories, ’tis not unusual for one so distressed at the recent turn of events to suffer forgetfulness.”

“Nay, Maude!” Astrid said. “I must try to escape with my children, for should the Norman dog sniff around the girl, ’twould be the end of her. He is full of himself and exceedingly handsome. As tall as Morgana may be, he is a full two hands taller, and built like a war machine with a coldness of heart to match. There is no chance that the Norman would let so ripe a flower go by without trying to pick its bud, especially now that we have tricked him.” Gareth stirred. “’Tis best that the child has slept, for he will know naught of what has transpired.”

Lady Astrid cradled her surviving son’s head.

Morgana sat in her place. No one would find her here. She could think upon what she had heard with only the ancient gods as her witnesses.

She was heedless of the chill night and the wind whipping at her cloak, as her mind reeled with confusion.

Lady Astrid’s child? Not Glenna’s child? No kin to the women she had called grandmother and aunt?

Mixed feelings and thoughts muddled her brain until she was in a tumult. A child of the nobility, and not the bastard spawn of a rakish thane of King Harold? A child of a mother and father properly wed?

Years of pain washed over her as she remembered the faces of all who had called her bastard. All for naught.

And her mother. Not that pitifully fragile young girl whom she barely remembered but had loved so desperately these years past. Not the girl, but a strong, stately woman. Tall—like her. Hair the color of spun gold with a flaxen hue, but eyes just like hers, a fine sea green.

She had grown up in the wild wood when she could have grown up a lady. She would have worked at the art of needlepoint. She would have been taught the workings of a household in preparation for her marriage to a fine lord someday.

If William’s men had come, as the foresters claimed, did it really matter if she be Saxon noble or cottager—rich or peasant? The rich would lose all to the invaders anyway.

Loss! She had lost her father without ever knowing him. Brothers, too! All dead except for one boy. And a sister—a twin—taken to a foreign country against her will.

A raw and primitive grief overwhelmed her. As she stood embracing the clouds and screaming her pain on the night wind, an owl swooped down to whisk the sound away with its piercing wail.

The old ones would protect her. She had come to this place of worship to entreat them many a time. On this stone, where it was said virgins were slain in Druidic rituals, she had been at one with them. They would strike this pain from her heart.

Night birds ascended the sky in unison, wings flapping hurriedly as if to escape the devil himself. Something, or someone, had frightened them.

She crouched down on the rock, feline in her movements, and searched for some sign of an intruder.

When a twig cracked, a spasmodic trembling attacked her limbs.


Chapter 2

Mon seigneur, our scouts report movement ahead, on that large stone perched atop the mound.” Sigvald pointed to the place. “Mayhaps outlaws await to strike a blow?”

“Lend me your torch,” Blaise ordered. “I go alone. Take the men and cover both flanks. Once you have surrounded the place—” he motioned—“then move in from the rear.”

“My lord, if you are injured—”

“If I am so easily laid low, mayhaps another should be lord, eh?”

“But a knight of your abilities—”

“Sigvald! I refuse to be thwarted by this rabble.” Blaise urged his mount forward as his men dispersed to either side. Reynard, sporting new protection on his hooves, moved stealthily through the forest and up the hill, stopping at the base of the high rock. He sniffed the night air, whinnied, snorted softly upon the wind, and refused to move.

“Ah! You smell it, too!” Blaise remarked. All was silent, but his inner sense told him that danger lurked nearby. His eyes scanned the darkness. The wind whistled through the trees, but it was not in the trees that the coward had chosen to hide. Too simple! Too obvious! The smell came from the high place, a vantage point from which the scoundrel could efficiently pounce upon his unsuspecting prey.

Pig dung. A fitting smell for serfs. But if this one chose to pit himself against Blaise, he would sleep beneath the mud of the pigsty for eternity.

Morgana pressed flat against the stone, fighting the fearful images in her mind, her pulse erratic. She was certain that he could hear her blood rush through her veins. A wave of apprehension swept through her, even as the cold stone cut into her belly and breast.

It was one of them, the Norman marauders who had come to plunder her land—perhaps the very one who had killed her father and brothers. No doubt he had soaked English soil with the blood of her people. She wrapped her cloak tightly around her body lest the wind whip it up and betray her. Why was the Norman stopping there? And where were his men?

Blaise continued forward, his senses attuned to the slightest movement or sound. His men skirted the rock to cut off the coward’s retreat. Upwind from the peasant, he sensed that he was near. Reynard whinnied and danced skittishly as pebbles rolled from atop the boulder, showering the Norman knight.

With her ear to the stone, Morgana could hear vibrations. She glanced over her shoulder stealthily, and saw their helmets first. As they advanced to stand only twenty feet from her, poised, their weapons in their hands, Morgana skidded forward on the rock, bloodying her knees until she reached the edge. The devil himself awaited her below, his fiery dragon’s eyes visible on each side of his nosepiece, impaling her in his steady gaze.

“Come down, wretch. You dare lay in wait for me?”

Morgana did not move. Behind her the men advanced slowly, obviously enjoying the moment.

“Come down, or I shall slit your gullet and feed your guts to my dogs.”

True to Father Jerome’s teachings, Morgana pretended to not understand him. He repeated the words in Saxon, adding several vile epithets. His men closed in, propelling her forward in a moment of recklessness to leap upon the Norman knight with a fierce battle cry.

She nearly succeeded in unhorsing him. She looked for a vulnerable place in his armor, and finding none, aimed for his groin somewhat short of the mark. He easily parried her thrust and flipped her back, his fist grazing her jaw in a slightly lopsided movement.

Morgana fell heavily to the ground, but recovered as the swift blood surged through her body. Fear drove her as she circled him, the blood pumping so swiftly through her heart that it would surely split asunder.

The fearsome devil-knight drew his sword. “Saxon swine,” he spat as Morgana leapt at him with a cry, lunging with bared teeth. He sidestepped her easily and slapped her on the backside. She rolled over twice, and was knocked unconscious with the hilt of his sword. She lay sprawled upon her back on the ground—senseless.

“Saxon pig!” Blaise spat contemptuously as he stood, sword poised, above the silent figure.

“Hold!” Cedric shouted, as he vaulted into the clearing. “Stay your assault, my lord, I beg you.”

“The varlet attacked me. He has reaped the whirlwind.”

Cedric lay his body across Morgana’s silent form. “Hold your assault, lest you kill the one whom you seek.”

Blaise paused. “What say you, man? Impossible!”

Cedric whipped the hood back to reveal Morgana’s gold-red, bloody curls. “My lord, this is my lady’s child.”

Blaise leaned forward and parted her cloak. Bathed in moonlight was a young woman with hair that had loosened to cover her like a fur pelt. Silent. Clothed in a beggarly shift. But definitely a woman.

Within seconds his men were beside him. “Light the torches,” Sigvald ordered, as Blaise knelt, his cheek upon her face as he checked for breath.

“My lord?” Cedric inquired.

“She barely breathes.” Blaise looked again at her garb. “A girl she may be, but not who you claim. Her clothing is that of a serf. She smells like a pig girl.”

“She wandered into a sty. Here.” Cedric lifted his foot. “I myself have lately wandered through the same place.” Blaise wrinkled his nose. “As for her clothes, she wears the garb of the woman who hid her, my lady’s midwife, Maude. Look upon her, Norman. Do you not see the fine line of her mother’s chin? Is this a serf’s face?”

Indeed, the girl was more than passing fair, even garbed as she was. “And when she opens her eyes, they are the color of the sea, like her mother. This is my lady’s daughter—Kirsten.” It was only a partial lie, Cedric reasoned, a calculated risk to save the child’s life.

“Take her to Retford Hall, and call for that priest, Father Jerome,” he ordered. “He claims to know the girl well. He will tell me the truth of your words.”

Cedric shook his head, uncertain that this was an auspicious turn of events. Father Jerome would most likely know or suspect that this was not Kirsten, but Morgana. Would he give away the ruse? Yet how could he explain this complicated story to the Norman who already believed them to be iniquitous liars?

There was no other choice.

“Look upon this girl, Father. Do you know her?” Blaise pointed to Morgana, who lay unconscious.

Father Jerome looked from Cedric to Blaise, then to Lady Astrid, who knelt at the girl’s side, bathing her head with cool cloths. What was Morgana doing at Retford Hall laying upon Lady Kirsten’s bed? he wondered.

“Kirsten! Can you hear me, child?” Tears of anguish fell unheeded as Astrid gently cleansed the lump at the back of the girl’s head.

“Indeed, I know her,” Father Jerome nodded, now confident that he understood the game afoot, and mentally praising the intelligence of his star pupil. “She is Lord Wulfrid’s child. I swear it upon my immortal soul.”

“’Tis done then,” Blaise nodded. “I am well satisfied.” He turned to Astrid. “Were you fool enough to think that you could hide her from me? You cannot escape me.”

“Nor did we try,” Astrid insisted. “We went to retrieve my daughter.”

“I have no way of proving the truth or falsity of your words, but beware! In future, you shall be closely guarded. Should you again try to flee, I will hunt you down and display your head on a pike at the entrance to my hall.”

Astrid swallowed. He appeared to be a man of his word. “I understand, my lord.”

“Here is Cedric, with the midwife—your healer in these parts, I am told. She may tend your daughter, though I am tempted to leave the bitch to die for daring to attack my person. But ’twould be a waste of fine flesh.” His eyes roamed over Morgana’s partially clad figure, punctuating his words.

Astrid shot him a withering glance as she covered the girl from his frank appraisal. “She is delicate, and cannot take another such injury.”

“I was not thinking of injuries, woman. I was thinking of something more suited to her female form.”

“Whatever injuries you inflict—”

“Injuries I inflict? Madame, the girl attacked me, and I believed her to be an outlaw. Had she revealed herself to be a maiden and your daughter, she would not be in this predicament.”

“Of course, my lord.” The defiance in Astrid’s eyes told him that she blamed him nonetheless.

He cursed beneath his breath, glowered at her, and strode from the bedchamber, only to turn at the threshold for a last word. “Be thankful, woman, that in my magnanimity I have chosen not to cast the lot of you in chains.”

Astrid mumbled, but turned her attention to Morgana, who had murmured a weak groan.

Morgana gasped, panting in terror. A demon, tall and straight, and covered with the mail of a knight, stalked her dreams, mace and sword in hand. As she sped through the marshes, the bloodied hands of unseen faces reached from the muddy blackness to rip at her legs and kirtle and wind themselves in her red-gold curls. They were jackanapes of the hound of hell.

An arm’s length behind her he moved with an easy grace through the marsh, crushing the supplicating arms beneath him as he swooped down upon her to mar her skin where his icy gauntlets touched.

Her screams rent the night air to echo in the stillness. “Morgana! Morgana!” She trembled as his hoarse whisper broke the silence and his burning golden eyes—

“Morgana! Wake up, child! ’Tis only a dream.”

Morgana fought the nightmare, half in anticipation, half in dread. Though her eyes were open, it took a full moment to orient herself. She had no idea where she was, but it was warm and sweet-smelling. “Grandmother?”

“Morgana, girl. You gave us quite a fright.” Bony, familiar arms enveloped her, crushing her against a breast long ago flattened, yet still able to comfort. “You are safe, child. Safe in the home of your mother, Lady Astrid.”

From the foggy haze of her memory, Morgana recognized the woman who came from the shadows by the window. When and where had she seen her before?

“My child! My God! I feared that he had injured you sorely.” She turned to Maude. “She will be all right?”

“Aye! A bit battered, mayhaps, but she is a strong lass and shall soon be on the mend.” Maude turned back to Morgana as Astrid took her hand. “You can hear me, Morgana. Do you understand my words, child?”

“Nay. My head aches so. What has happened?”

“We will talk later. Take a spoon of this brew.” Maude administered the thick liquid, laid Morgana back against the pillow, and motioned Astrid aside.
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