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At the beginning of the ninth century, the Frankish Empire included territory that is now France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, Switzerland, Austria, and half of Italy. King Charles, or Charlemagne, as he became known, ruled this vast empire.


When Charlemagne died in 814, the long reign of his son Louis began. Unlike his father, who enjoyed having grandchildren and encouraged his daughters to bear children out of wedlock, Louis was committed to the Christian view of marriage and became known as Louis the Pious.
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PROLOGUE


Narbonne, 817


WHEN ISABEL PLUCKED THE BRIGHT RED flower from the rich soil, she felt an immediate reaction. The ground shook as though Mother Earth were protesting the theft. But that wasn’t what made the peaceful meadow quake and thunder with sound; it was galloping horses heavy with the trappings of war.


“Run, Isabel, run!” Emma’s voice was shrill with panic as she raced through the brush that bordered the meadow.


Isabel, wide-eyed with admiration at the sight of the giant horses, stood her ground. Her father’s farm horses were tame compared with the magnificent beasts racing toward her. She paid no attention to a young soldier who was shouting to attract the attention of the others. Only when Isabel lifted her eyes from the horses did the sight of four soldiers bearing down on her give her pause.


As the riders slowed their horses and circled around her, it dawned on Isabel why Emma had urged her to flee. Both girls had heard cautionary tales of how soldiers mistreated peasant women. But Isabel wasn’t a peasant, and she glared at them as they continued to circle her.


“Yo, what have we here?”


“A young, fresh one by the look of her.”


“But old enough, I wager.”


They leered at the silent Isabel and encouraged each other with lewd remarks. “Look how she is ripening.” “A tasty treat.” “Time for a little refreshment.”


Suspecting it would be unwise to show the fear that was knotting her stomach, Isabel watched for a break in their circle. She knew if she could reach the trees where Emma had disappeared, she’d have a chance to escape into the forest where the horses couldn’t follow.


Even as she was planning her escape, one of the men jumped down from his horse and grabbed her arm in an iron grip. Under his helmet, ugly scars marred his cheek, but he smiled at Isabel as though he thought she should appreciate his attentions.


Trying to shake her arm loose, Isabel became furious at his daring. “Release me, you oaf! My father is lord of the manor. He will have you whipped to death for touching me.”


The large man paused to study Isabel, but he didn’t release her arm. When she attempted to pull free of his hold, he laughed.


“A lady of the manor? Dressed like a peasant and roaming about in the meadow? What do you say, men?”


Another soldier, who appeared much younger than the first, dismounted to have a better look. “Looks too wild to be a lady. I say she be putting on airs.” His hand whipped out and ripped Isabel’s dress so that it fell off one shoulder. He stared at the small breast he had uncovered. “Looks ready to pluck,” he said, making a sucking sound with his mouth.


Isabel’s courage fled, and she was suddenly sorry she had insisted on dressing like her friend Emma. With a trembling hand, she managed to pull her dress up enough to cover her breast. Straightening her shoulders, trying to hide her fear, she looked to the first soldier who still grasped her arm. He was older, and she hoped he might be more apt to listen to reason.


“My father is Lord Theodoric.” By now her voice had lost its haughty edge. “You will be sorry if you do not cease your abominable behavior.”


“Listen to her,” the young one scoffed. “Don’t she talk fancy?”


At her words, the scar-faced soldier released her arm and pulled back. “She sounds educated to me. Maybe she is the lord’s daughter.”


When the older one retreated, Isabel saw her chance. Dodging past him, she started running for the woods. There was a loud protest close behind her, and she feared the younger one was running after her. She hoped he would be too burdened by heavy armor to catch her, but then she realized another rider had come to his aid. The man on horseback cut her off, and when she had to slow down, the one on foot caught her by the hair.


Isabel’s hair was thick, and it felt like he was pulling out a large chunk of it. Effectively imprisoned, she tried to blink away the tears of pain and frustration that leaked from her eyes.


“That’s better,” the soldier panted as he pulled her around to face him. “I’ll share her with you, Roul.”


Realizing her only chance to break free was for him to let go of her hair, Isabel went limp and waited for the soldier to loosen his grip. Believing she had given up, he said, “Now, that’s better.”


As Isabel had hoped, the soldier released her hair to tear at her dress. Isabel grabbed his hand as it ripped her sleeve, biting into the fleshy part at the base of his thumb until her teeth hurt. The soldier screamed and tossed her away from him. Before she could regain her balance and run away, a heavy blow to the side of her head knocked her to the ground.


Groggy, Isabel tried to crawl away from her attacker, who suddenly cursed. She thought his words were for her, but she heard a different voice shout, “Get away from her!”


“She bit me,” her attacker whined.


“You’ll get more than a bite if you’re here when Malorvic arrives. You’re supposed to be scouting the area.”


Isabel heard horses riding away. She rolled to her back to see if she was alone. Although her hair, as well as something warm and sticky, was blurring her vision, she felt a presence nearby. Blinking, she tried to sit up, hoping her rescuer was someone she knew.


“Just lie still while I see how badly you’re hurt.” His voice was kind, but unfamiliar. “You took a hard blow to your head,” he said as he leaned close and arranged her torn dress to cover her.


His touch was gentle and Isabel did as he asked. She felt him moving her hair. “His wrist leather broke the skin, and you’re bleeding. Can you see me, little one?”


Struggling to see his face, all Isabel could make out was a golden light. She kept blinking and trying to focus.


“There’s a bright light,” she whispered.


“Sorry, little one. It’s the sun that’s blinding you. Is that better?”


He must have moved his head between her and the sun, as she could now see the dark outline of his face surrounded by a golden light. Isabel smiled up at him. “You’re an angel. I can see your golden halo.” Relieved by what she saw, she gave in to her need for release.
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CHETWYND LEANED OVER TO MAKE SURE THE GIRL WAS still breathing.


“Is she dead?”


He turned to stare at another young girl standing above them. She looked much like the injured girl, but her dark hair hung down in neat braids. He almost laughed at her blunt words, but managed to answer seriously, “No, she just fainted. Are you her friend?”


“Yes. You saved Lady Isabel from the soldiers. I saw you chase them away.”


“This is Lady Isabel?” Chetwynd was stunned to realize that the slip of a girl lying on the ground was the daughter of Lord Theodoric and sister of his friend Justin. “What was she doing out here?”


“Isabel and I were picking flowers. I ran when the soldiers came, but Isabel loves horses. She wasn’t afraid.”


“Well, she should have been. What’s your name, girl?”


“Emma.”


“I need your help, Emma. I know the manor is some distance away. Is there a cottage nearby where I can take Lady Isabel?”


“Our cottage is not far. I’ll show you. My mother has healing skills.”


By this time, there was a large troop of soldiers in the meadow. A few slowed and made smutty remarks when they saw Chetwynd carrying the young girl. Lord Malorvic, recognizing one of his most trustworthy warriors, stopped and listened to Chetwynd’s explanation.


“Damn. I had hoped to spend the night at the manor, but I don’t want any trouble. It’s best that we move on. Are you sure she’s Lady Isabel?”


“I don’t doubt the word of her friend. Besides, she showed a spirit that reminds me of her brother. I’d like to stay and make sure her wound is tended, my lord.”


Malorvic nodded. “Catch up with us when you’re done,” he said, clearly eager to be off.


At the cottage, Chetwynd sat crossed-legged by Isabel’s pallet and watched as Emma’s mother stitched the long cut above the unconscious girl’s left eye. He had often observed wounds being repaired, and had even done some of that duty himself. But the young age of the patient troubled him. He prayed she wouldn’t wake up until the woman was done, and his prayer was answered.


After Emma’s mother had secured the last stitch, she turned to Chetwynd. “Saints preserve us. It’s fortunate you came along when you did. From what Emma told me, you saved Lady Isabel from ruin.”


Chetwynd stared down at the small face that appeared pale despite her sun-darkened complexion. “Will she have a scar?” he asked.


“No doubt. But she has enough hair to cover it. Perhaps the mark will remind Lady Isabel to be more cautious in the future,” she said, although Chetwynd could tell by her smile that she was fond of Isabel and meant her remark only as a mild rebuke.


“I promise you the men responsible will be punished.”


She shrugged, clearly not confident he spoke the truth. “You said your troop has already left. It’s best that news of what happened not get back to the manor. I will keep Lady Isabel here.”


“Won’t someone be looking for her?” Chetwynd asked.


“It’s not unusual for her to stay with us a few days. There is no reason to upset her father or her betrothed.”


Chetwynd understood that, despite Lady Isabel’s innocence, such an incident might cause gossip and ruin her reputation. Since her father held a large and valuable property, he wasn’t surprised that she was already betrothed. Still, looking down at her small form, she seemed too young for marriage.


As though responding to his thought, Emma’s mother said, “Lady Isabel is already twelve and will be married this summer. She hasn’t met her betrothed yet, but I’ve heard he has grandchildren.”


Chetwynd couldn’t help grimacing at the thought of the young girl married to a man old enough to be her grandfather. It happened all the time, he reminded himself as he started to rise.


Suddenly Lady Isabel moved restlessly on the pallet and murmured, “I saw an angel, Emma.”


Chetwynd grinned. If only she knew, he thought. Then he took his leave before Lady Isabel became fully conscious.
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CHAPTER ONE


Narbonne, 825


AT THE SOUND OF POUNDING HOOVES, Isabel fell to her knees and crawled behind the nearest thicket. She made it a habit to walk at the edge of this particular meadow where there was plenty of brush to hide her from view. Cautiously she raised her head just enough to peer through the branches and watch the muscular legs that shook the ground beneath her. She enjoyed the precision and rhythm of the horses especially bred for the warriors of King Louis. Their long legs pounded the earth, and their power never failed to excite her.


Despite their size and energy, Isabel had no fear of the horses. It was the soldiers riding them who made her cautious. She’d never forgotten the feeling of helplessness she’d experienced in this same meadow when other soldiers had overpowered her. Eight years had passed, but the incident still haunted her.


Rolling onto her back, Isabel stared at the patches of blue sky visible through the branches of the trees. The memory of that day was not all terror. A glimmering image stayed with her, a bright recollection that warmed her heart. It was associated with the warrior who had rescued her from the clutches of her would-be ravishers.


After the attack, it frustrated Isabel not to be able to recall his face. “What did he look like?” Isabel had asked her friend Emma.


“Beautiful. He was beautiful. You thought he was an angel,” Emma had replied with a giggle.


“Men aren’t beautiful,” Isabel protested. “Tell me exactly what he looked like.”


“Tall, I guess. No beard. Maybe younger than the others. They seemed to respect him and backed off at his words.”


“What else do you remember, Emma? He carried me. He must have been strong,” she prompted.


“I suppose. You don’t weight much.” Emma shrugged. “Mainly I remember his golden hair. It was long and curly. That’s why you thought he was an angel. Everything happened fast. That’s all I remember.”


Although Isabel had asked her friend many times to repeat the story, Emma had never been able to give her the detailed information she sought. Frustrated, Isabel would close her eyes and bring to mind her own memories of her hero. There was the mellow, soothing sound of his deep voice as he spoke kind and reassuring words. When he adjusted her ripped clothing to cover her breast, his hands had been gentle, although she recalled feeling hard edges on his fingers. She imagined the calluses on his hands, as well as the scent of his body, resulted from controlling a magnificent war horse. Over the years, the memory of his touch had progressed from gentle contact to caress.


Shaking her head, Isabel cleared away the memories she had stored away and revisited many times. The meadow was quiet. No doubt the soldiers would seek shelter for the night at her father’s manor house before continuing north. Isabel knew it would be the first of many stops they would make on their route from the barrier against the Moors on the southernmost boundary of King Louis’s empire. Charlemagne was dead, and King Louis was doing his best to protect the Holy Roman Empire his father had ruled after being crowned emperor by Pope Leo III in 800. Since guarding against invaders along the Spanish March was a desolate tour of duty, the warriors would be happy to be headed for one of the king’s palaces in the north.


For a few years after the vicious attack that had left Isabel with a thin scar below her hairline, she waited for her champion to return. Unwilling to face visiting soldiers, any one of whom could be her attacker, she often hid behind a convenient tapestry in her father’s great hall and searched the assembled lot. Although frustrated that she didn’t have a better description, Isabel was certain her golden hero was never among them.


When all the warriors had passed her hiding place, Isabel ran through the woods to her favorite refuge, a secluded pond that few people knew existed. She peeled off her slippers, vest, and heavy gown. Heated from her run, she found the pond especially inviting. Wearing only a thin shift, Isabel waded into the cool water.


After paddling about quickly to give her warm body a chance to become used to the chilly water, Isabel relaxed. Floating on her back, she squinted at the sun filtering through the trees. Although she was not the first to discover it, Isabel thought of this place as her own. Many years ago, her older brother, Justin, had laid claim to the secret pond on one of his frequent journeys of exploration through the thick forest on their father’s land. The children had been warned against such jaunts, but Justin had been fearless and Isabel tried to emulate him.


She had been but five years old when she followed the brother she adored as he slipped away from the manor. When he discovered her, Justin tried to send her home. But by that time, they were already at the pond and Isabel kept jumping into the water. Justin realized he had to teach her to swim or watch her drown.


The only children of Lord Theodoric, Justin and Isabel spent a great deal of time in each other’s company. Their mother had died shortly after Isabel was born, and their father never remarried. Once Isabel was able to swim, Justin ignored the fact that she was a girl and treated her as an equal. Being included in his many adventures was one of her happiest memories.


But when Justin reached his twelfth year, everything changed. Since it was the custom for young noblemen to be trained on estates much larger than his, Lord Theodoric arranged for his son to enter the household of Count Jonas. Justin would begin his education as a page, serving in the great hall. If all went well, he’d advance to learning how to ride and handle weapons, skills necessary for a knight who would serve the king.


As the servants packed the things Justin would need on his journey, Isabel wailed her protests, insisting that she be allowed to go with him. No matter how hard her grandmother tried, she could not convince Isabel of the justice of the tradition that sent male progeny off to be educated while females stayed with their families.


After Justin left, Isabel missed him terribly and in rebellion refused to learn any of the household skills her grandmother tried to teach her. It was summer, and Isabel continued to roam the forest and swim in the pond that she had shared with Justin.


Isabel’s loneliness ended when she met Emma. The daughter of one of her father’s tenant farmers, Emma turned out to be a kindred spirit. Isabel initiated Emma into the pleasures of the secluded pond, and before long the two girls became inseparable. A few years later when Emma married, she showed her husband the secret pond and taught him to swim. Isabel had tried not to be jealous, but it was hard to lose her exclusive relationship with Emma.


Even in the cool water, Isabel’s face flushed when she remembered seeing Emma and Derek together. She had never told her friend she had happened upon them one hot summer evening. As she watched, the swimmers emerged from the water. Both were naked, a fact that surprised Isabel as she and Emma always kept their shifts on when they swam. When Derek began to caress Emma’s breasts, the sight made Isabel’s own breasts tingle with longing, and she had fled.


Although Isabel hadn’t watched for long, the scene had made a lasting impression. The memory returned as she stretched out her arms and twisted her hips to propel herself slowly across the pond. Loving the freedom her body possessed in the water, she closed her eyes. Touching her own breasts, she tried to imagine what it would feel like to have a man touch her the way Derek had touched Emma.


A shadow suddenly alerted Isabel that someone was near. Lifting her head, she gasped at the sight of a soldier looming above her on the shore. His face was shaded from view because the sun was behind him, but his hair was lit from behind. A halo seemed perched above his golden hair.


Struggling to secure her footing on the sandy bottom of the pond, Isabel lost her balance. The deep water closed over her head. When she resurfaced, her hair covered her eyes. Quickly pushing it away, she searched the shore. In the few seconds it had taken her to clear her eyes, the vision had evaporated.


Fear quickly replaced her excitement. Perhaps it hadn’t been her champion. Was a soldier hiding, waiting to spring upon her?


Not eager to tempt fate, Isabel leapt out of the water and grabbed her gown. She pulled it over her wet shift and was already running as it fell into place. As she rushed toward Emma’s cottage, she tried to reconstruct what had taken place so quickly. She hadn’t had a chance to see his face, but she was sure the outline of the figure she’d seen had a sword hanging at its side. She had no doubt it was a soldier. Remembering her movements in the water, she bit her lip. How long had he been watching her?


Lifting her long skirts out of the way of her bare feet, Isabel pushed herself to run faster. In her haste she had left her slippers and outer vest at the pond. By the time she reached Emma’s open door, she was panting for breath. Unable to speak, Isabel flopped down on the straw pallet in the corner of the one-room cottage.


“You shouldn’t be running in this heat,” Emma chided absentmindedly. Accustomed to Isabel’s sudden arrivals, she continued settling her babe in his cradle in a dark corner.


Although Isabel was the daughter of Lord Theodoric, and Emma the wife of a tenant farmer, a stranger would have trouble telling which was which. Most of the time, Isabel adopted peasant dress and left her hair free of the head covering her grandmother insisted was proper attire for a noblewoman. Only her thick, long dark curls and delicate features suggested her noble heritage.


“Emma,” Isabel gasped out between pants. “Listen. At the pond . . .”


“You went swimming without me?” Emma’s eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you come fetch me? I could have brought the babe.”


Ignoring her words, Isabel pushed her wild hair away from her heat-flushed face and blurted out, “There was a soldier at the pond.” She was satisfied to see that her words had captured her friend’s full attention.


Quickly pouring Isabel a cup of water, Emma sat beside her on the pallet. “Just calm down. There was talk in the village. I heard a company of soldiers arrived today. How could one of them find the pond? What happened? Are you all right?”


Isabel noted the worry lines on Emma’s forehead. It was clear her friend was remembering the day the soldiers had surrounded Isabel.


“Nothing happened,” Isabel assured Emma. Her heart slowed and she took a long drink. “I was swimming when something caught my eye. A shadow over the pond. When I looked up, I saw an outline—nothing more, as the sun was behind him. It was a soldier with a golden halo.”


“Saints preserve us,” Emma declared in a disgusted voice. “Not that again.” She began to stand up, but Isabel grabbed her arm.


“This was no silly imagining. I really did see him, Emma. But, just as last time, I didn’t see his face.”


Shaking her head with resignation, Emma settled down again. “Isabel, your obsession rules your life. If it was a soldier, it’s good that you ran away. But it could have been anyone.”


“I know that, Emma. No obsession rules my life,” she protested.


Emma narrowed her eyes. “Eight years ago, you sent Lord Frederick away.”


Isabel interrupted before her friend could continue. “He was old, Emma. You have a short memory. At the time, you thought I should discourage the match.”


“It’s how you discouraged it that worries me. You let him believe the soldiers defiled you.”


Isabel shrugged. “He noticed the scar and asked what happened.”


“You could have hidden the scar. Or you could have told a tale. You don’t usually have problems in that area.”


“I don’t lie, if that’s what you mean. Sometimes I embroider the truth.”


Emma gave a snorting laugh. “It’s the only type of sewing you know how to do.”


“You sound like my grandmother. When did you become so righteous?”


Emma sighed. “It’s not some little incident I’m referring to, Isabel. You spoiled your chance to wed by allowing Lord Frederick to believe you had been ruined.”


“He jumped to conclusions. I didn’t encourage his belief. I just didn’t correct it.” Isabel shrugged. “I was young and didn’t want to marry. It seemed an easy way out of the match.”


“What was easy about it? Your grandmother was so angry I thought she’d burst a blood vessel. Her eyes were actually bulging when she discovered what had happened.”


Isabel tried to hide her grin.


“Don’t laugh. Your father threatened to send you to a nunnery. You promised to wed another suitor. But then—surprise—he too heard about the attack. How many times did that happen?”


“Don’t pretend you condemn my behavior, Emma. If any of those suitors had looked like Derek, I might have been tempted.”


Emma smiled at the compliment to her husband. “Keep your eyes off Derek.”


“Why are you bringing all this up now? You’ve always sided with me.”


Emma nodded. “What you say is true, Isabel. But it’s gone on too long. The vision of a soldier you saw for a few minutes is ruling your life. You’re waiting for him to return, but that’s not going to happen. It’s time to move on with your life.”


“Emma, I swear on my mother’s grave that I saw a soldier at the pond. He had golden hair.”


“It could be some other soldier with fair hair. Lots of soldiers from the north have fair hair. Does that mean he’s your angel?”


“No, of course not. That’s why I ran away.”


Deflated, Isabel lay back and stared at the rafters that supported the thatched roof. For many years, Emma’s cottage had been a sanctuary for her, a place to hide when soldiers stopped at the manor or she had a disagreement with her grandmother. Perhaps she had imagined the soldier with golden hair. When he appeared, she had been thinking about how her champion would touch her when he did come back for her. It could have been anyone, or no one.


Emma’s sympathy for her friend was evident on her face. “What are you going to do, Isabel? You’re the lady of the manor. Are you going to hide behind the tapestry and search for your champion?”


“I gave that up years ago.”


“Now you usually wait here until the soldiers move on. Maybe you did see this hero of yours today. Why don’t you join your family for supper and have a look?”


“You don’t really believe me, Emma. You just want me to face my fear of confronting a troop of soldiers.”


“It’s time.”


Isabel lifted her eyebrow. “My grandmother would be surprised. She has been more than happy to assume the role of lady of the manor.”


“She’s just filling the role you refuse, Isabel. Instead of learning the skills you need to run the manor, you spend your time studying Latin with Father Ivo.”


Isabel sighed. “Lord Theodoric is pleased with the way Lady Winifred runs his household. My father wants me to enter a convent. Maybe I should do that.”


“Be serious, Isabel. You like your freedom too much for that. There must be other things you can do.”


Lately Isabel had been thinking the same thing, but she had been reluctant to approach her father. To marry or enter a convent were the traditional choices for a noblewoman. And her father was steeped in tradition.


“Father Ivo has taught me to read and write. He’s fond of history and geography, so we study that in addition to reading holy works. Perhaps Justin could find me a position at court. He’s a minister to King Louis, after all. He should have some influence.”


Emma rolled her eyes, clearly not impressed with the idea. Pushing herself to her feet, she began to straighten the kitchen area. “You often talk of joining Justin at court. But first face the soldiers, Isabel. There are a lot of soldiers at court. Either do it or accept one of the matches Lady Winifred manages to unearth.”


“I’m twenty years old. You know as well as I do that my chances for a desirable match have dwindled. Men want to marry maids of twelve, not twenty. If I didn’t like the choices before, imagine what they’ll be like now.”


“You are playing an old tune, Isabel. You’re waiting for your champion to return.”


Isabel stood up and poured another cup of water. “Maybe he has returned. I swear to you, Emma, the soldier at the pond was tall and well shaped. Isn’t that how you described him?”


“Enough, Isabel. A lot of soldiers are tall and well shaped. As I said before, you’re obsessed. It’s like one of those tales you told me. Remember what happened when Apollo was obsessed with Daphne, chasing her through the forest day after day? In the end, Apollo caught nothing but a handful of leaves when Daphne turned into a laurel tree.”


Isabel shook her head in disgust. “I should never have told you those tales.”


“It was a fair exchange,” Emma said, adding slyly, “I gave you lots of details about the marriage bed.”


Isabel giggled as she thought about the stories they told each other. Her contributions were based on the erotic tales of Ovid that she was now able to read in Latin. But Emma’s were based on reality. “You’re right, Emma. It was a fair exchange.”


When the baby cried, Isabel lifted her out of the cradle and soothed her until Emma had freed her breast to nurse her.


“Do you really think you saw a golden-haired soldier, Isabel? Or were you just dreaming? You think of him a great deal.”
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LATER, WALKING TOWARD THE POND TO RECOVER HER slippers and vest, Isabel wondered if she were beginning to imagine things. The golden vision had disappeared quickly. Perhaps it was a trick of the sun on the water that had inspired her to see what she desired.


The pond was isolated and almost impossible for someone to stumble upon. That fact was the best reason to doubt a soldier had appeared. Isabel moved to the spot where she had seen the vision and searched the ground. Breathless, she fell to her knees. At the very edge of the pond where the earth was soft, there were two large footprints. Someone wearing boots had stood in this very spot.
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CHAPTER TWO


WHEN LORD CHETWYND ENTERED THE manor’s great hall to join his men, he saw they had already made themselves comfortable at the lower tables. He was annoyed at missing his opportunity for a swim, and the warm air and boisterous noise in the hall did not improve his humor. He held back to observe the scene.


Chetwynd easily identified the solidly built man seated at the center of the high table as the lord of the manor. Theodoric, his full head of white hair shining in the light, was clad in an elaborate purple mantle trimmed with fur and silver ornaments. Chetwynd’s own unadorned black doublet was spartan in comparison.


An older woman sat beside Lord Theodoric, but a quick glance along the table revealed no sign of the water nymph who had kept him from his anticipated swim. He had followed Justin’s directions to the pond, only to find it occupied. At first he had hoped to join the swimmer, but when she looked up, her startled eyes had been exactly like those of her brother. Lady Isabel’s movements in the water made it clear she awaited a lover, and he suspected she wouldn’t appreciate being interrupted.


Chetwynd wasn’t sure what he expected, but discovering that Isabel had matured into a shapely, sensual woman had been a shock. He remembered an innocent slip of a girl who had called him an angel. There had been something unbearably sweet about young Isabel. Of course, he had never been an angel, but for some reason her mistake had touched him.


He remembered other things about the young Isabel. Though small of size, she had boldly stood up to the soldiers who were tormenting her. The bite she gave one of her pursuers had been deep. It caused the young soldier great pain when it later became infected. Chetwynd’s face softened at the memory of the struggle she had put up before being struck on the head. Her courage had given him time to reach her before the soldiers could overcome her.


According to Justin, Lady Isabel had not been untouched by her mishap. Chetwynd knew that she had not married as expected. He had assumed that leaving her with Emma’s mother would prevent the incident from becoming common knowledge. Surely a small scar that could be hidden by her hair would not be enough to discourage a suitor.


For all that, Lady Isabel had appeared happy enough as she moved sensually through the water. He frowned as he imagined the couple frolicking in the pond after he rushed away. Her involvement with a lover could very well hamper the hope Justin had of bringing her to court. Chetwynd regretted seeking out the pool Justin had described, upset that he had neglected to mention that Isabel also swam there.


Finally pulling away from the wall he had been leaning on, he made his way to the high table to greet the lord of the manor. Chetwynd wondered how much Lord Theodoric knew about his daughter’s activities. Perhaps he shouldn’t be surprised at the change he found in Lady Isabel. He had grown up on a secluded farm manor himself, and knew that country life encouraged lusty appetites. Yet, he couldn’t help preferring his memories of an innocent, courageous girl to the reality of the sensual woman he had encountered at the pond.


When Chetwynd introduced himself by name, Lord Theodoric smiled and rose to indicate that Chetwynd join him at the table. Theodoric spoke loudly to be heard over the noise of the great hall. “Welcome, Lord Chetwynd,” he said as he indicated that others make room for his guest. “We meet at last.”


“Your hospitality is appreciated, my lord.”


“Sit, sit.” Theodoric motioned to the servants, indicating that food be passed to Chetwynd, and urged him to fill his trencher.


“Your reputation precedes you, Lord Chetwynd. My son Justin has often spoken of the time you spent training together with Count Jonas.”


“It seems a long time ago now. Although our training often pitted us against one another in mock battle, we still managed to become friends,” Chetwynd replied, remembering those carefree days.


“Justin says you are one of King Louis’s most favored warriors. I congratulate you on your success.”


Chetwynd tried not to grimace at his host’s words. Lord Theodoric had no way of knowing that his favor at court had plummeted of late, or that Justin no longer held him in high regard. Instead of answering, he took a bite of the joint of meat on his trencher.


“I hope you will enjoy your stay at Narbonne, Lord Chetwynd. Was this your first assignment on the Spanish March?”


“It was my first assignment in the region with my own soldiers. Many years ago I served Lord Malorvic when his troops guarded the border.”


Chetwynd wondered if, after all these years, Theodoric might connect him with the injury to Lady Isabel. Perhaps she had told her father what happened at the hands of Malorvic’s men.


“I heard about your campaigns against the Saxons, Lord Chetwynd. Your success at besting the heathens is legendary. You’re young to have had such an illustrious career. Perhaps after your meal you could entertain us with some tales.”


Chetwynd’s military prowess was well-known. Shortly after his first success against the Saxons, King Louis had rewarded his efforts by making him a knight and granting him a benefice. Aquis, located near the king’s palace in the north, was made up of rich farmlands and a thriving vineyard. The purpose of the grant was to provide Chetwynd with the means of raising enough funds to outfit his own troop.


“I’m not much of a storyteller, Lord Theodoric.”


Chetwynd knew it was the custom to hear the exploits of warriors after a meal. The Song of Roland, a heroic tale about Charlemagne’s most famous knight, was often recited. But Chetwynd was not one to indulge in boasting of his military accomplishments, and after his experience at court, he was even less inclined to talk about himself. His success on the battlefield had not kept him from disaster at court. Flattered by the attentions of Queen Judith, he had acted in a manner of which he was not proud. King Louis was an old man who spent most of his time on religious retreats, while the young queen was lonely and in need of someone to confide in. Or so he had thought.


Chetwynd’s growing involvement with Queen Judith had shocked Justin, who accused him of being ruled by his loins rather than his head. It was true, of course. It hadn’t taken him long to realize that the beautiful queen was using his reputation and influence for her own purposes. When gossip started to circulate, Justin had proven his friendship by arranging for Chetwynd to be assigned a tour of duty on the Spanish March. The assignment at the southernmost boundary of the empire had given Chetwynd some much-needed time away from court.


Chetwynd had no intention of entertaining his host with stories of his service to the king. When Theodoric realized he was serious about not reciting tales, his face lost its eager expression. Theodoric shrugged his shoulders and turned to the small but imposing woman seated on his other side. She, too, was elegantly clad in flowing robes of silky green and white, her head covering rising above her head like a crown.


“May I present my mother, Lady Winifred. Lord Chetwynd knows our Justin and is well-known for his service to King Louis, my lady.”


“I have heard all about Lord Chetwynd,” she replied, a sly smile on her face.


Her words gave Chetwynd a jolt, and he prayed they weren’t true. Though advanced in years, Lady Winifred had alert eyes that examined him closely. As though coming to a decision, she left her seat and moved toward Chetwynd, impatiently waving for the person beside him to make room for her.


“It’s about time we finally met, Lord Chetwynd. I’m eager to hear the latest news of my grandson.”


“I’m pleased to meet you, Lady Winifred,” Chetwynd replied, standing to help her settle in her new seat. “It has been a while since I last saw Justin, so my news will not be timely.”


Lady Winifred waved away the servant who carried her trencher, indicating she was finished with her meal. However, she did accept a goblet of wine.


“When exactly did you last see him, Lord Chetwynd?” she insisted.


“During the Spring Assembly at the king’s palace in Aachen. We spent some time together there.”


The king held many assemblies throughout the year, and the Spring Assembly was devoted to planning military operations for the summer months. The widespread empire was in constant threat from encroaching tribes that did not share the Christian faith of the Franks. Chetwynd’s army was only one of many armies employed by King Louis to protect his kingdom against the heathen aggressors.


“Justin has mentioned you many times. I know he regards you as the brother he never had. He does have a sister. Perhaps he mentioned Lady Isabel.”


In fact, they had had a long discussion about the lady, Chetwynd recalled. Justin believed Isabel was unhappy at Narbonne. Chetwynd had hoped to do him a good turn by bringing Isabel to court, a plan that now seemed to be ill-conceived. He had no intention of mentioning it to Lady Winifred until he decided how he should proceed.


“It’s true Justin is like a brother to me, my lady. As pages in the household of Count Jonas we ate, slept, and trained together. Natural brothers could not be closer. But at court we have taken different paths. Justin has made a reputation for himself as a minister to King Louis. I admire Justin’s skill as advisor to the king.”


Chetwynd’s words were meant to please Justin’s grandmother, but that didn’t mean they weren’t true. There were many times when he envied Justin’s diplomatic skills. Lately he had discovered how valuable they were in keeping peace at court.


“Oh yes, Justin is talented in that way. I believe he takes after me. We are both skilled at reading people.”


To keep the twitch at the corner of his mouth from betraying his amusement at her words, Chetwynd looked down at the tray of fruit being passed along the table. He could only hope she wasn’t as good at reading people as she thought she was.


Although the noise in the hall made it unnecessary, Lady Winifred leaned closer to speak in confidence. “Do tell me the latest news from the palace. I fear Queen Judith courts disaster with her demands for the infant Charles. I support her ambitions for her son, of course, but she must be more cautious. I was a second wife myself and know the problems involved when there are children from a previous marriage. The king’s three grown sons seem unwilling to give up any of the territory they rule. Tell me your opinion. Does the queen have a chance to prevail?”


Chetwynd wasn’t surprised by the lady’s knowledge of court politics. The queen’s struggles to establish a substantial inheritance for her son were widely known and discussed. But he didn’t like the direction the conversation was taking. Although he was in a position to know a great deal about the queen’s maneuvers, he wasn’t eager to talk about them.


“Queen Judith has many supporters,” he stated in a clipped manner, hoping to end the discussion.


Lady Winifred ignored his obvious unwillingness to speak of the matter. “She must be careful of the clergy, Lord Chetwynd. The church fathers were instrumental in dividing the empire so that each of the king’s three sons rules a portion. Making his oldest son, Lothar, co-emperor with the king ensures there will be a strong emperor in place once Louis is gone. Of course, the bishops have their own reasons for protecting the integrity of the Holy Roman Empire.”


Lady Winifred was warming to her subject. She shook a finger at him as she continued. “Lothar is the son who poses the greatest threat to Queen Judith. Beware of Lothar. The man has a nasty temper, and he jealously guards his right to the title of emperor. It’s said Charlemagne was reluctant to assume the title bestowed upon him by Pope Leo III, but his grandson has no such reservations. He will not give up any of his power without a struggle.”


Although Lady Winifred had asked for news, she seemed content to display her own knowledge of royal history. She was well-informed and had a clear understanding of the issues. Chetwynd was content to listen to her talk while he poured himself more of Lord Theodoric’s excellent wine.


As if she suddenly realized Chetwynd wasn’t contributing to the conversation, Lady Winifred took the direct approach. “What about you, Lord Chetwynd? Do you support Queen Judith’s ambitions for her young son?”


Playing for time, Chetwynd took a long drink of wine and struggled not to choke as the strong liquid coated his throat. Lady Winifred was an intelligent woman whose probing questions threatened his peace of mind. She waited patiently for an answer.


“I vowed to stay clear of the conflict between Queen Judith and the king’s grown sons,” he finally managed to say.


It was a recent vow. Earlier Chetwynd had fallen under the influence of Queen Judith. But he had realized his mistake and made the vow to Justin.


Lady Winifred studied his face as though trying to read meaning into his answer. Clearly impatient with her inability to elicit information, she abruptly changed the subject. “Do give me more personal news of Justin. Has he found a wife yet?”


Chetwynd almost sighed with relief. “Not yet, my lady. But there is someone he has been courting. I think he is quite smitten with Lady Lilith, a young widow with two children.”


“A widow, you say. Does she have a large estate?”


“Yes, I think you’d call her estate large.”


Chetwynd looked down to hide his grin at her satisfied expression. When Lady Winifred was suddenly quiet, he realized he had lost her attention.


“Praise be to God,” he heard her whisper as he followed the direction of her wide-eyed stare.


Chetwynd echoed her words in his mind. Lady Isabel stood at the entrance from the family quarters. She stared at the soldiers, color draining from her face. He had seen stone statues that looked more alive.
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CHAPTER THREE


WHEN ISABEL STEPPED INTO THE GREAT hall, a wall of noise brought her abruptly to a standstill. Boisterous male voices, sounding much like the taunting laughter she had heard eight years ago, carried her back in time.


She stared at the soldiers at the lower tables. At first just a few heads turned in her direction; then others followed suit. Leering faces that looked eerily alike filled her vision as jarring laughter changed to whispers. The hush that fell over the hall caused a shiver to pass through Isabel’s body. Eight years ago, she hadn’t known enough to feel fear. It was as though her body were making up for that mistake.


Frozen to the spot, she prayed her wobbly legs would continue to support her. She told herself that she was in her father’s great hall, not a secluded meadow. Before she could gain enough control to move, her grandmother was at her side. Lady Winifred grabbed Isabel’s arm in a painful grip.


“There’s no turning back now, my dear. For heaven’s sake, pull yourself together.” Lady Winifred’s whispered words were a firm command. “It’s about time you behaved in a manner appropriate to your station. Come along and take your rightful place at the head table.”


Isabel managed to pull her arm free, but at least her grandmother’s presence dispelled her nightmare. Taking a deep breath, she concentrated on putting one foot before the other. Her father stood as she approached the high table, and her grandmother followed close behind. No doubt Lady Winifred wished to block any possibility of retreat.


When Isabel reached her father, he extended his hand and gave her a smile, the first she had received from him in a long time. “Good of you to join us, my dear,” he said looking her up and down.


Since Isabel had no clothing appropriate for the great hall, her handmaid had found her a gown from a trunk of her mother’s belongings. Isabel had often searched through her mother’s chest when she was a child, wondering about the woman who had died before she could know her. Now she wondered if her father would recognize her mother’s gown.


Lord Theodoric’s eyes widened as he examined the low-cut garment, but if he recognized the formfitting, sky-blue dress as belonging to his dead wife, he gave no indication. Although he was no doubt surprised by her appearance in the hall while soldiers were present, he didn’t comment on it.


Isabel had only nodded at her father’s words of welcome, and the familiar faces at the high table watched their exchange. Vaguely aware of her father’s chief steward and several merchants, the only person Isabel was really conscious of was the one she refused to look at directly. After seeing the footprints at the pond, she had rushed home, determined to search the hall for a golden-haired soldier. Out of the corner of her eye she had caught a glimpse of a visitor with flaxen hair. Was he the stranger who had startled her at the pond? She realized by his position at the high table that he was no common soldier.


Again her grandmother took her arm, this time more gently. Isabel allowed herself to be led to a place beside the stranger. As he stood at her approach, Isabel gathered enough courage to look at him. His tresses were not as enchanting without the sun illuminating them, but they appeared thick and soft, a contrast to the harsh lines of his tanned face. She had imagined a softer visage, and his stern expression surprised her. Although she was sure he had been at the pond, he appeared nothing like her gentle champion. Surely it was only a coincidence that this soldier had somehow found her pond and the sun had lit up his golden head.


Suddenly aware that she had been studying him far too long, Isabel lowered her eyes. She had vowed to seek him out, but hadn’t expected to come face-to-face with him so quickly. Her neck flushed when she remembered how she had been swimming and touching herself when he had come upon her at the pond. Despite her embarrassment, she had resented the interruption.


She realized Lady Winifred was making introductions. “Isabel, this is Lord Chetwynd, a knight in the service of King Louis. He and his army are returning from duty on the Spanish March.”


When the silence between them continued, Lady Winifred looked from one to the other and then spoke directly to Isabel. “You will be pleased to hear Lord Chetwynd is acquainted with your brother, Justin.” Her grandmother nudged Isabel’s arm, urging her to reply.


It seemed to be a contest to see who would give in and speak first. Isabel finally surrendered, but only to mutter, “Lord Chetwynd.”


In reply, Chetwynd nodded. Isabel knew why she felt uneasy, but she wondered why he seemed so cold.


Frustrated, Lady Winifred waved her hand at her seat. “Do take my place beside Lord Chetwynd, Isabel. I know you are eager for news of Justin,” she prompted. With these words of encouragement, Lady Winifred pushed her granddaughter toward the seat.


Reluctantly, Isabel settled herself on the bench, and Chetwynd sat down beside her. Determined to ignore the warrior, she accepted the goblet of wine her father offered and busied herself choosing from the food trays passed to her by servants.


The quiet that had descended upon the troop at Isabel’s entrance dissipated as the diners returned to the loud chatter that accompanied their eating and drinking. Isabel watched the soldiers tucking into their food. Their faces no longer appeared alike, and she saw they were a variety of ages. Although the men stole glances in her direction from time to time, they didn’t stare for long. Her confidence grew as she noticed the high degree of deference with which she was treated.


There was one exception. A lad with a cheery face smiled boldly at her. He was too young to be frightening, and the open admiration she observed in his eyes amused her. She could not help returning his winsome smile.


Forgetting her intention to ignore the silent lord, Isabel asked, “Who is that young lad, Lord Chetwynd? He does not look old enough to be a soldier.”


Chetwynd frowned at the young lad as he answered Lady Isabel. “That’s my squire, Jerome. He is young and takes liberties.” His expression caused the lad to immediately lower his eyes.


Isabel grinned at her success in finally getting the warrior to speak. “How is it you are acquainted with my brother Justin, Lord Chetwynd?”


He paused only a few seconds, as though trying to figure how to answer. “Our friendship goes back many years, my lady. As I told your grandmother, we were pages together on the estate of Count Jonas of Orleans. We began our training in the great hall, serving meals and observing the manners of polite society. Justin and I shared an impatience for these tasks.”


Isabel smiled at his remark and nodded, encouraging him to continue.


“Being a little older, I advanced to caring for the horses first. Count Jonas bred the large animals for King Louis’s armies. Justin loved the war horses. He spent all his spare time at the stables. Although he was much better at mastering the social skills than I was, and therefore more welcome in the great hall, we shared a love of horses. Before long we were jousting and hunting together.”


Isabel’s heart twisted as she thought about how much she missed her brother. “I remember the day Justin was sent off to be educated. It broke my heart that I was not allowed to accompany him. I was jealous of his freedom.” She paused, remembering her disappointment. “But go on, Lord Chetwynd, I interrupt your story.”


“There isn’t much more to tell. I became a soldier in the service of Lord Malorvic. Justin stayed with Count Jonas, who later introduced him to King Louis.


“Though he has a great love for horses and jousting, Justin’s real talent is with people. His easygoing manner, level head, and ability to deal with all types of men make him a natural diplomat. It didn’t take him long to gain the confidence of King Louis and become one of his most trusted advisors.”


After his earlier silence, Isabel was surprised at how freely he spoke about her brother. “You have high praise for Justin. And what about you, my lord? Clearly you have advanced in your career. You have your own army and a young squire to serve you.” She waved her hand toward Jerome and his other men.


“There is nothing remarkable to tell,” he replied, again sounding taciturn.


“I’m sure you’re being modest, my lord.” She paused as though waiting for him to say more about himself. When he didn’t, she added, “It has been over a year since I saw my brother, Lord Chetwynd. I miss him. Thank you for telling me about him.”


Isabel looked around, but found no one paying any attention to them. She lowered her voice and asked, “How is it you found our secluded swimming spot, Lord Chetwynd? Few know about it. Did Justin mention it to you?”


Chetwynd’s eyes widened and his mouth softened as though he might smile. “Your guess is correct. Justin related many details about his life at Narbonne. He described his secret pond at length and with enthusiasm. Hot and dusty when I arrived at Narbonne, I craved a swim. From his description, I was able to find the pond. It didn’t occur to me anyone would be there.”


“I guess he didn’t tell you I often swam with him.”


“No, he neglected to mention that.”


“I’m sorry you didn’t get your swim, my lord.”


The noise in the great hall had increased even more as the men and women slowed their eating and did more drinking and talking. Isabel and Chetwynd had exhausted their talk about Justin and remained quiet. Flushed with the success of her presence in the great hall, Isabel wondered if she dared to advance her plan.


Looking out at the troops, she saw that there were a few women traveling with the soldiers. Isabel turned to face Chetwynd again. She took it as a good sign that he no longer appeared as stern as he had when they met. “When do you leave Narbonne, Lord Chetwynd?”


“We will rest here for a day or two. My men are eager to return to their homes to help with the fall harvest.” He paused and then continued, “I’m headed for Aachen to report to King Louis about our patrol on the border.”


Father Ivo had told Isabel that Aachen was the king’s favorite palace, and Justin would be sure to be there. Since that’s where she wanted to go, she saw no reason why she couldn’t travel with Chetwynd’s army. “Would you take me with you to Aachen?” she asked.


The shocked expression on his face made Isabel realize she should have prepared him for her request instead of blurting it out. In order not to appear a wanton woman seeking to be one of his camp followers, she said the first thing that came to her mind. “I wish to visit with my brother before taking religious orders.”


“You are planning on a religious vocation?” he asked sharply, ignoring her request to travel with them.


Isabel squirmed in her seat. “Yes, my father suggested it some time ago. He is becoming more insistent each day.” At least that was true. “I haven’t told anyone yet of my decision, so please don’t mention it.”


His eyes narrowed, and Isabel knew at once that he didn’t believe her.


“We have to move quickly.” He sounded harsh, and the frown had returned to his face.


“I assure you I can keep pace with your caravan. I grew up riding horses and am quite skilled.” Isabel was eager to prove that she wouldn’t be a bother on the journey.


“I’m sure you can ride quite well. There must be a religious group from this area that will be attending the Fall Assembly. In view of your planned vocation, I think they would be more suitable companions for your journey.”
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