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As the mists of medieval Britain seem to swirl through her pages, bestselling author Charlene Cross recreates the splendor and passion of a glorious era. In “historical romance at its best” (Harriet Klausner, Affaire de Coeur), she carries readers into the castles and hearts of unforgettable characters. Now, beyond the wind-swept Welsh marches, murder and desire await a Norman knight, and the lady who is both his enemy and his beloved…
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Alana of Llangollen rejoiced the moment she was widowed… but her jubilation swiftly turned to fear. Proudly Welsh, she had married Gilbert Fitz William, one of King Henry II’s Norman vassals, to safeguard the land that was her birthright, thus ensuring peace for all her kinsmen. The union proved disastrous. With Gilbert dead through his own treachery, the threat of vengeance from King Henry loomed before Alana. She was forced to lie about his vassal’s death, knowing that if she ever divulged the truth it would destroy them all.


Alana’s world nearly shattered on the day a commanding Norman knight rode through the castle gates. Paxton de Beaumont both intrigued and frightened her—but he had come at his king’s bidding to secure the old Norman fortress and to prove Alana a murderess. That Gilbert had drowned seemed doubtful. Yet Paxton was captivated by Alana’s beauty, and, though her tears of bereavement shook him to his core, he questioned whether he could trust her. A stranger in this wild, hostile land, he was soon enraptured by a woman he must one day see hanged…or commit treason to love.
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“I Want to Know Why You Lied to Me,” Paxton Announced.


Alana grew very still. Had he somehow learned the truth about Gilbert’s death?


“You’re taking too long to answer, Alana,” he remarked, then moved toward her.


“Stay where you are!” she commanded, clasping the wet bath sheet closer. To her amazement, he didn’t obey.


He halted less than an arm’s length away and gently captured her chin. “Tell me what I want to know, and I won’t have to hound you like this.”


The timbre of his voice had deepened. Her breath caught when he released her chin, his knuckles brushing lightly upward across her cheek.


“I understand why Gilbert was enchanted with you. Your skin—it’s as soft and smooth as a babe’s.” His hand moved to her hair. “Like silk,” he whispered.


Alana could do naught but gaze at him. His eyes were fully dilated, glistening onyx ringed by a heavenly blue.


“You’re temptingly beautiful,” he murmured. Before Alana could react, his lips were on hers. His kiss was hot and searching, and to Alana’s regret, far too brief. He pulled away and examined her face.


“How could a mouth that sweet be at the same time so very deceitful?” he questioned. “You have the ability to lure a man, even unto his death. Tell me: Is that what happened to Gilbert?”
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Northern Wales
April 1157


It was inevitable.


The realization came to Alana of Llangollen with absolute clarity.


To say that she had been unwise to hope the news of Gilbert’s death would bring no more than an expression of sympathy from his king was a misstatement at best.


Downright foolish would qualify far better!


Still, her expectations had been high.


And Henry’s response had been made altogether plain.


Some four dozen mounted men presently waited beyond the palisade, their leader demanding entry to the Norman castle that had been erected long ago on the land of her forefathers… land that was now part of her inheritance.


Alana turned from her chamber window to her trusted servant Madoc. “Is Henry among them?” she asked.


Madoc shook his graying head. “I don’t think so, milady. The one who is at the fore calls himself Paxton de Beaumont. He bears a pennon with a golden dragon on a crimson field. States he knew Sir Gilbert; says they were old friends. Even if he hadn’t mentioned such, his knight’s trappings and his arrogant demeanor indicate he is one of Henry’s vassals. Looks to be Norman as well.”


Madoc’s contemptuous tone wasn’t lost on Alana when he’d cited what he thought was Paxton de Beaumont’s lineage. She understood her servant’s hatred; shared in it herself.


Since the time of William the Conqueror, her countrymen had fought against the unprincipled invaders who sought to lay claim to her homeland. Almost a century later, the struggle continued, both sides perpetually gaining and losing ground.


Though Alana could in no way predict the future, she held an inherent fear that one day her small country would be swallowed by a marauding force too powerful to turn aside. As it was, her kinsmen may already have met their vanquishers, even looked into their eyes.


Isn’t that why she’d sought to marry Gilbert? To ensure, whether the victors were Norman or Welsh, that her descendants wouldn’t be driven from their home soil?


And a fine plan it was. Except Gilbert was now dead and she had no issue.


“You say there is a priest with them?” she asked.


“Aye.”


“I wonder why.”


Madoc shrugged. “Perhaps this Paxton de Beaumont considers himself a religious man.”


“Or mayhap, like Gilbert, he thinks we are a passel of heathens whose souls are in great peril.”


To Alana that was the more logical rationale as to why a priest would be in the company of such a small band of Normans. When would they understand that Christianity had come to her homeland long before their kind ever had?


“Where is Sir Goddard?” she asked, referring to the knight who was currently in charge of the isolated stronghold.


Madoc’s dark eyes flashed with scorn. Contempt once more rang in his voice when he said, “As usual, he imbibed far too much wine last night. Midday has come and gone, yet he still sleeps, as do most of his companions.”


Alana nodded, then again faced the window to stare at the woodland beyond the palisade.


Between the breaks in the trees, their new growth unfurling under the rays of the warming spring sun, she glimpsed the rippling river that snaked through the valley below. Today its waters were almost placid, far from the raging torrent of six months before.


Time swept backward to that fateful day.


From afar, she saw herself falling through space, experienced the breath-robbing plunge when she sank beneath the frigid waters, felt herself tumbling helplessly along the rain-swollen eddy, her body crashing against the rocks projecting from the river’s bed.


Deprived of precious air, her lungs threatened to burst. Somehow she clawed her way to the surface, where she gasped and sputtered, only to be dragged to the bottom once more.


As Alana remembered, the cycle continued for no less than an eternity. That she hadn’t drowned was a veritable miracle.


And Gilbert—the blackguard…


“Milady?”


Alana blinked, her trance broken. “What is it, Madoc?”


“Should I tell those at the gate to turn this Paxton de Beaumont away?”


She circled around. “Nay. We have no choice but to allow him entry.”


“But—”


“We must. Otherwise he’ll grow suspicious. We can ill afford his mistrust. Besides I’m certain he has come to secure what is rightfully Henry’s.”


Madoc’s lip curled beneath his mustache. “Rightfully Henry’s?” he repeated with a snarl. “These Norman dogs are far too brash. They invade our homeland, claiming it as their own. But just as with your dead husband, they also will know the wrath of our countrymen.”


“That may be so, Madoc. But until we are able to drive these ‘dogs’ from our soil, we must temper our pride and act as though we accept them as our masters.” Alana knew that was especially so if she hoped to keep the events surrounding Gilbert’s death hidden from his king. “Since Sir Goddard is indisposed, order the gates opened and allow this Paxton de Beaumont and his men entry. Offer them food and drink. I will soon be down to bid them welcome.”


Once Madoc exited the chamber, Alana moved to a small chest that sat against the opposite wall and took hold of her comb. At each stroke through her hair, the mass gathered forward across one breast, she wondered why their visitors had so boldly crossed the marches and Offa’s Dyke into Cymru. Wales, she corrected, knowing the Normans also used the longheld Saxon term for her country.


She thought of the man who’d declared himself their leader.


Paxton de Beaumont.


His name sounded familiar, but she couldn’t remember Gilbert’s connection to the knight or even in what context her late husband may have mentioned the man. But then, Gilbert had told her little about his past or his prior friendships.


Alana wasn’t surprised by the fact. Little more than six months into their marriage he had begun to converse with her less and less. The ensuing three years became a study in silence.


Yet, Gilbert did manage to communicate in other ways.


Though their relationship was strained, he craved his husbandly due. Save for the last four months of his life, he came to her bed each night, expecting her to submit, which she did.


Alana shuddered as she recalled how without preliminaries he would mount her. After several thrusts and a few grunts, followed by a lengthy groan, he rolled away and left her side. Freed of her obligation, she considered it a blessing sent from on high. Other women might believe differently, but to Alana, lovemaking was a loathsome act, something she hoped never again to endure from any man.


A knot had formed in the pit of Alana’s stomach, marking her distaste. What was past was past, she told herself, vowing not to think about such things again. Right now, there were more pressing issues to consider.


With one last stroke of the comb, she plaited her hair, then wrapped the lone braid around her head and secured the coil, afterward donning a headrail. She smoothed her hand over her tunic, then drew her mantle around her shoulders. Taking a steadying breath, she left her chamber.


At the top of the stairs leading down to the great hall, Alana affected an expression of bereavement. Over time, she’d learned to perfect her widow’s mask and could execute it at will. She could even summon forth tears at the mention of her late husband’s name. A ruse, yes. For when she’d first learned of Gilbert’s death, she almost jumped for joy.


Presently Alana worried little whether her feigned grief was taken as genuine or not. It was Paxton de Beaumont who concerned her.


The knight’s presence, she suspected, was at Henry’s bidding. He’d traveled across the marches and into what most considered hostile territory in order to secure the castle for his king. But Alana doubted that was his sole reason for showing outside the gates.


She had a strong feeling Henry disputed her account about Gilbert’s drowning. Suspicion of foul play was the underlying motive that brought his vassal to the secluded fortress overlooking the small tributary which flowed into what the English called the River Dee. She’d swear on her parents’ graves this was so.


As Alana descended the stairs, she began to fret. Of all those who resided here, only two people knew what had actually transpired on the day Gilbert died: Madoc and herself.


Alone together in her bedchamber, they had prepared her husband’s body for burial once it had been recovered from the river. By her own insistence, everyone else had been barred entry. Otherwise the telltale wounds marring his flesh would have alerted whoever saw them that the frigid waters hadn’t been the cause of Gilbert FitzWilliam’s demise. Nay. It was the plunge of an angry blade, many times over, that had ended his miserable life.


For her sake, and the sake of those whom she protected, Alana prayed Paxton de Beaumont never discovered the truth.


The bloodred pennon with its prancing dragon snapped in the wind above Paxton’s head as he waited for the gates to be opened to him and to his men.


A strange land this Wales, he thought, glancing around him, his interest piqued.


With its rugged, slate-sided mountains, its forests of pine and oak, its open hillsides sheeted in purple blossoms of heather, the vapory mists rising from its frigid streams, the country displayed an eerie sort of beauty, one he’d never beheld in all his travels.


Wales, this land of strangers, puzzled him, especially its people.


An unruly lot, he decided, drawing on all he’d been told about the Welsh. If not bent on destroying their enemies, they were bent on destroying each other. For certain, no Welshman could be trusted. He wondered about the women.


Alana of Llangollen, Gilbert’s widow—what was she like? As treacherous as her male counterparts? More to the point, was she the cause of Gilbert’s death?


The last correspondence he’d received from Gilbert FitzWilliam was written on the eve of his friend’s union to the lovely Alana. That was how Gilbert had described his bride in his letter, the missive arriving a good six months after the couple had wed. Lovely she might be, but Paxton would reserve opinion on Gilbert’s widow until he met her himself.


For now, all he knew about Alana of Llangollen was she’d been offered in marriage by her kinsmen to the new lord who had been sent to fortify the motte-and-bailey castle that had long since been abandoned beyond the fringes of the Welsh marches. It appeared she was a token of peace. Or so Gilbert had implied.


Over the years, his travels having taken him far and wide, Paxton never learned if Gilbert was happy with his marriage. The next he’d heard of his friend was not from the man himself but from Henry, who, only two weeks ago on his return from Normandy, had reported to Paxton that Gilbert had drowned while attempting to save his wife from the raging torrents of a nearby river. Considering Gilbert’s skill as a swimmer, the account had made both Paxton and Henry take pause.


In fact, Paxton’s expedition across the marches was threefold.


First, he was to make certain the fortress remained in his king’s possession, for unknown to the Welsh, Henry planned to invade their country, determined to rout Owain Gwynedd, a Welsh prince whose bold exploits nettled Henry to no end.


During the Anarchy, a time in which Stephen de Blois and Henry’s mother, Matilda, vied for the throne of England, much of northern Wales was wrested back from Norman control. With Stephen dead, and Matilda’s son now England’s indisputable ruler, Henry purposed to reclaim the land that had been lost over the past twenty-two years, and he intended to do it soon.


The second reason for Paxton’s journey was that he’d been asked to investigate the events surrounding Gilbert’s untimely death. Henry didn’t hold much fondness for the Welsh. He trusted them not. From all he’d heard about the breed, Paxton was of a like mind to his king.


The third, and most tempting—well, he hadn’t decided yet if he’d accept Henry’s offer or even if he’d follow his king’s advice. But just in case he chose the course suggested by his king, he had a priest at hand, along with Henry’s decree, signed and sealed. All Paxton need do was deliver it into the proper hands.


At last the gates creaked open, the group granted entry by one of the guards. Leading the way, Paxton guided his destrier through the wide portal, along the darkened passage beneath the gate tower, and into the courtyard, whereupon he examined the wooden structures that framed the area, including the small chapel. The buildings were surprisingly in good repair. Next he scanned the inhabitants who’d halted their tasks to view the newcomers with wariness.


“There are an inordinate amount of Welsh manning the place,” Graham de Montclair commented as he rode up beside Paxton.


Paxton looked at his companion and fellow knight. “Aye.” He again scanned the yard. “And one of them comes our way.”


“Good day to you, sirs,” the man hailed, halting before the pair. “My name is Madoc. My mistress has sent me to bid you welcome. Once you’ve seen to your horses, she asks that you come into the hall, where refreshment await you and your men.”


“Thank you for your courtesy, Madoc,” Paxton said while dismounting. He stepped in front of his steed. “Where is your mistress? I’d like to greet her personally, if I may.”


“She’s inside.” The man jerked his head in the direction of the large building standing opposite them. “She waits for you there.” He hesitated, then cleared his throat. “I presume Henry has sent you?”


The Welshman’s expression indicated he was most eager for a response, but Paxton countered with a query of his own. “Do you pose the question for yourself or for your mistress, Madoc?”


“Since we don’t often have visitors, my mistress assumed you were sent by Henry. I hoped to confirm such, so I could inform her in what capacity you have come.”


“I will address her myself on that matter,” Paxton replied. “For now, tell me: Who is in charge here?”


“That would be Sir Goddard. He’s not risen as yet, nor have his men.”


Paxton peeked at the sun’s angle. Marking it was well past noon, he wondered at the laxness of those who were to defend the castle. He glanced around him to note it was the Welsh who protected the gates. “Then wake him,” he stated, “and tell him I am here. I’ll meet him in the hall.”


Handing the reins to his squire, Paxton motioned to Sir Graham. Together they crossed the yard toward the building where Alana of Llangollen said she would meet them.


Tall, self-assured, he came through the door, his companion behind him. Removing his helm, he raked his long fingers through his thick raven hair, its lustrous length settling against his broad shoulders.


From where she stood at the foot of the stairs, Alana had no trouble distinguishing which of the two men was Paxton de Beaumont.


Prideful, he was. Commanding as well.


His head held in what Alana deemed an arrogant fashion, he surveyed the vast room, from ceiling to floor, and wall to wall. He appeared unimpressed, the accoutrements within the hall apparently not conforming to his tastes. But then, if he understood anything about the Welsh, he’d know they gave themselves not to excess but to modesty.


It was then he spied her.


His gaze fast upon her, he strode toward her, his movements fluid and masculine.


Praying he wasn’t as discerning as he appeared, Alana steeled herself for their first encounter. Shoulders squared, her mask in place, she waited.


“Alana of Llangollen?” he inquired when he stood before her.


“Aye.”


He bowed his head, then regarded her closely. Alana was at once fascinated by his deep blue eyes and the long black lashes framing them. Her heart skipped a little as she met him stare for stare. Her reaction both confused and surprised her.


“I am Paxton de Beaumont, knight and vassal to Henry, king of England, duke of Normandy and Aquitaine. I am also an acquaintance and friend of your late husband. Please accept my condolences. I was grieved to hear of his death.”


Deceptive tears were beckoned forth, and Alana gazed up at him through their shimmering screen. “Thank you for your kind words of sympathy. It has been six months, but I feel Gilbert’s loss as though it were yesterday. That I was spared and he…”


She allowed the rest to fade, her voice becoming choked. She drew a jagged breath, another ruse she’d perfected.


“Regrettably,” she continued after a suitable pause, “naught can change what has happened.”


“Regrettable indeed.”


There was a harshness to his tone, and Alana wondered if he mistrusted her manifestations of grief in both word and aspect. She measured him, but his face was an unreadable mask. Alana remained wary.


“I hear you’ve brought a priest with you,” she said, again curious as to why he’d done so. “Is that true?”


“It is. Does his presence trouble you?”


“Of course not,” Alana announced, thinking he’d sounded rather defensive. “It’s just that we are not often visited by a priest. I thought if he is willing, he could say a mass for Gilbert, something that was not afforded him when he died.”


“I’m positive Father Jevon will agree. I’ll speak to him about your request, but it will have to be done later. Presently, I believe he is inspecting the condition of the chapel. At least, that was where he was headed when I last saw him.”


Alana clenched her teeth. She might be mistaken, but by what she’d gathered from Paxton’s statement, even the priest believed they were a crass lot, disrespectful of the Lord’s house, hence his frantic dash to the chapel.


If Father Jevon expected the place to be little more than a hovel swathed in cobwebs and caked with dust, he’d be very disappointed. The building and its furnishings, though sparse, were in superior order. Thus, the pompous priest could say his prayers without fear of begriming his robes.


Alana constrained her rising anger at these Normans, understanding she must be gracious. “Thank you,” she said in response to Paxton’s offering to arrange a mass. She glanced at the table. “Come. After your long journey, I’m certain you are in need of refreshment. Food and drink have been prepared for you. I ask that you partake of our meager fare and accept it in way of welcome. But first, I offer you water so you may wash your feet.”


He frowned down on her. “Wash my feet?”


“That is our custom. It is how we show favor to all our guests.” She tilted her head to study him. “You seem uncertain. Does the concept of such a practice displease you?”


Far from it, Paxton thought. Though he’d prefer to sink to his neck in a hot bath, he wasn’t in the least put off by the notion of merely washing his feet.


“I consider your custom to be most acceptable, but I wouldn’t call myself a guest. The term is reserved for those who intend to stay only a short—”


Paxton swallowed his words as a commotion sounded at the entry. Turning toward the disturbance, he assessed the man who had found his way into the hall. Unkempt, his reddish hair knotted and dirty, several days’ worth of stubble shading his haggard face, he stood just inside the door, wearing naught but his braies and a mail shirt.


“Where is this Paxton de Beaumont?” he inquired loudly, swaying on his feet.


Paxton’s jaw hardened. Surely this wasn’t Sir Goddard. If so, the knight was a sad testament to his profession. “Here,” Paxton called across the way.


Staggering toward Sir Graham, who stood a few yards inside the doorway, the man spun none too steadily in Paxton’s direction. He set his course, his bare feet crushing the fragrant grasses covering the floor. Halfway to his destination, he weaved around the central hearth where he batted at the smoke curling outward and upward toward the beamed ceiling. “Are you Paxton de Beaumont?” he asked on reaching his target.


The man’s stale, wine-laden breath struck Paxton square in the face. He stepped back from the repulsive sot. “I am,” Paxton replied, noting the man’s faded blue eyes were bloodshot and watery. “And I suppose you are Sir Goddard?”


“Aye. Did Henry send you?”


“He did.”


The man jerked a nod. “More stomachs to feed,” he grumbled. “Come with me, and I’ll show you where the garrison is lodged.”


Paxton was astounded by the statement. “You have separate quarters?”


Sir Goddard snorted. “Aye.” His eyes narrowed on Alana. “’Tis the only way to ensure we’ll not be murdered in our sleep.”


The man’s belligerence wasn’t missed by Paxton. He examined the woman who stood at his elbow. Her long-lashed, dark eyes, which had captivated him from the first, remained fixed straight ahead. “Do you have reason to fear for your lives?” he asked the knight.


“’Tis well known not a Welshman can be trusted.”


“Still the entire yard is filled with their ilk,” Paxton countered. He didn’t disagree with the knight’s statement, just questioned the man’s reasoning. “Why is that, especially if you feel they are untrustworthy?”


“’Twas Sir Gilbert’s doing. And hers. They’re her kin. Had the fool sent them all back into the woods, where they belong, he might be alive today.”


Paxton noticed Alana hadn’t moved nor had her expression changed. She was indeed lovely. An incomparable beauty, in fact. Paxton would be the first to admit that, based on her comeliness alone, most any man would be pleased to have her as his wife, including himself. But that was not to say she was incapable of treachery, something he was determined to discover. “Are you saying her kin were responsible for Gilbert’s death?”


“Not them. ’Twas her,” Sir Goddard proclaimed, swaying on his feet. “Had he not gone into the river after her, we wouldn’t have pulled his body from the waters a day later. ’Tis her fault that he’s dead.”


The allegation, its insinuation sharpening Paxton’s attention, brought a quick reaction from Gilbert’s widow. She stiffened, spearing Sir Goddard with a condemning look.


“As always, you are feeling the effects of your night of drink,” she accused. “Likewise, your hatred of my people has once again made itself obvious. Tell Sir Paxton why you have not sent us into the woods. Go on. Tell him.”


Sir Goddard curled his lip at Alana. Deep-seated malice sparked in his eyes. Paxton felt certain there was more to the man’s malevolence toward Alana than her heritage. When no response came forth from the knight, he instructed, “Do as the lady has bidden you and tell me why the Welsh are here.”


The man shifted his gaze. As he did so, he lurched sideways. “I don’t have to explain myself to you.”


“Oh, but you’re mistaken, sir. I want an answer and I want it now.”


“By whose authority do you order my reply?”


“By Henry’s authority. And by my own.”


Amazement showed on Sir Goddard’s face. “Your own? Don’t tell me you’re the new overlord of this forsaken piece of land?”


“This piece of land and everything on it,” Paxton announced, “including you. Answer my question before I have you bound and hung headfirst over the palisade.”


A discontented snarl erupted from the man before he said, “There’s no mystery to it. They remain as laborers to keep the place in order. ’Tis not befitting for a knight to toil at such menial tasks.”


“I presume they are paid for their work.”


“They are fed and have a place to sleep.”


“And are they allowed to come and go at will?” Paxton inquired.


“If you’re asking if they are held prisoner behind these walls, the answer is no.”


“I beg to differ with you,” Alana interrupted. “Nary a man has left this place without some mishap befalling him once he’s passed through the gates.”


“If you’re speaking about young Aldwyn,” Sir Goddard bit back, “he was punished for his thievery.”


“He took no more than two days’ supply of food to hold him until he reached his dying mother’s side,” she returned. “You sought not justice in your punishment. Instead, because of your twisted logic, you enacted naught but a grievous cruelty.”


“’Twas justice,” Sir Goddard insisted.


“By whipping him, then severing his right hand? In my judgment, such a penalty goes beyond what is morally befitting, especially when in fact there was no crime.”


“He deserved what he got,” the knight snapped.


“Why? Because he is Welsh?”


Paxton was aware that by Henry’s own edict thievery was to be severely dealt with. Sir Goddard had acted in accordance with the rule, yet under the circumstances, some compassion seemed in order.


The lad was not a soldier, therefore duty wouldn’t have prevented him from attending his mother as she passed from this life to the next. Likewise Paxton doubted the castle stores were in such a critical state that two loaves of bread and a brick of cheese would have been missed.


The only conclusion he could draw was that the knight had been deliberately cruel. The suggestion that the maiming occurred because Aldwyn was Welsh appeared to ring true.


Because of the knight’s actions, animosity and dissent were roiling inside the castle walls, creating a constant threat of revolt. Knowing he couldn’t chance such an occurrence, Paxton came to a decision.


“Sir Goddard, as of this moment, you are relieved of your duty at this fortress. Find your way back to your quarters and begin packing your belongings. I’ll expect you gone from here in an hour.”


“With pleasure,” the man stated. “You’re welcome to this wretched place and its ill-borne inhabitants. ’Tis a cursed land. Why Henry seeks to retain it under his authority is beyond me. I offer you a word of caution, Paxton de Beaumont. Keep the slut far from you, lest you also end up dead.”


Paxton watched as Sir Goddard rolled on his heel and staggered toward the door. Feeling a light pressure against his arm, he focused on the small hand that had settled there. An instant later, he found himself staring into a pair of entrancing eyes… eyes that held for a man an exciting promise, the reward of which was ecstasy, delirious and wild.


His reaction was spontaneous. Lust seared his veins, sparking fire in his loins.


Surprised by his response, Paxton understood Gilbert’s attraction to the Welsh beauty. With her woman’s form covered from head to toe in a headrail of homespun linen and a tunic of caddis wool, her allure was in no way overt. Nevertheless, beneath her modest, grief-stricken facade, she was a temptress, a seductress. Was she a murderess as well?


Her soft voice broke through the haze of desire clouding Paxton’s thoughts as she whispered his name. He forced himself to heed her words.


“Thank you for sending Sir Goddard away. Ever since Gilbert’s death, he’s been exceedingly barbarous and spiteful. Truly, I’m grateful Henry has appointed you as our new overlord.”


Keep the slut far from you, lest you also end up dead.


Sir Goddard’s warning attacked him anew, and Paxton was eager to be away from this bewitching siren before he found himself forever caught under her spell.


Or, like his friend, he lost his life.


The open doorway beckoned to him. It was time he inspected the rest of the garrison and judged which men should depart with Sir Goddard and which of them should stay.


While he eased Alana’s hand from his arm, intending to take his leave, his mind conjured forth a gruesome picture of what could have been Gilbert’s pallid, lifeless form when pulled from the river.


The truth.


One way or another Paxton aimed to have it.


“Today, Alana of Llangollen, you may be grateful Henry has made me your new overlord,” he responded, his tone grating. “But know I have not been sent here to ease your burdens. Far from it.”


He admired how she withstood his abrasiveness. She hadn’t so much as flinched. But he wasn’t through.


“My authority is all encompassing,” he continued, his inflection equally as emphatic. “Everyone here will observe my commands. As to Sir Goddard, in the long run, you may find I am not barbaric like he is, but let it be known: Should the situation warrant, my form of justice is every bit as forceful and as swift as his.” He captured her chin between his thumb and forefinger; her full attention as well. “Grateful?” he queried. “Come to me a few weeks hence and tell me your feelings then. I’ll wager anything you’ll not be as welcoming of my presence as you now are.”


With that, he strode from the hall.
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The hour allotted to Sir Goddard to gather his belongings and make his departure was almost spent.


Stationed to one side of the courtyard, Alana watched the knight. His actions were brusque, his mood glum. Close by, a dozen men, whom Sir Paxton had also deemed unfit to serve at the fortress, behaved in a similar manner.


“’Tis good the bastard is leaving,” Madoc bit out near her ear.


“Aye,” she said. But she wondered if she should have agreed so readily.


She wanted the knight gone, yet her emotions were mixed. If the truth were known, she felt at an impasse.


On one hand, she was ecstatic that the loathsome man would soon be on his way. Conversely, though, she feared his replacement would be far more worrisome than Sir Goddard ever was.


Come to me a few weeks hence… I’ll wager anything you’ll not be as welcoming of my presence as you now are.


Paxton de Beaumont’s words were branded in her mind. She doubted he would be half as malicious in his dealings with her people as Sir Goddard had been, but she still fretted over how he intended to treat them.


Forceful and swift. Those were the terms he’d used to describe his form of justice.


He’d promised no barbaric acts, which Alana believed meant no beatings and no severing of hands. But he’d made it very clear: His adjudication would be effective and executed with haste. Did that mean, instead of torturing the alleged offender, he’d simply kill him?


Alana turned her gaze to the man in question and was entranced by what she saw.


Sunlight bathed his burnished hair, haloing his head in a blue-black light. The shimmering rays glistened off his mail hauberk, creating a silver aura from his shoulders to his knees.


A celestial host, she mused at first. Then remembering he was Norman, she dismissed the notion, equating him to one of Hell’s own demons instead.


Her senses restored, she studied him. Positioned a half-dozen yards from her, he appeared at ease, as though he hadn’t a care in the world.


Only a fool would regard him as being heedless. Beneath his indolent facade, he remained alert, ready to react at the slightest provocation. He was powerful, his skills unmatched, a warrior of the highest caliber. Oh, how she prayed that he possessed compassion and understanding as well.


He must have been aware that she watched him, for he turned his head. Their eyes met, and the air between them quickened… sizzled with the same vitalizing energy of an approaching storm.


From observing nature’s fury, the rains coming often to her homeland, she knew the feeling to be exhilarating but dangerous.


The same as he.


The concept alarmed Alana, and she looked away, but didn’t act soon enough. To her total dismay, he came toward her, halting no more than a hand’s breadth from her.


“I take it you are eager to see Sir Goddard on his way,” he commented.


Alana dared not face him. The strange stirrings inside her, which she was at a loss to explain, had not subsided. She felt at her most vulnerable. One glance, and what confidence she held would be utterly destroyed.


And along with that frailty of emotion came the possibility that he might unearth her secret. He was far too discerning, and Alana knew she couldn’t chance his discovering her deception. Too risky, she thought, positive all would come to ruin.


“A twinkling of time would not be soon enough to have him gone,” she said, staring straight ahead.


“I cannot promise a ‘twinkling,’ but I can assure you he’ll be away from here shortly.”


As his response met her ears, several of Sir Goddard’s companions mounted their horses. The others were following suit. “He won’t be missed,” Alana returned, noting how the knight made a last minute check of his steed’s saddle. “The man is a beast.”


“Perhaps that is so. But after Sir Goddard is gone, you may find that you’ve spoken too soon.”


“Never will I believe that.”


“Never?” he asked. “You might think that now, but once you’ve dealt with me, you may in fact be wishing him back.”


Forgetting her resolve not to look at him, Alana turned around. Had she been right in her assumption? Would he be far more worrisome than Sir Goddard ever was? Though the warning was distinct, no such threat marked his features.


His mood was lighter than when he’d left the hall, for an easy smile touched his lips, dimpling each sun-bronzed cheek. “I thought that would get your attention.”


She blinked. “My attention?”


“Aye. You refuse to face me while we speak. Why?”


The answer was simple: He both fascinated and frightened her. Not that she would tell him such. Nevertheless it was true.


Once again she found herself captivated, his lazy-lidded eyes reminding her of a clear morning sky. It was then she heard what she thought was the roll of thunder.


The sound swelled in her ears, and the ground vibrated beneath her feet.


“Milady!” Madoc shouted.


Alana glimpsed the charging horse, its large hooves biting into the earth, clods of mud slinging into the air.


Just as she thought she’d be run down, Paxton thrust himself between her and Sir Goddard’s steed. As the beast was reined in, its shoulder struck Paxton full in the chest. He grabbed hold of the bridle and steadied himself, checking the horse’s tossing head at the same time.


Offering no apology for the scare he’d given either of them, Sir Goddard stated, “We are ready to take our leave.”


“Then be gone with you,” Paxton grated, releasing the harness. “You should be at your destination by tomorrow night.”


“We’ll be at Chester Castle sooner than tomorrow night. That I can promise you.” Sir Goddard looked to Alana, then back at Paxton. “I suggest you sleep with your sword nigh, else you might find yourself slumbering for all eternity.” He turned his horse and set it into a canter toward the gate tower.


When Sir Goddard and his companions had passed through the opening, the gates closing behind them, Alana breathed a relieved sigh. She would thank Paxton for coming between her and what would have been certain death had the horse trampled her, but she decided not to.


On extending her appreciation once before, his retort had been clipped and unfriendly. By the looks of him now—his jaw set, his eyes cold, his body rigid, Sir Goddard’s cautioning words no doubt the reason—she believed if she voiced her gratitude his rejoinder would be delivered in much the same manner as it had been when they were inside the hall.


“The fare that was laid for you on your arrival grows stale. Do you wish to partake of some refreshment?” she inquired, thinking she was on safe ground.


“Have those who traveled with me been fed?” he countered, his tone formal.


“Except for the priest, aye. I’ve yet to see him, but I imagine he’s still in the chapel. As for the others, their bellies are full, their plates and cups empty.”


“Then clear the tables. The priest can eat later.”


“But you must be hungry. Or, at the very least, thirsty.”


“I’ll take my sustenance at supper. Right now, I have more important matters to attend to.”


He spun on his heel and crossed the yard, Alana staring after him.


“What do you think he’s about?” Madoc asked once Paxton had entered the door of the building that housed the garrison.


“I’m not certain.” An uneasy feeling was growing inside Alana. “But pray, Madoc, his haste has only to do with his wanting to acquaint himself with those who have remained and the workings within the fortress itself and not about Gilbert. Especially not about his death.”


“And you saw or heard nothing unusual before or after Sir Gilbert was pulled from the river?” Paxton asked.


The man shook his head. “Nay, sir. The Lady Alana was distraught… so pitifully woeful, the same as anyone would be when stricken with such a sudden shock.”


“Her tears—were they genuine?”


“As far as I could tell—aye, I’d say they were.” The man paused briefly. “I need to add that, despite her apparent grief, she insisted on preparing the body for burial herself. Considering the agony she was suffering over her loss, I thought it to be a loving gesture.”


Feeling frustrated, Paxton rubbed the back of his neck. “Aye. One would think so.” He straightened from the small table where he leaned a hip against its scarred wooden top. “Thank you for your help. You are dismissed.”


Watching the young soldier as he made his way from the room, Paxton decided he’d learned nothing of consequence. From the time he’d entered the garrison, he’d set to questioning each man about the day Gilbert died. One by one, they gave the same accounting. It was no different with this man.


The door closed behind the last of the twenty who Paxton had found fit to continue serving at the fortress. Unfortunately, he still lacked proof that the circumstances of Gilbert’s death were anything more than what his widow had related to Henry: an accidental drowning.


Yet Paxton remained wary.


Though Sir Goddard was an unkempt drunk, the man wasn’t a complete fool. Something had to have given him the impression that his life and the lives of each of Henry’s men were in jeopardy… that Gilbert’s death was not as it appeared.


Too late Paxton wished he’d questioned the knight more fully before sending him on his way to Chester and to young Earl Hugh, under whose command Sir Goddard served. He’d now have to ferret out the answers he sought on his own. And he would start his search with Alana of Llangollen.


A hollow gurgling noise disrupted the room’s silence. Paxton’s hunger was unmistakable. “What hour is it?” he asked, his gaze pinpointing Sir Graham.


The knight stepped from the corner where he’d been standing quietly. “It’s nearly dark. I imagine our supper awaits us. I say we make our way to the hall before there is naught left us but crumbs.”


“Your suggestion is sound,” Paxton returned, his stomach declaring its emptiness again. “Lead the way, sir.”


Hunger driving them, the pair exited the room, then the building. As they made their way across the courtyard, Paxton heard the hum of voices coming from the hall. On entering, the aroma of roasted meat filled his nostrils; his stomach rolled with the ferocity of a lion’s roar. He and Sir Graham found a seat.


While Paxton set to nourishing his body, the issue of Alana’s innocence or guilt kept plaguing him. Not just because he hoped to avenge his friend, but because of the opportunity that could be lost.


The third reason why he had crossed the marches—and to Paxton, the most enticing reason of all—was the promise from his king that he and his issue would be made permanent overlords of this fortress, of this portion of land on which it sat, and of all the inhabitants for miles around. But the pledge came with one stipulation: Paxton must gain for Henry the sworn allegiances of all those Welsh whom he would oversee.


His status was that of a knight-errant, his services bought by Henry. With there being no hope of his ever receiving an inheritance of his own, the notion that he could be the master of a vast region, along with part and kind, appealed greatly. Yet the area of his promised domain was here in Wales. And the Welsh had no inclination toward being tamed. Least of all by a Norman.


Paxton recalled those moments with Henry, just a fortnight ago, when the offer had been extended. Then, as now, he’d been troubled by whether the Welsh would accept him as their overlord, and Henry as their king.


Worried that he might not be able to fulfill the requirements set forth, he must have allowed his uncertainties to show. Henry didn’t miss his dubious look. His eyes narrowing, Henry had scoffed at Paxton, asking if he had not the wit nor the fortitude to subdue such a cloddish lot as the Welsh.


“You know I have both the intelligence and the nerve,” he had countered, taking umbrage at Henry’s barb.


“Then hear me, Sir Paxton,” Henry had said. “You have served me well, and I wish to reward you. We both know the Welsh are unpredictable, and that what I have asked will not come without effort. Therefore, as your king, I shall attempt to make it easier for you to receive that which you most desire.”


With a quick wave of his hand, Henry had signaled to a robed cleric, who in turn dipped his quill into the inkwell, then waited to put words to the parchment.


Clearing his throat, Henry had then announced, “By royal decree, you will become the new husband of Alana of Llangollen. All properties, whether belonging to her late husband, Gilbert FitzWilliam, or given to her by inheritance from her deceased sire, Rhodri ap Daffyd—which, according to the moldering bastard’s claim, is the land where the old Norman fortress presently sits—will pass into your possession on the day of your nuptials. Once she is your wife, it shouldn’t be too hard to gain the allegiance of her people.”


Paxton had objected to Henry’s prescribing that he should wed the woman who may have slain Gilbert. Besides, he’d doubted Alana of Llangollen would accept any such edict as binding. She was, after all, Welsh.


Henry had bristled at Paxton’s stated opposition. “The day she married Gilbert she made herself my subject,” he’d snapped. “She will obey me, or she will pay the penalty.


“As for Gilbert’s death, we don’t know if it was as she said: a drowning. Or if it is as we suspect: a vicious murder. If she suits you, I suggest you marry the woman. If she doesn’t suit, marry her anyway. The only time you need lie with her is when you wish for her to conceive a legitimate heir. Should it be pleasure you seek, and she doesn’t satisfy, find yourself a comely wench and take her as your mistress. If, in the future, you do discover that Alana of Llangollen was indeed instrumental in her late husband’s death, bind her over to me, and I shall deal with her treachery myself.


“All but the latter is a suggestion. If you don’t elect to marry her, that is your choice. I thought it would be helpful if I were to intercede, thus my decree. However, as I’ve just stated: If she is behind Gilbert’s death, she is to be brought before me so I may sit in judgment over her. The offense will not go unpunished. On this point, I will have it no other way. Is that clear?”


Paxton had answered in the affirmative, then Henry had made him swear an oath that, if the proof of her guilt were found, Alana would be given over, even if she became Paxton’s wife.


His king’s offer was tempting, and Paxton wanted nothing more than to be lord and master of his own estate. But the condition remained: The Welsh must swear allegiance to Henry. Without Alana of Llangollen at his side, Paxton saw the quest as being almost impossible.


Yes, he could bring them to their knees by force, continuing to rule over them by the threat of the sword, but the prize he so coveted would soon become tarnished under a constant battle of weapons and of wills.


Which brought him to the piece of parchment that was twice folded and hidden in a leather pouch tied to his belt.


Though Alana was quite beautiful and most appealing, the prospect of them ever marrying seemed far-fetched. They had differences aplenty, a huge discrepancy being their heritages.


But the main obstacle was trust.


Unless he was fully assured of her innocence, Henry’s decree—stated more formally on paper than from the king’s own mouth—would remain tucked away. Likewise, the priest could keep to his prayers, while delivering, daily, a morning mass.


Lifting his gaze from his plate, which was close to being depleted of its fare, he scanned the hall, searching for the woman in his thoughts. To his surprise, he found her among the servers.


For the longest time he watched her, impressed by the fact that she didn’t place herself above her countrymen. She filled the cups, replenished the trenchers, working as industriously as those he considered to be beneath her. He noted too that she kept to the opposite side of the room, far from him.


Reflecting on how she first refused to look at him during their conversation in the yard, Paxton wondered why she shied away from him. Did he unnerve her that much?


He couldn’t imagine he’d done anything to elicit such a response. Unless…


“Do you still believe Gilbert’s death to be an act of murder?” Sir Graham asked after tossing off the last of his wine. “From what we were told, nothing indicates such.”


The statement drew Paxton’s attention. Just as with him, Sir Graham had also eaten in silence, his blond head bent studiously over his plate. Obviously, his companion’s thoughts had been centered on the last several hours and the twenty men who had paraded in and out of the garrison.


Paxton waited until the knight’s cup was refilled. When the flagon was moved toward his own cup, he placed his hand over its rim, shaking his head. “No, it doesn’t,” he said after the server had moved on. “But if someone wanted to hide the truth badly enough, that someone could quite possibly succeed.”


Graham’s green eyes widened. “How?”


“Tears of bereavement have been known to soften many a man’s heart, even if they are false.”
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