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Prologue

“Gentle knights were born to fight, and war ennobles all who engage in it without fear or cowardice.”

Jean Froissart, French Chronicler

1086, England

IN SILENCE THE KNIGHT PREPARED FOR BATTLE. HE SAT astride a wooden stool, stretched his long muscular legs before him, and bade his servant to pull on the steel-mailed hose. He then stood and allowed another to fasten the heavy hauberk over the quilted cotton undershirt. Finally he raised his sun-bronzed arms so that his sword, a gift prized mightily for it came from William himself, could be attached to his waist by means of a metal loop.

His thoughts were not of his dress nor of his surroundings, but of the coming battle, and he methodically reviewed the strategy he would employ to gain victory. Thunder broke his concentration. With a frown the knight lifted the opening flap of the tent and raised his head to study the heavy cloud formation, unconsciously brushing the dark hair from his collar as he watched the sky.

Behind him the two servants continued their duties. One picked up the oiled cloth and began to give yet another polish to the warrior’s shield. The second mounted the stool and waited, holding the open-faced conical for the knight. The servant stood thusly for several long moments before the warrior turned and noticed the helmet outstretched before him. With a negative shake of his head, he disclaimed it, preferring to chance possible injury in return for freedom of movement. The servant frowned at the knight’s refusal to wear this added protection, yet wisely chose not to give verbal argument, having noted the scowl upon the warrior’s face.

His dress complete, the knight turned and walked with quick long strides until he reached and mounted his powerful steed. Without a backward glance, he rode from the encampment.

The knight sought solitude before battle and rode hard and fast into the nearby forest, oblivious to the scraping both he and his destrier suffered from low-hanging branches. Having reached the top of a small rise, he reined his now-snorting animal to a halt and gave his full attention to the manor below.

Rage filled him anew as he thought about the infidels nestled within the castle below, but he pushed the anger aside. He would have his vengeance after the manor was once again his. Only then would he allow his rage to go unchecked. Only then.

The knight turned his attention to the layout before him, again impressed by the simplicity of the design, noting the wide, uneven walls stretching almost twenty feet into the sky and completely surrounding the multiple structures within. The river banked the walls on three sides and this pleased the knight considerably, for entry from the water would be almost impossible. The main building was constructed primarily of stone with but an occasional piece of sod, and was flanked on both sides by clusters of small huts, all facing the large grassy courtyard. When it was all once again his, he would make it impregnable, he vowed. This could not be allowed to happen again!

Dark angry clouds linked together in an attempt to block the rising sun, resulting in gray streaks arched in protest across the sky. The wind gave sound to the eerie sight. Gusty howls intermingled with low whistled moans that caused the warrior’s black mount to prance in agitation, but the knight quickly calmed him, using his heels as his command.

He again looked to the sky, saw that the swollen clouds were now directly overhead, and thought that it was as if night would once again descend. “The weather does nought to quiet my mood,” he muttered. Was this a bad omen, he wondered, for he was not entirely without superstition, though he scoffed at those who were ruled by it, ritualistically seeking signs before each and every battle to predict the outcome.

The knight once again reviewed his bid for victory, looking for possible flaws in his battle plans, and could find none, yet still he could not feel content. In frustration, he picked up the reins and turned the charger, intent on returning to camp before total darkness was full upon him. And it was then that the sky exploded in a silver flash of light, and he saw her.

She stood slightly above him on the next rise, and seemed to gaze directly down at him. But she was not looking at him, he realized; no, her gaze was directed beyond him to the castle below.

She sat erect upon a flecked mount and was flanked by two enormous creatures vaguely resembling dogs, but of what breed he knew not, since their stance suggested more wolf than dog. He drank fully of the picture before him, noting she was slight of stature with long pale hair free about her shoulders, and even from that distance he could make out well-rounded breasts cupped tightly against the white material of her gown by the force of the persistent wind.

His mind could make little order out of what he saw but that she was indeed more beautiful than any he had ever known. The light receded but was replaced within seconds by another more powerful burst, and the knight’s initial surprise gave way to stunned disbelief, for now he sighted the hawk flying low toward the girl. She seemed unafraid of the beast circling overhead and in fact raised her hand as if to salute an old friend.

The knight closed his eyes but for a moment, and when he reopened them she was gone. With a start, he goaded his steed into motion and raced toward the vision. Horse and rider rounded each tree expertly and with great speed, yet when they reached their destination she was nowhere to be found.

After a time the knight gave up the search. His mind accepted that what he had seen was real, but his heart insisted she was but a vision, an omen.

His mood was greatly improved when he rode full gallop into camp. He saw that his men were mounted and ready. Nodding his approval, he gestured for his lance and his shield bearing his coat of arms.

Two servants hurried toward the waiting knight, holding the kite-shaped shield between them in order to share its weight, and when they reached his side, they waited in silence for the warrior to lift it. To their confusion, the knight hesitated, a small smile lifting the corners of his mouth, and stared for long seconds at the shield below him. His next action further bewildered not only his servants but his watching followers as well, for he leaned down and with his index finger slowly traced the outline of the hawk embedded upon the shield.

He then threw back his head and relented to a deep resounding laugh before effortlessly lifting first his shield with his left hand and the lance with his right. Raising both high into the air, he gave the cry for battle.



Chapter One

LONG THIN FINGERS OF LIGHT SLOWLY BEGAN THEIR ritualistic climb into the darkness, uninhibited by clusters of pale and empty clouds, in their unchallenged bid to bring forth the dawn. Elizabeth leaned against the splintered frame of the hut’s open doorway and watched the progress of the sun for several long minutes before she straightened and walked outside.

A massive hawk, gliding effortlessly in wide circles high above the trees, saw the slender figure emerge from the hut and increased his speed, descending to a large mud-splattered boulder adjacent to the girl. His screech and vigorous flapping of brown and gray wings announced his arrival.

“There you are, my proud one,” Elizabeth greeted. “You are early today. Could you not find sleep either?” she questioned in a soft voice. She regarded her pet with a tender smile and then slowly raised her right arm until it was stretched taut just slightly above her slender waist. “Come,” she commanded in a gentle voice.

The hawk tilted his head from side to side, his piercing gaze never leaving her face, and began to emit a gargled sound from deep within his throat. His eyes were the color of marigold, and though there was a wildness about them, she was unafraid. Indeed, she met his stare with complete trust and again bid him come to her. Within a whisper of a second, the hawk had landed on her bare arm, but she did not flinch from either his weight or his touch. His jagged claws were blade sharp, yet she wore no glove. Her smooth and unblemished arm gave testimony to the hawk’s gentleness with his mistress.

“What am I to do with you?” Elizabeth asked. Her blue eyes sparkled with laughter as she studied her pet. “You grow fat and lazy, my friend, and though I have given you your freedom, you refuse to accept it. Oh, my faithful pet, if only men were as loyal as you.” The laughter was gone from her eyes, replaced by overwhelming sadness.

The sound of approaching horse and rider startled Elizabeth. “Go,” she commanded the hawk, and he immediately took to the sky. Panic edged her voice as she called to her two wolfhounds and ran for the safety of the surrounding forest. The two dogs were at her side by the time she had flattened herself against the thick bark of the nearest tree, and she gave them the hand signal to be still. Her heart was racing wildly as she waited, silently cursing herself for leaving the dagger in the hut.

Marauders, entire gangs of displaced, unclaimed destitutes, roamed the countryside, and all those out-side the protection of the walls were easy prey for their violence and depravity.

“My lady?” The sound of her faithful servant’s voice penetrated the terror gripping Elizabeth, bringing relief immediately. Elizabeth slumped forward, her head bent, while she recovered her breath. “My lady? It is Joseph. Are you there?”

The rising alarm in his voice forced Elizabeth from her hiding place. She quietly rounded the tree and slipped up behind Joseph, gently tapping his stooped shoulder with one trembling hand.

With a startled yelp the old man jumped back and whirled around, very nearly knocking down his mistress in the process. “You gave me quite a start,” he chided, but at the look of distress on Elizabeth’s face, he forced a smile, showing an absence of several teeth in the process. “Even though you frown, your lovely face still has the power to humble me.”

“You flatter me as always, Joseph,” Elizabeth responded with a grin, and her servant was again bewitched by the husky yet musical lilt in her voice. He watched her as she turned and walked to the door of the hut and was mildly surprised that her beauty still had the power to startle him each time he would gaze upon her, for he had seen her raised since infancy.

“Come and share a cool drink with me and tell me what brings you here this day,” Elizabeth said. Her proud bearing faltered then, confusion clouding her eyes. “I have not forgotten the day, have I? This isn’t your usual day to bring me food, is it? Or have I truly lost all sense of time?”

Joseph noted the despair in her voice and wanted to take her into his arms and offer comfort. It was an impossible ambition, he realized, for she was his mistress and he her humble servant.

“It has been nearly a month since my family—”

“Do not speak of it, my lady, and do not fret,” Joseph soothed. “You do not go daft, for I was here just two days past. Today I bring important news and have a plan I wish you to consider.”

“Joseph, if you again suggest that I go to my grandfather, then you have wasted a trip. My answer will be the same today. Never! I will stay close to my home until I can bring vengeance to my family’s murderers. This I have vowed!” She stood glaring at him as she spoke, her stubbornness outlined by the defiant tilt of her chin, and Joseph found that he was forced to gaze at his boots in order to escape the chill from her eyes.

Elizabeth folded her arms and waited. “What say you?” she demanded. When her servant did not immediately reply, Elizabeth sighed with exasperation and continued in a softer voice. “Be content, Joseph. I have sent little Thomas to safety. That must be enough.”

His reply was not what she expected. Elizabeth watched his shoulders slump even further than was their natural inclination. The servant rubbed his bald head and cleared his voice. “The evil ones have gone.”

“Gone? What do you mean, gone? How can this be? Where have they gone?” Her voice increased in volume with each question, and she was unaware that she had grabbed the loyal servant by his cloak and was vigorously shaking him.

Joseph raised his hands and gently pulled free from her grip. “Please, my lady, calm yourself. Let us go inside,” he suggested, “and I will tell you all I know.”

Elizabeth agreed with a quick nod and hurried inside. She tried to compose herself as was befitting her position, but her mind rebelled at the task, concentrating on the number of unanswered questions and conflicting emotions instead.

The one-room hut was sparsely furnished. Elizabeth sat on the edge of one of the two wooden stools, her hands folded in her lap, her back straight, while she waited for Joseph to light the fire in the hearth. Though it was late spring, the hut was damp and chill.

It seemed an eternity before Joseph was seated across from her. “ ’Twas shortly after I left here last, my lady. The day of the storm,” he qualified, “I had just reached the second rise above the manor when I first saw them approach as a cloud of dust on the winding road below. Though there were only two hundred or so of them, they still looked to be a deadly fighting force. Why, the ground fairly trembled beneath me so awesome was the sight. I saw their leader, for he rode well ahead of his men and was the only one without benefit of a helmet.

“Once they had battered down and entered the gates, for it was obvious to me that they cared not for the element of surprise, I rode closer, my curiosity pushing aside all caution. By the time I found a better vantage point, their leader had drawn up his force into a half-circle, and behind a wall of shields, they advanced. It was a sight to see, little one. I watched their leader take his stand, a gigantic figure, I must admit, for he carried a great sword I wager two lesser men could scarcely lift. I watched as his sword swung countless times and lay low as many. ’Twas then that the storm broke—”

“Were they from Lord Geoffrey?” It was a bare whisper, but Joseph heard.

“Aye, they were Lord Geoffrey’s men. You knew that he would send forces.”

“Of course I realized this, Joseph,” she sighed. “My father was vassal to Geoffrey, and his lord would reclaim what is his. Still, we did not send word to him. How did he arrive so soon?”

“I do not know,” Joseph confessed.

“Belwain!” The name was a shout of despair. Elizabeth jumped up and began to pace.

“Your uncle?” Joseph asked. “Why would he—”

“Of course,” Elizabeth interrupted. “We both know that my uncle was behind the massacre of my family. He went to Geoffrey. My God, he betrayed his own men to win Geoffrey’s favor. What lies he must have told.”

Joseph shook his head. “I always knew he was an evil man, but even I did not think he would go to such extremes.”

“Our cause is lost, Joseph,” Elizabeth replied in an agonized whisper. “Lord Geoffrey will listen to my uncle’s lies. Thomas and I will be placed in Belwain’s hands, and Thomas will be murdered, for only when my little brother is dead can Belwain become master of my home. Only then.”

“Perhaps Lord Geoffrey will see through Belwain’s plan,” Joseph answered.

“I have never met Lord Geoffrey,” Elizabeth said, “but I know he is said to possess a fierce temper and is most disagreeable at times. No, I do not think he would listen.”

“My lady,” Joseph implored, “perhaps—”

“Joseph, if I had only myself to consider, I would go to Lord Geoffrey and beg him to listen to my words, for Belwain’s perfidy should be told to all who would listen. But I must protect Thomas. Belwain thinks both my brother and I are dead.”

Elizabeth continued to pace back and forth in front of the hearth. “I have made up my mind, Joseph. Tomorrow we leave for London and the safety of my grandfather’s home.”

“And Belwain?” Joseph asked with hesitancy. A dread of what her answer was going to be made Joseph brace himself. He knew his mistress well. She would not allow Belwain acquittal for his evildoing.

“I will kill him.”

A log sizzled and a loud pop sounded in the silence that followed Elizabeth’s statement. A chill settled in the old servant’s bones. He had no doubt that his mistress would do as she said. Still, he had not explained all of his news, and bracing his leathery palms against his trembling knees, he rushed to finish the task. “Geoffrey’s men have Thomas.”

Elizabeth’s pacing abruptly stopped. “How can this be? He is with grandfather by now. You saw him leave with Roland. Surely you are mistaken.”

“Nay, my lady. I saw him at the castle with my own eyes. Thomas was asleep by the fire, but it was him. I had a clear view. Upon inquiry I learned that he is considered mute.” Joseph raised his hand when he saw his mistress was about to interrupt, and hastily continued the tale. “How he came to be with them I do not know. Geoffrey’s men will tell me nothing, but one thing is certain: they do not yet realize who the boy is, and he is being well cared for. Why, the one near death is the very one who saved his life, it is said.”

“Joseph, you talk in riddles. Who is near death?” In her frustration, Elizabeth pulled at a stray lock of golden hair blocking her vision and swiftly brushed it back over her shoulder. Joseph in turn let out a long sigh and scratched his heavy beard before he continued.

“Their leader took a blow to his head during the battle. They say he is dying.”

“Why did you risk going to the manor, Joseph?”

“Maynard the stable master sent word to me that Thomas was there. I had to see for myself,” Joseph explained. “When I heard that the leader of Geoffrey’s men was dying, I sought out the next in command. I thought of a rash plan and . . .” Joseph again cleared his throat before continuing. “I told them I knew of one well-versed in the art of healing and that I would bring this healer to tend their master on the condition that once he was well, the healer could safely leave. The lord’s vassal argued mightily over this, saying that he need make no promises, but I could not be budged, and in the end he agreed.”

Elizabeth had listened intently to Joseph’s plan, and with angry words demanded, “And what if he does not mend, Joseph? What, then?”

“It was all I could think of to get you near Thomas. Perhaps you can find a way to free him once you are inside. Do not frown so,” the servant pleaded. “Your mother tended the sick and many times I saw you accompany her. Surely you have some of her ways.”

Elizabeth considered what Joseph said. Her stomach seemed to twist into knots as she worried over what course of action to take. Getting Thomas to safety was the most important issue. If Lord Geoffrey’s men learned of her brother’s identity, they would take him to their leader. According to the law, Thomas would be next in line to rule the manor, but he would be placed under her uncle’s care until he was of age. As Thomas’s guardian, Belwain would make sure his only obstacle to his position of power was removed. The law was the law.

No, there wasn’t really any choice. “It is a good plan, Joseph. God be willing, their leader will mend. If not, we will have done all we can.” Elizabeth slowly made the sign of the cross, and Joseph quickly followed suit.

“God willing,” Joseph repeated as a prayer. “God willing.”

“I would prepare myself for the journey while you saddle my mare, Joseph.” A smile softened the command. Joseph immediately retreated, shutting the door firmly behind him. He rounded the hut and hastily readied the animal for his mistress. A few minutes later he was back and saw that Elizabeth had changed into a blue gown, simple in design yet rich in texture, and of the exact color of her eyes.

He accepted the bundle of herbs his mistress handed him and helped her into the saddle. He was having second thoughts about his rash plan, and his worry was not missed by his mistress. Elizabeth leaned down and gently patted his wrinkled hand. “Do not worry, Joseph. It is long past the time for action. All will be well.”

As if to ensure that his mistress’s words would hold true, Joseph again crossed himself. He then mounted the gelding he had borrowed from Herman the Bald, the assistant stable master, and led the way through the forest, his dagger drawn and ready in case of mischief along the way.

In less than an hour’s time Elizabeth and Joseph reached the battle-damaged gates to the manor at the top of the winding road. Two burly guards stood back to allow them entrance, standing clear of the menacing wolfhounds that flanked Elizabeth’s horse. Surprise registered on their faces but they kept their silence, only grinning with raised eyebrows at each other when the group had safely passed.

When the pair reached the inner bailey, Joseph was first to dismount and he quickly rushed to assist his mistress. He felt her tremble when she placed her hand in his, and knew that she was afraid. A surge of pride fairly overwhelmed him when he gazed into her eyes, for her outward appearance showed only a calm and composed exterior. “You do your father proud, my lady,” he whispered as he lifted her from the saddle. Aye, she had inherited her bravery from her father, Joseph knew, and he only wished that Thomas could see her now. For in truth, it was Joseph who was terrified of what was to come, and his gentle mistress was his calming tonic.

The sounds of men at work had been loud and furious when they first entered the manor, but now an ominous silence descended, chilling in its intensity. A sea of foreign faces stared at her intently. Elizabeth stood next to her horse for a moment and then summoned all of her courage and, head held high, started to walk into the throng of watching men.

Hadn’t Joseph said that there were barely two hundred of them? she wondered. Well, he was mistaken, she decided, for there were at least two times that number. And all of them were gaping! Their crude behavior didn’t intimidate Elizabeth. Pride straightened her shoulders, giving her a regal appearance. The wind caught her hood and snatched it from her head, and the heavy mass of sun-lightened curls quickly accepted their freedom, falling in disarray about her shoulders.

Elizabeth continued to walk with quiet dignity into the great hall, pausing only long enough to remove her cloak and hand it to the hovering Joseph. She noticed that he clutched her bundle of medicines in a tight grip, for the veins in his hands seemed to bulge from the pressure, and she gave him a quick smile in an effort to relieve some of his anxiety.

Outwardly oblivious to the men’s frank appraisals, and flanked by her loyal wolfhounds, Elizabeth turned and made her way to the great hearth at the far end of the hall. All were silent as she warmed her hands before the roaring fire. She wasn’t really cold, but used the time to compose herself before confronting her audience. When she could delay no longer, she turned and met the gazes staring at her. The dogs sat, one on either side of her.

Slowly she scanned the room. Home was gone; the banner and tapestry hanging in shreds against the damp stone walls, a reminder that death had entered Mont-wright; no echoed laughter remained in Elizabeth’s memory, only screams and torment filled her soul. This was just a bare room now; she could not even picture her mother sitting next to her father at the long oaken table . . . no, only see again and again the raised sword swinging toward her mother’s neck . . .

A cough stopped her thoughts. The heavy silence was broken. Elizabeth willed herself to turn her gaze from the torn and charred banner and focus on her audience. A bold red-haired soldier with a ready smile jumped up from his position at the great table and rushed over to stand directly in front of Elizabeth, blocking her view of the rest of the men. She judged him to be a squire, for he was too old to be a page, yet too young to have been knighted. His silly grin almost made Elizabeth smile but she was careful to keep her expression neutral.

The squire gazed into Elizabeth’s blue eyes and said in a loud voice, “You are a beauty. How will you care for our lord?”

When she did not respond to his gibe, for, in truth, she wasn’t sure just how to answer his question, he called to another, saying, “She has hair born from the sun. I wager it feels like the finest of silks.” He raised his hand to touch the curls then, but her voice, though soft, cut through his action like a knife.

“Do you not value your life?”

The squire stopped in midstride, his smile vanishing, for he had not missed the sound of the low growling from the dogs. He glanced at each animal and saw that the hair on the backs of their necks was raised and that their teeth, gleaming with dagger edges, were bared for attack.

When the young man looked again at Elizabeth, his face had paled, and he wore an angry frown. “I would do you no harm, for you are under the protection of the Hawk,” he whispered. “You need have no fear from me.”

“Then have no fear of me,” Elizabeth whispered for his ears only. She smiled then, and the squire’s anger evaporated. He knew that though the soldiers watched, they were unable to hear the exchange. She had saved his pride, and he was thankful. He smiled again. Elizabeth signaled the dogs and both relaxed against her sides, tails thumping against the rushes.

“Where is your leader?” she asked.

“If you will follow me, I will take you to him,” the squire suggested, his voice eager.

Elizabeth nodded her agreement and followed the boy. Joseph waited at the bottom of the steps and she gave him another smile as she accepted the bundle of herbs. She then hurried up the winding flight of steps. It was a difficult task but Elizabeth forced herself to remove all memories of times past when she had raced up the steps with her sisters and her little brother. The time for weeping would be later. Thomas’s future depended upon her now.

At the top of the first landing, another, older knight appeared. A scowl marred his sharp features and Elizabeth braced herself for another confrontation. “You are a woman! If this be some trick . . .”

“’Tis no trick,” Elizabeth responded. “I am versed in remedies that could help your leader and I will do all that I can to save him.”

“Why would you give your help?” he demanded.

“I offer no explanation,” Elizabeth answered. Irritation and weariness flowed through her but she was careful to hide these emotions. “Do you wish my help or not?”

The knight continued to glare at her for a moment longer. It was obvious to Elizabeth that he was suspicious of her motives, but she refused to calm his fears, remaining stubbornly silent while she matched him stare for stare.

“Leave the dogs here and follow me.” The order was clipped and fairly shouted.

“Nay,” Elizabeth promptly replied. “They go with me. They will cause no mischief unless someone tries to harm me.”

To her surprise he did not argue over this, though she noticed that he ran long fingers through his brown-and-gray-speckled hair in a gesture she was sure was pure exasperation.

He did not lead her to the triangle of doors housing the larger bedrooms to the left, but turned to the right and, lifting the burning torch from its lodging against the stone wall, hurried down the narrow corridor to stand before her very own bedroom. Two sentries guarded the door and both looked up in surprise when they glimpsed Elizabeth.

With marked trepidation Elizabeth followed the knight through the entrance. Quickly she scanned the room and was frankly amazed, for it was exactly as she had left it. Her chamber was smaller than the others, but it had been her favorite of all the bedrooms, both for its isolation from the others and for the breathtaking view it allowed from the small window that over-looked the forest beyond.

The hearth took up most of the far wall, and was flanked by two wooden chairs with royal-blue cushions her sister Margaret had sewn for her.

Her gaze moved to the banner hanging above the hearth, its blue color matching the cushions with pale yellow threads interwoven in the design of her two wolfhounds. The banner’s only other coloring was that of a deep burgundy, near the top of the tapestry, outlining the design of her pet hawk. Her heart ached as memories of the many times she and her mother had worked on the banner assaulted her.

No! her mind cried. ’Tis not the time. Elizabeth shook her head and this action was not missed by the watching knight. He, too, studied the banner and then turned back to Elizabeth. He recognized the fleeting torment she tried to hide. Speculation and curiosity appeared in his eyes but Elizabeth gave him little attention. She had turned to look upon the bed, and with the blue and yellow draping tied back on each side, she had a clear view of the leader. She was immediately struck by the largeness of the man, thinking he was even taller than her grandfather.

His hair was the color of the raven, and almost touched the drape at the head of the bed while his feet nearly hung over the other end. For some unexplainable reason, even in his weakened condition, he frightened her, and she stood transfixed while she studied the harshness of his features. He was a handsome knight, she admitted, handsome and . . . hard.

The warrior began to thrash about from side to side, moaning in a weakened yet deep voice, and his movement prompted her into action. She quickly placed her hand upon his damp, bronzed forehead, gently brushing the wet hair out of her way as she felt his skin. Her milky white hand was in stark contrast to his deeply tanned and weathered skin, and her touch stilled his motion.

“He burns with fever,” Elizabeth remarked. “How long has he been like this?” Even as she spoke, she noticed the swelling above his right temple and gently probed around it. The warrior’s companion watched her from his position at the foot of the bed, a frown upon his face.

“I saw him take the blow. He fell to the ground and has been like this ever since.”

Elizabeth frowned in concentration. She wasn’t sure what she should do next. “This makes little sense,” she countered, “for a blow does not bring the fever.” She straightened then and with determination in her voice commanded, “Help me strip him.”

Elizabeth did not give the companion time to question her motives, for she immediately began to unfasten the lacings at the warrior’s back. The knight hesitated for a brief minute and then helped by pulling the chausses from the lower half of the now-sleeping form.

Though she tried mightily, Elizabeth was unable to pull the quilted hauberk, made of thick cotton, and soaked with the fever’s sweat, over the massive shoulders, and she finally admitted defeat. She instinctively reached for the dagger she carried at her waist, thinking she would have to cut the material in order to sponge the heat from the warrior’s chest.

The companion saw the glint of metal and, not understanding her reasoning, knocked the knife to the floor with the back of his hand.

The dogs began to growl but Elizabeth quickly silenced them and turned to face the knight. Her voice was gentle and devoid of all anger. “Though you have no reason to trust me, you need have no fear. I was merely going to cut his shirt.”

“What is the need?” the knight demanded with frustration.

Elizabeth ignored the question and bent to retrieve her dagger. She split the shirt at the neck and tore the garment wide with her hands. Without looking at the angry companion, she commanded that he bring her cool water so that she could bathe the sweat and heat from his lord.

While the knight relayed her orders to the sentries outside the door, Elizabeth scanned her patient’s arms and neck, looking for possible injuries. She willed her eyes to travel lower and felt her cheeks grow warm. Knowing that she blushed at the sight of his nakedness made her angry with herself, though in truth she had never seen a naked man before. Although it was the custom for the daughters to assist in the bathing of the visiting gentry, her father held too much distrust with the appetites of his friends and decreed that the servants would do the assisting, not his daughters.

Curiosity overcame embarrassment and Elizabeth quickly looked at the lower half of his body. She was mildly surprised that he did not display the fiercesome weapon she had heard that all men possess, and wondered if the female servants she had overheard had exaggerated, or if all men were built like this one. Perhaps he was defective.

Elizabeth concentrated on the task at hand and crossed to her chest. She removed clean linen and tore the material into long strips. When the water arrived, she began to sponge the warrior’s face.

He is as still as death, she thought, and his ragged breathing is much too shallow. He carried an angry red scar that began at the edge of his left eye and curved, as a half-moon, ending somewhere behind his ear, well hidden by the black, slightly curling hair. With the wet cloth she gently traced its jagged outline, thinking that the scar did little to detract from the leader’s appearance.

She washed his neck and chest, noting still more scars. “He has too many marks to suit me,” she voiced aloud.

Elizabeth stopped sponging when she reached his waist. “Help me turn him,” she said to the companion.

The companion’s patience was at an end, his frustration evident with his bellow, “By all the saints, woman, he needs not a bath but a cure.”

“I would know that the blow to his head is all he carries,” Elizabeth replied just as loudly. “You have not even taken the time to remove his battle clothes.”

The companion’s response was to fold his arms against his chest, a fierce glare upon his face, and Elizabeth concluded that she would get no assistance. She gave him what she hoped was a scathing look, and then turned back to the warrior. She reached across the bed and grabbed the unresisting hand with both of hers. Though she pulled with all of her strength, the warrior did not budge. She continued to pull, unconsciously biting her lower lip in her effort, and thought she was making progress when the hand she held jerked back to its former position. Elizabeth went with it, and ended up draped across the lord’s massive chest. She frantically tried to pry her hands free, but the knight now had a firm grip and seemed, even in sleep, disinclined to cooperate.

The vassal watched Elizabeth’s puny attempt to free herself, shaking his head all the while, and then yelled, “Out of the way, woman.” He released the hold and roughly hauled her to her feet. With one sure movement, he flipped her unresisting patient over onto his stomach. Irritation turned to horror when the vassal saw the blood-covered undershirt stuck to the warrior’s back, and he stepped back in shock.

Elizabeth was most relieved when she saw the injury, for this was something she could handle. She sat on the side of the bed and gently pried the material from its festering imprisonment. When the companion could clearly view the extent of the diagonal gash, he raised a hand to his brow. Unashamed that tears filled his eyes, he whispered in an anguished voice, “I never thought to check . . . ”

“Do not berate yourself,” Elizabeth replied. She gave him a sympathetic smile before continuing, “Now I understand what is causing the fever. We will need more water, but this time it must be hot, just to boiling, please.”

The vassal nodded and hurried out of the room. Within minutes a steaming kettle was placed on the floor next to Elizabeth. In truth, Elizabeth dreaded what she must do, had seen her mother do countless times in the past for those with similar injuries. Repeating a prayer for guidance, she dipped a clean strip of cloth into the kettle and grimaced from the discomfort it caused her hands. She ignored the pain and rung the cloth of excess water. She was now ready, and yet she hesitated. “You will need to hold him down, I fear,” she whispered, “for this will pain him considerably . . . but it needs be done.” She lifted blue eyes to meet the vassal’s anxious frown and waited.

The companion nodded his understanding and placed both of his hands on the broad shoulders of his leader.

Still she hesitated. “I must draw the poison out or he will surely die.” Elizabeth wasn’t sure if she was convincing the vassal or herself that the pain she was about to cause was necessary.

“Aye,” was the companion’s only response. If Elizabeth had listened closely, she would have heard the gentle understanding in his voice, but she was too distraught over the agony she would soon inflict.

Taking a deep breath, she placed the steaming cloth full upon the open wound. The leader’s reaction was swift and furious. He tried to lift the branding cloth from his back with a fierce jerk, but the vassal’s hold was great and he was unable to shed his torment. The agonized cry from the leader tore at Elizabeth’s heart and she closed her eyes in distress.

The door to the bedroom burst open and the two guards rushed inside, swords drawn. Fear and confusion showed in their expressions. The vassal shook his head and told them to put their weapons away.

“It must be done.” The words from Elizabeth calmed the guards and they retreated to their posts outside the door.

“He would never cry out if he was awake,” the vassal said to Elizabeth. “He does not know what he is doing,” he explained.

“Are you thinking it makes him less a man to vent his agony?” Elizabeth asked while she placed a second cloth over the wound.

“He is a fearless warrior,” the vassal replied.

“The fever rules his actions now,” Elizabeth answered.

The companion’s nod made Elizabeth want to smile. She turned back to her patient and lifted both strips from the wound, bringing yellow and red residue with them. She repeated the procedure countless times, until only bright red blood oozed from the deep opening. By the time she was finished, her hands were as red as the wound, and blistered. She rubbed them together in an effort to ease the sting, and then reached for her bundle. Speaking more to herself than to the vassal, she said, “I do not think there is need to seal the wound with a hot knife, for it bleeds clean and true and not overmuch.”

The leader was unconscious, and for that Elizabeth was thankful for she knew that the medicine she must pack the wound with was not soothing. She applied a liberal amount of the foul-smelling salve and then bandaged his entire back. Once this was done, the companion turned the leader for her and she forced water containing crushed sage, mallows, and night-shade roots down his throat.

There was nothing more to do. Elizabeth’s muscles ached from the strain and she stood and walked to the window. She lifted the fur blocking the wind and was surprised to find that darkness had descended. She leaned wearily against the stone and let the cool air revive her. Finally she turned back to the companion, noting for the first time how tired and haggard he appeared. “Go and find some rest. I will watch over your leader.”

“Nay,” he replied. “I can sleep only when the Hawk has recovered. Not before.” He placed another log in the fire while he spoke.

“By what name are you called?” Elizabeth questioned.

“Roger.”

“Roger, why do you call your leader the Hawk?”

The vassal looked at her from his bent position in front of the fire and then gruffly answered, “All those who fight in battle with him call him thus. It is the way of things.”

His noncommittal reply made little sense to Elizabeth but she didn’t want to irritate him by questioning him further on the matter. She would get to the heart of the need now. “ ’Tis said there is a boy here who does not speak and that the Hawk saved his life. Is this true?”

“Aye.” Suspicion was back in the vassal’s expression and Elizabeth knew she would have to tread softly.

“If he be the one I am thinking of, I know of his family and would be willing to take him with me when I leave.”

The companion eyed her thoughtfully. His lack of reply was maddening but Elizabeth forced herself to remain calm. “What say you, Roger?”

“I will see what I can do, though only the Baron can make that decision.”

“But Baron Geoffrey never travels here! It would take a month of masses before word returned that I might take the boy. Surely he would want the child reunited with his parents. Can you not act in his stead? I am sure he would be pleased not to be bothered, for Montwright is but a small, insignificant holding compared to his others.” Elizabeth almost added that she had heard her father say so on countless occasions. And she knew it to be true, for Baron Geoffrey had never paid her father a visit. No, Lord Thomas always traveled to the Baron’s main holding when business needed to be conducted.

The companion was surprised by her vehement out-burst. “A month? You have only to wait until the fever leaves and he awakens to ask him,” he argued. “And you are mistaken, lass. There is no such thing as a holding too insignificant for Geoffrey’s inspection. He protects all who pledge fealty, from the highest to the lowest.”

“Are you telling me that the Hawk can give me permission? He can act in the Baron’s stead?” Elizabeth asked, her voice hopeful. “Then of course he shall,” she rushed to answer herself, “for I have taken care of him. He can do no less.” She smiled with relief and clasped her hands together.

“Do you not know who you have just tended?” Roger asked, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

Elizabeth frowned at him and waited.

“The Hawk is Lord Geoffrey, overlord of Mont-wright.” Roger sat down in one of the chairs and propped his feet up on the other, waiting her reaction.

“He is Baron Geoffrey?” Astonishment sounded in her tone.

“Aye,” Roger acknowledged. He crossed his ankles and smiled. “Why are you so surprised? All know of the Hawk,” he said with arrogance. “His reputation is well known.”

“Yes, but I thought him to be old . . . older than . . .” She motioned to the sleeping warrior and studied him a long minute, her mind racing with this turn of events. Her father had never mentioned that his overlord was so young. Elizabeth had just assumed that he was an old man, like the lesser barons she had met. She leaned back against the cold stone and looked back at Roger. He seemed amused by her ignorance.

“He is the youngest and the most powerful under William,” Roger answered. Pride underlined his words.

“If the lord mends, then he will be under my obligation, will he not?” Elizabeth asked. She said a quick prayer that it would be true, that Geoffrey was an honorable man, for then perhaps he would listen to her. She could convince him of her uncle’s evilness. She must convince him! If he mended . . .

A loud rap on the door interrupted Elizabeth’s thoughts. Roger motioned her to stay and went to open the door. He spoke in whispered words to the sentries and then turned back to Elizabeth. “Your servant wishes to speak with you.”

Elizabeth nodded and followed one sentry to the end of the corridor where Joseph stood waiting. She could tell by his expression that he was upset. “Joseph, it is the Baron himself who I am caring for.”

“Aye,” Joseph said. He waited until the sentry was well out of earshot and back at his post before continuing, “Will he heal?”

“There is a chance,” Elizabeth said. “We must pray now. It is Thomas’s only hope,” she added.

Joseph was frowning more ferociously and Elizabeth shook her head. “This is good news, Joseph. Can you not see that the lord will be under my obligation whether I be a woman or not. He will have to listen to me. . . .”

“But the one in charge,” he said, motioning toward her bedroom, “the vassal. . .”

“His name is Roger,” Elizabeth informed her servant.

“He has sent for Belwain.”

“What is this?” Elizabeth demanded. She lowered her voice and said, “Why? How do you know this?”

“Herman the Bald overheard his orders. The messengers left an hour ago. It is true,” he said when Elizabeth began to shake her head, “Belwain will be here in a week or more.”

“Dear God,” Elizabeth whispered. “He must not arrive before I talk with Geoffrey.” She clutched at the servant’s sleeve, panic in her voice, and rushed on, “We must hide Thomas. We have to get him away from here until I can be sure of Geoffrey. Belwain must not know we still live.”

“It isn’t possible, my lady. Belwain will know as soon as he is within the walls. Too many have seen you return. He will know. And it is only a matter of time before this Roger learns the truth.”

“I must think,” Elizabeth whispered. She realized she was pulling on the servant’s tunic and dropped her hand. “Talk with Herman. He is faithful and will keep his silence. And he is a freeman, Joseph. The two of you, you must take Thomas, hide him. There are many places. Can you do this?”

“Aye,” Joseph answered, straightening his shoulders, “I’ll not fail you. I will find a place.”

Elizabeth nodded, placing her trust in the humble servant. He would not fail her. “It will only be for a short time, until Geoffrey awakens,” she said.

“But what of you? If the lord does not awake, if the sleeping spirits continue to hold him and Belwain gets here . . . and if the lord dies . . .”

“I will have to leave,” Elizabeth said, more to herself than to Joseph. “I’ll not be here when Belwain arrives. If the lord awakens soon, perhaps I can speak with him before Belwain has a chance to weave his lies.” She shuddered and then said, “If not, and he dies, then you must bring Thomas to me. Somehow we will make it to my mother’s father. He will know what to do.”

“Will you return to the waterfall?” Joseph asked, fear in his voice. He would not be able to ride with her now that he was given the duty of taking Thomas, and his worry for his mistress was tremendous.

“I will not stay here,” she whispered in a harsh voice. “Belwain has violated these walls. I’ll not be here to see him return. I’ll not.”

“Aye, my lady, calm yourself. Surely the warrior will awaken before you must leave, before Belwain arrives, and he will listen to you,” he said, his voice soothing, as if he were speaking to an injured child.

He waited while his mistress calmed her breathing. The change that came over her whenever her uncle’s name was mentioned frightened the old man. He knew that she had witnessed the slaughter, understood the anguish and torment pulling at her soul, and believed, as she did, that Belwain was behind it all. Still, he wished she could speak of it, tell to let some of the pain out. . . . She was so very different from her two half sisters, Margaret and Catherine. Perhaps it was because she was half-Saxon.

When Master Thomas had arrived at Montwright with his two little daughters, he was a hard, unhappy man. But all that had changed within six months, for he had met and married a fair-haired Saxon beauty. His Saxon wife was a hellion, to be sure, but Thomas had a way with her, and soon all could see the couple were coming to terms with each other. A year later, little Elizabeth was born. Thomas decided he was not destined to have a son and poured his love into the little blue-eyed babe. Those two held a special bond between them, and when, ten years later, little Thomas was born, the bond still remained.

While Elizabeth did not copy her father’s masculine traits, she did imitate his reserved manner, his way of masking his feelings. Both Catherine and Margaret would wear their emotions on their faces, for all the world to see, but not Elizabeth. Joseph believed that Elizabeth was the thread that held the family together. She was so fiercely loyal, and family was the most important thing to her. She was the peacemaker and the rebel-rouser, her father’s pride when she rode beside him on the hunt, her mother’s frustration when she tried her hand at sewing. Aye, it had been a happy, contented family, until now. . . .

“Did I tell you that Herman has sent three men to Belwain’s holding? Mayhap they can gather the proof we need, for if they talk with Belwain’s servants . . .”

“Herman is a good man,” Elizabeth interrupted. Her voice was relaxed now, and the servant let out a little sigh of relief. “But I do not think Belwain’s servants will speak the truth. They fear him too greatly. Joseph, tell Herman I thank him for his effort,” Elizabeth whispered.

“He loved your family too, my lady. It was Thomas who freed him. You were just a babe and probably do not remember, but Herman will not forget the debt to the Montwrights.”

“Yes,” Elizabeth returned, “I have heard the tale.” She smiled and added, “I could not understand why everyone referred to Herman as the Bald, for his head was thickly covered with hair, and my father would grow quite embarrassed whenever I asked him the reason.”

Joseph assumed that she still did not know the reason, and blushed. He hoped she would not ask him to explain. It was a silly men’s joke and he certainly would not damage his mistress’s delicate ears with the truth.

The happy memory with her father helped to lift Elizabeth’s spirits. She whispered, “We will get through this, Joseph. Now I must get back to the Baron. Pray, Joseph. Pray Geoffrey heals. Pray that he will listen to me. Listen and believe.”

She patted the servant on his stooped shoulder and slowly made her way back to the bedroom. Her stomach was churning again and she fought the urge to throw up. The thought of Belwain returning to Montwright was overwhelming. Had there been no little brother to consider, then Elizabeth would have welcomed the news. She would have planned her trap, and met Belwain with an eager embrace, her dagger at the ready.

She would bide her time. Revenge would be hers. Her resolve kept her upright, her steps sure. It kept her sane, in this insane time, this insane situation. Revenge and her duty to her little brother. Only when her brother’s life was protected and his lands secure and only when Belwain paid with his life for his mortal sins could Elizabeth allow the abyss of desolation yawning before her to make its claim. Only then.

When Elizabeth opened the door to the bedroom, she found her two animals had taken up vigilance on either side of the lord’s bed. They had taken to the warrior, Elizabeth surmised from their watchful attendance. She resumed her seat on the wooden stool next to the bed and once again sponged the lord’s forehead.

For two more days and nights Elizabeth continued her vigil beside the lord. She changed his dressing countless times, saying the Paternoster twelve times each and every time she sprinkled marrow and sage upon the healing wound, just as her mother had taught her.

She took her meals in the room and only left the leader’s side when absolutely necessary. On one such occasion, as she made her way down the steps, she spotted Thomas in the great hall. He looked up and gave her a glance, and in that fleeting second, Elizabeth recognized that he did not know who she was. She did not let that disturb her, for there would be time in the future to help him mend. And perhaps it was for the good that little Thomas did not remember. He too had seen his family murdered, and if God was indeed a good and compassionate God, then mayhap little Thomas would never remember any of what took place.

Elizabeth turned her attention to Joseph, standing next to her little brother. The servant looked pointedly at the boy and then nodded to Elizabeth. With a little nod of her own, Elizabeth acknowledged that he would do what was necessary, and continued on her way.

She had made up her mind that she could wait only one more day. Then she would leave. And tonight, while the soldiers slept, Thomas would be taken by Joseph. If only the Baron would cooperate! If he would just wake up and listen to her! With these thoughts Elizabeth returned to her patient.

Roger had taken control of the dogs, seeing to their food and exercise, a task he disliked immensely if his grumblings were any indication. The reason was the dogs’ strange behavior whenever Roger approached the sleeping knight. “They act as if I would harm my lord,” he muttered with disgust.

“They protect him,” Elizabeth said, smiling. She too was surprised by the animals’ obvious loyalty to the warrior and could not explain it.

Several times during the second day Roger left her alone with his lord and Elizabeth acknowledged that she had finally gained his trust.

It was the middle of the second night when Elizabeth, sitting beside the sleeping form, again took up the damp cloth and bathed his brow.

The warrior now lay in a deep, seemingly untroubled sleep, his breathing no longer shallow. Elizabeth was pleased with his progress but thought that the fever still held him prisoner.

“What manner of man are you,” she whispered, “that so many are so loyal?” She closed her eyes then, for the quiet was soothing, but when she reopened them, she was shocked to find the warrior’s deep brown eyes intently watching her. Elizabeth’s reaction was instinctive; she reached out to touch his forehead. His left hand intercepted hers and slowly, effortlessly, he pulled her toward him. When her breasts were pressed tightly against his bare chest, and their lips were but inches from each other, he spoke. “Protect me well, nymph.”

Elizabeth smiled at his words, sure that he spoke with delirium.

They continued to stare at each other for an eternity of seconds and then the lord’s other hand moved to the back of her neck. With gentle pressure he forced their lips to meet. His mouth was warm and soft and the feeling was not unpleasant, Elizabeth decided. As soon as it began, the chaste kiss ended, and again they studied each other.

Elizabeth could not seem to draw her gaze away, for his eyes, rich and velvet and as dark as his hair, seemed to hypnotize her with their intensity.

Like a child who knows he will not be caught, Elizabeth grew bold and gave in to her innocent curiosity, carefully sliding her hands behind the knight’s neck to rest entwined in his hair. The softness against the hard muscles surprised her and she slowly began to massage his neck. Still they watched each other. If Elizabeth had been more astute, she would have noticed that his eyes were no longer glazed over with fever.

She made her decision. This time it was she who pulled him to her and touched his mouth with her own in a sweet, gentle caress. She did not really know how to proceed, for she was totally unskilled in the art of making love and was much like a struggling toddler taking his first cautious steps as she experimented against his lips. A warm tingling sensation began to spread through her limbs and she enjoyed this novel feeling.

Her curiosity satisfied, she tried to pull back but the lord was no longer passive in her embrace. His hold tightened and he became the aggressor, his mouth suddenly hard and demanding as he forced his tongue deep into her parted mouth, bruising her tender lips in his assault. Elizabeth’s body reacted swiftly to his sensual attack, tentatively touching his tongue with her own in the beginning of the duel as old as time. It was an amazing moment. Feelings Elizabeth had never known she possessed fought for recognition, urging her onward in this new unsatiable quest. Alarmed more by her uninhibited response than by his assault, Elizabeth jerked back from his rapidly weakening hold. She fought to control the trembling of her body, rubbing her swollen lips with her fingers, looking everywhere but at his face, for she knew her cheeks were flushed with embarrassment.

Finally she willed her gaze to return to his face and sighed with relief. The warrior was falling asleep. Within seconds his eyes were closed.

With a soft laugh she whispered, “You burn with fever, my lord, and will remember none of this.”

To her consternation, the warrior slowly smiled.



Chapter Two

ON THE SIXTH DAY THE LORD AWAKENED.

The mist from the drug-induced sleep was slow to recede and in its wake, confusion and momentary disorientation clouded the warrior’s mind. He opened his eyes to bright sunlight and stared at the area visible to him from his position on his side while he struggled to remember where he was. It looked so familiar and yet so strange and new. A frown marred his rugged features as scenes of the battle flashed before his eyes, interfering with his need to know what had followed.

With a muttered oath of frustration, the knight rolled onto his back. A stab of pain, not unlike the initial thrust from the enemy’s sword, shot up his shoulder blades and he inhaled deeply in an effort to stop the tremors coursing through his body. The brief flicker of pain in his eyes was his only acknowledgment of the injury, for pain was an accepted constant in his life. To give it voice was to weaken. Strength, invincible and absolute, was Lord Geoffrey’s power, and weakness, the hated antithesis, belonged only to lesser men.

“Welcome back to the living, my lord.” The gruff voice of his faithful vassal, Roger, removed the scowl of concentration from the knight’s face. Now he would have some answers. He nodded, noting his vassal’s haggard appearance. The proof of his companion’s vigil during his illness was obvious. His loyalty pleased the lord.

“What day is this?” Geoffrey asked, his voice rough from sleep.

“It has been six days since you were felled,” Roger answered.

The lord frowned over this information, glancing around the room once again while he formulated questions in his mind. The sight of the banner hanging above the hearth halted his wondering gaze. For a long silent moment, Lord Geoffrey studied the design. Suddenly the memory of his “vision” blocked all thought, all movement. She was alive, she was real, and the scenes of what had transpired within this room were as clear and fresh as the new day.

“Where is she?”

“You remember?” Surprise sounded in the vassal’s voice.

“Yes,” Geoffrey answered in a soft voice. “Bring her to me.” The terseness of the command after the gentle acknowledgment jarred Roger.

“She has gone.”

Lord Geoffrey’s bellow of outrage could be heard in the courtyard below, and was both intimidating and somewhat heartening. It clearly stated his displeasure over some matter, but also indicated that he was well on the mend. Roger took the verbal blows with practiced ease, knowing full well that the tirade would soon end and that he would then be allowed the opportunity to explain all. Lord Geoffrey possessed a fierce temper that was quick to ignite, but he was a fair man. One only had to wait until the anger eased, provided one was courageous enough, Roger mused, and then state his case.

The command finally came. “From the beginning, Roger. Tell me.”

Roger’s narrative was swift and without interruption. Only when the telling was complete did he pause for breath, for though he had served his lord nearly five summers, it was a fact that his leader still had the power to undermine his ability to think clearly when he was as upset as he now appeared.

“My lord, I would have bargained with the devil, and met his terms willingly, to save your life.” It was said as a fervent vow, and Geoffrey could find little fault with his friend. His loyalty was absolute. “Still, I did try to find out where she lived. Yet everyone I questioned seemed not to know her.”

“Do they speak the truth?”

“I do not think so. I think they try to protect her, but I do not understand why.”

“The boy she asked about . . . bring him to me,” Geoffrey commanded. He forced himself to control his frustration and alarm. She was gone! Outside the walls, unprotected . . .

Roger hurried to the door and gave the order to one of the sentries. He then returned to the chair before the hearth and sat down. “The boy almost got away,” he began, shaking his head. “One of the guards intercepted the girl’s servant stealing away with the lad. I have questioned the servant but he will tell me nothing. I thought I would wait for you to make sense of all of this.”

“The boy will tell me all I need to know,” Geoffrey said.

“He still does not speak, my lord. How—”

“Do not question me,” Geoffrey interrupted, his tone sharp. “I must be certain.”

Within short minutes, the child stood before the lord. He showed neither fear nor timidity, meeting the leader’s probing stare with a wide grin. Geoffrey was amused by the lad’s fearlessness, for it was true that grown men were known to quake in their boots when Geoffrey turned his attention to them, yet this wisp of a boy acted as if he was about to break into a fit of giggles. He was dressed in peasant garb and in need of a bath.

The child wasn’t afraid. Thrilled was a far better description, for the man who had saved his life, the warrior who destroyed the band of men waylaying his protectors on the isolated route to London, was finally awake. The child’s memory began with Lord Geoffrey, and although the leader could have no knowledge of this fact, he was impressed with the innocent acceptance and trust in the lad’s eyes.

“You will not die now?” the child asked. Both Roger and Geoffrey showed surprise that the boy could speak, but before either of them could remark on the matter, the little one continued, “Everyone heard you yelling and they smiled.”

The child sounded so relieved and so sure of himself that Lord Geoffrey found himself smiling.

“Tell me your name,” he commanded in a gruff voice.

The child opened his mouth, frowned, and then shrugged his shoulders. His voice held surprise when he replied, “I do not know my name.”

“Do you know where you came from, how you came to be here?” Roger asked the question and the boy turned to stare at him.

“He saved me,” the child said, pointing at Geoffrey. “That is how I came to be here,” he explained. “I am to be a knight.” The boy’s shoulders straightened with pride. He had figured that out all by himself.

Lord Geoffrey exchanged a look with Roger and turned back to the boy. “Who do you belong to?” he asked, although he already held the answer.

“To you?” The child no longer looked so sure of himself. He clutched his hands together while he waited for an answer.

The nervous action was not missed by the warrior. He had rarely dealt with one so young, but the instinct to protect, to guard, pulled at him. “Aye,” he answered, inwardly wincing at the harshness in his tone. “Now leave me. We will talk again, later.”

The child looked relieved. The lord watched him run to the door, wishing the boy to smile instead of frown and wondering why he felt this way. The fever must have left him weak in spirit as well as body, he decided.

“My lord?” the boy asked from the doorway, his back facing the leader so that his expression was hidden.

“Yes?” the lord answered impatiently.

“Are you my father?” He turned then, and Geoffrey had a clear view of the torment and confusion on the boy’s face.

“No.”

His answer brought tears to the youngster’s eyes. Lord Geoffrey glanced at Roger with an expression that clearly stated, “Now what?” Roger cleared his throat and muttered to the boy, “He is not your father, lad. He is your lord. Your father was his vassal.”

“My father is dead?”

“Aye,” Geoffrey answered. “And you are in my care now.”

“To train to be a knight?” the boy asked with a frown.

“Yes, to train to be a knight.”

“You are not my father, but you are my lord,” the boy stated very matter-of-factly. “ ’Tis almost the same thing,” he announced, challenging Lord Geoffrey with an unwavering stare. “Is it not?”

“Yes,” the warrior answered with exasperation. “ ’Tis the same.”

Neither the lord nor Roger said another word until the door was closed behind the child. They could hear him boasting to the guards posted at the door, and Roger was the first to smile. “Thomas surely had his hands full with that one,” he chuckled. “And he was not a young man when the boy came along, if my mind serves me well.”

“How could I have forgotten?” the leader asked. “Thomas had several children, all female, and fully grown before his wife gave him a son. His pride reached London,” Geoffrey added.

“And the girl?” Roger asked.

“She is his sister. You have only to look at the boy’s eyes, Roger, to see the truth. They are replicas of hers.” Geoffrey swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood. His legs felt weak but he braced them against the side of the bed and took a deep breath, willing himself strength. “She hides from me, Roger, and I will know the reason.”

“We were told that the entire family was killed,” Roger said. “And the boy was dressed as a peasant . . .”

“Obviously for his protection, for he is heir to Montwright. . . . ”

“The servant who tried to take the lad, perhaps he can tell you the answers to this riddle,” Roger advised.

“Yes. I am sure he knows where his mistress hides,” Geoffrey agreed. “He will tell me why she is afraid.”

“Afraid?” Roger laughed. “I doubt she is afraid of anyone or anything. Why, she had all of us doing her bidding. Horace tells all who will listen how the golden one walked into the great hall and enchanted all who were present. All but me,” Roger added.

“You were not enchanted?” the leader inquired with one raised eyebrow.

“Humbled,” Roger admitted with a sheepish grin. “I am too old to be enchanted.”

Geoffrey chuckled and walked over to look out the window. He stared out at the forest while he listened to Roger.

“When I first saw her, I was filled with anger. I did not expect a slip of a girl to tend you and I was convinced that you were dying. But she knew what she was about. Her lack of fear intrigued me. She was a contradiction,” Roger admitted, “but I noticed the vulnerability in her when she asked me about the boy. I was too exhausted at the time to put two and two together. I see the connection now.”

“Why did she leave, knowing that her home was once again secure? To chance the outside when she could be well protected here . . . ” Geoffrey turned from the window and added, “I will find her.”

“And when you do?” Roger asked.

“I will make her mine,” the warrior answered in a hard, determined voice. “She will be mine.”

The vow was made.

It took less than an hour to conduct the necessary business of righting Montwright. Roger had been most efficient, and the men were all hard at work reinforcing the walls. Lord Geoffrey dressed—all in black, as was his mood—and waited impatiently in the great hall for the servant to be brought before him.

He was becoming wild with anger, frustration, and worry. Finding the girl before harm befell her was becoming an obsession. He admitted as much but could not explain it. He only knew that seeing her in the forest before the battle to regain Montwright Manor was indeed an omen, and the omen had become reality, had it not, when he awakened to find her caring for him? His reasoning reeked of superstition, yet he was powerless to control it, and for the first time in his twenty-seven years, he found himself ruled by emotion. It was a chilling admission. Emotion had no place in his life. It clouded reason. Discipline and logic, as cold and sharp as the blade he swung for power’s sake, ruled his every action. And it would be so again, he pledged, just as soon as the girl was found. Found and claimed.

“Here he is, my lord,” Roger said from the doorway. He shoved the trembling servant to the floor in front of the lord.

Lord Geoffrey turned from his position in front of the hearth and gave the servant a hard look. “Your name?”

“I am called Joseph, my lord. Loyal servant to Thomas,” he added. The servant knelt and bowed his head, showing his respect.

“You have a strange way of proving your loyalty to Thomas,” Geoffrey said in a hard voice. “Trying to take his heir to the outside could well cost you your life.”

“I meant him no harm, my lord,” Joseph whispered. “I was trying to protect him.”

“Protect him from me?” Geoffrey’s bellow fairly unnerved the servant.

He shook his head and tried to find his voice. “Nay, my lord! We only thought to keep little Thomas safe until you were recovered.”

“And you thought him unsafe here?” Geoffrey asked.

“It was overheard that Belwain, uncle to little Thomas, had been sent for. My mistress believes that Belwain was behind the murders of her family. She did not want Thomas here when her uncle arrived.”

“And that is why she has left?” Geoffrey asked, rubbing his chin in a thoughtful gesture.

“Aye, my lord.” Joseph sagged his shoulders and chanced a look at the fiercesome man before him.

“And are you loyal to me?” Geoffrey asked.

“Aye, my lord,” Joseph answered, placing a hand on his chest where his heart beat a wild pace.

“Stand and prove your loyalty,” Geoffrey demanded in a harsh voice.

Joseph immediately obeyed. He stood with his head slightly bowed and waited for the next order. It was not long in coming.

“Tell me where your mistress hides.”

“Near the waterfall, about an hour’s ride from here, my lord,” Joseph answered without hesitation. “When she learns that you are awake, she will return to talk with you,” he predicted.

“Her name?” Geoffrey demanded, though his tone was not as forceful now that he knew the servant would cooperate.

“She is Elizabeth, and she is youngest daughter to Thomas,” Joseph answered. His hands began to ache, and he only then realized he was gripping them. Taking a deep, shuddering breath, he tried to calm himself.

“Was she here when the attack began?”

“Yes, my lord,” Joseph replied, shivering with the memory. “All but Lady Elizabeth and her little brother were killed. I was able to help them escape but not before they both witnessed their mother—”

“I know,” Geoffrey interrupted. “I was given the body count. . . and the way of their deaths was recounted to me.” His mouth settled into a grim line at the memory of Roger’s recent description of the mutilated bodies. “And you say she witnessed this?”

“Both she and the boy. The little lad has not spoken a word since, until today,” he amended. “And he seems to have no memory of the event.”

“Do you know who was behind the attack?” he asked the servant.

“I did not recognize any of them, for several wore black hoods, but my mistress believes Belwain responsible. With your permission, my lord, I will bring her to you.”

“No,” Geoffrey answered. “I will bring her back.”

Roger’s voice interrupted the discussion. “My lord? The priest has arrived.”

Geoffrey nodded, inwardly sighing with relief. Though the dead had been buried, they had not been blessed. “See-to his comforts, Roger. He is to stay here until I return.”

“May I show you the way to the waterfall, my lord?” Joseph’s timid voice turned Lord Geoffrey’s attention back to him.

“No,” Geoffrey answered. “I go alone. Her father was a loyal vassal. It is my duty. You have done your mistress a disservice by keeping silent, but I will not fault you, for I have heard of her stubborn inclination. And you did save her life. I will not forget that! Still, the responsibility for her well-being now rests with me. Your job is done.”

Joseph felt as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He watched Lord Geoffrey as he strode out of the hall, thinking that Elizabeth would indeed be well protected. Lord Geoffrey appeared to be a man of steel, Joseph gauged, and his strength would be Elizabeth’s shield against all who would try to harm her. One question remained, nagging Joseph from the recesses of his mind: who would protect Lady Elizabeth from Lord Geoffrey?

Not a cloud marred the horizon as Geoffrey made his way through the forest in search of the waterfall. He had ridden hard for over an hour when the sound of rushing water, echoing through the lush green foliage, drew his attention. He quickly dismounted and secured the reins to the nearest tree branch and then began to make his way through the denseness. The mist from the cascading water mixed with the heat from the afternoon sun and formed a blanket of steam that covered his boots.

He knew from Joseph’s description that the hut was well hidden within a cluster of trees just beyond the gathering pool. He was headed in that direction when a splash, followed by a faint cough, stopped his advance. Geoffrey automatically drew his sword and turned, waiting for another sound that would give him advantage over his enemy, when he caught a glimmer of gold reflected through the branches. He moved slightly to get a better look. His breath caught in his throat at the sight before him. His vision—the golden one, as his men had so aptly named her—rose out of the water like the goddess Aphrodite. He watched, hypnotized, as she moved to the shallow end of the pool and stood. Her legs were braced apart and she stretched her arms high over her head in a lazy, unhurried motion. Streamers of sunlight poured through the canopy of branches and bathed his goddess in gold.

With a slow, graceful motion, Elizabeth brushed the hair back from her forehead. She sighed, content for the moment, enjoying the feel of the sun’s warmth upon her shoulders and the contrasting cold of the clear water slapping against her legs. She forced herself to block all thoughts, all worries. In her heart she knew that her trusted servant would move heaven and earth to hide Thomas from Belwain’s eyes, until Geoffrey could be made to listen. But the waiting . . . it was becoming unbearable. Perhaps the fever had returned, and the warrior was dead. Perhaps Belwain had arrived at Montwright and convinced everyone that he had nothing to do with the murders. Stop, she demanded. There is nothing to be done but wait, she told herself. Wait and pray. A woman’s lot in life, Elizabeth decided with despair.

Scooping water into her cupped hands, she poured the liquid down her neck. Geoffrey was close enough to see her shiver, to watch the drops of water slip down between her full breasts, past the narrow waist he was sure he could span with but one hand, and farther down, into the blond, curly triangle at the junction of her legs. Her nipples grew hard from the chill but it was Geoffrey who shivered in reaction. Innocent sensuality radiated with her every motion and Geoffrey was hard-pressed to control his emotions, to suppress the primitive desire raging inside of him.

The gentle sway of her hips as she walked from the pool and gathered her clothes nearly made him wild with need. He took a deep breath, gaining control. He was Baron Geoffrey, overlord of all William had bequeathed! He would not take her now, though he thought he would go mad if he didn’t taste her soon. Yes, he would have her. Of that there wasn’t any question. She would belong to him. It was a simple fact of life. The law. What the lord wanted, he took.

The dogs Geoffrey remembered suddenly appeared at their mistress’s side, hovering while she completed her dress. The animals were huge creatures, but from the way they both nudged her as she turned and disappeared into the forest, Geoffrey knew they would protect her well.

He was about to replace his sword and follow Elizabeth to the hut when an abrupt scream penetrated the stillness. It was a woman’s scream. Geoffrey raced toward the sound, his sword at the ready. He could hear the dogs’ ferocious growls, screams and shouts from men . . . at least three, judging from the different guttural sounds. Geoffrey crashed into the clearing in front of the hut and took in the tableau in one second’s breath of time. There were three of them. Two were struggling with the dogs while the third half-carried, half-dragged the resisting girl toward the hut. The sight of such filth holding such beauty, his beauty, completed the transformation. The fair and noble ruler of the manor was gone, replaced by the Herculean warrior intent on a single action: to kill. There would be no hearing, no fairness, no understanding. The enemy had dared to touch what was his, and whether they realized that fact or not bore no significance. The price for their lust, for their stupidity, would be death.

The warrior’s bellow of outrage stilled Elizabeth’s attacker. Terror washed the lust from his eyes as he flung Elizabeth from his arms and turned to face the challenge. The look of fury on the warrior’s face changed the attacker’s mind. He turned to look for a means of escape from the intent he read in those cold black eyes. His hesitation was his death sentence. Geoffrey’s blade whistled as it sliced through the air, guided by the warrior’s strong arm, until it plunged down through the man’s shoulder, cutting bone and muscle as easily as if they were sheep’s fur, in its quest to find and pierce the heart. With one additional jerk of his wrist, Geoffrey completed the kill, removed the sword, and turned to deal with the two men behind him. “Call your animals,” he ordered over his shoulder, and Elizabeth, stumbling to her feet, obeyed without question.

Geoffrey allowed both men time to stagger to their feet and reclaim their weapons before he moved forward. Then he stood, his legs braced apart, his sword at his side, waiting. The two men crouched and began to circle the warrior, and their puny attempts to kill him brought a smile to the warrior’s face. A smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. Before either man could issue a scream, Geoffrey killed them with two swift slaps from his blade.

Stunned, unable to comprehend how the lord came to be there, defending her, Elizabeth could only watch in a daze. When Geoffrey finished the deed and turned his attention to her, Elizabeth felt her knees buckle from the power, the raw force that radiated from him.

“Come to me.” The harshness of his voice startled her. There was a different kind of terror pulling at her now, and Elizabeth couldn’t understand what was happening. Shouldn’t she feel relief? This man had saved her life, killed for her. Perhaps it was because he was so much larger than she remembered, or perhaps it was because he had killed so easily, so effortlessly . . . so unemotionally. She was too confused, only knew that the danger was still there, clinging to the air, mingling with the scent of death and sweat. Tension enveloped both of them as they stared at each other. Elizabeth stood rigid and straight, facing the force that poured from him. Power. It was there in his stance, in his muscled legs braced apart in sureness and victory, in the tightly fisted hands resting on his hips, but most of all in his face. And the power drew her to him.

Elizabeth met his stare and slowly walked over to him. She stopped directly in front of him and waited. For what, she knew not.

Geoffrey’s body relaxed. Elizabeth could see the tension, the violence, evaporate. He took a deep breath and his eyes warmed a little. And the fear left her.

“I have just killed for you.” His tone was arrogant and challenging.

Elizabeth watched as Geoffrey cleaned his blade and then replaced it before she replied, “Yes, you have saved my life. I am in your debt,” she acknowledged, her voice soft.

“That is so.”

“But I have also saved your life,” Elizabeth added, “for I was the one who tended your wounds.”

“I remember,” Geoffrey answered.

“And therefore, you are in my debt, are you not?”

“I am your lord.” What was Elizabeth leading to? Geoffrey wondered. What was her plan? “You belong tome.”

Elizabeth didn’t answer, waiting for him to continue. A long moment passed and the lord frowned his displeasure. It would do her cause no good if she alienated him, for her fate was in his hands. In truth she did belong to him. Was that all he wanted? Her acknowledgment that he was now her lord?

“You belong to me,” he repeated.

Elizabeth was about to agree when his hand moved as lightning to the back of her neck, his fingers locking forcefully in her hair. “It is I who decide your future,” Geoffrey stated.

Elizabeth frowned with frustration. He was supposed to be in her debt. He should be grateful, but instead, he was demanding that she acknowledge her position to him.

Geoffrey was not pleased; he twisted her hair until she cried out in pain. Still he did not relent, but pulled her closer until her chest was flat against the cold steel links of metal covering his. Elizabeth shut her eyes against the pain and the look in his eyes, her mouth tightly closed so that she would not cry out again. She was trembling inside but vowed he would not know of her apprehension.

Geoffrey stared down at Elizabeth’s face, smiling at the way she tried to mask her fear. There was a streak of rebellion in her eyes. He had not missed that, and it pleased him. He judged she would not intimidate easily. She was spirited and courageous, Geoffrey guessed, for she had lived outside the walls with only her animals for protection. ’Twas unheard of for a gently bred lady to do such a thing, yet she had done it. Stubborn too, Geoffrey knew, with perhaps a bit of wildness in her nature. He would tame the wildness without breaking the spirit. And the taming would begin now. His mouth descended to hers in a kiss that was meant to conquer. He would have her submission! He felt her jerk with the initial touch of his mouth, but he ignored her efforts for freedom, forcing her by merely tightening his hold in her hair until she opened her mouth to protest. And then his tongue invaded, tasting, probing, taking. His assault was not gentle, for in truth he knew little of wooing the weaker sex; still, he made an effort not to overwhelm her. She was gentle-bred, he reminded himself, and while he thought to drug her with his sexual prowess, he soon found that it was he who was fast losing control. She tasted so sweet, so fresh, and when she finally began to respond, when her tongue timidly touched his, he felt a wave of hot fire race through him.

The effect on his captive was just as startling. Did she struggle? Elizabeth thought that she did, but when the kiss ended, she found that her arms were wrapped around his neck. Had he placed them there? No, she answered herself, she had done that herself. Her face rested against the mail covering his chest. Shame tried to claim her attention, but Elizabeth fought it. She had not forced his embrace but only submitted because of his superior strength.

She felt Geoffrey’s hand tighten and only then realized that his arms were around her waist. He smelled of leather and sweat. It wasn’t unpleasant to be held by him, Elizabeth admitted.

“Your kissing has improved, Elizabeth,” Geoffrey said against her forehead. A deep contentment he had not known before enveloped him; the feel of her against him was right, he felt it was right in his heart. He inhaled the fragrance of wildflowers scenting her hair and almost sighed aloud, his pleasure was so great. He knew he should let go of her and take a firm, intimidating stand so that she would well understand their relationship from the beginning, for he was her lord and she his subject, but he couldn’t seem to drop his hands, to erase the smile. He would have to guard against letting her know the power she held over him. It would most likely be his downfall if he showed her his weakness for her. He knew from past experience that the fairer sex could easily manipulate any man, regardless of their physical strength, if the man allowed it. No woman would lead him around by the crook of her finger; no, he would do the leading, and she would be most thankful to follow.

“I was but curious,” Elizabeth stated, referring to the kiss she had stolen when she was caring for him. “I have not kissed much,” she added as she pushed against him to break the hold.

“I have no doubt that you are pure,” Geoffrey remarked, and Elizabeth noted that the arrogance was back in his voice. His smile warmed her, and Elizabeth returned the gesture. She would have to watch herself with this one, she decided. He had a way about him that pulled at her, beckoned her. But he was too powerful, too overwhelming for her likes, she reminded herself; he would be like the stone walls of her fortress, unbending, and it would do her no good to become involved with such a man. No, she could never allow such an attraction to nurture. She had no wish to be swallowed up by his strength, only to be spit out as a former shell of herself when he turned his attention elsewhere. She turned her back on him and tried to remember what they were talking about. Pure, he thought her pure, he had said. “How could you know?” she found herself asking, “that I am pure,” she qualified. She turned back to him and waited for his reply. Although she thought he had made the remark to ease her worry that he might have judged her wanton, she found herself irritated. Instead of being relieved that he did not think her a camp follower, she found herself somewhat insulted. Were her kisses so lacking?

“It was obvious, Elizabeth,” the lord answered. “Though to take advantage of a man in a weakened condition tells me much about your character.” He was teasing her, the laughter was there in his eyes. It surprised her, for she didn’t think he was a man who laughed much. She returned his smile.

She could see that the kiss had lightened his mood, and sought to take advantage of the moment. “You are feeling well now?”

“Aye,” Geoffrey replied.

“You have called me by my name, my lord. How did you learn—”

“It was easy to solve part of the riddle,” Geoffrey answered. “Still, I would like more answers. When we return to the manor . . .”

“I would . . . if it pleases you lord, I would like to talk with you now, before we return to Montwright.”

Geoffrey frowned over this request and then nodded. He walked over to the mud-splattered boulder adjacent to the hut and leaned against the edge, his long legs outstretched before him. He wasn’t aware that he stroked the dogs leaning against his sides as he watched Elizabeth. “Begin by telling me why you did not stay inside the walls. Why did you come back here?”

“I could not stay there with Belwain coming, I could not.” Elizabeth calmed her voice and walked over to stand between Geoffrey’s legs. She folded her hands as if she was preparing for her morning prayers and said, “It is a long story, my lord. Will you listen to me?”

“Aye,” Geoffrey replied. He was eager to hear her tale, to understand what had transpired at Montwright.

“My parents, my sisters, one of their husbands . . . all killed,” she whispered. “And Belwain, my father’s younger brother . . . he is to blame. He must be punished.”

“From the beginning, Elizabeth,” Geoffrey encouraged in a gentle tone. “Tell me what you saw, what you heard.”

Elizabeth nodded and took a deep breath. “I did not see them arrive. Little Thomas and I were out riding when it began. The family had gathered to celebrate my little brother’s birthday. It was a tradition,” she explained.

Geoffrey nodded and then realized that she was looking right through him, didn’t seem to notice his encouraging gesture at all. Memory had control of her mind now, and from the torment etching her features, Geoffrey knew a chilling account was about to be told. He wanted to gather her in his arms, to hold her and offer comfort, but he sensed she would not accept his compassion from the way she held herself erect. Memory was taking her to hell’s nightmares, and all he could do was listen.

“My eldest sister, Catherine, and her husband, Bernard, came all the way from his holding near Granbury, but Rupert, ailing from liver upset, could not attend. He allowed Margaret to come, though . . . Oh, God, but if he had not been so agreeable! She would still be alive.” Elizabeth took a deep breath, a calmness setling over her features. She told the rest in a flat, emotionless voice. “Thomas and I came in through the side entrance, intent on changing our clothes before our mother caught sight of us, for we were covered with mud. There is a stairwell, well hidden from the great hall, with a tapestry hung over the door on the second landing. As I neared the top I could hear screams and shouts. I knew then something was wrong. I made Thomas stay on the steps and opened the door. No one saw me, but I could see everything from my position. There were bodies, dead, mutilated bodies, strewn about the floor like so many soiled rushes. Those doing the killing were dressed as peasants but they wielded their swords like trained soldiers. Several of the men wore black hoods to conceal their faces. I tried to find the one in charge when I caught sight of my sister Margaret. I saw her stab one of the men in his shoulder, and then run toward our mother. The man she injured followed her and plunged his knife into her back, and Margaret went down. I felt little Thomas against my side then, and turned to shield him from the view and to find safety for him. One of the attackers, his voice was somehow familiar to me even then, called the order to find the boy. ‘Find the boy or we fail,’ that is what he screamed, and I knew they meant to kill little Thomas. I had to protect him. He was now heir . . . I couldn’t help my mother, but I couldn’t seem to move either. It was as if I was frozen in place. I just kept watching her. They were tearing at her clothes. My mother’s clothes! She broke away and raked her nails against the face of one of her captors. He screamed with pain and then the one who had killed Margaret. . . he came up to my mother with an ax in his hand. He raised it high into the air and the blade came down, down and across her neck, and her head, her head was torn from her body!”

She had never said the words until now. She wanted to crumble to the earth and die. The pain was so intense, the screams of her family so agonizing, so deafening, that she involuntarily placed her hands over her ears.

Geoffrey did not say a word. He gently reached out and pulled her hands from her face and held them.

His action helped Elizabeth gain control. She looked at him then, really looked at him, and saw the compassion in his eyes. “I don’t remember much after that. I took Thomas back down the stairway and we stayed there until Joseph found us and took us to the outside. We sent word to Bernard’s relatives and to Rupert.”

Geoffrey pulled Elizabeth toward him, wrapping his strong arms around her. He wanted to erase the horror but knew that wasn’t possible. “Did you recognize any of the men?” he asked.

“No, but the man Margaret stabbed . . . his voice was familiar to me,” Elizabeth suddenly remembered. “Blood covered his garb.”

“What of the other men? Did you know any of them?”

“No,” Elizabeth replied, her shoulders sagging.

“Your servant told me that you sent your brother to London. Why?” he asked after a time.

“I did not know what else to do,” Elizabeth said. “The law would give Belwain guardianship and I thought you old and senile. And I had no proof that it was Belwain behind the deed. My mother’s father lives in London and I thought to keep my brother safe with him until I could find the proof. . . or kill Belwain myself,” she said.

“Tell me your reasons for believing Belwain is responsible,” Geoffrey said.

“He is the only one to gain,” Elizabeth began. “He was my father’s younger brother and lusted after Montwright. Father gave him a portion of the land for his own but Belwain was not content. Still, my mother told me Belwain used to be a merry man until little Thomas was born, then the relationship changed with my father. I do not know if that is so, for I was too young to pay much notice. I do know that last time my uncle visited my father they had a terrible argument and Belwain said he would never return to Montwright land. He threatened my father and I remember being frightened by his words, but my father seemed unaffected. I heard him tell my mother that Belwain’s temper would calm and he would become content once again.”

Elizabeth pulled her hands free of Geoffrey’s hold and said, “Belwain would inherit the Montwright lands if we were all dead, wouldn’t he?”

“Aye,” Geoffrey acknowledged. “But you are not all dead,” he reminded her.

“This same law gives Belwain guardianship of little Thomas, does it not?”

“That is so,” Geoffrey replied.

“And if you give my brother over to his care, he will kill him,” she predicted. “And me also,” she added, almost as an afterthought.

“You will not be given into his care,” Geoffrey stated.

“Then you believe me?” Elizabeth asked, her voice hopeful. “You will kill Belwain?”

“I believe that you think Belwain responsible,” Geoffrey hedged, “and he has the greatest to gain, but I need proof before I challenge him.”

“Proof! There is no proof,” Elizabeth all but screamed. She pushed away from Geoffrey and added, “Belwain will not go free. He must pay for what he has done. I will kill him.”

“If Belwain is responsible, I will kill him,” Geoffrey said. “When he arrives at Montwright, I will question him.”

“And you think he will admit his sins?” Elizabeth asked in a desperate voice. “He will lie.”

“Lies can trap,” Geoffrey returned. “I will find who is behind the deed and I will determine the punishment. It is my responsibility.”

“Will you give me your word that Belwain will not become guardian to Thomas?” Elizabeth asked.

“If Belwain is innocent of your charges, I could not break the law,” Geoffrey stated. “Thomas would be placed under his guardianship. If he is innocent.”

Elizabeth took a step back, shaking her head. “You are overlord to Montwright lands, and now that my father is dead, little Thomas is your vassal. It is your duty to protect him!”

“Do not tell me my responsibilities,” Geoffrey barked. He stood up and unconsciously put his hands on his hips. “I know them well enough. Until I know the truth in this matter your brother will stay with me.” His voice gentled as he added, “Trust me, Elizabeth. I will not let any harm come to the lad.”

Elizabeth wanted to believe him. While he had not promised to charge her uncle immediately, he did state that he would keep her brother safe for the time being. It would have to be enough. At least Geoffrey had listened to her and had not pushed her accusations aside. If he decided Belwain innocent, then Elizabeth would take matters into her own hands.

“Come, Elizabeth. The hour grows late. We will talk of this when we are within the manor.”

“I need not be there when you question Belwain,” Elizabeth argued. “And I have no wish to look upon his evil face. No,” she continued, ignoring the anger she read on his face, “I will stay here until Belwain has been—”

The roar interrupted Elizabeth’s sentence. In one swift action the lord lifted her high up into his arms. The dogs began to growl but the warrior ignored them as he turned and started back toward the waterfall.

God, but she was a stubborn bit of goods, Geoffrey thought with irritation. She seemed to have absolutely no fear whatsoever of her master, and that both amused and angered the knight. He wasn’t used to such brashness. And yet, he reasoned, he did not wish her to cower in his presence. She confused him, he admitted, confused . . . and delighted him. Still, he would have to do something about her disposition, her inclination to argue. She would have to learn her place, her lot. He couldn’t very well present her to William until she learned to curb her tongue. While William’s opinion did not rule Geoffrey’s life, he admitted that he did not wish his king to think Geoffrey’s wife was but a shrew! Wife! Aye, he told himself, she would be his wife. There could be no other way to keep her with him. It would be a grave insult to the late vassal, Elizabeth’s father, if he took Elizabeth as mistress. Thomas was a loyal and honest man; Geoffrey could not shame his memory by soiling his daughter and then casting her aside.

I do this for Thomas, Geoffrey found himself thinking. He did not think that he loved Elizabeth, for he did not think he could love any woman. Past betrayal had sealed his heart against such vulnerability. Yet the fates had decreed, from the moment he sighted her on the rise above the manor before the battle, that they be together. He did not understand why he wanted her at his side, why she had come to mean such a great deal to him in such a short time, but he would follow his inclinations. Perhaps it was all superstition on his part and she was his talisman. He did not know and did not care.

Besides, it was time, he almost said aloud. Time for the begetting of sons.

“Put me down, my lord,” Elizabeth ordered for the third time. She saw that the scar on the side of his cheek had grown quite red and decided that she had over-stepped her position. “Please,” she amended in a soft voice. “I have my horse and my possessions to gather.”

“Tomorrow your servant can fetch your things.”

What a stubborn, unbending man Lord Geoffrey was, Elizabeth thought. Odd, but she found she wasn’t upset any longer. A deep faith that he would right the wrongs to her family made her content for the moment.

They did not speak again until they were well on their way back to the manor. Elizabeth sat in front of the lord on his powerful charger and could not help but lean against him as they rode through the forest at a neck-breaking pace.

“Do you know what you will do with me? Where you will send me?” Elizabeth asked, thinking that she would like to stay near her brother.

“Aye,” Geoffrey replied in a rough voice. He was trying to concentrate on getting them to safety, his senses alert, but Elizabeth’s nearness was unsettling. From the moment he had lifted her into his arms, a sense of well-being, of calmness, invaded the warrior. It was as if he could breathe again, and she was the fresh air he needed to survive. He tightened his hold, pleased when she did not protest. The top of her head was nestled just under his chin, and the knight found it a hard task not to rub his cheek against the softness of her golden hair.

Elizabeth waited for what seemed an eternity for Lord Geoffrey to continue, but the lord seemed disinclined.

“My father had signed a marriage contract when I was just a babe,” Elizabeth finally said, “but Hugh, the man I was to marry, died two years past. I do not know if another was arranged,” she added. Perhaps Geoffrey could tell her, for Thomas would have to gain his permission for any marriage contract to be valid. It was the law.

“There will be no marriage contract,” Geoffrey stated with finality.

“I will not be married?” Elizabeth asked with surprise.

“Yes, you shall be married,” Geoffrey said. “To me.”

Had not Geoffrey been holding her secure, Elizabeth would have fallen off the horse. She twisted around until she could look him directly in the face, and blurted the first thing that came to her confused mind. “Why?”

The lord did not answer, and from the hard line of his jaw Elizabeth surmised he would not tell her any more.

She turned back and stared straight ahead. Mont-wright came into view as they rounded the water’s bend, and fear twisted her stomach into knots. She found herself clutching Geoffrey’s hands but could not let go. Belwain and his men might well be waiting inside.

Elizabeth closed her eyes and said a quick prayer. Nothing can ever be as it was, she lamented. Her parents and sisters were dead, and now she was solely responsible for keeping little Thomas safe. She had no one to turn to, no one to champion her cause, save this stubborn, battle-scarred lord. Would he be strong enough, cunning enough to keep them safe?



Chapter Three

THE WEDDING WOULD BE TODAY!

Elizabeth could not understand the reason for the hurry, yet she was powerless to stop the proceedings. The lord’s mind was made up. And her demands for an explanation were completely ignored. It was as if Geoffrey was in a race against time, and he must be married by nightfall. It made absolutely no sense to Elizabeth.

Geoffrey lifted her off the horse and carried her into the castle, like so much baggage, up the curving staircase and into her bedroom before she could catch her breath.

“I wish to see my brother,” she demanded against his neck, but the warrior refused with a shake of his head. God but he was stubborn!

“After the wedding,” he finally told her as he dumped her on the bed. “I shall have a bath prepared for you,” he added. And with that, he left.

For the first time since finding Elizabeth, the lord was pleased to see that she was fairly speechless. The look of confusion on her face when he announced that they would be wed this very day would be remembered, and savored, for many a night. Good, Geoffrey thought. He would keep her confused.

In truth, he did not understand the hurry for the marriage, only knew that he could not go another night without her beside him. And since the priest had arrived to see to the blessing of the dead, Geoffrey saw no need to wait. It would not be a traditional wedding with the participants proclaiming their vows on the steps to the manor’s church, for the church had been burned to the ground. The ceremony would have to take place in the great hall, but it would still be a valid marriage. And once she was his, in name and body, then Geoffrey could find peace. Only then could he get back to the business of being a baron.

Elizabeth tried to understand her lord’s reasoning for marrying her, and finally decided that he did it to protect her, and to honor her father. “He thinks he’s failed my father,” Elizabeth said aloud, for her father had placed his loyalty in Geoffrey’s hands for his protection. It was the way of the times. Still, it was Thomas’s duty to protect his own home, not Geoffrey’s.

Elizabeth paced the confines of the room, her mood growing quite ugly by the time two men entered the chamber with a large wooden tub. They returned with buckets of steaming water, again and again, until the tub was near to overflowing with hot water. No one spoke a word during the entire procedure, although Elizabeth did a lot of scowling, and the two men a bit of grinning.

A warm bath, instead of the frigid water from the waterfall, beckoned. Elizabeth found the rose-scented chips of soap her mother had given her on her last birthday, still wrapped in the strip of white linen at the bottom of her chest. She quickly removed her tunic and climbed into the tub. Taking her anger out on her hair, she scrubbed until her scalp began to sting in protest. She had thought the bath would be soothing and help her straighten out her thoughts, but found she could not relax. Belwain had not yet arrived, and Elizabeth found herself praying that some terrible mischief befell him on his route to Montwright. No, she decided, that was a wicked prayer, and more important, an inappropriate way to meet his death. Vengeance would not be cheated.

A fire was blazing in the hearth, and Elizabeth, wrapped in the bed cover, knelt before its warmth and began to dry her hair. There was too much to consider, too much to deal with, and Elizabeth felt overwhelming fatigue.

Lord Geoffrey found her in such an unguarded position. His eyes were tender as he leaned against the door and watched her. Elizabeth heard the door open but refused to acknowledge the intrusion. She adjusted the cover more securely against her bosom and continued to dry her hair. Had she turned, she would have glimpsed the gentleness in his gaze, the smile that came upon him when he watched her struggle with the cover. He thought she was the most beguiling, the most enchanting nymph, all soft and silky and smooth. The light from the fire cast a glow on her uncovered shoulders, giving her a golden look, but by her stiffly held frame he knew she was upset. The hint of defiance warmed him as much as her appearance. He considered that her anger, fully unleashed, could scorch a lesser man.

Elizabeth couldn’t stand the silence any longer. “Are you going to stand there all night?” she asked. She turned and he saw that her face was flushed from the heat of the fire, her eyes a blazing blue.

“You are not eager for this marriage?” His voice was soft, his expression mocking to Elizabeth’s ears.

A lioness, Geoffrey decided, from the mane of rioting curls to the wild, wary expression in her eyes. He fought the urge to grab her, touch her.

“I have no feelings one way or the other,” Elizabeth lied. She stood then, thinking that kneeling in his presence would give him the idea that she was of the submissive sort. Whether he be her lord or not, she would never cower before him.

Geoffrey acknowledged her comment with a nod and walked over to the window. He lifted the heavy piece of fur blocking the wind and gazed out. It was as if he had dismissed her, Elizabeth thought, wondering what she was supposed to do.

“You need not marry me, my lord. Your protection is enough,” Elizabeth pointed out. “And you are in a position to marry anyone . . . to marry even for love.”

He acted as if he hadn’t heard a word she said, and Elizabeth continued to wait.

“Foolish men marry for love. I am not foolish.” He hadn’t bothered to turn to her but continued to look out the window as he spoke. Odd, but his voice, though forceful, was lacking any emotion.

Foolish, she repeated to herself. He thought love foolish. She didn’t disagree with him. She could be as realistic as he. And he was right. It was unheard of to marry for love. It wasn’t practical. And yet. . . there was a romantic corner of her mind that wished Geoffrey did love her and that she did love him. Aye, foolish indeed. Wasn’t it enough that she was drawn to him? Found him physically pleasing? No, she admitted, physical beauty should have no importance in a lasting relationship. Her mother had taught her that. It was what was buried beneath the surface that determined a good match. Besides, Elizabeth was a little frightened by Geoffrey, and that wouldn’t do at all! She hated being frightened. She had already glimpsed a stubborn inclination in his nature, larger than her own. No doubt the marriage would be a stormy arrangement, and after all the turmoil she had recently been through, the prospect of more was as welcome to her as a sore tooth.

Elizabeth realized that Lord Geoffrey knew very little about her, had no idea just what he was getting for his wife. What would he think when he learned that she was far better versed in hunting and skinning a rabbit than needlepoint and homemaking? How often had her father blamed her Saxon heritage for her wild ways? Blamed her mother’s full Saxon father for encouraging her unorthodox behavior? It was the grandfather who gifted Elizabeth with the hawk and then the wolf-hounds on his annual visits to the manor, all to irritate his daughter’s husband. The two protagonists played goading games with each other. And it was Elizabeth who benefited from the friction between the two men. Grandfather boasted that his granddaughter was a throwback to their Viking ancestors, and he only had to point to her blond hair, her blue eyes, and her proud carriage to prove his statement.

But if the grandfather was to blame for Elizabeth’s independence, so was her father. Had he not treated her as a son for many years?

How would her grandfather get on with Geoffrey, Elizabeth wondered, should they ever meet? Would the gentle giant play the same antagonizing games with Geoffrey that he had with her father? The thought of the chaos he could cause made Elizabeth smile. Geoffrey turned from the window in time to catch her smile. He wondered at its cause, frowning.

Elizabeth met his gaze and waited. She noticed then that he too had bathed, for his hair was wet and slightly curling around his collar. He had changed too, into a tunic as black as midnight, with the design of his crest, in gold threads, upon his right breast. The fabric was tight against his powerful chest, and each and every time she saw him, his largeness appeared greater than before. She did not like feeling intimidated by him, but couldn’t continue to match his stare, for his hot gaze was so lustful that she feared he would soon see the terror she was trying so hard to hide.

“The priest is waiting,” he suddenly announced, his tone surprisingly gentle.

“Then you have not changed your mind?” Elizabeth asked, her voice no more than a whisper.

“Aye, I have not changed my mind. We will be married,” Geoffrey said. “Get dressed. The guards will escort you when you are ready. Do not keep me waiting,” he warned. He did not wait for her response but turned and left the room, slamming the door behind him with such force that the logs in the fireplace shifted from the wind that stirred them.

Elizabeth found herself hurrying to do his bidding. She would have the marriage over and done with! She dressed in a plain white gown, winding a gold chain around her waist as her only decoration. Her hair was damp and it was difficult to get order achieved, but she finally managed to secure it to the back of her head with a gossamer-thin strip of ribbon.

Her hands trembled as she opened the door and followed the guards down the corridor, toward her fate.

Geoffrey stood at the bottom of the stairway, his hand extended. Elizabeth placed her hand in his and walked with him into the great hall.

She was startled to see that all the men in the room were kneeling, their heads bowed. It was awesome to see so many show such respect.

The priest’s benediction turned her thoughts back to the vows she was about to exchange. He was asking her to pledge herself, body and soul, into the keeping of the man kneeling beside her.

It was all happening so fast. Elizabeth could not even remember kneeling. How had her hand gotten into his? Where had the ring come from? “To love and to honor, to cherish . . .” The priest’s monotone voice insisted, quietly demanded. I do not know if I love him, Elizabeth found herself thinking, even as she repeated the words, “I, Elizabeth Catherine Montwright, do hereby . . .” Her voice was a thread of a whisper, but the priest seemed content, merely leaning forward with a benevolent smile upon his leathered face as he listened to her replies.

“I, Geoffrey William Berkley . . .” His voice, proclaiming his many titles, was forceful and clear. And then it was over, and Geoffrey was lifting her to her feet. He gave her a firm kiss and then turned her, presenting both of them to his men. She heard his deep sigh just seconds before the hall was filled with a resounding cheer.

The noise and the shouts escalated in volume and intensity. Elizabeth saw her brother, standing next to the lord’s companion. She instinctively started to go to him, only to be stopped by her husband’s hand. “Wait,” he instructed, placing his hand on her arm.

He nodded to Roger and a path was cleared. Roger pulled Thomas to stand before the couple. The little boy only had eyes for Geoffrey, the worship there for all to see. He hadn’t given his sister so much as a glance. “I do not think he remembers you,” her husband said. “But that will change,” Geoffrey added when he noticed her distress, “for his voice has returned and he now talks constantly.”

Elizabeth nodded and smiled and then knelt before her brother so that they were at eye level. He ignored her as she softly called his name.

“Thomas, I am your sister,” she insisted for the second time. The little one finally turned when Roger nudged the back of his head.

“I am to be a knight,” he boasted. Then, remembering his manners, he knelt down and bowed his head. “I will guard you, my lady, from this day forth.” He peeked up at Geoffrey to see if he had pleased his lord.

Geoffrey nodded and helped Elizabeth to her feet. She turned to take her brother’s hand but found that he was already halfway across the hall, following Roger.

Elizabeth turned back to her husband and allowed him to lead her toward the table and the wedding feast. “Where are Thor and Garth?” she asked as she sat down.

“Who?” her husband asked.

“My dogs,” Elizabeth explained. “They are called Thor and Garth. My grandfather named them,” she added with a small smile. “I was wondering if perhaps little Thomas remembered them.”

“The dogs are locked in the quarters below,” Geoffrey answered. “Your brother is afraid of them.”

“But that cannot be true!” Elizabeth exclaimed. She had reached her limit for surprises in one day. “He saw them raised from pups.”

“I do not lie.” Geoffrey’s voice was quiet but firm. Elizabeth studied him while he settled himself at the table beside her, but could tell nothing from his expression. It was as if he wore a mask to keep his emotions carefully concealed from her. Yet, even so, she decided that she might have offended him.

“I believe you,” she replied. “I was not suggesting that you lie,” she qualified, “it was just a surprise.”

Her explanation pleased her husband and he favored her with a smile that showed beautiful white teeth. The smile was almost boyish but the scar that marked his cheek canceled any suggestion that he was a playful youth. That, and the way he looked at her, Elizabeth thought with a shiver of nervousness. His eyes held a sensual promise of things to come.

“The boy hides behind Roger whenever the dogs are about. The animals obviously remember your brother,” he said, “and are constantly trying to nudge him into play. The future heir of Montwright lands wailed until Roger could not stand the sound another second. If his fighting arm is as strong as his lungs, your brother will be a mighty warrior when he grows up.”

It was Elizabeth who now felt like wailing. Tears filled her eyes and she squeezed her hand into a fist, only then realizing that Geoffrey was holding it. She promptly relaxed her grip, lest he think she was being overly emotional. “He never used to be afraid of anything or anyone,” Elizabeth said. “Father worried that he would never develop any common sense.” Sadness underlined her explanation.

Geoffrey seemed unaffected by her distress. “He has seen much to change him.” He handed her a cup filled with sweet red wine before adding, “In time your brother will mend. It is the way of things.”

And will I mend? Elizabeth asked herself. Will time make the memory of my mother’s screams fade into insignificance? Will time make the murders less an atrocity? And if healing includes forgetting, then perhaps the wounds should stay raw and bleeding. I cannot put the hate aside, Elizabeth thought, not until Belwain is dead.

“Congratulations, my lady.” The softly spoken words and the familiar voice shocked Elizabeth. Her head jerked up and she met the stare of her mother’s elderly servant, Sara.

“Sara,” she exclaimed with a smile. “I thought you dead.” Elizabeth turned, the smile still in place, and said to her husband, “My lord, may I present my mother’s most loyal servant, Sara. Sara,” she said, turning her gaze back to the white-haired woman, “my father’s overlord, Baron Geoffrey William Berkley.”

“Nay, Elizabeth,” her husband contradicted against her ear, “no longer your father’s overlord but your husband.”

Elizabeth blushed slightly and nodded at the gentle reprimand. She would correct her error now. “My husband, Sara . . .” she began. Her attention was distracted by the number of familiar-looking servants carrying platters of food into the hall. “Where . . . how . . . ”

“They have all returned, now that you are here,” Sara said, folding her hands in front of her. She was looking at Elizabeth but sensed the Baron’s frown and quickly amended her sentence. “When word was told that your husband had rid our home of the defilers, then we returned.”

The servant glanced at the lord and then lowered her eyes with respect. “With your permission, my lord, I would help my lady prepare for bed this evening. Her serving girl was slain during the raid.”

Geoffrey nodded his consent. The servant smiled, reached out her hand as if to pat Elizabeth, and then thought better of it. Elizabeth caught the action and it was she who patted the servant. “Thank you, Sara, and praise God that you are well,” she said.

When the servant had returned to her duties, Elizabeth turned back to her husband. There were tears in her eyes.

Geoffrey was amazed at her composure. There was a fragile strength about her. She was not like other women he had known, but he had recognized that fact from the beginning. A quiet dignity radiated from her. Her temper was quick to flare, Geoffrey knew, but the tears were closely guarded.

He wished to see her smile again. “And do you wail as loud as your brother?” he asked her.

Elizabeth could not tell if he was teasing or not. “I never wail,” she said, shaking her head. She thought then that her boast sounded terribly prim.

Her husband grinned with delight. “And do you never smile at your husband?” he inquired against her ear.

The sweet, warm breath against her earlobe felt like a gentle stroke and Elizabeth found she had to pull away before she could answer. “ ’Tis too soon to tell,” she tried to tease, though her voice sounded like a husky whisper to her ears, “I’ve only been married a few short minutes, my lord.” She lifted her gaze to his then, her eyes sparkling with mischief, and Geoffrey was struck speechless by their intense color. She continued to become more magnificent, more desirable, and he wondered how that was possible.

“And are you pleased to be married?” he asked when he could find his voice.

“It will be a most difficult adjustment,” Elizabeth said, her voice serious. She continued to meet his stare and added, “My husband is not well known by me and the stories about him are terrible indeed.”

Geoffrey was taken aback. He thought she might be jesting, the sparkle in her eyes told him that, but her expression was neutral and her voice most serious. He found he didn’t know how to reply. No one had ever spoken to him in this manner. “I am your husband,” Geoffrey said, frowning. “What stories have you heard about me?” he demanded.

“Too many to count,” Elizabeth replied, trying not to laugh.

“I will hear them all!” His voice increased in volume, keeping pace with his escalating temper. As soon as he snapped the order, he wished he had not. He did not wish to frighten his bride on this their wedding night, but he obviously had. Elizabeth had turned her head away from him, shielding her face from his view. Now, as awkward as it might be, Geoffrey would try to soothe her. The problem, of course, was that he wasn’t quite sure how to go about it.

He slammed his goblet down on the table to vent his frustration and then turned Elizabeth’s chin toward him with the tip of his finger. He decided that he would simply smile at her and then she would know that she was still in his good stead.

He was totally unprepared for the smile that formed her expression, the soft lilting laughter that reached his ears. “I was teasing, husband. Please do not frown. I did not wish to upset you,” Elizabeth said, trying to control her smile.

“You are not afraid?” He found himself asking the absurd question and had to shake his head.

“You do not like to be teased?” Elizabeth answered his question with one of her own.

“I do not know if I like this teasing or not,” Geoffrey said, trying to sound stern and failing miserably. Her smile was like the sun entering the damp, candle-casted room, warming him. “Unless I am the one to tease,” he admitted with a grin.

Elizabeth laughed again and said, “Then this marriage—”

“A toast!” The command came from Roger, in a loud, forceful voice. Elizabeth glanced up and saw that the vassal held a goblet high above his head. Balanced somewhat precariously on one shoulder was little Thomas, giggling while he held on to the knight’s head of hair with both hands.

Geoffrey found himself irritated with the interruption. He had enjoyed the easy banter with his wife and wondered what she was about to say. He forced himself back to the festivities but first whispered to Elizabeth, “Later, wife, you shall tell me these terrible stories about my character later.”

Keeping her stare directed on Roger and her brother, Elizabeth answered in a soft voice, “Perhaps, my lord. Perhaps.”

A sense of rightness settled over Elizabeth with each sip of the warming wine. In fact, she felt warm all over, inside and out. “Where have you found this wine, my lord? We are unaccustomed to such quality,” she said.

“Even when you celebrate?” Geoffrey asked with surprise.

“We drank ale on every occasion,” Elizabeth replied. “And shared from each other’s trenchers,” she added, referring to the wooden plates the servants were placing on the table.

“Your father was a wealthy man,” Geoffrey stated.

“Aye, but frugal,” Elizabeth said. She laughed then and leaned toward her husband, her hand casually resting over his. “My grandfather used to tease my father something fierce over his tight purse,” she confessed in a conspiratorial voice.

“You have a fondness for your grandfather, don’t you?” Geoffrey asked, smiling at her behavior.

“Yes, we are very alike,” she acknowledged. She took another sip of her wine and smiled at her husband over the rim of her goblet.

“Enough,” Geoffrey decreed, removing her goblet. “I want you awake on our wedding night.”

His indelicate reminder of what was to come removed Elizabeth’s warmth. The smile faded and she lowered her gaze to her plate. She had eaten but a fraction of the quail pie and none of the swan or the wildberry tarts prepared for the celebration.

She watched as more and more delicacies were placed on the table. There were appreciative ohs and ahs when the cooked peacock, redressed in its skin and feathers, was placed before her. Geoffrey served her after he had washed his hands with the wet cloth his squire provided him. A page assisted Elizabeth.

The priest and several of Geoffrey’s thegns joined the couple at the table. Little Thomas was not allowed to sit with them, due to his age and his position, but each time Elizabeth saw him, she noticed that his cheeks were as swollen as a chipmunk’s with food. His manners were equal to her dogs, she thought, but soon he would become one of Geoffrey’s pages and learn the correct way of things.

Several of the men broke out into verses of a popular and somewhat risqué ballad. And then the red-haired squire, flushed with drink, began to sing in a deep baritone voice. The hall quieted and all listened to his song.

His ballad was about the hero Roland and his faithful sword, Joyosa, and how the brave man led the ancient troops to victory. According to the verse, Roland rode well ahead of the invaders, singing in a clear voice while he tossed his sword countless times into the air like a juggler. He was the first to die and offered no resistance. And now he was legend.

To Elizabeth, Roland was foolish indeed. She decided she was not of a romantic nature. Dead was dead, whether one became legend or not. She wondered if Geoffrey would agree with her observation.

“It is time,” Geoffrey announced when the song ended and the cheers to Roland’s memory subsided. He took her elbow, nodded to her servant, and stood. “Go. I will join you shortly.”

Elizabeth wanted to leave, all right, but her destination was the great doors leading to the outside, and not her bedroom. She almost smiled at her childish thoughts of escape. Almost.

She lifted the hem of her gown and followed Sara, keeping within the light of the torch the servant carried, stopping only once on her way up the curving staircase. She found her husband in the middle of a group of men, watching her. He seemed ignorant of the soldiers’ talk, staring intently at his bride. Elizabeth’s heart raced at the sensuous caress, the promise his dark eyes held.

“Mistress?” Sara’s voice pulled at her, but Elizabeth couldn’t break the force that held her gaze locked with her husband’s.

“Yes,” she whispered, and then, “I’m coming,” but it wasn’t until the servant tugged at her elbow that she was able to turn back to the kind woman.

Sara kept up a steady chatter of village news until she had Elizabeth stripped of her garments and a new fire blazing in the hearth. Elizabeth’s hair remained twisted in the ribbon atop her head with several wisps falling and framing the sides of her face. She brushed a loose tendril aside and slipped into the robe the maid held open for her.

Having Sara there, helping her, did much to calm Elizabeth. The day had been quite overwhelming. Elizabeth felt both exhausted and keyed up.

“Your hands are trembling,” the old woman remarked. “Is it from joy or fear?”

“Neither,” Elizabeth lied. “I am just overly tired. ’Tis been a long day.”

“Mistress? Did your mother ever talk to you about the duties of a wife?” Sara asked with a bluntness that made Elizabeth’s cheeks grow warm.

“No,” she answered, avoiding Sara’s gaze, “but I have overheard stories my sisters exchanged. Besides, a woman doesn’t have to do anything, does she?” Her voice held a note of panic, an echo of her inner turmoil.

The servant nodded. “When a man becomes excited, he wishes his mate to respond,” she said very matter-of-factly. “I worry that you will make him angry if you—”

“I do not care if he becomes angry or not,” Elizabeth replied, straightening her shoulders. “I just hope that he will be quickly done.”

“There are ways you can make the deed quick,” the servant hinted. She folded back the covers on the bed and turned back to Elizabeth. “But it will take courage . . . and boldness, my lady.”

Elizabeth found herself intrigued with the conversation. Sara wasn’t acting the least bit embarrassed by their delicate topic but stood there with a tranquil expression on her face and spoke as if they were discussing new ways of stuffing quail. Sara, Elizabeth reminded herself, was at least three times her own age, and maybe that was why her attitude was so blasé.

“What must I do?” Elizabeth asked, determined to do anything to get the night over and done with.

“Entice him,” Sara announced, nodding her head at Elizabeth’s puzzled expression. “He is eager to bed you,” she said. “I saw the look in his eyes. Every man has only so much control, mistress. You must—”

The door to the bedroom suddenly opened and Geoffrey filled the entry. Elizabeth was standing in front of the fireplace, unaware that the light from the fire outlined the slender shape of her body through the thin robe. Her stomach knotted at the look in her husband’s eyes as he slowly took his fill of her, from the top of her head to the tip of her toes, which peeked out beneath the robe, but she matched his stare and his appraisal and prayed that her trembling would soon stop.

Sara left the room and she was alone with her husband. His gaze was intimidating, and when she could stand it no longer, she turned her back to him, pretending to warm her hands before the fire. Her mind raced for an ending to the discussion she was having with Sara. Entice him? Play the whore? Is that what the servant suggested? No, she decided, she could never do that. And why would enticing speed the deed?

Realizing that she probably looked like she was hiding, Elizabeth slowly turned back to her husband. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, removing his boots and staring at her.

If only he would smile, Elizabeth thought, instead of looking so serious, so intent. She felt like he was trying to see inside her, know her thoughts and feelings, find her soul. And capture it. He looked capable of the task, and Elizabeth almost made the sign of the cross but caught herself in time.

Without saying a word, Geoffrey stood and began to remove the rest of his clothing, surprised to find that his hands were fumbling with the simple buckles. Had he not known better, he would have thought his hands shaking. He continued to look at his wife, willing her to show him some of the fear she kept so well hidden. He knew it was there, locked behind the rigid stance. Yet he was not displeased when she did not. She was his wife, his property. And he had chosen well.

Elizabeth watched him try again and again to undo the latchings. She wanted to suggest that he give some attention to his task instead of staring at her but did not think he would understand that she was teasing. Instead, she slowly walked over to him, a smile lifting the corners of her mouth, and unlatched the three buckles.

Geoffrey watched her, inhaled the sweet clean scent of her.

“I should change your bandage,” Elizabeth said, taking a step back, “and apply more salve.”

“It has been attended to,” Geoffrey answered, his voice husky. He was removing the rest of his clothing as he talked. Elizabeth tried to remind herself that she had seen him naked before, but that was when he was unconscious and raging with fever. His desire now had changed his physique considerably, and the transformation terrified her.

“Do not be afraid.” The softly spoken command confused Elizabeth. Geoffrey placed his hands on her shoulders. He did not draw her to him but seemed content to lazily study her eyes, her nose, and most especially, her mouth.

“I am not afraid,” Elizabeth contradicted, her voice clear and strong. “I have seen you without your clothes on.” At Geoffrey’s puzzled look, Elizabeth explained, “When I took care of you, it was necessary—”

“I remember,” Geoffrey said, smiling inside at the way his wife’s face colored with her admission. His hands began to gently massage her shoulders, stroking the knots of tension he knew he caused. “And I have also seen you without your clothes,” he said.

His words startled Elizabeth and she was only vaguely aware that his hands had moved to her waist, to the knot that held her robe secure.

“When was this?” she asked, frowning.

“At the waterfall,” Geoffrey answered. “You were bathing.”

“And you watched me?” she asked, both embarrassed and somewhat indignant.

“I had already decided to wed you, Elizabeth. It was my right.”

Elizabeth pushed his hands away and took another step back. She felt the bed behind her knees and knew she could go no farther.

“When did you decide,” she asked, her voice a whisper, “that you would wed me?”

Geoffrey did not answer her but stood there and waited.

He wasn’t making this moment less awkward, and the uncertainty of what was to come was agonizing. I must get the deed done, Elizabeth decided. Slowly she untied the belt to her robe. Before her courage could desert her, she removed the covering and let it drop to the floor. “And do you still want me?” she asked, her voice husky and, she hoped, enticing.

From the surprised look on her husband’s face, Elizabeth decided that maybe enticing was easy work. His stare was so hot that she felt the heat, like an embrace, wrapping around her. She felt like she was being caressed. “Aye, wife, I want you,” Geoffrey answered, his voice hypnotic. “Come to me, Elizabeth. Let me make you mine.”

It would not take much more to push his control over the edge, Elizabeth naïvely decided. Then, in her mind’s view, he would most probably throw her upon the bed and take her. It would be painful, she knew, but quickly over.

An overwhelming need to have him hold her first, to stroke and comfort her, made Elizabeth’s head spin. She took the first step and was but a breath away from touching him when she stopped and lifted her hands to her hair. She pulled the ribbon free, and the tight crown of curls quickly unwound, falling down below her shoulders. And still her husband did not move. He did not seem overly crazed with excitement or lust either, and Elizabeth realized that she would have to play a far better temptress than she first thought, if she was going to cause him to lose all control.

She raised herself on tiptoes and placed her hands around his neck, moving forward until her breasts were touching the warm mat of hair covering his chest. The contact of her skin against his was surprising; her eyes widened in reaction. Geoffrey smiled then, as if he was pleased with her aggression.

He picked her up and gently placed her on the bed. Before she could move over to allow him room, Geoffrey came down full upon her, all sinewy strength and power touching silky smoothness from neck to toes. His frame seemed to swallow hers. He braced himself on his elbows to share some of his weight, and watched his wife’s reaction to his intimate touch.

Elizabeth closed her eyes against the rioting feelings tugging at her senses. His skin was like warm steel; his maleness, the very scent that was Geoffrey, intoxicated her. She felt herself tremble and bravely tried to move her legs apart, knowing, in her heart, that the power of him would most probably tear her apart. I will not scream, she repeated again and again to herself, squeezing her eyes tighter still as if that single action might help lessen the pain of what was to come. “I am ready,” she whispered in a ragged voice.

Geoffrey felt her brace herself against him and smiled. “Well, I am not,” he whispered in return, and widened his smile when her eyes flew open with obvious distress and confusion. His eyes were full of tenderness and golden chips that showed his amusement. ’Tis not funny, Elizabeth felt like screaming. Instead she whispered in a voice that sounded very much like a plea, “Be done with it, husband.” She tried to move her legs farther apart but Geoffrey blocked their movement with his own. Elizabeth looked into his eyes and waited. She wet her lips with the tip of her tongue, an unconscious gesture, and forced her body to relax.

And then Geoffrey slowly leaned down and kissed her, a deep, draining kiss that played havoc with Elizabeth’s emotions. Her mouth opened under his tender assault, and she accepted his invading tongue with a sigh, pulling him closer. For long moments he continued to taste the sweetness she offered. He demanded, and he gave, and she did not want the drugging kisses to end. When he pulled his mouth free and moved to her throat, Elizabeth tried to force him back. Geoffrey took hold of her hands and held them secure with one of his, yet she did not feel the prisoner, for his thumb gently stroked the palms of each, sending little shivers that reached the tip of her toes. She felt like she stood on the edge of a storm and that streamers of lightning were shooting through her limbs. Geoffrey moved to her side, keeping one muscular leg securely anchored on top of hers. And all the while his mouth continued to taste, moving with deliberate thoroughness to her straining breasts. The torment was becoming unbearable and she could not keep the moan from echoing throughout the room when his mouth finally touched her breast. His tongue teased her nipple erect, flicking and circling with excruciating thoroughness that pushed Elizabeth further and further into the eye of the storm. Finally he took the aroused bud into his mouth, sucking it until tremors of pleasure shook Elizabeth.

She was unaware that her hips had begun to move in an erotic motion, back and forth. Heat of such intense need was building deep within and Elizabeth could remain passive no longer. She pulled her hands free and began to touch and stroke her husband. His muscles felt like knotted iron, the hair on his chest crisp and warm. Elizabeth marveled at the difference in their bodies, wanting to know all of him. Her hand slid lower but suddenly stopped at Geoffrey’s indrawn breath. She hesitated another second and then continued her exploration. When she reached the heat of his desire, Geoffrey’s hand stopped her. His voice was harsh when he said, “No, wife. I do not have that much patience.”

“It is wrong?” Elizabeth asked, horrified that she might have done something terrible. She pulled her hand back with a forceful jerk but Geoffrey caught it.

“No,” he answered, stroking her cheek with his other hand. “Nothing is wrong between husband and wife.” He placed her hand around his neck and looked deep into her eyes.

“Then why—”

Geoffrey’s mouth stopped her question. His movements then became more forceful, more concentrated. His knee forced her legs apart and his hand slid into the soft curls protecting the core of her need. Elizabeth tried to push his hand away but Geoffrey ignored her. With each touch, each stroke against the velvet softness, Elizabeth felt her control slip further away. She clung to him, kissing his neck, his shoulder, rubbing her tongue against his hot skin, tasting the salty film, inhaling the musky scent that was her husband.

The sensations she was experiencing were too raw, too new. She became frightened by the power he was yielding and again tried to push his hand away.

Geoffrey held her still by locking his hands against her hips. “You are so beautiful, Elizabeth. I would know all of you.” His voice was a growl against her skin. He lowered his head to her waist and began to circle her navel with his warm wet tongue. Elizabeth groaned and automatically sucked in her breath. She tried to find her voice to protest, to tell him no, what he was doing was wrong, he must not . . . but his mouth was moving lower, and lower still, and all the words, all the thoughts parted with her trembling legs, exploding into fragments of white-hot pleasure so intense that she thought she would die with the sweet agony when his tongue began to stroke her there. The intimate sparing of his tongue against the most intimate, the most guarded part of her very being, the rough caress of his unshaven face against the ultrasensitive skin on her inner thighs, drove Elizabeth to the brink. She begged him with her moans to cease this tender torture while her hands held him there, against her.

“You taste so good . . . so sweet,” she heard him say in a ragged whisper.

He was slowly driving her crazy. “Please, Geoffrey,” she moaned as she arched against him. “Please . . .” She didn’t know what she asked for, only wanted the agony to end.

“Easy, my love,” Geoffrey whispered, but Elizabeth was beyond understanding what he was saying. His voice was soothing, his touch wild; she arched her hips more forcefully and raked her nails through his hair.

Her frenzied movements made Geoffrey wild with need. His body trembled and Elizabeth could feel the raw hunger take over. Instead of frightening her, she became more excited, pulling him up toward her face.

Geoffrey’s control snapped. He covered her mouth with his, hungrily taking her with his tongue. Elizabeth matched his passion, kissing him again and again with desperate urgency. She found herself becoming the aggressor, wanton with her need, and Geoffrey tried to let her have her way a while longer, until her nails, digging into his shoulder blades, became painfully insistent.

“I want you as I have never wanted another woman,” he told her in a ragged whisper. He knelt between her legs, his hands holding her hips. Elizabeth reached up and locked her hands behind his neck, trying to pull him back down to her. She felt him hesitate at the threshold and instinctively arched at the same instant that he plunged. Pain ripped through the sensual haze and she cried out. She tried to pull away but Geoffrey held her tightly against him, and only when he was deep inside her did he stop, giving her time to adjust to him.

He soothed her sobs with honeyed words, promising again and again that the pain was over.

“We are done?” Elizabeth managed to ask, her voice trembling.

“Only just begun,” her husband answered. He sounded as if he had just run a great distance, and Elizabeth knew the control he was maintaining for her sake. His consideration for her made her want to please him. He was breathing hard against her cheek. Elizabeth turned her head and found his lips, kissing him passionately.

Geoffrey returned her kiss, cupping her face with the palms of his hands. Then, slowly at first, he began to move. And the pain was forgotten.

Her legs slipped up around her husband’s hips. She heard him tell her to hold him, and she tightened her arms around his neck. And then she heard nothing more. She could only feel. Escalating pleasure had taken control. She was racing with the wild beat of her heart into the center of the storm and her husband was guiding her, pushing her.

“Now, Elizabeth,” came his ragged whisper, “come with me.” And she was there with him; she felt the separation of body and soul, felt the explosion as bolts of lightning ignited and burst into flame inside her with the forceful thrust from her husband. It was terrifying, and it was magnificent.

She called his name and heard him say her own.

It was some time before Elizabeth returned to reality. The gentle descent back to the present was made warm and safe by her husband’s body covering her own. She opened her eyes to find Geoffrey smiling down at her. “I never knew . . .” she whispered. The sense of wonder and amazement at what they had just shared was impossible for her to put into words, but Geoffrey knew from her expression. He tenderly pushed a wet strand of hair away from her temple and kissed her there. She felt the wetness on her cheeks and realized that she had been crying.

He smiled again—a pleased and arrogant smile, Elizabeth decided—and she wondered just who had enticed whom.

She closed her eyes and smiled. Geoffrey rolled onto his back with a loud, contented sigh and Elizabeth immediately felt the cold sweep of air chill her glistening skin. Sleep demanded her attention, sleep and the warmth of her husband’s body. She pulled the covers up and over both of them and rolled into his arms, nudging him until he turned to his side and wrapped his arms around her.

She was just about to drift off to sleep when she heard her husband’s voice. “You are mine.” It was a quiet statement of fact.

“Yes, husband, I am yours,” Elizabeth acknowledged into the darkness. “And you are mine.” Her tone challenged him to deny it.

Elizabeth waited for what seemed to her impatient nature an eternity. Geoffrey did not answer. His deep, even breathing told her that he had fallen asleep. Her irritation turned to exasperation when he began to snore.

Elizabeth refused to give up. He had demanded her pledge, and now she would have his! She shoved him as hard as she could and fairly yelled into his ear, “And you are mine, Geoffrey.”

Geoffrey still did not reply, but he did give her a quick squeeze and a hint of a smile. To Elizabeth, it was an acknowledgment of her claim. It was enough. The pledge was given.

Content, husband and wife slept.



Chapter Four

ELIZABETH WAS AWAKENED BY THE SOUNDS OF MEN AT work in the courtyard below. In that instant before memory cleared, she thought she heard her father’s deep voice yelling instructions to his soldiers. She pictured him strutting around the training men with his hands locked behind his back. No doubt his pride and joy, little Thomas, was just two steps behind, his hands also locked behind his back, imitating his father’s every move.

Roger’s bellow jarred Elizabeth. She opened her eyes and took a deep breath. Nothing can ever be as it was, she realized, and the past could not be undone.

Yet in the morning light, the future did not look as bleak, as forbidding. Until yesterday Elizabeth had no thoughts or cares for the future; her only concern was Belwain and planning her revenge. Now it appeared that she would have both: a future and justice.

Elizabeth rolled over onto the spot where her husband had slept. The linen was cold beneath her and she knew her husband had been gone for some time.

She was glad for the solitude. So much had happened so fast that Elizabeth hadn’t had time to do more than react. Now perhaps she could sort out her feelings. She stretched and felt the soreness caused by her husband. Her husband! She was now married, and Baron Geoffrey was hers. In the light of day, the events lasting deep into the night before made Elizabeth blush. What a contradiction this man was turning out to be! He was such a gentle lover, sensitive to her wants and needs, wants and needs she hadn’t been aware she possessed. Elizabeth would never have guessed that such sensitivity lurked behind her husband’s shield of strength. Tender and gentle . . . her gentle warrior. Aye, it was a contradiction. What other surprises were in store for her? she wondered.

Perhaps it will be an easy arrangement, being married to Geoffrey. By the standards of nobility, it was an excellent match from her position. Her parents would have been pleased.

More significant, her brother’s future was now secure. Elizabeth believed that Geoffrey would indeed protect little Thomas. “We are no longer alone, little brother,” she whispered. Hope, newfound and fragile, eased Elizabeth’s worry.

Kicking off the covers, she slipped out of bed and knelt down, automatically making the sign of the cross before her knees touched the cold stone floor. In the habit of rushing through her morning prayers, all recited aloud in Latin as her mother had taught her, Elizabeth finished the ritual in bare minutes. She added an additional Paternoster for the repose of her family’s souls, and ended the prayer with the same vow she had made each and every morning since the massacre. She promised to see Belwain punished, and would give her life, if need be. The fact that she was praying for vengeance, an act in great contradiction to all the Church taught, did not deter Elizabeth. In this instance she would follow her grandfather’s beliefs. It would be an eye for an eye. The oldest law would prevail.

The ritual completed, Elizabeth hurried to dress. She wished to look her best when she joined her husband. Never having given her appearance more than a necessary glance in the past, Elizabeth was a little surprised at herself. Being pledged to Hugh for so many years removed the need for primping for the opposite sex, for Hugh had always been far more interested in the number of new horses purchased and by how many coins whenever he visited Montwright Manor. He never remarked upon her appearance. Father had called Hugh frugal, which by her father’s tight standards was quite a compliment. Elizabeth had come to think of her future husband as . . . predictable. Predictable and boring.

Her wardrobe was sadly lacking in choices. Long ago, her father had dictated that too many clothes made one give undue attention to one’s appearance, and such attention more than hinted of vanity. And vanity was a sin.

Elizabeth decided on a beige gown with blue borders. It fit rather snugly across her breasts and was high-necked, with long flowing sleeves. She tied a blue rope around her waist and slipped her dagger into its leather sheath and onto the loop of the belt.

It took her another ten minutes to find the mate to her beige leather shoes, lodged behind the drape at the head of the bed, and when both shoes were found and slipped into, she turned her attention to her hair. She brushed it until it crackled and then tied it with a ribbon at the base of her neck.

There, she was done. Pinching her cheeks to give them additional glow, and wishing she could find her tiny mirror to check her appearance, she straightened her shoulders and went in search of her husband.

She found Sara in the great hall, and saw the disorder. The castle must be made as spotless as it used to be, Elizabeth decided, in honor of her mother. Elizabeth deterred her search for Geoffrey and organized the servants, placing Sara in charge to supervise the sweeping and scrubbing.

“Throw out these reeds,” she said, referring to the soiled rushes. “And replace them with new. Perhaps we should sprinkle some rosemary about to get rid of the staleness that lingers. What say you, Sara?” Elizabeth asked the servant.

“Aye, my lady. And Dame Winslow will bring us fresh wildflowers just like she used to do for your mother. We will have the place as right as new in no time.”

Elizabeth nodded. Her gaze turned to the shredded banner hanging by sheer willpower of its own on the far wall. “Sara, have someone remove the banner,” she ordered in a whisper. “I do not need to look upon it to remember what was done here. I’ll not forget.”

The servant impulsively grabbed Elizabeth’s hand and squeezed it. “I’ll see to it, my lady. None of us will be forgetting.”

“Thank you, Sara,” Elizabeth replied. She gave the banner one last look and then turned to leave the room.

The servant used the hem of her sleeve to wipe the gathering tears from her eyes as she watched her new mistress. Oh, if only she had the power to lift some of the weight and heartache burdening one so young! “ ’Tis so unfair,” she grumbled to herself.

“Pardon me, Sara?” Elizabeth turned from the doorway and smiled. “I did not hear you.”

“I was just asking myself if you and the Baron will be leaving soon,” Sara improvised. She knew it wasn’t her place to ask such a question, but she had no wish to talk of the killings again.

Elizabeth was surprised by the question. She had not even considered the possibility of leaving Montwright. It was her home. Yet leaving, and soon, was more than likely. Geoffrey had many holdings superior to Montwright lands and he had his own domain. “In truth, I do not know,” Elizabeth told the servant. “Where is my husband, Sara? Have you seen him about? I must discuss this issue with him.”

“I have not seen him this morn,” Sara replied. “Perhaps he is in the courtyard, or in the soldiers’ keep below. I could send Hammond to check,” she added, for while Elizabeth could freely roam about the estate, it was strictly forbidden for a woman to enter the soldiers’ quarters located one flight below the great hall.

“I will find him,” Elizabeth said.

It was easier said than done. Elizabeth strolled around the courtyard but did not interrupt any of the men to ask of her husband’s whereabouts. She stopped and watched several knights struggle with a large vat of sand, wondering what their plan was. The redheaded squire, called Gerald, was glad to give her an explanation. “Vats of sand will be placed at intervals along the ledge circling the top of the wall, my lady.”

“For what purpose?” Elizabeth asked, frowning.

“See the one that is in place already, over there?” Gerald asked, pointing to the west. His voice fairly screamed the question into Elizabeth’s ear.

“Aye, I see it,” Elizabeth answered.

“And see how it perches on those stones?” Elizabeth nodded, inwardly smiling at the squire’s loud enthusiasm.

“The fire to heat the sand will be contained within the circle of stones.”

“But for what purpose?” Elizabeth asked.

“To heat the sand,” Gerald restated, “until the sand is so hot it is almost liquid sun.”

“And when it is almost liquid sun?” Elizabeth asked.

“Then it is propelled by the metal discs over the wall and will do much damage to anyone trying to gain entrance . . . if there be another attack.”

From the look on the squire’s face, he was a bit disappointed that she wasn’t showing much enthusiasm. “I had not heard of such a thing, such a weapon,” she said. “It is truly effective?”

“Aye, my lady. The sand can burn the body something fierce. Why, if it lands right, it can blind—”

“Enough,” Elizabeth hastened to interrupt, for he was painting a gruesome picture for her and she had the feeling he was just beginning to warm to his topic. “You have convinced me,” she added.

The squire nodded and grinned. Elizabeth thanked him for his time and explanation, and thought that he reminded her of her pet hawk the way he puffed up with her praise.

She continued to look for her husband but did not find him in any of the small huts clustered in semicircles around the courtyard. She was pleased to see that all the huts were being reinforced with fresh-smelling straw and wattle, long thin wooden rods that gave additional support. The huts were the real foundation of the castle, and though they were built on a small scale by others’ standards, they housed trained craftsmen who were highly skilled and most efficient in seeing to all the needs of the manor. The leatherworker resided in one hut; the baker with two cooking pits and one clay oven in another; the falcons and their trainer with his variety of cages and perches in yet another. In another cluster the carpenter resided, next to the candlemaker. The last and, by her father’s standards, the most important was the oversized hut set to one side of the castle, all alone, and nearest to the barn. It contained the toolsmith and his supply of iron and steel. The weapons were made there.

In the bailey beyond the walls, the slaughter of the animals was seen to and the making of honey fermented ale watched over. There had been plans to add a winepress, but that reality had not come to pass before her father’s death.

Elizabeth wondered when the craftsmen had last been paid. Was that now her responsibility? She considered. In the past her father had paid the freemen in coin and food. Deductions were taken from their pay for protection and a place to live, and for the number of candles used and recorded by Dame Winslow. The candlemaker’s wife could not write, but her method of keeping track was just as efficient. She used small pebbles. Each time a candle was handed out, Dame Winslow placed a pebble in that freeman’s cup. When payday arrived, the cups were placed before Elizabeth’s father and it was he who would calculate amounts. Who would see to this duty now? she asked herself. Another question to put to her husband, Elizabeth realized. But Geoffrey was nowhere to be found. Elizabeth went into the barn and found her mare in one of the stalls and made a mental note to thank Joseph for bringing her animal back for her. She saw that Geoffrey’s huge stallion was gone. A knot of fear grabbed at her when she realized he had ridden into the forest, for there was danger out there, and then the absurdity of her reaction made her laugh. Had she not survived with but her dogs on the outside for weeks? And was not her husband capable of taking care of himself?

The thought that perhaps Geoffrey was touring the outer bailey, seeing what damage was done to the peasants’ huts residing at the base of the winding road below Montwright, made Elizabeth head in that direction. She reached the gates to the outside but found her way blocked by two guards.

“Please open the gates,” Elizabeth asked.

“We cannot, my lady,” one of the men said.

“You cannot?” Elizabeth frowned and looked from one soldier to another.

“Our orders,” the second explained. “From the Hawk.”

“What order did my husband issue?” Elizabeth asked. She kept her tone pleasant and neutral.

“That you remain inside the walls,” one of the guards answered in a hesitant voice. He did not like the frown that came upon his mistress’s face and hoped that she wouldn’t press him. He had no wish to upset her, though he would obey the Hawk’s orders no matter what.

“So I am . . .” Elizabeth started to comment that she was a prisoner in her own home and caught herself in time. She would discuss this with her husband. It would be unseemly for her to make any comment, good or bad, to his guards. They were doing their duty for their lord. “Then you must follow your orders,” she said, smiling.

Turning, she started back, wondering why such an order had been given. Did it apply to everyone or just her? Was her husband worried that she might try to leave? Return to the forest? Elizabeth could understand his unsureness of her up until yesterday evening. But last night she had given him her pledge. She had admitted that she belonged to him. She was his wife. Didn’t he realize that her pledge was the same as a sacred vow to her? Shaking her head, Elizabeth decided not. Trust. It must be earned. And in time, she was sure she would gain his trust, his confidence.

And how sure of him am I? Elizabeth asked herself. Do I trust him? She thought that she did, knew that he was an honest man. He had dealt well with her father, she remembered. And her father had called him a fair man. High praise from one who was as frugal with his praise as he was with his coins.

Elizabeth admitted that her knowledge of her husband was quite limited. She knew nothing of how he dealt with women, how he would treat a wife.

A blur in the sky caught her attention. Elizabeth glanced up and saw her hawk circling, and without so much as a second thought for her audience, she extended her arm and waited. She was so intent on watching her pet descend that she didn’t notice the hush that came over the group, or see the startled, disbelieving expressions.

The hawk landed on Elizabeth’s arm and met her stare with a loud gargle of greeting. Elizabeth noticed that her pet was full-breasted from a recent meal and whispered words of praise for his hunting ability.

The hawk increased his gargling and then suddenly began to flap his wings with distress. “I hear him too,” Elizabeth whispered, for the sound of approaching horse and rider was growing closer. Her voice soothed the hawk and the flapping ceased. Elizabeth looked up and saw her husband, sitting on his horse, watching her. Her dogs flanked the stallion’s sides, their breathing labored from their run. Knowing how nervous the hawk became whenever the dogs were about, Elizabeth took mercy on her pet and commanded, “Go.” The hawk immediately left its soft perch and took to the air.

Elizabeth lifted the hem of her gown and started toward her husband, intent on asking him to spare her a few minutes. She focused on the hard line of his mouth, remembering his lovemaking, and wondered what he was thinking. She could feel the soldiers staring at her and realized from their gaping expressions that she had made a spectacle of herself with her pet hawk. She felt embarrassed that she had drawn so much attention. Keeping her eyes firmly on her husband’s features, she continued her slow, dignified pace.

The cheer caught her by surprise. Startled, she turned to see what the commotion was all about. They were still staring at her. And they were yelling. Had they all gone daft? She looked back to her husband for an answer, but his face was a mask as he watched her.

It was Roger who gave her an explanation. He came up behind her and placed his hand on her shoulder, saw her husband’s scowl, and quickly removed it. “They honor the Hawk . . . your husband,” he said, “and cheer the Hawk’s mistress. You are worthy, my lady.”

“But they do not realize. The hawk is my pet,” she said, looking to the sky. “I have raised it from—”

“It does not matter,” Roger interrupted, smiling. “The hawk has his freedom and still he returns. It is because you are worthy.”

It is because they are all silly, superstitious men, Elizabeth thought. And of what am I worthy? Being wife to Baron Geoffrey, she supposed. Out of the corner of her eye she saw her husband dismount and start toward her. So he was finally going to acknowledge her, Elizabeth thought with irritation. She suppressed the feeling and turned from Roger to smile at her husband. He must have a considerable amount on his mind, and she needed to burden him further with matters concerning her brother and herself. There wasn’t any place for irritation. Besides, Elizabeth admitted, it was a childish reaction. And she was no longer a child, but a woman, a wife.

She was the first to speak. “Good morning, my lord.” She gave a small curtsy as she spoke and then started forward, about to lean up and place a chaste kiss on his cheek as her mother had done whenever she greeted Elizabeth’s father, but his frown canceled her intent. It was as if he had read her aim and did not wish the contact.

Elizabeth felt her cheeks grow warm from the subtle rejection. She also felt awkward. She took her gaze from his, embarrassed, and noticed the dogs. Instinctively she patted her side with one hand, a silent command she used to bring her dogs to her sides. The dogs ignored her and continued to hover next to her husband, nudging him for attention. Their switch in allegiance was the last straw. She felt like screaming. And what would her husband think of that? she asked herself. To make such a scene in front of his knights . . . why, she doubted that he would ever live it down. Not that she would ever cause such a scene; she had far too much pride and dignity. Still, it was an amusing fantasy, and it did help to lighten her humiliation.

Geoffrey was speaking to Roger. Elizabeth waited as patiently as possible for him to finish his orders and give his attention to her. She noticed that the longer her husband spoke, the harder Roger scowled. What was causing his change in mood? She moved forward again so that she could hear her husband’s conversation.

“How many ride with him?” Roger asked her husband.

“No more than fifty, according to Riles,” Geoffrey answered.

They both looked so intent, and then Geoffrey turned his gaze to her, and in that instant, she knew. Even as the realization hit, the sounds of thunder in the distance, thunder from the hooves of hard-ridden horses, came to her ears. Belwain was coming!

All color drained from her face. Instinctively her hand went to her waist, to the sheath containing her dagger. She pulled the weapon free, holding it so firmly that the handle felt like it was a part of her hand. The wildness in her eyes mirrored her thoughts. I must find Thomas. I have to hide him. Where is he?

Geoffrey watched the transformation in his wife with a heavy heart. He longed to take her into his arms and offer comfort, to soothe the wildness in her gaze, to heal the injury. But he could not. And she would have more torment before the day was out.

Elizabeth turned, her destination unknown, her only thought to find her brother. Find and protect. She seemed to forget the dagger in her hand and that her husband was even present.

Geoffrey placed his hands on her shoulders and gave her a gentle shake. “Do not do this,” he said in a soft voice.

Elizabeth stepped back and broke the hold. She tried to walk around her husband but he moved and blocked her path.

“I must find Thomas,” she explained in a hard voice. “Do not stop me.”

“Go to our bedroom and wait,” Geoffrey ordered. Elizabeth began shaking her head but Geoffrey ignored her refusal. “I will send your brother to you.”

“Now? You will send him to me now? Before Belwain sees him?” she asked. The desperation in her voice washed over Geoffrey like liquid sun, like the sand from the vats, scorching him with her grief and terror.

“Roger,” Geoffrey said, never taking his gaze from his wife, “the boy is in the tanner’s hut. Take him to Elizabeth’s room.”

“Aye, my lord,” Roger replied. He turned and headed toward the hut at a fast pace.

Elizabeth stared after Roger until she felt Geoffrey’s hand on hers. Looking down, she watched almost as a third person, as her husband pried her fingers loose, one by one, from the dagger. Only when he had possession of it did she react. “I must have my dagger. . . .”

“You will not need it. You will stay in our room.” His order was hard. He pulled her to him, held her secure with one arm, and lifted her chin with his other. “I will have your word on this, Elizabeth.”

“And you would believe my word?” Elizabeth asked. She was trembling and knew her husband could feel it.

“I have no reason to doubt you,” Geoffrey countered, looking deep into her eyes.

“I do not know if I can give it,” Elizabeth answered. “First you must tell me what you will do with Belwain.”

Geoffrey was not angered by her order as he could well understand her hesitancy. “I need not explain my actions to you, wife. Remember that.” He softened his tone and added, “Trust me.”

“And if I do not?” Elizabeth asked.

“Then I will post guards and lock you in our room,” Geoffrey answered. “Until I talk with your uncle, hear his side—”

“He has no side, only lies,” Elizabeth said.

“Enough! I will have your word.”

“Aye, husband. I will give you my word. I will wait until you have spoken with Belwain.” She relaxed in his hold but her gaze continued to be defiant. “But hear me well, husband. I will trust you in this matter. And if you do not deal with Belwain, then I will.”

“Elizabeth!” Geoffrey raised his voice and felt like shaking her into understanding his position. “Do not threaten me. Your uncle will have a fair hearing. It is William’s law I follow. To hear all sides of an issue before rendering judgment. And you will abide by my decision.”

Elizabeth could not answer him. She knew in her heart that she would be unable to accept any decision other than total guilt for her uncle. Yet she did not voice this admission because she believed that Geoffrey would find in her favor. He believed her, had said as much when they talked at the waterfall and she told him what had happened.

“I will go to my room now,” Elizabeth said, hoping to end the conversation.

Geoffrey decided not to press her. The approaching soldiers would be at the gates in bare minutes. Still, he did not wish to end the discussion in such a harsh manner. “I have promised to protect you and your brother. Remember that.”

“Aye, husband,” Elizabeth said. She kept her expression neutral and started toward the doors. When she reached the top step, she turned back to her husband, found that he watched her, and nodded. “I trust you, my lord.” To herself, she added, Do not fail me.



Chapter Five

AS SOON AS ELIZABETH WAS SAFELY INSIDE THE CASTLE, Geoffrey turned his attention to the waiting men. “Harold, double the number on the walls,” he said to one knight. To another he announced, “Only Belwain will be allowed entrance this day.” Roger caught his glance and he stopped his orders while he watched the older knight carry little Thomas, like a sack of grain under his arm, toward the castle doors. Without turning back to his soldiers he said, “Send Belwain to me when he arrives. I will be waiting inside.”

Geoffrey started toward the great hall when he was intercepted by his loyal squire, Gerald. He ignored him until he reached the handle to the heavy doors. Roger, finished with his duty of delivering the boy to his sister, almost collided with the eager squire, who had lunged ahead of his lord to open the door.

“Stay outside with the men,” Geoffrey told the squire.

“I would stay near you, my lord,” the squire argued, a worried frown on his freckled face.

“For what purpose?” Geoffrey asked.

“I would protect your back,” the squire stated. “That is my duty,” Roger all but barked at the lad. The reprimand had the desired effect on the squire. He seemed to shrink considerably before his lord’s eyes. “You two believe that my back needs protecting?” Geoffrey asked.

“From what is being said, my lord,” the squire answered before Roger could open his mouth.

“Then Roger will see to the task,” Geoffrey announced. “Today you will protect my walls,” he added. “Your duty is to watch and listen. And learn.”

The disappointment of not being in on the interview with his new mistress’s uncle showed on the squire’s face but Geoffrey was in no mood to appease. He had too much on his mind. “Follow my orders without question, Gerald. There are no second chances if you are to become a knight. Is that understood?”

The squire placed a hand over his heart and bowed his head. “Aye, my lord. I will follow your orders.” He glanced up, saw the nod from his leader, and quickly turned to leave.

“He needs to learn to hold his tongue, that one does,” Roger told Geoffrey as they walked side by side into the great hall.

“Aye, and to cover his emotions. But he is still young—only fifteen, if I remember. There is still time to mold him properly.” Geoffrey smiled at Roger and then added, “He is quite skilled on the battlefield, always there to hand me whatever weapon I desire, seemingly fearless of injury to himself.”

“But that is his duty,” Roger protested.

“True, but he does it well, does he not?” he asked his companion.

“Aye, he does, and he is loyal,” Roger admitted.

“Perhaps I will assign him to you, Roger,” Geoffrey decided. “You could teach him much.”

“No more than you, my lord,” Roger stated. He sat down on the bench and leaned his elbows on the wooden table. The linen cloth had been removed and the scratches in the wood were visible. “Besides, the lad would drive me to the brink with his eagerness. I’m too old to waste what patience I have left.”

Geoffrey chuckled. “You are not that much older than I, Roger. Do not give me such paltry excuses.”

“If you order it, I will see to the boy’s training,” Roger conceded.

“I will not order it, my friend. The choice is yours. Think on it and advise me later.”

“Think you Belwain responsible for the murders?” Roger asked, changing the subject.

Geoffrey’s face lost its smile. He leaned against the table’s edge and rubbed his chin in a thoughtful gesture. “I do not know,” he said after a minute. “My wife believes him guilty.”

“And so do the servants I spoke with,” Roger added. “They all remember the argument the two brothers had and how Belwain made many loud threats.”

“That is not enough to condemn a man,” Geoffrey answered. “Foolish men say many things in anger that they later regret, and an angry tongue does not mean one is guilty. I will hear what he has to say before I decide.”

“It would seem to me that he is the only one to gain from his brother’s death.”

“Not the only one,” Geoffrey contradicted in a quiet voice. “There is another.”

His scowl stopped Roger from asking more. He would have to be content to wait and see what happened. He had no doubt that his lord would get to the bottom of the riddle, find the one responsible. Having been in Geoffrey’s service for so long, Roger had come to understand how his lord thought, how he reasoned. The Hawk was a careful man, given to logical inclinations, and did not make rash judgments. He believed in fairness and rarely based his decisions on hearsay. In truth, Roger acknowledged with pride, his lord was a fair and reasonable ruler.

Would his lord’s reasoning be affected or influenced by his new wife? Roger considered. Geoffrey certainly was taken with her, Roger knew, though he tried mightily to act quite indifferent when she was about. But then Roger was also taken with her. No, whether it be his wife’s family or not, Roger felt sure his lord would proceed as he always had in the past. He would not kill without just cause.

The door to the castle opened and both men turned. Two guards appeared at the entrance, a stranger between them. Belwain had arrived.

Geoffrey motioned to the guards and they quickly departed. Belwain, small in stature and elegantly dressed in peacock green and yellow, but with a wide girth, hesitated at the entrance to the hall. “I am Belwain Montwright,” he finally announced in a nasal whine. He dabbed at his nose with a lacy white handkerchief while he waited for a response.

Geoffrey stared at the man before him for a full minute before answering. “I am your baron,” he said in a forceful voice. “You may enter.”

The lord leaned against the wooden table again and watched his wife’s uncle as he hurried into the room. The man was walking as though he was being hindered by an imaginary rope tied to both ankles. Geoffrey found Belwain’s voice as offensive as his motions. It was high-pitched with a scratch attached to it.

There was absolutely no resemblance to Thomas Montwright, Geoffrey thought. He remembered Thomas as a tall, vibrant man. The younger brother, now kneeling before him, appeared to be an old woman in men’s garb.

“I pledge you my fealty, my lord,” Belwain said, one hand over his heart.

“Do not give me your pledge, for I will not accept it until I know what is in your mind. Stand!” The harshly ordered words had the appropriate effect. Belwain was suitably intimidated, Geoffrey decided. His eyes, glazed with terror, told Geoffrey that.

When Belwain was standing before him, Geoffrey said, “Many blame you for what happened here. You will now tell me what you know of this matter.”

The uncle took several gulping breaths before answering. “I knew nothing of the attack, my lord. I heard of it only after the fact. As God is my witness, I had nothing to do with this. Nothing. Thomas was my brother. I loved him!”

“You have a strange way of mourning your brother,” Geoffrey said. At Belwain’s confused expression, Geoffrey continued, “It is proper to wear black, and you do not.”

“I wore the best that I owned, to show honor for my dead brother,” Belwain answered. “He liked colorful tunics,” Belwain added, stroking the sleeve of one arm as he spoke.

Disgust welled up in Geoffrey’s throat like burning bile. This was no man standing before him but a weakling. The lord kept his expression neutral, but found it a difficult task. To gain additional control, he turned and walked over to the hearth.

Turning back to Belwain, he said, “The last time you saw your brother there was an argument?” Geoffrey’s voice was almost pleasant now, as if he was greeting an old friend.

Belwain didn’t immediately answer. His eyes, like a cornered rat, darted from his lord to the knight sitting at the table, and then back to Geoffrey again. He seemed to be considering his options. “It is true, my lord,” he answered. “And I shall carry the burden of saying harsh words to my brother for the rest of my days. We parted last in anger, of that I am guilty.”

“What was the argument about?” Geoffrey inquired, totally unmoved by Belwain’s tear-filled admission. Compassion was the last thing in Geoffrey’s mind.

Belwain watched the lord, saw that he seemed unmoved by his impassioned speech, and continued in a less dramatic voice. “My brother promised me additional land for planting. Yet each year he would further the date for handing over the land, always with some insignificant reason. My brother was a good man but not given to generosity. And the last time I saw him, I was sure I would get the land. I was sure! He had used up his reasons,” Belwain added, “but again he dangled the carrot before me and then at the last minute withdrew it.”

Belwain’s face had turned a blotched red as he spoke, and his voice lost some of the whine. “I had reached my limit and was tired of his games,” he said. “I told him as much and we began to yell at one another. He threatened me then, my lord. Yes, he did! He threatened his only brother. I had to leave. Thomas had a terrible temper and many enemies, you know,” he added. “Many enemies.”

“And you believe one of his ‘many enemies’ killed him and his family?”

“Yes, I do.” Belwain nodded vigorously. “I tell you again, I had nothing to do with it. And I have proof that I was nowhere about. There are those who will tell you if you will allow me to bring them inside.”

“I have no doubt that you have friends who will state you were with them while your brother and his family were slaughtered. No doubt at all,” Geoffrey said. His voice was mild, but his eyes were chilling.

“Yes,” Belwain said, standing taller. “I am not guilty and I can prove I am not.”

“I have not said you are guilty,” Geoffrey replied. He tried to keep his voice neutral, for he had no wish to let Belwain know what he was feeling inside. Belwain, he hoped, would be lulled into a false sense of security, and perhaps become more easily trapped. “I have only just begun to look into this matter, you understand.”

“Aye, my lord. But I am sure that in the end I will be a freeman. Perhaps the new lord of Montwright lands, eh?” Belwain stopped himself just in time. He almost rubbed his hands with delight. It was easier than he had anticipated. The overlord, though quite intimidating in appearance, was most simple in his reasoning, Belwain hastily judged.

“Thomas’s son is heir to Montwright,” Geoffrey answered.

“Yes, that is most true, my lord,” Belwain hurried to correct himself. “But as only uncle, I assumed that, once proven innocent of this terrible deed, that I . . . that is, that you would place the boy under my guardianship. It is the law,” he added with emphasis.

“The boy’s sister does not trust you, Belwain. She believes you guilty.” Geoffrey watched Belwain’s reaction to his statement and felt a rage begin to boil inside. Belwain was sneering.

“She knows nothing! And she will change her tune when I am in charge,” he scoffed. “Too much freedom that one has had.” There was genuine dislike in his voice, and he almost lost his life in that moment it took for Geoffrey to gain control.

He is a stupid man, Geoffrey thought. Stupid and weak. A dangerous combination.

“You speak of my wife, Belwain.”

His statement had the desired effect. Belwain lost all color and almost collapsed to his knees. “Your wife! I beg your forgiveness, my lord. I did not mean, that is—”

“Enough!” Geoffrey barked. “Return to your men and wait until I send for you again.”

“I am not to stay here?” Belwain asked, the whine back in his voice.

“Leave me,” Geoffrey bellowed. “And be content that you still have your life, Belwain. I have not ruled out your guilt in this matter.”

Belwain opened his mouth to protest, thought better of it, and snapped it shut. He turned and hurried from the room.

“God! Can he be brother to Thomas?” Roger said when the doors were closed. He all but shuddered with revulsion.

“He is afraid and yet brazen at the same time,” Geoffrey answered.

“What think you, Hawk? Is he the one? Did he do it, plan it?”

“What do you think, Roger?” Geoffrey asked. “Guilty,” Roger stated.

“Based on?”

“Based on . . . disgust,” Roger admitted after a time. “Nothing more. I would like for him to be guilty.”

“That is not enough.”

“Then you do not think him guilty, my lord?”

“I did not say that. It is too soon to tell. Belwain is a stupid man. He thought of lying about the argument with his brother but decided against it. I could read the indecision in his eyes. And he is weak, Roger. I think too weak to plan such a bold thing. He appears to be a follower, not a leader.”

“Aye, I had not thought of it that way,” Roger admitted.

“I do not think he is completely innocent, but he did not do the planning. Of that I’m sure. No,” Geoffrey said, shaking his head, “someone else is behind the deed.”

“What will you do now?”

“Draw the guilty out,” Geoffrey stated. “And I will use Belwain as my tool.”

“I do not understand.”

“I must think over my plan,” Geoffrey said. “Perhaps I will take Belwain into my confidence. Make false promises to him. Suggest that the boy will be given into his care. Then we will see.”

“What is your reasoning, my lord?”

“Whoever planned this wanted my lands. They attacked Montwright and they therefore attacked me. You operate on the premise that it was only Montwright the guilty was after. I do not limit my thoughts in just one direction, Roger. I must look at all the possibilities.”

“Sometimes the most simple conclusion is also the most correct,” Roger answered.

“Know this, Roger. Nothing is ever as it appears. You fool only yourself if you believe what is easiest to believe.”

“A good lesson, my lord,” Roger said.

“One I learned early in life, Roger,” Geoffrey admitted. “Come,” he suddenly said, “there is much to do today. Set up the table outside and I will see to the disputes among the freemen and pay them for their work.”

“I will see to it,” Roger said, hurrying to stand. He knocked over the bench in his haste but didn’t bother to right it. His lord was already at the doorway, waiting. “Roger, I again place the boy Thomas in your care. I will go up and talk with my wife and send the lad to you. Wait here.”

Roger nodded his ascent, silently wondering what his lord would say to his wife. He knew that Lady Elizabeth expected immediate death for her uncle. How would she react to her husband’s decision to wait for justice? The Hawk was about to ask a great deal from a mere woman, Roger thought. But then, from his contact with the Baroness, she was far more than a mere woman.

“My lord?” Roger suddenly asked.

Geoffrey turned from the stairway, one raised eye-brow his question.

“What of Lady Elizabeth? Would you wish me to look after her today?”

“No, that is my duty,” Geoffrey answered. “As unseemly as it is for a woman to stay at my side, it will be done today. I would know where she is every minute that Belwain and his men are about.”

“You would protect her from Belwain,” Roger said, nodding.

“And Belwain from her,” Geoffrey said, with a hint of a smile. “She would try to kill him, you know. And there is a thought in my mind that she just might be capable of the deed.”

Roger nodded again and tried not to smile.

It took Elizabeth some time to get control of herself. She alternated between grabbing the squirming little boy and holding him against her to trying to explain to him why she was in such a state.

Little Thomas remembered nothing. Not even how to play checkers, a game the two of them had played countless times in the past. It was just as well, Elizabeth decided, for her mind was too preoccupied for games.

When Geoffrey opened the door to their room, he found Elizabeth standing by the window, clutching her brother’s hand. The little boy looked bewildered.

“Go to Roger, lad. He waits for you at the foot of the steps.” Geoffrey’s order lightened the expression on Thomas’s face. He pulled free of Elizabeth’s hold and ran for the door. It was Geoffrey’s hand that stayed him. “Listen to me, Thomas. You do not leave Roger’s side. Do you understand me?” His voice was firm.

The boy felt the seriousness of the order. “I will not leave his side,” he said, frowning.

Geoffrey nodded and the boy hurried out the door. Slowly, while he gathered his thoughts and considered how much to tell his wife, Geoffrey shut the door. He turned to deal with Elizabeth and was surprised to find her bare inches from him. Her face and posture appeared relaxed, but her eyes told the truth. There was torment etched there, torment and pain.

Unused to comforting, Geoffrey awkwardly placed his hands on her shoulders. In a soft voice, he said, “I will have your word, Elizabeth, that you will hear what I am going to say. Hear and abide by my decision.”

Elizabeth frowned. He was asking the impossible. “I cannot give you my word, my lord. I cannot! Do not ask this of me.” She tried to control the anguish in her voice but found it impossible.

“Will you listen to me, then?” Geoffrey asked.

“You have found Belwain innocent.” Geoffrey could feel Elizabeth’s shoulders sag beneath his hands.

“I have not said that,” Geoffrey answered.

“Then he is guilty in your eyes?”

“I have not said that either,” Geoffrey snapped, growing irritated.

“But—”

“Stop this! I have asked you to listen to me,” Geoffrey stated again. “And I do not want your interruptions until I am done. Will you give me that much, wife?”

Elizabeth could tell her husband was irritated with her and knew that he was finding it difficult to keep his patience. She was puzzled also by his manner. “I will not interrupt.” The promise was made, and she would keep it.

“To begin,” Geoffrey said, lightening his tone, “I do not have to tell you anything. You understand this?”

Elizabeth nodded, wishing him to go on. “You are my wife. I need tell you nothing. In future I most likely will not. It is not your place to know what I am thinking, what I am doing. Do you also understand this?”

In truth, Elizabeth did not. Her father had shared all his joys and worries with her mother. And that was as it should be. Why didn’t her husband understand this? Were his parents so very different from her own? she wondered. She made a mental note to question him on this later. For now, she would agree. She nodded again and folded her hands.

Geoffrey let go of her shoulders and turned from her. He walked over to the two chairs, adjusted his sword, and sat. Propping his feet up on the edge of the bed, he looked over at his wife.

“Your uncle is nothing like your father,” he began. “I find it hard to believe that they are indeed brothers.” He stopped then, looking past Elizabeth.

“It is too simple, this solution,” he said, more to himself than his puzzled wife. Elizabeth longed to interrupt, to ask him what he meant, but she kept her silence.

“I do not think Belwain is the one behind the massacre.” There it was said. Geoffrey watched his wife react.

Elizabeth met his stare and waited. She sensed he was testing her somehow, but didn’t understand his reasons. Didn’t he know the agony she was going through?

Her composure pleased the warrior. “Answer me this, Elizabeth. Do you consider your uncle to be intelligent? Tell me what you know of his character.”

Elizabeth sensed her answer would be important to her husband, though she did not know why. “I believe him to be self-centered and interested only in his pleasures.”

“Your reasons?” Geoffrey asked.

“Whenever he came to visit, he never took time with my sisters or my brother, or me for that matter. The family didn’t interest him. And as soon as my father came home, Belwain would begin with his wants, his  needs. He was always asking for more, but never giving.” Elizabeth walked over to the bed and sat down before she continued. “There was no love inside of Belwain, that is why I think him more than capable of doing the killings. He was totally lacking in loyalty too. I cannot give you an example of this but I know it in my heart. And to me, there is nothing more unholy than lack of loyalty. As to intelligence, no, I do not think Belwain uses his mind overly. Otherwise he would have learned long ago how to deal with my father. He would have used a different approach to get what he wanted.”

“He is weak. Don’t you agree?” Geoffrey asked.

“Yes, he is weak,” Elizabeth agreed. “But full of evil too.”

“I do not disagree or agree with you,” Geoffrey said. “His manners do not please me,” he admitted.

“My mother told my father that Belwain suffers from the king’s complaint,” she whispered. “I heard her.”

“The king’s complaint?” Geoffrey had never heard the expression.

Elizabeth’s cheeks colored but she answered her husband’s question. “To prefer men to women . . .”

Geoffrey acted like a bolt of lightning had been shot through his body. He came out of the chair in one giant bound. “William would cut out your tongue if he heard your blasphemy,” he bellowed.

“Then it is not true?” Elizabeth asked, outwardly oblivious to her husband’s anger.

“No, it is not true,” Geoffrey barked. “Never utter those words again, wife. It is paramount to treason.”

“Yes, husband,” Elizabeth agreed. “I am glad it is not true.”

“William is married,” Geoffrey snapped. “And it is not proper to discuss—”

“But you can be married, can you not, and still prefer the company of other men?”

“Stop this, I say!” God, but she was exasperating! To speak of such a subject as though she was discussing family trivia both infuriated and amused him. She had much to learn.

“Yes, my lord.” Elizabeth’s voice sounded repentant, but Geoffrey wondered how sincere she really was. “I am sorry, husband. I have led you away from our topic.”

“Uhmmm,” Geoffrey grumbled deep in his throat. He sat back down and shook his head, in an action meant to clear his thoughts.

“I will tell you what I have thus far concluded, wife. Your uncle is a weak man. Weak and stupid.”

“May I question you, husband?” Elizabeth asked, her tone mild.

“You may,” Geoffrey stated.

“Will you kill him or must I?” Her softly spoken question jarred Geoffrey.

“For now, neither will. We have need for Belwain, Elizabeth. Now you will ask no more questions until I am done,” he hurried to add.

OEBPS/images/a_title.jpg
NewYork London ‘Toronto Sydney





OEBPS/images/9781451681888.jpg
JULIF
Uil

2

\* i
GENTLE WARRIOR
HONOR’S SPLENDOUR
LION’S LADY

and a New Excerpt!





