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June 1497
 England

He rode toward them out of the sunset, a knight upon a milk-white destrier with his armor burnished to eye-stinging splendor by rays of orange and gold. The white plumes that topped his helm danced and swayed. The gilt embroidery on the white tabard worn over his armor shimmered with his every movement. The nimbus of brilliant light surrounding him made him appear incredibly tall and broad, a figure of legend.

The knight slowed his mount, turned broadside so he blocked the road. Sitting at his ease upon his monstrous warhorse caparisoned and armored as if for war, he raised a gauntleted hand in a gesture of command.

The mounted column with which Lady Marguerite Milton was traveling to her wedding came to a jangling halt. Just ahead of her, the captain of the men-at-arms exchanged an inquiring glance with Sir John Dennison, the emissary for her future husband. That gentleman’s broad face creased in a self-important frown and his mouth tightened as he stared at the apparition before them.


The noises of early evening faded to breathless silence. Not a bird, frog or cricket was heard from the copse of oaks and alders that crowded the roadway. For a moment, a soft breeze fluttered the pennon of pale blue marked by a green-leaved crown that rose above the opposing horsemen. It sighed into stillness so complete it was almost possible to hear the dust trail of the column settle into the ditches.

“The Golden Knight…”

The whisper came from somewhere behind Marguerite. A shiver moved over her as she heard that strangled sound with its edge of awe. Her heart stuttered in her chest before rising to lodge in her throat.

Everyone knew the name, one awarded by the king of France after a grand tournament, along with a priceless suit of armor chased with silver and gold. Champion of champions, bravest of the brave, boldest of the bold, the man who held it was celebrated in song and story, known across the reaches of Europe and up down the length of Britain. Invincible, they called him, unconquered and unconquerable, though never arrogant withal. He fought like the devil himself, so it was said, using intelligence and honed instinct instead of brawn, though he had the last, as well. Known to be of a learned turn, he could debate any issue. As handsome as one of heaven’s militant archangels, he was a favorite with the French queen, and a gallant of tender prowess and renown among her court ladies and their nubile daughters. The very soul of honor, not an ill word could be said against him.

Such a paragon was he painted, so full of strengths and virtues, that many doubted his existence. Marguerite had been among them. Until now.

He appeared all too real, a solid presence blocking their passage, as immovable as the mountains of the northern marches from whence she had ridden on this, her nuptial journey. A shiver of dread ran down her spine with a prickling like the scrabble of mouse feet. Marguerite jerked with it, so the mare she rode danced a few steps to the side, arching her neck before Marguerite could bring the palfrey under control again. Through the brief struggle, she kept her gaze upon the knight, her mind churning with doubt and a healthy measure of distrust.

“Good day to you, sir!” Sir John called in testy greeting as he eased his considerable weight in the saddle with a great creaking of leather. “Know you that we are upon the king’s business. Stand aside at once.”

“That I cannot do. No, nor would I if you rode under Henry’s own dragon banner, which you do not.” The answer was courteous yet layered with steel.

Sir John swelled with indignation. “By what right do you stay our progress?”

“By right of arms.”

The reply was followed at once by the slithering rasp of metal on metal. A great sword flashed silver fire as it appeared in the knight’s hand, its blade chased with gold near the hilt in the same pattern as his armor.

Jostling chaos ensued for long seconds. Marguerite’s guard shouted as they reached for their own weapons. Her serving woman screamed. Horses whinnied in alarm.

“Hold or die!”


Such grim authority rang in the Golden Knight’s hard command that the men-at-arms around Marguerite stilled with their swords half-out of the sheaths. In that moment, a flurry of movement appeared at the edges of the tree-lined road. Eyes wide, faces flushing dark red with choler and sudden horror, the soldiery stared around them.

They were surrounded. From shadowed and leafy ambush, a band of knights rode forward at a slow walk. Some fifty in number, compared to barely twenty in Marguerite’s guard, their lances were in their hands, leveled and ready. Heavy armor, polished yet showing the hard use of battle, marked them as a fighting force it would be unwise to meet while protected only by chain mail topped by woolen tunics.

“Hold!” Marguerite cried in echo of the knight’s command.

Her voice was high-pitched, sharp with fear that the men with her would go to their deaths trying to protect her. Against a more equal, less well-armed foe, they might have afforded her some chance of escape, but not here, not now. She’d not have them fall for nothing. Though a half dozen had been sent by her betrothed, the rest were from her brother-in-law’s keep of Braesford Hall, detailed by him to guard her on her journey. She had known them since coming to Braesford a decade ago.

“Hold! For the love of God, hold!”

That cry came from Sir John Dennison as he stared around him with bulging eyes in the frog-belly pallor of his face. His major concern seemed to be for the sharp and glittering tip of the Golden Knight’s blade that was now centered on his barrel chest, requiring only an instant of cold effort to drive it through him.

The curses, the snap of reseated swords, rattle of bits and bridles and stamping of hooves died away. Sir John, his breathing hoarse, turned to the knight again, speaking in guttural outrage. “What is your purpose here? If it be thievery—”

“Nay.” The reply was deep and scathing, resounding in hollow dissonance from behind the Golden Knight’s helm. “I seek the mounted escort taking Lady Marguerite Milton to the lord who would claim her as his bride.”

Beside Marguerite, her aging serving woman, Gwynne, muttered a dire warning of rapine under her breath. A cynic to the core, she had supported Marguerite’s two older sisters through their weddings, had seen the disasters they were forced to endure before their vows could be spoken. She had predicted a similar disaster for Marguerite. This was based on the curse of the Three Graces of Graydon, as she and her two sisters had been known when they first appeared at Henry’s court. The dread prophecy foretold death for any man who attempted to marry them without love.

“Nonsense,” Marguerite answered the woman in reproof, though the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach belied it. The hard gaze behind the nosepiece of the Golden Knight’s helm had turned in her direction. It seemed to scorch through her dark blue cloak that hung open in the heat to reveal her riding gown of rust-red summer wool, to strip away the veil of red-edged cream linen that covered her hair. He centered his gaze upon the shape of her female form, the lift of her breasts, the turn of her waist and span of her hips crossed by her jeweled girdle. Only then did it lift to her face.

His eyes were metal-bright blue glimmers behind the face guard of his gold chased helm. Pitiless in their assessment, they weighed her, plumbed her and sought her essence. Nothing of what and who she was escaped him, or so it seemed. He knew her sorrows and her joys, her fears and bad habits, understood the fey, retiring side of her nature as well as the bravado she held up like a shield for it. He knew her past and present, and appeared certain he could change her future at will.

Marguerite’s heart leaped in her chest, pounding into a frantic beat. Her gloved hands clenched upon her reins while vulnerability pooled in the center of her being. She had prayed to be delivered from the marriage decreed for her as a ward of the king, prayed until her voice was hoarse and her knees callused from the chapel’s stone floor. But not like this, never like this.

The arrival of the order to wed had been an unpleasant surprise. So many years had passed since Henry VII had arranged marriages for her elder sister, Isabel, and middle sister, Cate, that Marguerite thought herself blessedly forgotten at Braesford Hall. Why the king had suddenly remembered her, none could say. It was also a mystery why he had chosen Alfred, Lord Halliwell, a pompous and spindle-shanked braggart with a son older than she was, as her future husband. Gwynne swore Marguerite had naught to fear from the match, that the curse of the Graces would protect her. If this confrontation on the road was its work, she did not think highly of it.

Could this be it? Had it come, here and now?


Oh, but what if this was no rescue at all, but something infinitely more dangerous? The messages she had sent flying across England and Scotland, to France, the four corners of Europe and beyond, had not been to any man so terrible in his magnificence as the Golden Knight. No, not at all. They were meant for David, her brother-in-law’s onetime squire, sweet, humble David who had pledged his heart to her when she was only a lass. Dear David, who had been knighted after saving the king’s life at the Battle of Stoke, and neither seen nor heard of since.

“Aye, and you’ve found the wench’s escort, so you have,” Sir John said to the leader of the mounted company that held them at bay. “What would you now?”

“Why, what else?” the knight answered behind his mask of a helm, “I would have the lady.”

He sheathed his sword with whistling slide and snick, and then set his destrier in motion. Marguerite gathered her reins as she watched him push through her escort to where she sat beside Gwynne. A tremor shuddered over her. The closer his approach, the larger he seemed until he took on mythic stature, as if a knight of ancient Camelot, stronger, braver and more daring than any mortal man had the right to be.

She flung a swift look around her for the chance of escape. There was none. She was hemmed in, unable to move her palfrey more than a few steps, much less flee.

“Milady—” Gwynne began in nervous warning.

The knight reached a gauntleted fist for her bridle with its blue leather trappings. Marguerite hauled on her reins, forcing her mount backward into the men-at-arms behind her. Her retreat shoved them into each other, forcing them closer to the lances that hemmed them in on all sides. Hearing their curses, she regretted the necessity, but would not be taken easily.

“What is your purpose, sir?” she demanded in breathless haste. “How came you here? Who sent you?”

“No one sent me. ’Twas my own desire, held through a journey of a thousand leagues and more. As for my purpose, have I not said it was to take you?”

“Nay, it cannot be!”

“Yet I hold to it.”

Hard on the words, he reached for her, circling her waist with a mail-clad arm. Such power was in it that she was snatched from her palfrey as quickly as a hawk takes a sparrow. She seemed to fly through the air in a sweep of skirts while the sky and trees wheeled around her.

Air left her lungs in a hard gasp as she landed with her back against the unyielding surface of an armored chest. She could not draw breath for the constriction of tempered steel across her rib cage, could not see for her veil that flew around to cover her face. The great stallion beneath the knight reared so she was flung back upon the large and rigid form of the man behind her. A shudder ran over her from the top of her head to her toes. Her skin tingled, burning as if she had landed in a flaming pyre. As the horse’s front feet struck ground again, the knight held her tight, supporting her with what felt oddly like protection.

The steel mesh-covered thighs beneath her bunched with the flexing of strong muscles. The destrier immediately plunged away. That first leap snapped her teeth together so hard she bit the inside of her cheek. Thrown off balance, she clutched desperately at the mailed arm that threatened to break her in half.

A shouted order roared out above her head. The white stallion beneath her galloped off at ferocious speed while somewhere behind them Gwynne screamed and Sir John shouted curses. In mere seconds, the hooves of mounted men thundered after them. The horsemen pounded closer, ever closer, but became nothing more than the knight’s men pressing in on either side. They closed ranks about their leader, a defensive cordon bristling with lances and grim purpose.

Disbelief gripped Marguerite as surely as the powerful hold that clamped her against her captor. This could not be happening. Her life was staid, even boring. Nothing occurred beyond the childish ailments of her nieces and nephews or an occasional noble visitor to her brother-in-law’s keep. To transfer to her bridegroom’s possession had promised little in the way of change beyond the necessity of submitting to a lust-ridden graybeard. She might have dreamed of being rescued from that act, but such fantasies had not involved being carried off by the renowned Golden Knight.

Dread rose inside her, along with disturbing, febrile excitement. What he wanted with her, she dared not think. Yet she feared she would discover it soon enough.

She greatly feared it.

 

He had her. It was done.

The fierce satisfaction of it thrummed in his blood, heating the top of his head under his helm. The woman he held would belong to no other man, not now, not ever.

The ambuscade had gone as planned; the surprise of it had been complete. He’d expected more resistance, in all truth, but was pleased by the lack. There were advantages to the fierce reputation that preceded him wherever he went.

To shed blood was never his intention. He had, nevertheless, been more than prepared for it. Some things were worth the risk.

The men-at-arms from Braesford Hall would not attempt to overtake him and his men. Their number was too small, though greater than the paltry handful sent by the bridegroom for this important journey; the noble lord the lady was to marry obviously did not value his betrothed as she deserved. If the men of Braesford had been inclined to fight, the battle would have been joined at the outset—though the order of Lady Marguerite had helped prevent it, an unexpected boon. The most obvious course for them now would be turn back and report the loss of the lady.

What else could they do, after all? To continue south ward to face the wrath of the disappointed husband-to-be would be foolish. It was enough that they must report back to the bride’s relatives, Baron and Baroness Braesford, with their news.

No one was likely to follow after them then. There would be ample time to make himself known to the lady. Yes, and to discover what she made of it.

God, but she was fair to look upon, even with her hair covered by veiling. A few golden-brown tendrils escaped to curl in the damp air, accenting her delicately colored, fine-skinned face, while the dark pools of her eyes, as richly brown as the finest ale, carried every secret of womanhood. In her fine fabrics, vivid as the sunset that stained the western sky, she was like something from another world, one he could never know. Yet she was a luscious armful, her slender curves a perfect fit against him. He had almost forgotten how soft a female form could be, how sweetly scented, how pliant…

Or mayhap not the last. She was clawing at his arm, twisting and turning in his hold while wheezing like a winded mule. She could not hurt him, nor could she escape him, as she must know, but that didn’t prevent her from—

An oath scorched his lips. He lowered his grasp to her waist, then tightened it again as she reeled in his hold, sobbing as she gasped for air. Allowing her just enough room to draw a whistling breath, he castigated himself for a fool unable to judge his own strength. Well, or one carried away by the triumph of having this woman in his power at last.

“What are you…doing, you great oaf?” she gasped. “Trying to murder me?”

“Never,” he answered at his most laconic.

She struggled upright, though without relaxing against him. “It seemed…otherwise to me!”

To that, he made no answer.

She swallowed, a movement he felt as much as heard above the thundering of hooves around him. “Where are you taking me?”

“Away.” He pulled her back against him and held her firm. After a moment, she realized how unbreakable was both his hold and his resolve and ceased her struggles, though she remained stiffly upright.

“Away from what? Away…away where?”


She sounded enraged. Now there was gratitude for you. “Away from the strutting fool chosen as your bridegroom. As to where, how should it matter?”

“It matters because I don’t know you!” She tried to turn her head to see his face, but her flapping veil and his helm made that impossible.

“You will,” he said, enjoying the way her bottom fit into the apex of his thighs, jouncing against him, the feel of her flat abdomen where his arm enfolded her, and yes, even the shiver that rippled through her at his touch, there at her abdomen where it was doubtful any other had trespassed.

She had taken his words as a threat. It was possible he had meant them that way.

“Besides,” he said, his voice a bass rumble in his chest, “how well did you know the man you were journeying to marry?”

“What has that to say to anything? Lord Halliwell had the favor of the king at the very least.”

“So Henry decided it was time you were wed.”

“’Twas certainly not my choice.”

“You meant to be a spinster the rest of your days?”

She tried to sit forward again. “What do you know of me, sir, that you can ask such a thing?”

She was quick, he thought, even as he exerted pressure to bring her back against him. “I know what I see.”

“Meaning I look the part, I suppose. In that case, I cannot imagine why you went to the trouble of taking me.”

“You mistake me. I meant nothing of the kind.”

“What did you—”

He went on without pause, his voice dulcet against her ear. “And ’twas no trouble at all to take you, Lady Marguerite. As to why, mayhap you should think on it, think long and hard.”

If she answered, he did not hear. Nor did she speak again as the miles flowed beneath his destrier’s hooves. He did not make the mistake of thinking her resigned, however. He could almost hear the scurry of her thoughts, the half-formed plans to escape him when they were forced to stop or, at the very least, make him suffer for his daring. That she would try, given half a chance, he had no doubt. That she should succeed was something he could not permit. No, no matter how much he understood the instinct.

With him, she was marginally safe. Freed from his grasp, she would be a tender young hare dropped among slavering hounds.

She was, just possibly, too tender. She had commanded the men-at-arms with her to hold rather than fight him, preventing their efforts to save her. Any other lady he could name would have cowered behind their swords, though the blood of every one of them flowed to stain her skirts. Most telling of all, however, was that those hardened men-at-arms had obeyed her. He did not make the mistake of thinking it was from fear, whether of her or of Baron Braesford who paid their wage. No, it was a mark of their respect gained from watching her deal with fairness, kindness and generosity toward all who came within her reach inside her brother-in-law’s keep. He’d seen it before, long years ago.

The thud of hooves drawing close brought his head around on the instant. It was Oliver of Sienna, a companion of the tournaments who had become his squire some six years back. His Italian friend did not speak or look at the lady, but only tilted his dark head to indicate a dim track that left the main road just ahead. It gave access, without doubt, to the position the squire had been sent to scout out for their retreat. As one, he and Oliver and the men behind them plunged into it, entering a dim green tunnel created by the interlaced branches of the trees that grew close upon the rutted way.

The sun had dropped below the horizon. Though twilight lingered, it scarcely penetrated this wood that had never felt axe or wedge, never heard the grunts and shouts of those who took timber for His Majesty’s ships or manor houses for nobles. Coolness crept from under the great limbs along with the dank smells of lichen, decaying leaves and bleached bones of animal kills. They swept deeper along it, the noise of their passage echoing both before and behind them until it seemed certain they were being pursued. No horsemen showed themselves, however.

In due time, the smell of wood smoke came to them on the cooling air. Small fires appeared. They multiplied, flickering in the gloom. A woodsman’s cottage, little more than a hut, stood silhouetted by their glow. Lantern light glimmered behind its rough shutters and smoke drifted from the opening in the thatched roof. Beyond it lay what had been a horse barn, with a low shed leaning against it meant to house pigs.

He pulled up before the cottage, while Oliver and the other men-at-arms cantered past to where the whiff of roasting pork drifted from the fires. The lady riding upon his thighs still said nothing, though her body turned as stiff as a nun’s starched wimple as she sat staring at the primitive accommodation before her.

Irritation touched him. The cottage was no manse, no moat-encircled castle or nobleman’s ancient keep, yet it was clean, dry and safe. He had suffered far worse and no doubt would again. Lady Marguerite could bear it for one night.

“Why are we stopping here?” she asked finally, the words stifled in her throat.

What did she expect? A fast and lusty tupping followed by being shared among his men? Or was it only a straw mattress and shared blanket, with him to keep her warm in exchange for the right to discover what was under her skirts? He could find out soon enough, if he pleased.

The ache in his groin warned against the idea. It was entirely possible he would not be able to stop short of plundering the tender treasure he found.

Regardless, and against all reason, he was affronted that she could imagine it was possible.

“It is our lodging for the night, milady,” he said, his voice rigorously even.

“Ours.” The word held flat disdain.

“What would you? We must lie somewhere.” He could feel her quick, uneven breathing now that they were still.

“I prefer private quarters.”

“Without protection, and while sleeping among men-at-arms? Unwise, milady.”

“And you are to be my protection from them? Forgive me if that seems…less than satisfactory.”

There was defiance in that reply as well as in the set of her shoulders, the lift of her head. He allowed himself a private smile. He did not want her cowed and afraid. “It’s how it will be.”

She gathered her veil to the side, turning her head to stare up at him in the gathering twilight. The dark slashes of her brows drawn together over her nose turned her frown into a scowl. The familiarity of that look smote him like a blow to the heart, and he was suddenly glad of the face and nose guard of his helm, which shielded his face from her view.

“Who are you?” she demanded. “Why are you doing this?”

He could put an end to her apprehension, might have except for some deep-felt need to gain acceptance in spite of it. It was unfair, mayhap, but there it was. “You know how I am called, I believe.”

“Oh, yes, the Golden Knight. The tales say many things, but I never heard that you make a habit of abducting females.”

“Nay. I am selective in those I snatch away to my encampment,” he drawled while enjoying the way her breasts rose and fell under her cloak with every breath she took, brushing his arms that enwrapped her.

“If it’s ransom you require, you should know that I am a ward of the king. He will pay if I am returned unharmed.”

It was a valiant effort, that suggestion. Too bad it was for naught. “You are certain?” he inquired with a thoughtful tilt of his head. “I’d heard Henry VII was a close man with his coin.”

“He has affection for my sisters, also a certain obligation to our family from deeds useful to him in the past. He could be generous because of it.”

“Or not, as he has already been put to the expense of a dowry for you. Or did Lord Halliwell pay him for the great advantage of getting his hands on both you and your portion of your father’s estate?”

She was still for a long moment. “You know an uncommon lot about my affairs for one last heard of in France.”

“It is a subject of some interest.” The irony of that observation invaded his voice in spite of his guard against it.

“And why would that be? Have you gained all you desire except…except for a wife of wealth and good family?” A tremor shook her though she stilled it at once. “Is your purpose to force a marriage between us?”

“An interesting idea,” he conceded as he allowed his hand that pressed her abdomen to slip to her lower belly, just above the apex of her thighs. “How would you feel about it?”

She slapped a hand against his wrist, preventing him from pressing into the soft, warm depression he had discovered. “How do you imagine I would feel?”

“Gratified?”

“I despised the thought of marriage to a peer seen only once or twice in my life. Think you being tied to some strange knight would be more to my taste?”

“You might find it so,” he murmured close to her ear. Heat mounted to his head, burning under the metal of his helm, while the drawing sensation in his groin brought a stabbing pain worse than a battle wound. The fluttering of her belly muscles under his hand was so intriguing he cursed his gauntlet that prevented fuller appreciation.

“Never!”

“Ah, well. ’Tis a prospect you need not face as marriage is not my aim.”

She swallowed, for he heard it plainly above the dull thunder of his heartbeat in his ears. “Then…”

It was time to end this, for the torment was not restricted to the lady in his arms. He made no answer, but shifted her forward to gain room. Swinging from the saddle, he eased her down and set her on her feet. He did not release her, but drew her with him toward the cottage door.

It opened as they neared it, spilling light out upon the leaf-strewn path they trod. A short figure stepped beneath the lintel, one that came nowhere near filling the low doorway. The lantern light behind her showed a miniature veil over fair hair that trailed near to the ground behind her, a tiny gown with a skirt scarce longer than a child’s, short, well-formed arms and hands, yet the face and torso of a woman full grown.

“Lady Marguerite, at last!” the dwarfed lady exclaimed as she tottered toward them. “What joy to see you safely brought here! Aye, and that no harm has come to the gallant knight who rode to your rescue!”

“Astrid…”

The name was a whisper as the lady at his side stumbled to a halt, dragging against his hold. The color in her face drained away then surged up again with flame-kissed redness. Slowly, she turned to face him, spoke in stunned accents. “You have Astrid. She is here, here with you.”


“As you see.” Her amazement should have pleased him. Instead, it was near unbearable.

“Who are you, sir? Who are you in truth?”

He closed his eyes an instant, oddly reluctant to satisfy that question. Still, it could be delayed no longer. Releasing Lady Marguerite, he reached up and unfastened his helm and steel mesh coif, drawing them off slowly over his head. He tucked both under his arm, squared his shoulders and faced her.
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Marguerite stared at the sun-bleached gold of the knight’s hair that was darkened in streaks by sweat, the rich blue of his eyes, the regular features that followed exact Greek proportions for male beauty. He had a scar in one eyebrow which gave it a slight ironic lift, and his nose had been broken at some time in the past so it had a slight hump in the middle. These small imperfections merely added a rugged, almost dangerous allure. He was taller than the doorway beyond them and had the muscled shoulders earned by a master of the broadsword, while about him, like a comfortable cloak, hung an air of natural command. Facing her, he waited, features grave, his well-formed mouth unsmiling.

Marguerite’s heart tripped in her chest, accelerating to a suffocating beat. She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, could barely think.

“Milady,” Astrid said in scolding incomprehension, placing her tiny hands on her hips. “Do you not know him?”

Marguerite stirred, shaking herself from her odd reverie. Yes, of course she knew him. How could she not?

“David,” she whispered.


“My Lady Marguerite.” His gaze held hers as he made that solemn acknowledgment.

How different he was from the boy she had once known. It was not just that he was older, taller, broader, stronger, but as if the very essence of him had changed. It seemed an alchemist had burned away all warmth and tenderness, forging him into something harder and brighter than he had been before.

The Golden Knight.

He was a stranger.

And yet. And yet, not quite.

For long moments, he stood unmoving. Then he went to one knee before her, his armor creaking in its metal joints and his cloak settling in deep folds around him. With one gauntleted fist clanging against his cuirass over his heart, he bent his head, exposing the strong column of his neck where the curling gold of his hair grew thick at his nape.

“Ah, David.” It was insupportable, that gesture of homage. She sank down in front of him, reaching to touch the chain mail that covered his bent knee. “You received my summons after all.”

“Astrid found me something over a month ago and a far journey away, almost to the Aegean Sea.”

“I had given up hope, thought you dead or else that you had forgotten…”

His head came up, though something guarded remained in his expression. “Forget you? Never, my lady.”

He had remembered. The astonishment of it, and the pleasure, swelled her chest until she could hardly speak. “It has been a long time, so very long.”


“An endless age,” he said in simple agreement, “each year the span of a life.”

Consciousness of his size and his strength struck her again as she ran her gaze over his shoulders, his chest under his tunic embroidered with an odd device almost like a crown of thorns. She moistened her lips. “You…it seems you have done well. We heard you were following the tournaments, had taken a nom de guerre, but never dreamed you had gained such fame.”

“No. Why should you,” he said, cutting across all mention of his renown.

“You might have sent word to Braesford that you had become this Golden Knight.”

He lifted a shoulder with the quiet rattle of its steel mesh covering. “It was nothing much to boast of as a title, being based on the French king’s whim and a pretty suit of armor. I only kept it as I had none of my own.”

“Oh, but…”

“I was a bastard called David at the will of the good sisters who reared me, milady,” he said, his features like iron. “Though I styled myself David of Braesford when I became squire to Sir Rand, I had no surname then and have none now.”

The facts of his birth might be true enough, but he had proven himself over and over during the time he’d lived at Braesford Hall. Though some few years older than Marguerite, he had served as friend, companion and self-appointed protector on her rambles over the vast estate. He had been Sir Randall of Braesford’s good right hand, had won a knighthood for defending Henry VII and protecting the king’s standard in battle. His lack of a known father mattered so little to Marguerite that she seldom thought of it.

It had mattered to him. It seemed that it did still.

Astrid, standing in the doorway, took two steps toward them. “Milady? Sir?”

Marguerite paid no attention to the little serving woman as she studied the face of the man before her.

“You used your fame to overawe my escort,” she said on a note of discovery. “That was well done. Yet you might simply have come to Braesford when you reached England. Sir Rand and my sister Isabel, also Cate and her Scotsman husband, would have been glad to welcome you, to show you the fine broods of children they are rearing.”

“Come to Braesford?” A shadow passed over his face. “What is there for me? Sir Rand, Baron Braesford, has no use for my sword while peace reigns.”

“You are more to him, more to all of us, than a sword,” she protested.

“Beyond that,” he continued without pause, “descending on Braesford for your rescue would surely have involved Sir Rand. To cause bad blood between him and the king would be unworthy.”

“Yes,” she said with a thoughtful frown, “I suppose that would not have done.”

“Besides, you might have decided I was too laggard, after my delay in arriving, might even have changed your mind about being wed.”

“Hardly that!”

He watched her, his eyes darkly blue, giving nothing away. “Why not? Many a woman has married where commanded in hope of children as her reward.”


She shook that away with a small movement of her head. “I was content to remain in my sister’s household, to be fond aunt to her little ones. I would be there still but for Henry’s decree. But you must indeed have duties elsewhere, have lands, castles, people and men-at-arms dependent upon you. It was wrong of me to take you from them.”

His smile was grim. “You had every right, Lady Marguerite. There was a vow between us.”

“You remember that, too.”

“Aye,” he answered, his voice deep and sure. “I vowed to defend you with the last drop of my life’s blood, to serve you in all things as a knight should serve his lady, to protect you, holding you in chaste reverence, keeping you forever pure in my heart. ’Twas the day I rode away to battle. How could I forget?”

“So do I recall,” she answered, her voice not quite even. It had taken her breath away, that solemn oath given as he knelt before her. She had relived it in a thousand dreams, thrilled to the touch of his hands upon hers, the blaze of exultation in his eyes, the nobility of his sentiments. She had revisited it in daydreams, touched somewhere deep inside that she did not care to examine, though uncertain she was worthy of the honor. Yes, and while half suspecting the sentiments were too exalted by half.

“Ah,” he whispered.

Her smile trembled at the edges. “We…we were young, and you have traveled far from that time, far from Braesford’s great hall where the pledge was given.”

“Still I am bound by it, and will ever be so.”

Was that all? Had he answered her summons from no more than the obligation of honor? She had no right to think anything else or to expect it. Yet she had, she had.

“Milady?” Astrid said again.

Marguerite glanced at her small henchwoman, then back to David. “In spite of it, you never came back,” she said, shielding her eyes with her lashes, aware of a trace of accusation in her voice that she had not intended.

“To be squire to Sir Rand was no longer possible or necessary after I was knighted, and I had my way to make in the world.” He tilted his head. “And you? You were never tempted to take any other man as husband?”

“The offers that came my way did not suit.”

“Did they not?”

She wished she could be nonchalant about it, but that was impossible. “Not that there were so many, given the reputation of the curse of the Graces. Henry let me be, mayhap out of gratitude for past aid from my family or, more likely, because I slipped his mind, being so seldom in his sight except for the occasional court visit. That was until this past winter. His decree ordering me to marry came without rhyme or reason.”

“You first sent for me at that time.”

“Soon enough, as it began to look as if Lord Halliwell, my erstwhile groom, would remain hale and hardy despite the curse.” She shook back her veil. “I sent far and wide, a dozen messages, two dozen and more, though all for naught. It was Astrid who suggested she should go after you, to seek the road you traveled.”

“’Twas a tavern where I found him,” Astrid said, crossing her arms over her chest.

“You should have seen her when she approached me, a miniature gentleman with her hair wound up inside a hat big enough for her to sleep under, strutting about in doublet and hose as if ten feet tall. I thought her mad when she flung herself upon my lap and would not get down.”

Astrid gave a screech. “You thought what?”

“You will admit it looked odd in your male garb.” David threw her a crooked smile. “I did listen when you began to whisper in my ear.”

“And set forth to come to me,” Marguerite said, refusing to be deflected. “You are here, even if you did terrify me.” Her gaze darkened as she recalled other things he had done, other liberties he had taken while she was in his arms.

“Your pardon, milady, but it was necessary. I preferred you not know me while in earshot of your escort, not identify me too soon.”

She took his meaning, though in her opinion it did not explain all. “No, I would not have you become an outlaw over this business.”

He shifted a shoulder in a deliberate movement that sent golden glimmers over the engraving at the neck of his cuirass. “That part matters not.”

“It might, should Henry learn what you have been about. Yes, and discover this encampment. But what’s to do now?”

To return her to Braesford would be useless, she saw easily enough, as Henry would likely send after her again with a larger company of men-at-arms as her wedding escort. Such a troop could not be barred from entry, for Henry might then lay siege to the manse and its pele tower as an example. That would endanger Rand, Isabel and their children, as well as their people and holdings. Rand might feel it worth the risk, but David seemed determined to avoid it.

What else had she expected, however, when she sent Astrid after him as her messenger?

She hardly knew, in all truth. It had been an instinct based on the safety she had always felt in his company, aligned to unconscious faith in his pledge to serve her. Or mayhap she did know, but cared not admit it even to herself. She had hoped David might make a stealthy return, after which there could be a quiet wedding that would forever bar her marriage to Lord Halliwell. The friendship between them would have made any solution more bearable than the alternative.

She must have been dreaming, still.

“For now, we eat,” Astrid said in interruption, a fierce scowl on her small face that dared them to disagree. “The soup is hot and I hate when it grows cold. Besides, the ground is damp, and the two of you look ridiculous kneeling there when you could be inside where it’s warm.”

She was privileged to say such things because she was one of the Little People, and had been with Marguerite for nine long years. Once assigned to Elizabeth of York as the Queen’s Fool, she had been riding on a pleasure barge that capsized in a sudden storm during the entertainment for Henry’s second royal year. Marguerite had been on the same barge and gone into the water with everyone else. She’d fought her way to a floating ale barrel, then, seeing the doll-like person sinking under the waves, reached out and snatched her to safety. Henry, applauding the rescue, said that Marguerite, having saved Astrid’s life, must be responsible for her forthwith.

Astrid had been thankful to be quit of court life, of the need to perform every moment of her day, to watch her every word and be eternally watchful against cruel jests. A tempestuous creature too small to punish, she was used to having her way. She soon routed Gwynne from her tasks as Marguerite’s serving woman, taking these upon herself. She served Marguerite at table, overseeing every bite she ate. She entertained her upon the lute while she sewed in the solar, and was her close confederate in her more daring larks and outings. So determined was she in her guardianship that it sometimes seemed she felt Marguerite belonged to her rather than the other way around.

She ladled soup into carved wooden bowls and put them in front of Marguerite and David, placed a round, dark loaf on the deal table that sat in one corner, added beakers of water and then joined them. They ate in silence for long moments. Marguerite was hungry as she’d taken only dry bread and a slice of cold beef early that morning. She could feel her strength and her spirits reviving as she enjoyed chunks of bread dipped into the rich soup. She looked up after a moment, making ready to question David further about her future.

He was not eating. Instead, he gazed at her with his bread hanging forgotten from his fingers and a suspended look on his face. He met her eyes an instant before his lashes came down, shuttering his expression. Muttering something about seeing his men were supplied with food, he picked up his wooden dish and vanished into the night.


Marguerite stared after him with a frown gathering between her eyes. She turned to Astrid. “Has he been like this since you came upon him?”

“Worse,” Astrid answered while using a bit of bread crust to chase a beef chunk around the bottom of her bowl. “He drove his men so hard I was astonished there was no rebellion. As it was, a quarter of them fell by the wayside before we reached Calais.”

“It must have been a hard journey for you,” Marguerite said with a sympathetic wince.

“Not so bad.” She lifted a small shoulder. “Sir David found a pony for me that was much better for my short legs than my rouncey from Braesford. Then being in hose and doublet, I was able to avoid a sidesaddle.”

Marguerite looked down at her bowl, and then pushed it away. With the edge of her hand, she wiped bread crumbs from the table, watching them fall to the packed earth floor. Clearing her throat, she spoke in careful neutrality. “Did David chance to say what he meant to do with me once he had me in his keeping?”

“Not to me. I suppose it shall be whatever you will.”

Marguerite was not so certain. This new David appeared to have ideas of his own, also a great liking for seeing them carried out strictly to his order. “I can’t go back to Braesford as Henry will surely look for me there, and the same is true if I should take refuge with my sister Cate and her husband at their holdings. David might keep me with him when he returns whence he came yet to remain with him and his men-at-arms will soon have me named as a camp follower. What else is there?”


“You have the favor of Henry’s queen. Will she not intercede for you?”

“Well she might, but what odds Henry will listen to her.”

Astrid lifted her tiny hands in a fatalistic gesture. “Hi ho, we shall be camp followers then.”

“We?”

“Wherever you go, there must I go also.”

Marguerite gave her an astringent look. “Don’t become Biblical, please. I’m not sure I can bear it.” She went on after a moment. “In any case, I think David too aware of my station to allow such a pass.”

“Your station.”

“As Lady Marguerite, daughter of a lord. He has always been far more conscious of the difference in rank between us than I.”

“He didn’t seem particularly humble on the journey.”

“Did he not?”

The serving woman lifted miniscule brows. “Have you taken note of the man, milady? I mean, really looked at him? He is no youth, but a hardened soldier. He has fought in dozens of campaigns and gained recognition and honors far beyond most. What need has he to feel beneath any man, or any woman?”

“None whatever,” Marguerite said, heat rising in her face. Of course she had taken note of this changed David. How could she not when he was so fair to look upon. She had sensed the power he held in such rigorous control, too, and felt his hands upon her in a manner he would never have dared before. Yet he had knelt before her, seemed reluctant to sit at the same table with her whom he had served at meals while her brother-in-law’s squire. “The difference seems to be there, all the same.”

“You refine too much upon it.”

Marguerite gazed at the opposite wall for long moments before dislodging the conundrum with a swift shake of her head. “I should still like to know what he intends.”

“You will have to ask him. He said nothing to me.”

It was to be expected. As far as Marguerite had been able to tell while living with Braesford, men enjoyed keeping their plans secret. She had never been sure if the cause was lack of trust in female discretion or only that they preferred to make decisions in midstream, as it were, and without tedious explanation. “He can’t remain in England,” she said with a worried frown.

“Can he not?”

“He could be accused of all manner of crimes. I never meant for him to risk so much, never dreamed he might abduct me on the road.”

“What did you think he would do? Come for you in the dead of night?”

“Something of the sort,” she said, looking away. “I could have gone to meet him if he had sent word.”

“And then what?”

Marguerite preferred not to say. The only sure prevention for an unwanted marriage was to take another groom in place of the one assigned her. “I don’t know. That he might come was such a forlorn hope, I hardly thought beyond it.”

Astrid continued to eat, unperturbed. “I feel sure Sir David will know what to do.”


“He must ride for the coast, I think, and take ship as soon as it may be arranged.”

“With or without you?”

Now there was a question, one that left her oddly breathless. She would be safe if she went with him. Or safe from marriage to Lord Halliwell, at least.

From the turmoil inside her arose a shaft of anger. “How can you be so calm?” she demanded of Astrid. “Only think what it will be like if Henry sends a company of men after us that is twice or thrice the size of David’s.”

“First he has to find us. Fear not, milady. Sir David will see you are not wed against your will, even if he has to do the deed himself.”

“It’s all very well for you to say so, but you were not there when he said he had no thought of taking a wife.”

“He said that?”

Marguerite’s nod was brief. He had been speaking as the Golden Knight at the time, still she believed him.

Not that she wished to be wed to any man if it could be avoided. She much preferred being a maiden, even if it did make her dependent upon her sisters and their husbands. There was nothing greatly wrong with going back and forth between their two houses, playing the loving aunt to her nieces and nephews, helping out when they were ill or when one of her sisters gave birth again. Yet watching Isabel and Cate with the men they had married, she often knew an aching need for similar closeness, for something more of loving affection than had been hers thus far.

David did not return.

Marguerite sat staring into the flames for an hour or more after Astrid had curled up, fully dressed, in the middle of the thin straw pallet that lay against one wall and fallen into her usual deathlike slumber. She had thought to question his plans, to discover if he had a better idea than she of where they must go and what was to be done. Finally, the peat on the hearth smoldered down to flame-edge chunks of ash. She sighed and wrapped herself in her cloak, then lay down beside Astrid and pulled a woven wool coverlet over them both.

Sleep would not come. She lay staring at the dark shadows that wavered on the ceiling in what was left of the fire glow. She could not rid herself of the fear that David might yet hang for his bold daylight abduction. Far better if he had come and taken her away by night. She would have met him at the postern gate at Braesford if he had only sent to tell her when. She would have gone with him without question. There was no man she trusted more.

No boy she had once trusted more, at any rate.

What had she done with her fervent request for aid? She could not bear it if he was forced to pay with his life for answering it; the mere chance was a knife twisting in her heart. Why had she not thought the matter through to its end? She had been desperate to avoid becoming Lady Halliwell, yes, but she would never have sent Astrid to find David if she had known it would come to this.

How strange it was to see him, however, and to discover the man he had become. His face and large form stunned the mind now with their masculine perfection. He was so self-contained, so rigid in his dedication to honor and valor. Somewhere deep inside, she was a little frightened of him, though she would die before admitting it. What hardship and labor, danger and horror he must have endured to turn him into such a fearsome knight. Thinking of it was more than she could bear.

Regardless, he had paid homage to her just as he had so many years ago, before he marched away to fight for Henry at the battle of Stoke-on-Trent. His vow given that day seemed as meaningful to him now as it had then, as valued as his vows of knighthood. The Golden Knight was, just possibly, as strong and brave, as true and pure of heart as the ballads claimed. Mayhap the troubadours who told of such things had not lied. She liked to think they had not, at any rate.

The David of years ago had been a handsome lad, strong and stalwart, courteous yet with a vein of endearing humor. How proud he had been to be Sir Rand’s squire after her brother-in-law saved him from a beating by street thugs. This was after he had run away from the tannery where he’d been apprenticed by the nuns who had reared him from an orphan babe. Truth to tell, Marguerite mourned the gentle, painfully self-effacing boy who had wanted nothing from life except to serve Sir Rand and be her friend and guardian.

Why had he gone away after the carnage and heroism of Stoke? She had never known.

Oh, but how they had laughed before war came upon the land, running with the wind, eating food stolen from the kitchen while lying beside a cool, clear stream, talking, talking as they sat in the grass making crowns of spring clover. He had kissed her hand once, his mouth soft, smooth and warm against her skin. Another time, she had leaned over him as he slept with his head in her lap, and, greatly daring, touched her lips to his forehead. Such sweet memories, they almost made her cry. She had kept them close, so close they were almost like a dream….

She woke of a sudden to the quiet creak of the door hinge. Lying rigid under the coverlet, she watched the shadow that stepped inside, stretching, moving over the wall beside her. The shape, the height and width of shoulder could be none except David. She sighed in soundless relief and closed her eyes for a moment of thankfulness.

He came closer, stepping with a tread so silent she would not have known if she had not wakened. He stopped beside the narrow pallet. Long moments slipped past as he stood staring down upon her where she lay. Goose bumps prickled over her under her clothing. Her heartbeat quickened, pounding in her chest until she thought surely he could hear it. Her eyelids fluttered a little before she could still them. She wondered what he saw that he did not turn away at once.

Clothing rustled, a whisper of sound, as he knelt beside her. She thought in scattered irrelevance that he must have removed his armor for the night. She waited, wondering what he was about, wondering if he meant to slide in beside her, wondering in shivering anticipation if he would take more liberties of the kind he’d ventured while she rode with him.

He put out a hand, almost touching her face, for she could feel its warmth hovering above her cheek. Yet he did not touch, did nothing except reach to pull the edge of the coverlet higher over her shoulder. A whisper, too soft to understand, shifted in the air above her head. Then he withdrew, his movements amazingly soundless for so large a man. Cool air swirled inside as he pulled open the door. It closed behind him with the softest of thuds.

In time, the fire died away into darkness. Only then did Marguerite sleep again.

 

“You are in danger if you stay. You must go!”

“In good time,” David said in calm reply to that urgent command from Lady Marguerite. He might have known dawn would bring more argument. She was accustomed to thinking herself able to command him, at least in small things. It had been his privilege and pleasure to obey in the past, but that was long ago and in much smaller matters. “First, I must see you to safety.”

They walked the track that stretched past the cottage, he and the lady, away from prying eyes and ears. Morning mist hung like white bed curtains in the treetops, shot through with the silver, slanting rays of the rising sun. Birds called in melodious trills above the droning voices and occasional laughter of his men. The air was fresh and sweet, layered with the fragrance of some blooming vine along with the smells of smoke and horses and bread toasting on sticks held above campfires. It was a good day to be alive.

“I was wrong to send for you,” she said, twining her fingers together at her waist. “I should have realized how it would be. Now you must return whence you came. If you ride hard, you and your men can be at the coast well before Lord Halliwell or…or Henry comes up with you.”

Her concern for his safety touched a place inside him that had grown so callused from blow after blow upon it that he’d thought it beyond feeling. He watched her with raw concentration while regulating his breathing to an even cadence that might control the stirring of his body. Reaching out, he removed a piece of bed straw that had become entangled in the veil covering her hair, then allowed his fingers to trail along her jawline to her chin before closing them in a fist that he lowered to his side.

“Am I to leave you here, unguarded?” he asked in quiet reason. “That would be foolish after taking you from the safeguard of your escort.”

“You cannot sleep outside my door for the rest of your life!”

Heat bloomed across the back of his neck. “I did not intend to offend. It seemed a way to make certain none entered and that…”

“And that all knew you had not lain with me during the night, yes, I know,” she said with asperity. “I am grateful for the thought, as was Astrid when she stumbled over you as she started out for water this morning, but it only adds to the problem with this abduction. To remain in your company is as much a threat to my future as the marriage arranged for me.”

“To remain here without protection would be a threat indeed,” he said in hard disagreement. “I can’t go, can’t leave you unguarded.”

“If you will be so kind as to send a messenger to Braesford, Sir Rand will come for me. Astrid and I may stay inside, out of sight, until he arrives.”

“You would return to Braesford’s keep, knowing Henry will only find you there again?” He would not mention the mind-searing possibilities involved in two females left alone, at the mercy of any stray game-keeper, forest outlaw or band of mercenary soldiers from either of the armies gathering in the land. The mere idea turned him cold and sick inside.

“If you would speak of foolishness, then my hope of avoiding the marriage arranged for me was surely that.” A corner of her mouth curled for an instant. “It is woman’s part to accept these things in all modesty.”

“I cannot accept it,” he answered with tempered steel in his voice. “Not now.”

“What would you have me do instead? You have no idea of marrying me.”

“No. That I can’t do.”

She swung toward him, a frown in the rich brown depths of her eyes. “Why is that? Have you a wife in France?”

“Nay, no wife. As to the why of it, you know well.”

Color like the bloom on a peach spread across her cheekbones. “This sacred vow, sworn upon the cross, to serve me in chaste and knightly fashion, without desire, without stint, without regard for life?”

“Sworn upon the hilt of my sword, rather, though it’s the same thing.”

“It was long ago. We were children.”

“Not entirely.” His smile was brief and a little twisted.

She clenched her fingers upon each other until they appeared as pale as candle wax. “There is of course the curse of the Graces, but I thought, I know you once said…”

“Oh, aye, I am beyond its effects, for I cared for you from the moment I saw you, will always care for you,” he answered, the words a renewal of a different vow made long ago. To say them satisfied something inside him, in spite of everything.

Her eyes widened, dominating her whole face. “But if you have no fear of the curse…” she began, only to trail into silence.

“Milady?”

“To marry me would be…a service you may perform for my good.”

That she could suggest such a thing set his heart aflame, burning like a hot coal in his chest. He was touched by the trust of it, also that she understood him so well. Still, some things had obvious answers. “Ah, Lady Marguerite, it would be an honor beyond any I’ve yet gained, but it can’t be.”

She searched his features for a fleeting instant before looking away. “There need not be anything of a physical nature between us.”

“Even so.” His voice was like a sledge being pulled through a rock pit, and he put a hand on his sword hilt in a much-needed reminder of all he had sworn and foresworn, clenching it until his fingers ached. The simple fact was that he could never take her to wife, not and keep to his vow of chastity. To tell her so was impossible, of course. A man did not hand a weapon to one sure to use it against him.

The color in her face deepened, as did the frustrated anger in her eyes. “You have no wish to be my husband. Very well. But do you never intend to marry?”

He hid a wry smile for her feminine curiosity, even as he wondered if a weapon might not be forged from it. “I never said that.”

She stared at him, her gaze clouded. “What do you mean?”

“My vow was made to you alone, my lady. It extends to no other.”

“So you are free to love elsewhere.”

“And have been free these ten years,” he answered with determined hardihood.

A short laugh left her. “So the verses sung to your prodigious, near insatiable appetite for love do not exaggerate.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“But neither do you deny the stories told of your prowess among amorous French ladies and their daughters.”

He lifted a moody shoulder, for he could not tell her nay. He had not been bound to resist the lures of such women. He had been far from Braesford, and thought never to see its walls or to lay eyes upon Marguerite again in this life. The physical release he had found had nothing to do with the tenderness and idealism of what he had felt for her when they were young and carefree. She had always been above such driven animal lust in his mind, as she had been above him.

If his carnal appetites turned her against him, then might that not be for the best?

She walked on, and he moved at her side, watching as she took one corner of her veil and began to nibble it in a well-remembered habit when she was upset or thoughtful.

“What would you have me do, then, if you don’t mean to keep me with you?” she asked in exasperation. “Where am I to be settled? If I shelter with any lord of standing, he will give me up to Henry as soon as his men appear. Well, or else call for a priest and make himself my husband for the sake of my marriage portion.”

“Not for that alone,” he murmured, allowing his gaze to flicker quickly from her face to the tender curve of her neck and downward to the sweet mounds of her breasts under her gown. It might have been better for his peace of mind if carnal matters had not been mentioned.

“And not if he should happen to follow the white rose of York, I suppose. Such a one might keep me hidden to thumb his nose at a Lancastrian king.”

“Or he might decide raping one of Henry’s wards would be a fine revenge,” he returned in hard warning.

“What then? Shall I follow in the train of your men like the merest camp drab?”

“No.” The denial was sharp, primarily because the idea had violent attraction as long as she was his drab alone. Though that was as impossible as becoming her husband.

“What is left? I would not— Oh.” She came to a halt as comprehension rose in her eyes.

“Indeed,” he said in iron agreement.

“A convent. You intend that I become a nun.” The words were as dull as the expression in her eyes.

“Will it not serve?”

It was not an uncommon solution. There was sanctuary within a convent for a lady of Marguerite’s station who wanted to escape marriage. It would be a life of peace and prayer, one well removed from the avarice of men, removed from their lust. If the last appealed to him more than it should, then so be it. In spite of the iron bonds of his vow, he was no saint.

She lowered her lashes and released her veil, clasping her hands at her waist. “I fear I lack a vocation.”

“As do half the women who enter nunnery walls.”

She pressed her lips together an instant then gave a small sigh. “But you will ride for the coast when I am with the good sisters in some such place?”

“When you are settled,” he agreed with a nod. “Not before.”

“Well, sir,” she began with unhappiness threading her voice.

It was then that the clarion call of a trumpet blasted the morning air. It startled the birds to flight and echoed back from the distant sky. Hard upon it came the trampling of hooves and the jingling of saddlery. The noise grew louder, came closer, until it seemed to shake the ground and rattle the leaves on the trees.

Mounted men burst into view then, riding two abreast down the narrow woodland track, yet winding back as far as the eye could see. Above them waved a mighty pennon showing a snarling red dragon on a yellow ground, mark of the man who rode beneath it.

David cursed with soft and raging invective in three languages. Beside him, Marguerite drew breath with a sharp gasp, then stood perfectly still.

The yellow pennon carried the device of Henry Tudor.

Henry, seventh of the name, king of England.
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