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Thus speaks the homeless-one,
haunted by memories of terrible slaughter
and the death of his friends:
“Dawn often finds me grieving in solitude,
for no one still lives
with whom I dare share
the truth of my heart.”
—From The Wanderer, an Anglo-Saxon poem

Castle Gaillard, Normandy
August 1064
The Lady Lucia looked up as her husband strode into the hall. There was a heavy frown on Count Guy de Gaillard’s face, and he bore a scroll clenched in his fist.
“Plague? Murrain?” Lucia hazarded as she rose to accept a kiss on the cheek. “Michief by one of the boys?”
His frown eased as he hugged her. Lucia wished she could soothe every care from his life so easily. Small chance of that in Normandy, nor would he relish it. Norman men seemed to thrive on mayhem. Being English born and bred, she would be perfectly content with tranquil, unchanging days.
She had to admit that fifty years of mayhem had done Guy little harm. His back was straight, his hair still thick, and his green eyes keen and shrewd. The only changes she saw after twenty years of marriage were the silvering of that springy hair and the darkening of his eyes, which had deepened in color as a spring leaf darkens at summer’s end.
“Neither plague nor murrain,” he said as he threw himself onto his great oaken chair by the fire. “Nor even, unlikely as it may seem, mischief by one of the boys. Here.” He tossed the rolled parchment to her, then reached for the wine kept warm by the fire. His favorite hound, Roland, came over to rest its muzzle on his knee. Count Guy relaxed and pulled gently at the dog’s long, silky ears.
He watched his wife as she sat down again on the facing chair, carefully moving her exquisite needlework to one side and unconsciously arranging her woolen skirts into elegant folds. It was still a matter of wonder to Guy, the grace and beauty his English bride had brought to his harsh Norman home, though it was now a well-accustomed pleasure.
Under her skillful management there was always tasty, wholesome food on the table, even at the end of winter; the stone walls were softened by tapestries; and he and his sons wore softly woven garments edged with bands worthy of a king.
Life was good at Castle Gaillard, and he desired only to keep it so.
Lucia unrolled the parchment, and her brow furrowed slightly as she tackled the Latin. It was the only line on her comely face, and the hair which peeped out from her snowy wimple was still golden. Guy wondered with lazy admiration whether she knew the secret to eternal youth, for she was nearer forty than thirty. It must be her tranquil nature. Lucia was comfortably padded into delightful curves, and one needed a tranquil nature to stay plump in Castle Gaillard.
Being English, she was better educated than he—though he was well-lettered for a Norman—and the text gave her little trouble. “Poor Earl Harold,” she remarked dryly. “First swept toward Normandy by storm, then captured by Guy de Ponthieu, now ‘rescued’ by Duke William and forced to swear to help him to the English throne. The earl must think God’s hand against him.”
“As you see from the letter,” said Count Guy, “many would agree.”
Lucia picked up her needlework. “I can think of no reason why God would turn against the earl, who does his duty to Christ and king as well as the next man.” She sighed. “That oath is a seed for trouble, though. The question is, what will Harold do when he’s safe home again? It’s said King Edward’s health is failing.”
“What can he do?” asked Guy. “An oath is an oath no matter how obtained. No man can prosper who breaks his word. William has long claimed to have Edward’s favor as heir to England, and now he has the oath-bond of the greatest earl.”
“But Earl Harold won’t have the giving of it, Guy. That right is held by the great men assembled in the Witan.”
“Are they likely to choose William?”
She shook her head. “Not even with Earl Harold’s support. They’ll want an Englishman. One of mature years and proven abilities.”
“Such as Earl Harold of Wessex,” said Guy. “Which William will never accept now he has the man’s oath to support his cause.” He looked into space and cursed softly.
“A Norman worried about a nice juicy war?” Lucia commented to the air around her. “It must be old age.”
To her surprise the teasing didn’t lighten his concern. She extended her mind to find the problem. A blast on the castle horn turned her mind in the right direction. It doubtless announced the return of the two youngest de Gaillard sons, who had ridden out with a troop of knights to seek a band of marauding outlaws. “Aimery,” she said.
Guy nodded. “No more jaunts to England for him.”
Guy had three sons and two daughters by his first wife, but God had only granted him and Lucia one child. Lucia had wanted her son to learn some of the cultured English ways as well as the bellicose Norman, so since infancy Aimery de Gaillard had spent a part of each summer in Mercia.
“My family would never let harm come to Aimery,” Lucia protested. “If Edwin is young yet, there is always Hereward.”
Count Guy snorted. “It’s my opinion your brother is half mad! Hereward the Wake. Hereward the Beserker. He clings to ways generations past. Lord knows what possessed him to put those skin-marks on Aimery.”
“They are a great sign of honor in the English tradition,” Lucia protested.
“And a matter of ridicule in a Norman! And what of the ring he gave him?”
“To be ring-friend to a great man is an honor . . .” She trailed off and looked at her husband, very pale.
“It is also a binding commitment, is it not?”
Lucia nodded.
“So what will Aimery do if this contest for the throne of England comes to arms with all the men of Mercia, including Hereward and Edwin, on one side, and Duke William and the de Gaillards on the other?”
Lucia had no answer. A shiver trickled through her at the possibilities.
“Your son goes no more to England till this matter is settled,” said Guy firmly.
Noises suddenly broke out in the castle bailey—hooves and shouts and barking dogs. Guy went to the narrow window which overlooked the busy space. It was thronged with dogs and horses, grooms and soldiers. Cutting a clear swathe through them all were his two youngest sons. Instinctively he checked for limps and wounds. Aimery had a bloody cloth tied around his arm, but from the way he straight-armed a soldier out of his way, the wound clearly gave him little trouble.
Lucia came to her husband’s shoulder, tut-tutted, and bustled off calling for hot water and her simples.
The two young men were tall and strong but otherwise utterly different. At twenty and eighteen, they were both approaching their mature build. Long, rigorous hours of weapons practice from infancy had given them strong arms and shoulders, well-muscled legs, and fluid agility in movement.
Roger, the last child of Guy’s first wife, was massive like all his older boys. He looked as if a falling tree trunk would bounce off him. Aimery, Lucia’s son, was of a lighter build. The tree trunk would kill him if it hit, but it was clear he would be nimble enough to avoid it.
They were both clean-shaven, but while Roger wore his dark hair trimmed close to his head in true Norman fashion, Aimery’s blond hair flowed to his shoulders. One had to give the boy credit for taking pride in the English style in the face of his brothers’ teasing, but perhaps he had little option now that his body was marked with tattoos. Even at a distance, Guy could see the blue rood he wore on his left upper arm and the fantastic, curlicued leaping beast which decorated his right forearm and hand.
Under Lucia’s influence, all the de Gaillard men wore clothes of the finest weaving, cut and embroidered as only an English woman could. Like all Normans they wore as many English-made ornaments of gold and precious gems as they could afford, for English goldsmiths were the best in Europe.
Aimery had a taste for bright-colored clothing, and his English relatives had gifted him with particularly fine ornaments—at the moment he wore two bracelets of gold and garnet which would buy a decent property—but he should not have looked so strange. His looks came, however, all from Lucia and her family; as he reached maturity he was disconcertingly like her brother Hereward twenty years since. His style of dress made him seem a foreigner in his homeland.
Sometimes Guy felt the only thing he’d passed on to his youngest son was his green eyes.
Guy went to pour wine into two more silver goblets. His life would have been simpler if he had never seen Lucia. Simpler, but in no way desirable. Lucia was the light and warmth of his life, and her troublesome son was in many ways his favorite. He hoped the cub was not aware of it.
The young men burst noisily into the hall, bringing the smell of fresh air, horses, and blood.
“. . . no need to kill them all!” Aimery was shouting.
“What point in bringing them back here to hang?” asked Roger with a sneer.
“Justice.”
“Justice! Saxon pap. They were murdering outlaws, and that’s all we needed to know.”
Guy broke in. “Has the problem been taken care of?”
Two voices clashed, but Roger’s carried through. “A few escaped, but we killed eight.”
“Good,” said the count.
Aimery opened his mouth, but at the look in his father’s eye he gave up the argument and came to take the wine being offered.
“How were you wounded?” asked Guy.
“An arrow. It’s only a scratch.”
“Nevertheless, your mother is preparing to tend it.”
Aimery grimaced and turned as Lucia bustled in. “It’s nothing, Mother.”
“That’s what the last man in the graveyard said,” she replied tartly. “If you’re brave enough to get it, you’re brave enough to bear the healing. Sit down.”
He sat on the stool indicated, and Lucia began to gently unwind the bandage. Guy took pity on him and gave him something to take his mind off things. The letter.
Aimery put down his wine and took up the parchment, reading with absorption. “This—” He broke off and hissed as his mother ripped the last of the bandage off roughly to open the wound and set the blood flowing. “It’s clean,” he protested. “I cleaned it.”
“I’ll be the judge of that,” she said, washing and poking.
Aimery forced his mind back to the document. “The oath must have been forced—Mother!” He took a deep breath and continued. “Earl Harold would never voluntarily swear to support the duke’s claim to the throne.”
Guy took away the parchment and replaced it kindly with the wine. “Then he should have died before swearing,” he said absolutely. “An oath is an oath. What do you know of him?”
Aimery took a deep drink. “Earl Harold? I’ve never met him . . .” He stopped speaking as his mother dug deep after something. After a moment he carried on. “He’s well-regarded and known to be a fine soldier. He’s been running England on the king’s behalf for years. He’d make a good monarch.” He looked at his father defiantly.
“He’d be an oath-breaker,” Guy countered.
Aimery drained the goblet and sat looking into the polished bowl. “If the Witan chooses Harold as king,” he said at last, “and Harold accepts, what will Duke William do?”
“Go in force to make good his claim.”
Aimery paled, possibly because of whatever powder Lucia was pressing over the wound on his shoulder, but Guy doubted it. He’d never thought Aimery slow to understand implications.
Staring into an unfathomable distance, Aimery de Gaillard slammed down his empty goblet with a sound like a blade striking a shield.

Abbaye des Dames, Caen, Normandy

February 1066
The visitor’s chamber of the Abbaye des Dames in Caen was a small but finely proportioned room. It was cozy on this bitter day, for its two narrow windows were filled with precious glass and a fire burned in the great stone hearth. The sunshine that beamed through the small panes of glass was deceptively golden and gaily picked out the jewel-colors of wall paintings and embroidered cushions. The three people in the room seemed stark by comparison.
Two were men of war—tall, sinewy, and dressed in armor and clothing that had been used long and hard. One was old with well-grizzled hair and heavy-knuckled, gnarled hands; the other was younger and brown-haired but, age apart, he was the image of the older and clearly his son.
The third person was a girl in the plain white of a novice. Her linen gown lay straight over a still boyish figure. A thick chestnut plait hung down her back, covered by a fine lawn veil. Her scrubbed features still had a childish softness to them, but her lips hinted at determination, and her large brown eyes were keen and intelligent.
The older man, Gilbert de la Haute Vironge, fidgeted uneasily amid this elegance. He would move, and then stop as if afraid to damage some precious item. Marc, his son, leaned his mailed shoulders against a white wall without thought for the scrapes he would leave. Gilbert’s daughter, Madeleine, sat straight and composed, the perfect image of a little nun, appearing to fit her setting like a pearl in gold.
But Madeleine’s composure was a mask for desperation. Two weeks ago, on her fifteenth birthday, when the abbess had raised the question of her final vows, Madeleine had realized she did not want to be a nun. There appeared to be no choice in the matter, for she had been a deathbed offering from her mother, intended to pray for the souls of all the Haute Vironge family. This unexpected visit from her father, however, could be her chance to persuade him to revoke the pledge. If she could only find the courage to ask.
“So things are hot everywhere,” said Lord Gilbert gruffly, armor and mail jangling as he moved restively about. “God alone knows when we’ll next have a chance to visit you, daughter. Now that Edward of England’s dead and the English have crowned this Earl Harold, there’ll be work for our swords unless they come to their senses.”
“Hope they don’t,” said Marc, picking his teeth. “There’ll be spoils if it comes to war. The duke owes us something.”
Gilbert scowled at him. “We do our duty to our liege for our soul’s sake, not for gain.”
“Some earthly rewards wouldn’t come amiss. We’ve been loyal to the duke for decades, and what good has it done us?”
“But why haven’t the English accepted Duke William?” Madeleine interrupted, wondering if they bickered their way over the battlefields of Europe. “He has the promise of the crown, hasn’t he?”
Marc snorted. “If I were English I wouldn’t accept a foreign usurper. And all the better for us.”
Gilbert angrily rejected the word “usurper,” and they were at it again. Madeleine sighed. She didn’t like her brother’s taste for war, but she knew there was little option for a family brought to the brink of poverty by the troubled time. And greater prosperity could work to her advantage.
Haute Vironge lay in the Vexin, the territory endlessly contested between France and Normandy, and it had suffered over the last decade. Gilbert had been a faithful vassal to Duke William during his struggle for his land, and in return the family received benefits from the duke as often as he was able to provide them.
Madeleine’s acceptance at the Abbaye, which had been founded by the duke and duchess themselves, had been one such benefit. It was doubtless true that if spoils of war were to become available in England, the duke would pass some of them to the men of Haute Vironge.
The convent bell rang for nones, and Madeleine rose to her feet. The two men broke off their squabble.
“Aye,” said Lord Gilbert, not quite hiding his relief. “It’s time for us to go.” He laid a hand on his daughter’s head. “Pray for us, daughter. You’ll be a full Bride of Christ soon, I daresay.”
As the two men picked up their fur-lined cloaks, Madeleine grasped her courage. “Father!”
He turned. “Aye?”
She could feel her heart racing, and her mouth was suddenly dry. “Father . . . is there any way I can not take my vows?”
He frowned at her. “What are you saying?”
Madeleine cast a frantic look at her brother, but he was only curious. “I . . . I am not sure I am meant to be a Bride of Christ.”
Lord Gilbert’s brows lowered yet more. “What? If you’d been left at home and I brought a man for you, you’d marry him at my word. This is no different. Your mother sent you to take the veil and pray for us all, and here you are.”
Madeleine fought back weak tears. “But . . . but shouldn’t I feel something, Father?”
He made a growling noise. “You’re feeling soft clothes against your body and good food in your belly. Be thankful.” But then his expression eased. “You’re pledged here, Maddy. It’d take more money than we have to buy you out, and then what? There’d be poor pickings when it came to husbands. We’re not rich and powerful. Perhaps,” he added without conviction, “if there’s fighting in England and spoils . . .”
Madeleine cast an appeal at her brother, who had once been such a hero to her. He shrugged. “I wouldn’t like to be a monk, but it’s different for a woman. The sort of husband we could attract these days you’d be better off without.”
“But I wouldn’t mind just staying home and looking after you both,” Madeleine protested.
“Staying home?” said Gilbert. “Maddy, in the five years since you came here, Haute Vironge has become a ruin. It’s in the middle of a battlefield.”
The ache in Madeleine’s chest threatened to consume her. “I have no home?” she whispered.
“You have a home here,” he countered. “A finer one than you could ever have expected except for the duke’s bounty. The abbess is very pleased with you. You’re a regular scholar, it would appear, all set to be a healer. Who knows? One day you could even become abbess yourself.”
He was trying so hard to paint a good picture, and every word he said was true. Madeleine managed to give her father a smile. In his way he loved her and would not want to think her unhappy.
He rewarded her effort with a smile of his own and patted her head. “That’s my girl. This is the best place for you, Maddy, believe me. The world’s a harsh place. God bless you, daughter.”
Madeleine curtsied. “Godspeed,” she said softly, hopelessly.
But at the door Marc turned back. “It’s a hard life out there, sister. Are you sure you want it?”
Sure was a strong word, and Madeleine hesitated, but then she nodded.
“Hold off your vows, then, for a while. This English business will soon be in hand, I’m sure of it. If we end up with English riches, I’ll come and buy you out.”
With this careless promise he left. The tears Madeleine had dammed began to fall. Marc’s talk of riches was just a dream; her longing for freedom was a dream, too, and a foolish one, as her father had pointed out.
Madeleine wiped the tears from her cheeks. But a dream could not be wiped away so easily. She stared at the picture on the wall, silk worked on silk showing Christ in the desert being tempted with worldly delights. As she was tempted.
She ached to experience all the wonders of life, not just to read of them. She longed to travel to the frozen lands of the white bear, and to the burning sands of the Holy Land. She wanted to dance and gallop a horse. She wanted to see if dragons really flew in the skies above Scotland, and what it felt like when a man touched his lips to a woman’s . . .
As she left the room and made her way to the chapel for the singing of nones, Madeleine clung to the sliver of hope offered by her brother’s careless words. She would put off her vows and hope that perhaps he would ride up to the Abbaye one day, rich and come to set her free.

Westminster, England

January 1067
“I’m staying in England.”
Aimery de Gaillard faced his father unflinchingly, but there was tension in every line of his body.
“You will do as I say,” replied Count Guy flatly, but his jaw ached with the effort of keeping his voice steady. They had been sidling around this confrontation for two months, ever since the battle at Hastings, the one everyone now called Senlac—the Lake of Blood.
Harold Godwinson and most of his family were dead. The victorious Normans had marched to London against little opposition, and there William had received the acceptance he was demanding at sword point; the Witan had named him king, and on Christmas Day the Archbishop of York had crowned him in Edward’s magnificent abbey.
Now it was time for many of the Normans to go home.
William had granted lands and power to those who had fought for him—Guy had received a fine manor called Rolleston and territory near the Welsh border—and a few great lords would stay to be the cornerstones of the new kingdom. Most, however, only wanted to be back in their own lands before some opportunistic raider moved in on property or wife. It was mainly the hungry younger sons and mercenaries who would stay permanently to snarl over the spoils—and pay for them with military service, putting William’s mark on every corner of the land.
It was no place for Aimery, already racked by honoring his allegiance to William. In a few short months he had toughened and hardened in a way no father ever wants to see. He’d had a wound, of course, and been close to death . . .
“No.”
The word dropped like lead into the fraught silence of the small room. It was the first time Aimery had ever used it to his father in such a way.
Guy’s fist clenched reflexively. It would be so easy, so comforting, to use it, but there was more at stake here than his absolute authority over his son.
He turned away, ignoring the negative as if it had never been spoken. “Tomorrow we leave for the coast,” he said briskly. “There is work to do in Normandy since William will be much absent. I will need you at Castle Gaillard while I am assisting the duchess with affairs of state.”
He glanced back. Aimery was pale and tense. There was nothing to read in that. He’d been pale and tense since the battle, with three notable exceptions. Just after Senlac—weak, in pain, and distraught—he’d wept in his father’s arms; as he recovered he’d twice been violently and bitterly drunk. The healing of his wound had not brought a recovery of health and spirits, and Guy wanted only to get him away from England, home to Normandy and Lucia.
“You have Roger to help with Gaillard,” Aimery said.
“I am leaving Roger to look after Rolleston.”
That set a spark ablaze. “Roger! Does he know a sheep from a wolf?”
“Does he need to? He’ll keep order.”
“At sword point. He’ll ruin the place!”
“All England is at sword point,” Guy countered. “I need you at home.”
Aimery broke a little and turned away. His hand went to his left shoulder, where he still wore bindings to help the healing of a deep axblow. He’d been lucky not to lose his arm or his life. He looked out through the narrow window over the thatched roofs of the houses of London.
At last he spoke. “This is my home.”
“By God it is not!” Guy roared as fear and rage broke free. He swung Aimery against the wall. “You are Norman! Or do you question your paternity?”
Aimery’s eyes blazed. “I also have a mother!” He moved to twist from his father’s grip. Guy unhesitatingly pressed him to the left until Aimery caught his breath and desisted.
“You are Norman,” Guy said quietly, inches from his son’s face. “Say it.”
“I am Norman,” Aimery spat back. “Though whether I’m proud of it is another matter.” He took a deep breath. “The king is making England his home, Father, and he is fully Norman. Though, of course, he claims English blood.”
Raging terror surged in Guy. “That’s treason, you—” He banged Aimery against the wall.
Aimery bit back a cry.
Guy forced himself away from his son before he did serious damage. He kept his eyes on the opposite wall as he struggled for control. William’s claim to England hinged on his blood-link to kings Ethelred and Cnut through his grandmother. Even though she had merely been widow of both kings and thus brought no royal blood to her grandson, it was not a matter open to debate, even by Aimery, who was William’s much-loved godson.
What would Lucia say if she heard Guy had risked a healing wound to assert his will? A lot, and none of it pleasant. But Lucia was too gentle to raise Norman men. See, now that he’d stopped handling the boy like an anxious nurse, there was a spark of life in him. He swung back.
“I’ll have no son of mine play the traitor!”
“Fine trust in me you show!” Aimery shouted back. “By the Rood, I killed for the king, didn’t I, like a good Norman vassal? The English came to withstand an invader, and I rode them down. I drove my spear into them. I sliced off arms and heads . . .” His teeth clenched, and he breathed deeply and raggedly, as if he had come straight off that battlefield.
“And you liked it, did you?” Guy asked maliciously.
“What?”
Guy closed the distance between them. “Got a taste for hunting peasants, have you? Why else do you want to stick around, hey? There’ll be lots of chances for that as William shows the English whose hand is on the bridle. Women and children, too, I shouldn’t doubt—”
He blocked the swung fist, but only just. Aimery was of a height now and strong. God, he was strong. Gripping his son’s wrist, Guy had to fight control where so recently he had won or allowed to win.
The nature of the struggle changed. Neither of them brought the other hand into play, for that would involve Aimery’s weakened shoulder. Neither tried to maneuver for better torque. Guy’s sword-calloused hand gripped just below his son’s hand, and just above a heavy bracelet. His muscular arm could not prevail against an arm as strong.
They were deadlocked.
They were equal.
Eye to eye, they acknowledged the fact.
Aimery took a deep breath and relaxed. There was even humor in his expression, a touch of color in his cheeks. “You can let me go, Father,” he said levelly. “I apologize.”
Guy released him cautiously, easing the ache out of his fingers. Aimery moved away, rubbing absently at the bruised flesh of his wrist. “The truth is,” he said softly, “and it’s very unworthy of a Norman, I’d be happy never to see a drawn sword again. But I can’t run from it. If I’m here, perhaps I can help.”
“Help? Help who? Hereward?” This was Guy’s greatest fear, that Aimery would join his boyhood mentor. Hereward of Mercia had been out of England at the time of the battle but was rumored to be back now, swearing to throw the Normans into the sea.
Aimery turned in surprise. “No.”
“You don’t plan to help him in his resistance to William?”
There was a bitter laugh. “After all I’ve gone through, you think I’ll turn traitor now?”
“Whom then?” Guy asked, genuinely puzzled. “Whom do you plan to help? William? I’ve told you what kind of help he’ll want from you.”
Aimery moved away from the window to roam the room aimlessly. “The people,” he said at last. “I think I can help the English people to adjust to the new ways. There’s something good and fine in this country. It would be a sin to see it trampled under armed feet, especially when they cannot prevail and throw us out. I understand both sides. No one else seems to. The English think the Normans are barbarians. The Normans think the English customs are fanciful nonsense.”
“And whose mind are you going to change?” Guy asked in exasperation.
A smile twitched Aimery’s lips as he looked ruefully at his father. “Everyone’s, I suppose.”
Guy wanted to throttle him. “The only thing they’ll have in common is the desire to take you apart bit by tiny bit.” But that smile had defeated him. It was the first real smile he’d seen on the boy’s face in two months.
“You can have Rolleston,” he said abruptly.
Aimery colored with astonishment. “But Roger . . .”
“I haven’t said anything to him. There’s land over near Wales. He can have that. Unless the Welsh undergo a miraculous change of nature, there’ll be all the fighting he could want on the border.”
Aimery was dazed and a little suspicious. “Thank you.”
“Rolleston was Hereward’s,” Guy said gruffly, “so at least you know the place. You should be able to keep it profitable. I’ll have your word, though, that you’ll have nothing to do with that madman.”
Once, it would have been a command, but now Aimery took time to consider the point. Guy knew he now faced a man. He felt a pang at the loss of his last child and a flame of pride at what he had become. By the Blood but Aimery had courage, the deep kind that was more than the ability to kill and be killed.
“I give you my word that I will do nothing against the king,” Aimery said at last. “But if I can influence Hereward to make peace with William, I will.”
Exasperation returned. Were they going to start all over again? “He’s a man with power over men, Aimery,” Guy warned. “Get within his orbit, and you could find yourself doing more than you intend.”
“You don’t have much faith in me, do you?”
“I’ve met the man,” said Guy flatly, “He’s mad, but it’s a special kind of madness that burns like a beacon in the dark. If he’s set his hand to opposing William, he’ll hold to it to the death. God knows how many others he’ll take to hell with him. I want your word you’ll not seek him out unless it’s to make peace with William. It’s either your oath on that or you go home in chains.”
His son walked the room again.
“I will do it, Aimery.”
“I know,” said Aimery casually. “Mother has often remarked how much I take after you.”
A bark of infuriated amusement escaped Guy. The urge to knock the cub silly was overwhelming, even if he might have to call in a half dozen guards to get the job done.
Aimery faced him, and that humor was back to warm Guy’s heart. “You have my word, Father.”
Guy was taking no chances. He took out a small ivory reliquary from the pouch at his belt and opened it to expose the fragment of the true cross it contained. “On this.”
With only a quizzical look, Aimery placed his hand on the box. “By the Holy Rood,” he said without hesitation, “I swear I will not contact Hereward or seek a meeting with him unless it be to bring him to William for pardon.”
Guy nodded and put the reliquary away. His hand moved to the heavy gold band on the third finger of Aimery’s right hand. “You had best give me the ring.”
Aimery pulled his hand away. “No.” He immediately softened his tone. “I’m sorry, Father, but I cannot give it up like that. I’m not Hereward’s man as a ring-friend should be, but I hope to be able to do well for both him and the king. If the day comes when I cannot, I’ll return the ring to Hereward.”
“But not in person.”
“But not in person,” Aimery agreed.
Guy took a grip on his son’s shoulders, but gently. “I still think it would be wiser to knock you down and drag you home.”
Aimery shrugged slightly. “Wyrd ben ful araed.”
“And what does that mean?” Guy asked tightly. The last thing he needed was a reminder of his son’s split heritage.
“Fate cannot be changed,” Aimery supplied. “And my wyrd, I think, is in England, Father.”
Guy let go of him before he gave in to the temptation to drive his fist into Aimery’s bandaged shoulder. “By the Hounds of Hell, I wish I’d never given in to your mother’s silly idea of sending you to this cursed land!”
“Well,” said Aimery lightly, “sometimes so do I. But it’s too late now to change anything.”
Before his father could respond to that, he was gone.

Abbaye des Dames, Caen, Normandy

March 1068
Madeleine hurried along to the abbess’ chamber, raising the skirts of her habit to run the last little way. She had been in the herb garden instead of the scriptorium and so had not been easily found. There would be penance to do for that.
She would be in trouble for running, too, of course, but hopefully there was no one around to see the misdeed.
She took a moment to catch her breath and straighten her veil, then knocked on the oak door. At the command, she entered, and halted in surprise. Waiting for her was not the abbess, but Matilda, Duchess of Normandy. She was, Madeleine remembered, now uncrowned Queen of England as well.
“Come in, Sister Madeleine,” said Matilda.
Madeleine’s first alarmed thought was that the abbess had despaired of teaching her decorum and had brought in the governor of the duchy to discipline her. Or even worse, to force her to take her vows. Madeleine was delaying the matter. There had been fighting in England; her father and brother had been richly rewarded; there was still hope . . .
But surely such personal matters could be of no interest to the duchess.
Madeleine was gestured to sit on a small stool close to the duchess’ chair. As she did so she surreptitiously studied the lady. The duchess was the patroness of the Abbaye and therefore not unknown to her, but Madeleine had never been so close to her before. She was tiny and delicately made. It was hard to believe she was married to the frightening duke and had borne him six children, but she had a determined nose and chin, and very shrewd dark eyes.
“I have sad news for you, child,” said the duchess bluntly. “You received word that your father was wounded at the battle when the duke went into England. Though serious, the wound was not expected to be his death, but Our Savior had other plans. The wound never healed as it should, and from that or other cause, he was taken by a seizure some months past and has gone to his heavenly reward.”
The news had been clear from the first, but the lengthy telling gave Madeleine time to adjust to it. She felt great sadness that she would not see her father again, but she could not help wondering if this loss would help or thwart her dreams.
“I will pray for his soul, Your Grace,” she said, keeping her eyes properly lowered to her hands in her lap.
“There is more,” said the duchess. Madeleine looked up. “Your brother, Marc, was drowned two weeks ago crossing from England.”
Madeleine felt numb. Marc, dead? A tingling spread through her body . . . A goblet of wine was pressed into her hand and she gulped from it, feeling the world come back, and grief, and the end of hope.
Had Marc drowned even as he came to buy her freedom?
What a thing to think when her sorrow should all be for a young life cut short in a time of triumph.
A tear trickled down her cheek, and she brushed it away. “I will pray for his soul, too, Your Grace,” she said, not knowing how else to respond. She took another drink of the rich red wine, then put the goblet down on a table.
It occurred to her for the first time that it was extraordinary the Duchess of Normandy should be here to give a simple novice this sad news. She looked a question.
“At your father’s request, child, you are now under the wardship of my lord husband. He has directed me to talk to you of your future.”
“My future?”
“Are you aware, child,” said the duchess, “that after the king was crowned in England he gave a barony to your father in recompense for his long and faithful service?”
Madeleine nodded. That barony had been the linchpin of her dreams. “Baddersley,” she said.
“It is apparently a fine and prosperous parcel of properties, centered close to one of the old Roman roads that run through England. It was part of the lands of a man named Hereward—a son, I believe, of the old Earl of Mercia. My lord husband is being merciful to those who raised their hand against him once they pledge allegiance, but this Hereward is an unrepentant rebel and so has lost his estates. The question is, who is to hold Baddersley now?”
“And Marc is dead,” said Madeleine numbly.
“The property is to be yours, Madeleine.”
“Mine?” she queried blankly. “It is to come to the Abbaye?”
The duchess’ eyes watched her carefully as she said, “No. It is the King of England’s wish that you return to the world and marry a man who can hold this land for you.”
Marriage, thought Madeleine dizzily. This was her dream. This was her freedom.
And yet it clearly was not.
If Marc had brought a dispensation for her, he would have treated her with careless kindness and allowed her to choose a husband. But this plan meant she and her land were to be gifted to some man with no thought for her tastes. Powerful men were often old. Most of the Norman nobles she knew were coarse, gap-toothed, foulmouthed, and dirty.
She looked up. “Do I have to do this, Your Grace?”
The duchess studied her. “It is the will of your duke, the King of England. If, however, you feel you have a true calling to the religious life . . .”
Assailed by a decision for which she was completely unprepared, Madeleine rose and paced the small, plain room, fiddling with the wooden cross which hung round her neck, trying to assess the two paths laid before her.
One, the Abbaye, was known and stretched smooth as far as the eye could see—tranquil, ordered, cultured . . . tedious.
The other curved quickly out of sight and into mystery. What lay beyond the moment? Kindness or cruelty? Comfort or hardship? Adventure or tedium?
Madeleine stopped for a moment before the ivory crucifix on the wall and murmured a prayer for guidance. She remembered how often she had prayed to be released from the religious life. Well, there was a saying, “Watch well for what you pray, for you may receive it.”
So be it. Her honesty told her the Abbaye offered her comfort and security but nothing more profound. The prayers and rituals which transported others into spiritual ecstasy were merely routines to her, some pleasant and others not.
“No,” she said. “I don’t think I have a true vocation.”
The duchess nodded. “That is also the feeling of the abbess, though she will be sorry to lose you. I understand you have a gift for learning, particularly in the healing arts.” The duchess rose. “There are many ways to serve, my dear. These are troubled times, and the king has need of you.”
Madeleine was not deceived. The king needed her to toss to some man as a reward, as men toss the still-warm entrails of their kill to a hunting dog.
“Whom am I to wed, Your Grace?”
“That is not settled,” replied the duchess. “There is no urgency. An uncle is caring for the land at the moment.”
Uncle Paul, thought Madeleine, unsurprised.
Neither her mother’s nor her father’s family had proved to be fertile or fortunate. Her only remaining relative was her mother’s sister, Celia, who had married an impoverished lord, Paul de Pouissey. That marriage was childless, but Odo, Paul’s son by a previous marriage, had always been considered Marc and Madeleine’s cousin.
Paul de Pouissey was a consistent failure and quick to latch onto any good fortune of his wife’s family.
“You have been educated here beyond most young women,” the duchess continued, “but will need to learn court manners. You must join my ladies. I expect to be summoned to England in the spring to join my lord. Time enough then to settle your future.”
If no particular man had been chosen, Madeleine thought, then perhaps there was a chance to take control of fate. “I would ask a boon, Your Grace.”
A faint touch of frost entered the duchess’ eyes. “And what might that be?”
Madeleine’s nerve almost failed her, but she spoke her request quickly. “My lady, I would beg to have some say in whom I am to marry.”
A glance showed her the duchess was very cool indeed. “Are you suggesting the king and I would not have care to your welfare, girl?”
Madeleine hastily knelt. “No, Your Grace. Forgive me.”
She watched the duchess’ slippered foot tap three times. Then Matilda said, “Well, yours has been an unusual upbringing, and some allowance must be made. At least you have spirit . . .” That foot continued to tap. Madeleine stared at it, wondering if she was merely to be forgiven, or would gain something, even the slightest right of consultation.
“I will ask my lord husband that your wishes be taken into consideration,” the duchess said eventually, startling Madeleine. “And I will do my best to see that your marriage is delayed a little, to give you time to adjust.”
At this extra generosity Madeleine looked up in amazement. The duchess was smiling dryly. “Oh get up, girl. Your groveling has gained what you want.”
Madeleine rose warily.
“You are suspicious?” asked Matilda. “That is wise. Do you know of my courtship?”
“No, Your Grace.”
The duchess’ smile broadened as she looked into the past. “William asked my father for my hand, and I refused. He was, after all, a bastard and none too secure in his hold on his land. I was somewhat rude in my rejection. One day William and one attendant rode into Blois and came upon me in the street with my maid and guard. He seized me and laid his riding whip to me.”
Madeleine gasped, but the duchess’ smile was still fond. “Later he sent to ask again, and I accepted.”
“After he had whipped you?”
“Because he had whipped me. Oh, don’t think I desire that kind of thing. Since that day he has never raised a hand to me, and the heavens would crack with our raging if he did. But a man who dared come into my father’s stronghold and assault me so was a man whose destiny I would share.”
The duchess rearranged the folds of her flowing ruby skirt. “Why am I telling you this? Because I approve of a woman willing to take a grasp on her fate and try to steer it. I will support you as far as I am able. I also point out that the responsibility for choosing a husband is not a light one. Take heed what qualities you seek.”
Madeleine nodded.
“My cloak,” the duchess commanded. Madeleine picked up the soft, white cloth embroidered in gold and red, and draped it around Matilda’s shoulders. She pulled the ends through the heavy brooch of gold and garnet, and arranged it on the lady’s shoulder.
Matilda nodded her approval. “As for now, I am on my way to Saint Lo on the business of the duchy. I will visit here again in two weeks and take you into my company of ladies.”
With this Madeleine was dismissed. She stood in a quiet corner of the cloister and considered her strangely altered future with excitement and trepidation. She would be joining the court and going to England. She would be entering the hitherto forbidden world of men and the marriage bed.
The convent had not left her totally ignorant, for there was much whispered speculation about sins, especially those of immodesty and fornication. And she had, after all, lived in the world until she was ten. She believed she knew well enough what men did to women, though she hardly thought, as Sister Adela had insisted, that some women became as crazed with lust as men. And as for Sister Bridget’s assertion that men sucked magic fluid from a woman’s breasts in order to stiffen their member for the act . . .
All such issues were irrelevant anyway. Madeleine had been given a chance to live in the world. That meant more to her than a sweet lover in her bed.
She understood the duchess’ lesson perfectly. She would need a strong man to hold her barony safe in a troubled land—one skillful in war and careful in administration. The color of his eyes, the shape of his limbs, were irrelevant.
She would take care to choose well. Then Duke William would have no pretext for rescinding the privilege she had won and imposing on her a choice of his own.

Chapter 1
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Baddersley, Mercia

May 1068
Madeleine walked along the woodland path, searching the undergrowth for valuable plants. Baddersley had suffered, first under the rule of her sick father and careless brother, and now under the harsh hand of her uncle, Paul de Pouissey.
She would never understand men. What point was there in conquest if everyone starved, or died of disease? Medicinal supplies were scarce at Baddersley, and the herb garden was rank with weeds. She had brought a small box of medicinal and culinary herbs and spices—a farewell gift from the abbess—but more, much more, would be needed.
Most, but not all, of the plants here were the same as those she was familiar with back home—she stopped and picked a handful of cinquefoil, so good for toothache. When she had more skill with the strange English tongue perhaps she would be able to learn from the local people.
It was not very likely, she admitted with a sigh. It wasn’t just language that cut her off from the English, but the sullen resentment they felt for their Norman conquerors. Quite reasonably, she supposed, especially when the representative of Norman rule hereabouts was Paul de Pouissey. Madeleine had never liked her uncle, and now she was coming to hate him.
Things were not turning out at all as she had planned.
After two months of training at Matilda’s court in Rouen, Madeleine had joined the duchess’ train en route to England, the proud owner of chests full of fine clothes, jewels to wear with them, and a tiring woman to care for them. She had new skills in music and dance, and new friends, including the duchess’ thirteen-year-old daughter, Agatha, and her sixteen-year-old niece, Judith. The three young women had a common interest, for they were all to find husbands in England.
Now Agatha and Judith were at Westminster, enjoying the festivities surrounding Matilda’s coronation as Queen of England—and meeting all the eligible men. Madeleine, however, was here in Mercia “learning about her land.” That was how Matilda had described it, adding that such a great heiress would not want to be at court where she would be fought over like a rabbit thrown to the hounds.
Wouldn’t she?
Madeleline suspected the real problem was her right of choice. The king and queen must have come to regret promising her some say in the choice of her husband.
Madeleine stretched and raised her loose brown hair from her neck. It was a warm day, even in the shade. All she wore was her shift and a simple blue linen short-sleeved kirtle. This was girdled with a plain leather belt holding two pouches for leaves and roots, but her main object at the moment was not collecting but taking inventory of nature’s storehouse.
She left the path to study a low-growing bush, and her skirt caught on a twig. Impatiently she hitched it higher into her girdle, upsetting the careful folds achieved by her tiring woman, Dorothy, and achieving a length more suited to a peasant than a lady.
Dorothy would have a fit to see her so, Madeleine thought with a grin, but Dorothy was some way back resting against an oak and sewing, and so in no position to object.
The bush proved to be dwayle, as she had hoped. Madeleine stored it in her memory. Though the berries were dangerous, the leaves could soothe those who were agitated or in pain.
Back on the path she noted witch hazel, elder, and some mosses growing on an oak. She saw brambles which would bear fruit later. If the management of Baddersley continued as she had witnessed during her week here, wild foods might be all that stood between them and starvation in the winter.
She now knew why all her Uncle Paul’s enterprises came to naught. He blustered and roared and plied his whip, but he could not organize people to purposeful work, nor could he look ahead and guard against disasters.
Aunt Celia was almost as bad. She had more notion of management than her husband, but her ranting abuse of any shortcoming, and her constant belief that everyone was trying to deceive her, did not lead to good service.
Angrily, Madeleine snapped a dead branch from an elm. This was her land, and it was being abused. The first thing she would do when she had chosen a suitable husband was to throw out Paul and Celia. And they knew it.
At least they were happy to have her out of sight, and so made no objection to her exploring the nearby land as long as she took Dorothy and a guard along. Dorothy complained at “being dragged all over the place,” and so Madeleine left her to sit in the shade. Paul’s men were as idle as they could be, and happy to guard the maid rather than the mistress. Madeleine was left to explore in peace.
She never wandered far, however. The people here were cowed but still unfriendly, and she no more wanted to meet any of them alone in the woods than she wanted to encounter an angry boar. She looked back and checked that Dorothy and the soldier were still in sight.
Then she glimpsed water through the trees. She went forward eagerly for there were many beneficial plants which grew in marshy ground at a river’s edge.
A large splash halted her. Just a fish? Or some large animal? She moved forward more cautiously, and peeped out from behind a strand of willow.
A man was swimming.
The smooth line of his back was clear—long, golden, and slick with water. When he turned to swim toward the bank, she could see his face but could make little of it. Young, though. But she’d guessed that from his body . . .
Still in deep water, he stopped swimming, stood, and began to wade toward the bank. Madeleine gave a little sigh as his body was revealed bit by bit.
His shoulders were broad and sinuously strong, sloping down into hard breasts; between the flaring ribs ridges of muscles formed a perfect central cleft which was emphasized by the faint line of water-darkened hair disappearing into the river.
Naked and a part of nature, he was like a perfectly formed wild animal.
He stopped with the water girdling his hips and raised his arms to slick back his long hair. His shoulders stretched, and his upper body seemed to form a heart shape for her delight. She suppressed a breathy, “Oh!” He shook his head like a dog, sending spray to make diamonds in the sun.
He began to wade out of the water again, revealing more of his body, inch, by inch, by inch . . .
Madeleine watched, her chest rising and falling with each deep breath—
He turned suddenly, as if alerted by a sound.
Madeleine looked away, horrified by her rampant curiosity and the disappointment she felt. She knew how a man was made. She’d laid out corpses.
This man was nothing like a corpse. He was nothing like any man she had ever seen. She peeped back.
He stood like a statue, watching the far bank of the river. Madeleine followed his gaze and saw three russet hinds prick their way delicately down to the water. They were alert for danger, but he stood so still they were unalarmed and dipped their heads to drink.
Madeleine looked back to the man.
If anything, his back was more breathtaking than his front. The smooth line from broad shoulders to hard buttocks was surely God’s perfect work. The long valley of his spine could have been drawn by God’s loving finger . . . She imagined running a finger from nape to cleft . . .
Madeleine shut her eyes and said a silent prayer. “. . . deliver us from temptation . . .” But it was no good. She opened her eyes a slit.
He had not moved. He stood as still as a statue and just as God had made him. There was no sign of race or rank, though she knew he was English from the long hair. Though it was darkened by water, it was blond, probably the golden Scandinavian blond much more common here than in Normandy.
But he wasn’t a peasant. He was too tall, too evenly and beautifully developed to be of such low class. It needed good food from birth and long years of training in a range of skills to develop a body like that—fluid, capable of wielding sword or ax throughout a long battle, able to control a warhorse, climb walls, draw a bow. . .
Water from his hair formed a rivulet in the cleft of his spine. It ran all the way down to his buttocks. Madeleine found herself imagining catching those drops of water on her tongue, running her tongue up that sensuous valley to the nape of his neck . . .
She clapped her hand over her mouth and shut her eyes. What a thing to think!
She heard something and opened her eyes. He was gone, leaving only ripples, and so were the deer. Had such a little noise alarmed them?
The spell was broken. Madeleine hurriedly retreated and leaned against a tree—weak, breathless, and ashamed of herself. How extraordinary and dreamlike that had all been, and how wicked her thoughts. She would have to confess them.
She wouldn’t dare!
Who could he have been? There were no noble Englishmen left in this area. She could almost believe him of the faery world—a river prince, a forest king. Hadn’t she seen dark marks on his body which were surely magical?
She didn’t dare investigate the river plants today. She might be enchanted and dragged down into the water to live as captive to a faery prince.
It wasn’t fear she felt.
To be such a man’s captive . . .
She tiptoed away from the river back toward Dorothy and Conrad. And safety. Safety from faeries and her own wanton weakness—
She was seized. A hand clapped over her mouth. She was entangled in a cloak. In a second, Madeleine found herself pinioned by a strong arm with her back against her captor, silenced by a large, calloused hand.
Her fantasy had become terrifying reality, and this was no faery prince. She struggled and tried to scream. He was Saxon. He’d slit her throat!
He said something she could not understand, but the gentle tone calmed her, and she stopped her futile struggle, though her heart still raced and tremors shook her.
He continued to speak in the soft, burred English Madeleine heard all day but hardly understood as yet, despite her lessons with the local priest. Looking as she did, he doubtless thought her one of the castle maids. She must keep up the pretense. He was surely an English outlaw, and if he realized she was Norman he would slit her throat.
It was hard to believe he was the enemy, however, for his soothing voice smoothed away her fears. The voice, the cloak, the heat of his body behind her, his arm around her, all made her somnolent, as if he were casting a spell.
Perhaps he was.
Was he still naked? She imagined him naked behind her, his wonderful body separated from hers by only two layers of cloth. Trembles started which had nothing to do with fear.
Held as she was, she could see nothing of him, just the path ahead—ground kept barren by the regular wearing of feet, the arch of trees in leaf, yellow and white flowers blooming among the undergrowth. She heard the singing of birds, the humming of insects, and the murmur of his entrancing voice.
He said something else, and cautiously slid his hand from her lips. She guessed he had told her not to cry out. She licked her lips and tasted him upon them. His hand slid down her neck, then up again to gently press her head back against his chest. Still she could see nothing of him, but beneath her hair she felt cloth. It disappointed her that he was dressed. At that thought heat rose in her cheeks . . .
He laughed softly and murmured again as his hand stroked down her stretched neck like a trail of fire. Then it traveled further, to rest hot over her right breast.
Madeleine gave a breathy moan. Even through her kirtle and the cloak she could feel the heat from that hand as if it lay against her bare skin. Her nipple swelled into a point of unbearable sensitivity, and his hand moved in slow butterfly circles as if he knew. She imagined that deep murmuring voice was speaking of love and sinful delights . . .
She ached with a need to respond, to reach up and hold his hand against her, to turn and kiss him, but she was caught in the cloak. She wanted to speak but dared not, for then he would know she was Norman.
His right hand moved again, leaving her breast bereft. Now, following the path of her desire, it slid down to the juncture of her thighs, cupped and pressed her there. She made a wordless protest and moved back, but there was nowhere to go, and her wicked body did not really want to escape . . .
She stifled a betraying plea even as her body moved against his hand.
He laughed and blew softly over her heated cheek.
Then he picked up his spells again as his hand slid up her body, over her left breast to her neck. His fingers trailed to her nape, and he lifted her damp, heavy hair. The murmur of his voice stopped. The brush of his lips at her hairline trickled a shiver of delight down her spine as the river water had run down his.
His tongue against her skin was moist, hot, then cool as the breeze found the trail he left. He was doing as she had imagined and running his tongue down the top of her spine, but the moisture he would find there was not cold river water but hot perspiration.
Hot. So hot.
A shudder passed through her, as if she were taken by a fever. The rumble of his laughter vibrated into her. She laughed, too, enchanted into madness. She was going to speak, to turn, to seek the kiss she hungered for.
Then, “Farewell,” he said. She understood that.
He flipped the back of the cloak over her head. By the time she had disentangled herself he was gone.
Madeleine collapsed on the ground. He was surely of the faery world to be able to entrance her so. For all she knew that had been faery language, not common English at all.
But the cloak in her hands told her he was human and his magic was human, and all the more dangerous for it. The garment was fine green wool, woven in two shades and trimmed with red and a darker green. Not a poor man’s garment. Unlikely in an outlaw unless stolen; certainly not faery.
She would like to keep it, but she would be questioned. She folded it neatly with cherishing hands and left it there, then returned dazedly to her attendants.
She had not called out. The Bible said that if a woman did not scream she could not claim assault.
How strange. How strangely wonderful.
How sad that such a man was not for her.
As far as she was concerned, he might as well be a prince of faery. Such men didn’t exist in the real world, the world from which she would have to choose her husband.
But still, she could not resist a prayer that when finally she found herself in the marriage bed, her husband would touch her as the faery prince had touched her, and take her to the end of the magical path he had opened before her.
 
Aimery de Gaillard chuckled as he escaped. When he’d ambushed the secret watcher, he’d not expected to find such a delicious armful. He wished he’d been able to pursue the matter further—a great deal further. She had a lovely, luscious body, and a responsive one.
At first he’d assumed she was a local wench, but he’d soon guessed she was Norman, probably one of Dame Celia’s women. Few English had that dusky tone to their skin. Blood from southern France or Spain lay in her somewhere.
Clever of her to stay silent and conceal it.
And she didn’t understand English. If she did she would have reacted when he described all the wonderful things he wanted to do with her body. He laughed again. If she ever learned the language and remembered some of the things he’d said, she’d be after him with a gelding knife.
He’d not even been able to steal a kiss for fear of her seeing him up close. Aimery de Gaillard had no business on Baddersley land, and he wanted no connection made between him and a certain Edwald, an outlaw who helped the people against the Norman oppressors.
An older, bearded man emerged from among the trees. “Taking your time, aren’t you? Why’re you grinning like a fool?”
“Just the pleasure of the swim, Gyrth,” said Aimery. “It’s a joy to be clean again.”
Gyrth was Hereward’s man, but he’d been appointed to attend Aimery during his youthful visits to England. It was Gyrth who’d taught Aimery English skills and English ways—the reverence for custom, the importance of discussion, the stoical acceptance of wyrd.
When Gyrth had turned up at Rolleston, Aimery had known Hereward was back in England and planning resistance. Aimery’s duty to William said he should hand Gyrth over to the king, but instead he had accepted him without question. Gyrth was doubtless part missionary and part spy, but he was also Aimery’s link to the English way of thinking. He needed that as he tried to explain the new Norman laws and customs to the ordinary folk to help them to survive invasion.
It had been Gyrth’s idea, for example, that they go around this part of England disguised as ragged outlaws. It was a dangerous plan but had proved useful. Though Aimery de Gaillard looked English and spoke the tongue, the English knew him for what he was—a Norman, an enemy. As Edwald the outlaw he was accepted and heard the truth. Many places were doing well under Norman lords, but some were suffering, as here at Baddersley.
“What you going to do about this place then?” Gyrth asked.
“I’m not sure what more I can do.” Aimery buckled on his belt and knelt to cross-lace his braies. “I’ve explained the villagers’ rights to the headman. If abuses continue, he should make petition to the king.”
“And de Pouissey’ll let him go off to Winchester and complain?” said Gyrth with a sneer.
“William’s always on the move. He’ll come this way.”
“And treat that devil as he deserves?”
“And correct injustices,” said Aimery firmly as he stood. “William seeks to rule his people in justice. Constant unrest is not making that easy.”
Gyrth grinned. “It’s not supposed to make it easy. It’s supposed to send the Bastard back where he belongs.”
“Dreams, Gyrth. William’s fixed in England like a mighty oak, and he’ll bring hell on it before he gives up an acre. But he’s dealing fairly with all who accept him. If Hereward swears allegiance, he’ll receive some of his land back.”
“Receive back,” Gyrth echoed in disgust. “A man’s land is his land. Not the king’s to give and take.”
“Not under Norman law, and a rebel’s land has always been subject to forfeit. William is respecting the rights of loyal men.”
“What of a man’s right to be free? I hear tell a lord over Banbury way’s making slaves of any freemen he finds and setting them to work. Where’s your just king in all that?”
Aimery faced him. “William can’t know everything.”
“He can be told. By you, perhaps. If you insist on living on both sides you can make yourself useful at least.”
It was a challenge. Aimery nodded. “Indeed I can. We have time to visit Banbury before returning to Rolleston. We’ll go there tomorrow and see exactly what’s going on.” He looked down ruefully at his clean body and clothing. “I wouldn’t have washed if I’d known, though.”
As he bundled up the rough clothing he wore as an outlaw, Aimery noted the satisfied look on Gyrth’s face. “We go to observe and report, not to take action. I’ll not be pushed into committing treason, Gyrth.”
“So who’s pushing?” asked Gyrth innocently.
Aimery shook his head and turned to lead the way to their camp.
“You’ve left your cloak somewhere,” Gyrth said.
Aimery grinned. “So I have. Hold on.”
As he returned, Aimery pressed his cloak to his face and smelled the same soft perfume he’d inhaled from her skin. Rosemary and verbena, perhaps.
Gyrth looked at him and leered. “So that’s what took you so long. You must be a fast worker, lad, but was it worth the risk? I thought you didn’t want anyone here catching sight of Aimery de Gaillard, Norman lord.”
“She never saw me.”
Gyrth slapped his knee and hooted with mirth. “By Woden, I should watch you in action sometime! Come on, though, before her husband turns up with an ax.”
 
Wrapped in the cloak against the night chill, Aimery lay tangled in thoughts of the dusky maiden even as he sought sleep. He tried to turn his mind to plans of action, but they wove back to the curve of her hip, the silk of her hair, the heated perfume of her skin.
By the Chalice, it hadn’t been that long since he’d had a woman!
He turned restlessly and pulled the cloak tighter. Wisps of verbena and rosemary wrapped around him. He surrendered and allowed his mind the path it desired.
She was comely. Unfortunately their position had given him little more opportunity to see her features than she’d had to see his, but the sweet curve of her cheek was fixed in his mind, and he had studied the back of her neck at leisure. Smooth, sun-gilded skin over subtle flesh, warm and spicy on his tongue . . .
He stirred restlessly. These thoughts were not adding to his comfort. He rolled on his back and stared up at the stars. Perhaps he should just present himself at Baddersley as Aimery de Gaillard and take the pleasure the wench was so eager to give. Aimery de Gaillard had every right to stop in at Baddersley and request hospitality . . .
This was madness. Baddersley hadn’t been Hereward’s principal estate, but Aimery had visited it often enough to be known. His disguise was effective, but if the Baddersley people saw Edwald the outlaw and Aimery de Gaillard within days, some of them would make the connection and talk of it.
It must have been too long since he’d had a woman if he was letting a comely wench tempt him into such danger.
 
Aimery awoke the next morning believing himself cured. He and Gyrth breakfasted on fish, bread, and water and set out for Banbury.
The clothes they wore were those of poor peasants—a coarse homespun tunic belted with braided leather and, for a cloak, a heavy woolen cloth with a hole cut for the head. They were bare-legged with leather sandals on their feet.
They carried large packs so as to appear to be petty merchants. If their path crossed that of a Norman patrol, it was as well to have reason to be on the road, and reason to be carrying a better quality of clothing than what they wore.
Aimery had to assume his disguise—dirty his skin and grease his hair again—and so the sun was well up by the time they left the camp. He soon pulled off his cloak and bound it on top of his pack, muttering a profanity.
“You’re like a hungry boar this morning,” said Gyrth.
“I could be clean and on my way home to Rolleston,” Aimery complained, “instead of on a hot, dusty two-day walk to Banbury.”
Gyrth grinned. “Or back beneath a certain wench’s skirts. Kept me awake last night you did with all that tossing and turning.”
Aimery laughed off the idea, but it was true. His ill temper was because of the unfinished business between him and a certain dusky maiden. If he’d had his pleasure with her, he’d doubtless not give her another thought. Well, they’d soon be off Baddersley land, and the memory would fade with distance.
They traveled alert for every hazard, for these were poor times to be abroad in England. Because of this, as they walked along a ridge path, Aimery quickly spotted a flash of white down near the stream. He halted, grinning. There she was again, and well away from yesterday’s meeting place. He found her prudence appealing. He’d have thought less of her if he’d found her haunting the same spot.
“What’s up?” Gyrth asked, hand on knife.
“A hind down by the stream.” Aimery slid off his pack.
“We’ve no time for hunting . . .” Then Gyrth found what Aimery had seen. “Especially not that kind.”
“I have a mind to meet with her face to face.”
Gyrth took a grip on Aimery’s sleeve. “Give her a good look at you, boy, and she’ll remember you another time.”
“I doubt it. We see what we expect to see. Anyway, we’re not likely to meet another time.” Aimery pulled free, but he took care that the dirty bandage he wore covered the tattoo on his right wrist. That was always the thing most likely to betray him.
Aimery slipped down the scrubby hillside toward the stream. He’d been well-trained in woodcraft, and he was within feet of the girl without her being aware of him.
She was nimble and graceful as she hopped across stones in the shallow stream, studying the water. She had both kirtle and shift tucked into her belt, and he relished the sight of her long, shapely legs. Her hair was bound today in a thick plait which swung heavily across her back. He imagined unraveling it and losing himself in the chestnut cloud.
He deliberately stepped on a twig.
She jerked around, wide-eyed, a scream hesitating on her lips.
“Good day, Lady,” Aimery said.
Gyrth was right. He was mad. Was he just going to throw her down and rape her? They couldn’t even communicate unless he revealed his knowledge of French. She was as lovely from the front as he’d imagined, though, with a smooth oval face, clear dark brows over beautiful eyes, and soft, sweetly curved lips.
“Good day,” she said with a horrendous accent.
“You speak English,” he said approvingly.
It was the same voice, thought Madeleine, with a thrill. And yet she was disappointed. She’d imagined her faery prince to be a little more glamorous than this. She’d spent many sleepless hours picturing him as a noble, daring warrior. Her mind had drifted ever closer to the entrancing notion that he might be a potential suitor. After all, it was rumored that Judith and Agatha were to be used to buy the allegiance of noble Englishmen.
But now here he was before her, a peasant in rags.
They were staring at each other like simpletons.
“I speak very little English,” she said haltingly.
He stepped closer. “Lucky then that I speak a little more French.” His French was the coarse peasant tongue, but he seemed fluent.
Madeleine realized with a chill that she had revealed her nationality and she wasn’t even sure he was her faery prince. His greasy hair was quite dark and his skin was grimy, not gold. His smile began to look wolfish to her.
She backed away . . .
“Don’t be afraid,” he said. “What’s your name?”
Madeleine was poised for flight, but something held her back. She knew, however, it could be dangerous to tell him she was Madeleine de la Haute Vironge. “Dorothy,” she said.
“Don’t run away, Dorothy. I won’t hurt you.”
Madeleine relaxed under the influence of the same soft, soothing voice. It was him. And there was something else reassuring. Something in his smile . . .
She realized it was his teeth. They were white and even, unlikely in a ragged peasant.
She smiled. He was in disguise. He was her faery prince, doubtless an English noble, traveling incognito. Once she’d framed this thought, it was amazingly easy to see through the dirt and rags to the handsome face, the powerful body, and the golden hair. He had startling green eyes, she discovered, which crinkled entrancingly when he smiled.
“I’m Edwald,” he said. She knew it was a lie but understood.
“How is it you know French?” She made each word clear and separate. She knew how hard it was to understand a foreign tongue when spoken quickly.
“I’ve traveled to France.”
That argued high birth. Perhaps he was one of the sons of Harold who were trying to avenge their father. But in that case she would expect his French to be more elegant.
He spoke again. “Do you make a habit of wandering the woods alone, Dorothy?”
Madeleine glanced back down the stream. The real Dorothy was just visible, the guard just out of sight. “I have friends nearby.” It was a warning as well as information.
He followed her gaze, then took her hand to draw her away from the stream and behind a thicket. Heart pounding, Madeleine knew she should run. If he tried to stop her she should scream. She did neither.
He rested his hands on her shoulders and smiled down at her. His eyes really were very attractive. “I wanted to see you properly,” he said.
The darkened skin and greasy hair muddied her vision. “I wish I could see you properly, too.”
Danger flashed in his eyes, but then he laughed and shook his head. “How have you survived in this harsh world, Dorothy? Don’t worry. I won’t harm you even if you do hold my life in your hands.”
He gathered her hands together and dropped kisses into her palms, tickling them with warm breath that stirred something hotter inside her, something she recognized as forbidden. Her conscience made her pull away, but when he tightened his hold to stop her, she did not persist.
His hands slid along her bare forearms, and inside the loose sleeves of her kirtle to her shoulders, rough skin and callouses against her smoothness. “Your skin is like the finest silk,” he murmured. “You must know, though, my sweet Dorothy, that I cannot see you after today.”
No one had ever touched her so intimately, and she was softening like wax on a hearth. “Why not?” she breathed.
“How can I risk it? You would know me for an outlaw and tell your king.”
“No,” said Madeleine with certainty, “I wouldn’t.”
His thumbs rubbed against her collarbones. “You should. It would be your duty.”
But they blinded traitors and rebels, or gelded them, or lopped off hands and feet, Madeleine thought, shivering. “No, I promise. I will never betray you.”
He freed his hands of her sleeves and drew her close against his hard body. Her conscience cried the alarm. This was wrong. She should run. Now.
But surely she could stay just a little longer. It was honey-sweet to be in his arms.
Greatly daring, she raised her hands to his broad shoulders, remembering them wet and beautiful in the sun. Her right hand found bare flesh at the nape of his neck and she cherished it, her fingers seeking the top of the valley of his spine.
“Ah, my beautiful wanton . . .” His lips touched hers as softly as a kiss of peace, but this kiss brought turmoil, and her conscience gained control.
She snatched her hands away and used them to push instead. “I mustn’t!”
Laughter sparked in his eyes. “Mustn’t you?” He loosened his arms. “Then fly, little bird. I won’t stop you.”
Contrarily, his words allowed her to muffle the alarm bells in her mind. He wouldn’t hold her against her will, and she wanted to be kissed. No more than that, just a kiss.
Gathering her courage, she touched her lips to his. He laughed and dropped kisses on her nose, and cheeks, and chin. Madeleine did not want to reveal her ignorance so she copied him. She showered his face with little kisses.
He murmured approvingly and guided her lips to his, this time with a hand firmly cupping the back of her head. His tongue came out to lick her lips.
Madeleine was startled, but she resolutely did the same. Her tongue met his, mobile and warm. His mouth opened, her mouth opened, his tongue entered to play.
Madeleine gave a little moan and stopped thinking. Her body hummed, and she leaned against his wonderful chest, strong as an oak, warm as a fire-stone. His hand on her breast turned her legs to jelly. She collapsed completely against his mighty arm. He moved back and sat on a rock, pulling her onto his lap.
“Yes, darling, yes,” he murmured in English.
Madeleine regained a scrap of sense and realized she’d had her kiss. It really was time to stop . . .
His mouth found her right breast. Madeleine stopped thinking again. His hands and mouth tormented her, and her body developed a mind of its own. Her hips turned to move against him. She closed her eyes.
Heat. Ache. There was a piercing ache between her legs, covered suddenly by his hand. She moaned and moved against him, then stilled as she realized what was happening.
“No!” she cried and pulled away.
His hand clapped over her mouth. An arm like iron imprisoned her. She squirmed and kicked. “For Christ’s sake, stay still!” he hissed.
She obeyed because she was helpless against his strength. She was panting and shivering as if with an ague. He wasn’t in a much better state.
His hand eased off her mouth. “Let me go,” she whispered. “Please let me go.”
She felt a shudder pass through him. “By the Virgin’s milk, what’s the matter?”
A fine sheen of sweat covered his skin, and his eyes were more black than green. He shifted slightly, and she felt his hard member against her thigh and jumped with fright. She pushed on his chest. “Let me up! Let me up! This is wickedness!”
He stared at her and muttered something hot and angry in English. Then in French he asked tightly, “Are you by any chance a virgin?”
Feeling as if she were accused of the blackest sin, Madeleine nodded.
Slowly he released her and stood. His breathing was deep and unsteady. “How,” he said, “did a bold armful like you remain a virgin at your age? What are you? Eighteen?”
“Seventeen.” Madeleine pulled her skirts down and tugged at her bodice. He’d had her half naked. She ventured a glance at him. Lord, he was angry. He looked as if he were going to beat her, and for being a virgin still. “I’m sorry,” she said, then giggled nervously at the absurdity of it.
If he was angry, so was her body, screaming that it had been deprived of something it had been promised. She hurt. She wrapped her arms around herself.
He sighed and shook his head. “It was a hard day when I met you, Dorothy. Go on back to your friends and take a lesson from this.”
She didn’t like to part from him in anger. “I only wanted a kiss,” she said wistfully.
He gave a laugh that sounded almost genuine. “Well you certainly had that. Go on. Go, or I might think better of my noble impulse.”
Madeleine took a step away, and then came back in spite of his forbidding look. “It was a very nice kiss,” she said softly, and reached up to brush her lips against his. Then, having some sense left, she fled.
Aimery watched her in bemusement, then rubbed his hands over his sweat-damp face. That little encounter had been intended to exorcise her effect on him and leave him at peace. Now he wondered if he’d ever have peace again. His body hurt, and his mind was tied in knots.
If she really was a virgin, she was wasting a natural talent. He’d lost his head as soon as he touched her. What a pleasure it would be to show such a fiery piece all the wonders of her delightful body, but he wasn’t risking another encounter like this one. He’d be a wreck before Midsummer Day. The only solution was to put as much distance as possible between them. He began to climb the slope. A two-day walk to Banbury was just what he needed.
 
Madeleine stopped her flight by the stream to catch her breath. She looked back but could not see him. She had the strangest desire to retrace her steps . . . She shook her head. She knew what a lucky escape she’d had. If she wasn’t a virgin when she married, she’d never be honored by her husband. She could be rejected, beaten, imprisoned . . .
She shuddered. It was madness, but just now being with him almost seemed worth whatever came afterward.
She checked her appearance, sure her wickedness would be written there. Her gown was straight and decent but, oh Lord, there were two wet circles over her breasts where his mouth had been.
The dizzy heat swept over her at the memory, and she pressed her hands against the aching nipples.
“Lady Madeleine!”
Madeleine saw her guard trotting toward her. She looked down at her telltale gown. With a little laugh, she tipped herself forward into the shallow stream.
“Lady Madeleine!” The man splashed over to her. “Are you all right? I thought I heard something.”
Madeleine pushed herself up, soaking wet. “I’m fine. I just tripped.”
“But earlier? I heard a cry.”
“Oh, that. I thought I saw a snake.” Madeleine allowed him to help her over to the other side of the stream. “You are slow to respond, though. That was ages ago.”
“No, it weren’t,” the man protested. “ ’Tweren’t more than a few minutes. Dorothy and I just wondered as to whether we’d heard anything, and then I came find you. You shouldn’t go out of sight, my lady . . .”
Madeleine felt as if she had been gone from the real world for hours, days even, not just minutes. She was not at all sure she was back yet, or ever would be. As the guard shepherded her back toward Dorothy, Madeleine cast one wistful look back at the thicket by the stream.
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