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            A Myth

         
         In times of yore when druids roamed the northern forests of England and held their sabbaths in the dark of the moon, a young
            man grew enamored with battle and violence and studied the arts of war until none could best him. The young man called himself
            “The Wolf” and preyed upon the people for his wants. In time his feats came to the ears of the gods on the high mountain between
            earth and Valhalla. Woden, King of the gods, sent a messenger to destroy the upstart who took tribute from the people and
            challenged the fates. The two met and drew blades and their battle raged for a fortnight of new moons from the white cliffs
            of the south to the bleak rocky shores of the north. The warrior was truly great, for even the messenger of Woden could not
            destroy him, and returned to the mountain to admit his failure. Woden pondered long and deep, for it was written that who
            could best a messenger of the gods would gain eternal life on earth. Woden laughed, and the heavens above The Wolf trembled.
            Then the air was rent with bolts of lightning and peals of thunder, and the youth stood bold with blade drawn.
         

         
         “So you’ve won eternal life,” Woden roared in mirth. “And you stand before me with your sword ready for battle, but foolishness
            was never part of valor and I cannot let you ravage here unchecked. You will have your immortality, but you shall wait on
            Woden’s will to ply your trade.”
         

         
         And with a mighty gust of laughter he rose and lightning struck the insolent blade. A cloud of smoke rose slowly upward. Where
            the youth had stood, now glowing red and slowly cooling crouched a great iron wolf, a snarl frozen on his lips.
         

         
         It is rumored that in a deep valley near the border with Scotland there is a dark glade wherein stands the statue of an iron
            wolf, brown with rust and twined with creeping vines, moss greening its legs. It is said that only when war rages in the land
            does the mighty wolf stir and become a warrior—bold, strong, invincible and savage.
         

         
         And now William’s hordes crossed the channel and Harold rode from the north and war drew near—

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            October 28, 1066

         

         The clash of battle rang no more. The screams and the moans of the wounded were silenced one by one. The night lay quiet and
            time seemed suspended. The autumn moon, bloody hued and weary, shone upon the indistinct horizon, and the distant howl of
            a hunting wolf shivered down the night, locking the eerie silence tighter upon the land. Shreds of fog drifted through the
            marsh over the split and hewn bodies of the dead. The low wall of earth, weakly buttressed by stones, was covered with the
            heroic shroud of the town’s butchered manhood. A young boy of no more than twelve summers lay beside his father. The great
            black bulk of Darkenwald’s hall rose beyond this, the shaft of its single watchtower piercing the sky.
         

         
         Within the hall Aislinn sat upon the rush-covered floor before the chair from which her father, the late lord of Darkenwald,
            had ruled his fief. A rough rope was knotted about her slender neck. It bound her by its length to the left wrist of a tall,
            dark Norman who rested his mail-clad frame upon the rough-hewn symbol of Lord Erland’s status. Ragnor de Marte watched as
            his men tore the hall apart in a rampaging search for the smallest item of value, climbing the stairs to the bedchambers,
            slamming heavy doors open in their search, rummaging through coffers, then casting on a cloth spread before him the more worthy
            trophies. Aislinn recognized her jeweled dagger and gold filigree girdle, torn from her hips only a short time ago, thrown
            into the pile among the other treasures that had graced her home.
         

         
         Arguments broke out among the men over some coveted piece, but were quickly silenced when her captor issued a sharp command.
            Usually the object of the squabble was grudgingly added to the growing heap before him. Ale flowed freely, liberally swilled
            by the invaders; and meats, breads and whatever else was at hand were devoured upon discovery. This iron-thewed knight of
            William’s horde who held her tipped his own hollowed bull’s horn and freely sampled the wine that filled it, unconcerned that
            her father’s blood still darkened the mail on his chest and arms. When nothing else occupied him, the Norman worked the rope,
            causing the rough strands to brutally test the soft white skin of Aislinn’s throat. Each time the harsh chafing brought a
            grimace of pain to her features, he chuckled cruelly at having wrung some reaction from her, and his victory seemed to ease
            his morose mood. Still, to see her cringe and beg for mercy would have far better suited him. Her manner remained alert and
            watchful and when she faced him it was with a calm defiance that rankled him. Others would have grovelled at his feet and
            pleaded for his pity. But this maid—there was something about her which seemed to take a slight advantage from him each time
            he jerked the tether. He could not fathom the depths of her reserve but determined he would test it well before the night
            was out.
         

         
         He had found her with her mother, the Lady Maida, poised in the hall when he and his men crashed through the heavy door, as
            if the two of them would stand against the whole invading Norman army. His bloody sword ready in his hand, he had paused just
            inside the door while his men hurried past him to search for others willing to fight for their own, but finding nothing more
            than these two and the barking, snarling hounds to greet them they lowered their weapons. With a few well placed kicks and
            blows they subdued the dogs and chained them in a corner then turned to the women who fared no better.
         

         
         His cousin, Vachel de Comte, stepped toward the girl, intent upon seizing her for his own. But instead he encountered Maida
            who threw herself into his path seeking to stay him from her daughter. He tried to push the older woman aside but her clawing
            fingers found his short knife and she would have snatched it from its sheath but he felt the grasp, and swinging his heavy-gauntleted
            fist, laid her flat. With a cry, Aislinn had fallen to her mother’s side and before Vachel could claim her, Ragnor moved between
            and yanked away her snood, spilling free a shining mass of coppery hair. The Norman knight twisted his hand in it and drew
            her struggling to her feet. He dragged her behind him to a chair and threw her into it, tying her wrists and ankles to the
            heavy wooden structure so that she could interfere no more. Maida was dragged, still stunned, and lashed securely at her daughter’s
            feet. Then the two knights joined their men in the sacking of the town.
         

         
         Now the girl sat at his feet, defeated and near the gray hinterlands of death. Still, she mouthed no pleas or words for clemency.
            Ragnor knew a moment of uncertainty as he recognized that she possessed a strength of will few men had.
         

         
         But Ragnor had no inkling of the battle that raged within Aislinn in her effort to quell her trembling and present a proud
            mien as she watched her mother. Maida served the invaders with feet hobbled together to prevent her from taking a full step.
            A length of rope trailed from the bindings and the men seemed wont to step upon the tail. Their guffaws rose loudly when Maida
            fell upon the floor, and with each fall Aislinn blanched, better able to take the punishment herself than watch her mother
            suffer. If Maida bore a tray of food and drink and fell crashing with her burden, the merriment was doubled and before she
            could scramble up, she fetched a kick or two for her clumsiness.
         

         
         Then Aislinn’s fears pricked her anew and she was held breathless as Maida stumbled against a thick-faced soldier, wetting
            him with a pitcher of ale. The man seized Maida by the arm, his large, hamlike hand easily encircling its thinness, and forced
            the woman to her knees, where with a thrust of his foot he booted her away. A small bag tumbled from her sash as she fell,
            but Maida quickly rose beneath the Norman’s curses and snatched it up again. She would have returned it to its place, but
            with a shout the drunken soldier caught her hand and tore the bag from her grasp. When Maida reached out to grab it back,
            her insolence aroused the man’s ire. He clubbed his fist against her head, sending her spinning, and Aislinn started forward,
            a snarl upon her fair lips and feral gleam in her eye. But the blow only seemed to amuse the man. The treasure forgotten for
            the moment, he followed and swung again at the staggering woman, then catching her shoulder, began to beat her in earnest.
         

         
         With a wrathful shriek, Aislinn came to her feet but Ragnor pulled hard on the rope, sending her sprawling into the reeds
            and dust. When she could draw a breath again from her bruised throat, her mother lay senseless and unmoving while her assailant
            stood above her, waving the small sack in triumph and howling his glee. Impatiently the man tore it open to see what prize
            it might hold, then finding it contained nothing more than a few dried leaves, scattered the contents with a vicious curse.
            He flung away the empty pouch and delivered a hearty kick to the limp form at his feet. With a dry agonizing sob, Aislinn
            threw her hands over her ears and closed her eyes tightly, unable to bear the sight of her mother so abused.
         

         
         “Enough!” Ragnor roared, relenting at last as he saw Aislinn cringe. “If the hag lives, she will yet serve us.”

         
         Aislinn braced her hands on the floor and glared at her captor through dark violet eyes smoldering with hatred. Her long coppery
            hair fell in wild disarray about her shoulders and heaving bosom, and the sight of her was like an untamed she-wolf meeting
            her foe. Yet she remembered the dripping red sword that Ragnor had held as he came into the hall and saw in her mind the fresh
            blood of her father spattered on his shining mail hauberk. She fought the panic that threatened to rob her of her last strength
            as well as the grief and self-pity that would have brought her to submission. She swallowed back a rush of tears at the emotions
            experienced for the first time in her life and for the deep, tormenting knowledge that her father lay dead upon the cold earth,
            unblessed and unshriven, and that she was helpless to remedy it. Was mercy so lacking in these men of Normandy that even now,
            when their battle was won, they could not fetch a priest and see to the proper burial of the defeated?
         

         
         Ragnor gazed down at the girl where she sat, her eyes closed and her lips parted and trembling. He could not see the battle
            that shredded her resistance. Had he stood then, he might have won his desire to see her crushed in fear before him, but his
            mind wandered to the baseborn knight who would claim all of this surrounding him.
         

         
         Before dusk they had come, galloping boldly up to the hall in the manner befitting conquerors, to demand the surrender of
            the town. Darkenwald found itself unprepared for this foe. After William’s bloody victory over King Harold at Senlac a fortnight
            before, word spread that the Norman Duke marched toward Canterbury with his army, having lost patience with the English, as
            they, although defeated, refused him the crown. Relief had swelled the spirits of Darkenwald, for his direction was away from
            them. But they had not accounted for the small forces that had been thrown out to seize or harass the settlements along William’s
            flanks. Thus it was that the lookout’s shout of Normans approaching had deadened the hearts of many. Erland, even though greatly
            loyal to the late king, had known the vulnerability of his holdings and had meant to yield the day had not his wrath been
            provoked beyond endurance.
         

         
         Among the Normans it was only Ragnor de Marte who felt unease with his surroundings as they rode across the field, past the
            peasant’s huts, toward the gray stone manor where the lord dwelled. As they drew up before the hall he gazed about him. There
            were no stirrings in or about the outbuildings and to all appearances the place seemed forsaken. The main entrance, an iron-bound
            door of hard oak, was drawn closed against them. No light from within illuminated the oiled and thinly scraped skins that
            were stretched tight over the lower windows of the hall, and the torches mounted in iron sheathes on either side of the door
            had not been lit to ward off the darkness of the approaching night. All was still within, yet as the young herald called out,
            the heavy door was slowly drawn open. An old man, white of hair and beard, tall and robust of frame, emerged, holding an unsheathed
            battle sword in his hand. He closed the door behind him and Ragnor caught the sound of a bolt dropping into place behind it,
            then the Saxon turned to consider the intruders. He stood quietly, guardedly, as the herald approached unrolling a parchment.
            Confident in his mission, the young man halted before the elder and began to read.
         

         
         “Hear ye, Erland, Lord of Darkenwald. William, Duke of Normandy, claims England his by sovereign right—”

         
         The herald read in English the words Ragnor had prepared in French. The dark knight had thrown aside the parchment given him
            by Sir Wulfgar, a bastard of Norman blood, for to Ragnor’s mind it was more a demeaning plea than a rightful demand for surrender.
            What were these Saxons but ignominous heathens, whose arrogant resistance warranted crushing without mercy? Yet Wulfgar would
            deal with them as honorable men. They had been beaten, Ragnor thought, now let them be shown their masters.
         

         
         But Ragnor grew uneasy as he watched the reddening face of the old man while the words continued to descend, calling for every
            man, woman and child to be brought out into the square and be branded with the mark of slave upon their brow and for the lord
            to give himself and his family over as hostages against the good behavior of the people.
         

         
         Ragnor shifted in his saddle, glancing nervously around. There was the cackle of a hen which should have been roosting and
            the cooing of a dove in the cote. A slight movement drew his attention toward an upper wing of the manor where the outer shutter
            of a window had been pushed open the barest degree. He could not see into the darkness behind those rough wooden planks yet
            he sensed someone there, watching him. Growing cautious, he flung his red wool mantle back over his shoulder, freeing his
            sword arm and the hilt of his weapon.
         

         
         He gazed again at the proud old man and somehow glimpsed his own father in his manner—tough, arrogant, not willing to give
            a rod unless a furlong had been won. A sense of hatred swelled anew within Ragnor’s breast and his dark eyes narrowed as he
            viewed the man with a loathing stirred by the comparison. The old Saxon’s face darkened even more as the herald read on with
            the outrageous demands.
         

         
         Suddenly a chill breeze stirred against Ragnor’s cheek and set the gonfalon above their heads flapping as if it were sounding
            a death warning. His cousin Vachel muttered low behind him, now beginning to feel the tenseness that made Ragnor’s sweat start
            beneath the leather tunic he wore under his glistening mail. His palms were moist in his gauntlets as he moved his hand to
            rest upon the hilt of his sword.
         

         
         Suddenly the old lord let out an enraged bellow and swung his sword with demonic fury. The herald’s head toppled to the ground
            before his body slowly crumpled across it. Confusion delayed reprisal for a split moment of time as serfs armed with haying
            forks, scythes and crude weapons swarmed from hiding. Sir Ragnor shouted an order to his men and cursed himself for allowing
            them to be taken by surprise. He spurred his destry forward as the peasants leapt at him, their hands reaching upward to claw
            him from his saddle. He hacked right and left with his sword, splitting skulls, severing hands from outstretched arms. He
            saw Lord Erland fighting before him, taking three Norman soldiers at once, and the impression passed him that Harold might
            still be king if he had had this old man by his side. Ragnor urged his mount through the mass of men, his target the lord
            of Darkenwald, for he saw him now in a reddish haze that would only ebb when he felt that ancient body sinking beneath his
            sword. The peasants tried to drag him down, sensing his intent and only bloodied the turf with their efforts. They fought
            gallantly to save their lord, only to lose life themselves. They were no match for men trained to war. The mighty destry plodded
            over fallen bodies until at last he was urged on no more. Lord Erland looked at the uplifted sword and his death came swiftly
            as de Marte buried it deep within his skull. Seeing that their lord had fallen, the serfs broke and ran, and the din of battle
            yielded to the wails of women, the cries of children and the heavy thudding of a tree trunk ramming against the door of Darkenwald
            in an effort to break the barrier behind.
         

         
         From where she sat at Ragnor’s feet, Aislinn watched her mother’s form anxiously for any sign of stirring and felt some relief
            when Maida finally moved. A soft groan was heard, and the woman managed to raise herself to an elbow. She stared dumbly around
            her, still befuddled by her beating. The one who had levied the blows came to her again.
         

         
         “Fetch me ale, slave!” he roared and raised her by the scruff of her garments and hurled her toward the keg of brew, but her
            hobbled feet could not catch her and she sprawled again.
         

         
         “Ale!” the man shouted and threw his horn at her.

         
         Maida stared blankly at him, not understanding until he cuffed her and pushed her toward the barrel once more. She struggled
            to her feet but the soldier stepped on the rope, tripping her and sending her down hard upon her hands and knees. This seemed
            to better meet his pleasure.
         

         
         “Crawl, bitch! Crawl like a dog,” he laughed and she was forced to serve him on her knees. As she gave him the full horn other
            men called for her service, and soon she was again hobbling about bringing ale and wine to them with the aid of the two serfs,
            Hlynn and Ham, who had been caught fleeing the hall.
         

         
         Maida served the Normans, but her bruised lips began to move and she crooned in a singsong voice. The Saxon words penetrated
            Aislinn’s consciousness and with a horror she labored to hide, she realized her mother heaped vile threats upon the uncomprehending
            men and pledged the curse of every slimy demon of the swamp upon the enemy’s ears. If but one had seized upon Maida’s meaning
            she would without much hesitation have been spitted like a roasting pig. Aislinn knew that their survival hinged on their
            captor’s slightest whim. Even her betrothed was in unsafe hands. She had heard these Normans speaking of yet another bastard
            who, under William’s rule, had gone to Cregan to obtain that town’s surrender. Was Kerwick dead too, after fighting so gallantly
            beside King Harold at Hastings?
         

         
         Ragnor gazed at Maida and thought of the regal poise and vintage beauty she had shown until his man struck her and marred
            her face. He could find no hint of the former woman in the painfully shuffling, dirty creature who stumbled about her labors
            with a twisted face and gray-streaked auburn hair matted with blood and dirt. Perhaps the maid at his feet saw herself as
            she stared so intently at her mother.
         

         
         A scream tore Aislinn’s attention from her mother, and she glanced around to see the serving girl, Hlynn, being pulled back
            and forth between two of the soldiers who were arguing loudly over her. The timid maid, just entering her fifteenth year,
            had never known a man and now faced the nightmare of rape at the hands of these ruffians.
         

         
         Feeling the girl’s terror, Aislinn bit into her own knuckles to keep from echoing Hlynn’s frightened cries. She knew only
            too well that soon she would be prey to a man’s passion. There was a rending of cloth as Hlynn’s gunna was torn from her breasts,
            and a restraining hand clamped down roughly on Aislinn’s shoulder. Cruel, calloused hands snatched and pawed at the young
            girl’s body, bruising the tender flesh. Aislinn shuddered in revulsion, unable to drag her eyes away. Finally one of the men
            stunned his rival with a blow to the head and rose, lifting the thrashing, screaming Hlynn in his arms and strode out the
            door with her. In despair, Aislinn wondered if the girl would survive the night, and she felt the odds seemed high against
            it.
         

         
         The dreadful weight upon Aislinn’s shoulder became suddenly unbearable. Her violet eyes flashed their loathing as she turned
            once more to glare at her captor. The Norman’s eyes returned the challenge and a slow sneering smile crept across full and
            generous lips, mocking her defiance. Yet as her stare grew more contemptuous and unwavering, his grin faded. Aislinn felt
            his fingers tighten upon her, bruising her shoulder. Unable to further contain herself, Aislinn shrieked in rage and lifted
            her hand to strike a blow to his cheek, only to have him catch her arm and force it behind her back until she was crushed
            against his hauberk. Her face was nearly pressed to his, and his hot breath touched her cheek as he chuckled at her helplessness.
            She struggled to wrench herself from him as his free hand moved with deliberate slowness over her body, sampling with crude
            lust the soft ripe curves beneath her garments. Aislinn trembled at his touch, loathing him with every ounce of her being.
         

         
         “Filthy swine!” she hissed in his face, deriving small pleasure from the startled expression on his face that her French words
            had brought.
         

         
         “Eh!” Vachel de Comte sat up sharply, his ears pricked by a feminine voice speaking words he could understand. He had not
            heard such since they had sailed from Saint-Valery. “By damned, cousin, the wench is not only beautiful but learned as well.”
            He kicked in feigned disgust at the late lord’s saddle. “Bah! ’Tis your luck to get the only wench in this heathen country
            capable of understanding you when you give her directions in bed.” He grinned as he relaxed back into his seat. “Of course,
            I must take in account that rape does have its drawbacks. But since the maid can understand you, mayhaps you can coax her
            into a more congenial mood. What does it matter that you killed her father?”
         

         
         Ragnor threw Vachel an ugly scowl, and let Aislinn fall to his feet again. His superiority over her once more had slipped
            a notch, for the wench knew French when he had no inkling of her language.
         

         
         “Be silent, cub,” he snapped at the younger man. “Your prattling annoys me.”

         
         Vachel pondered Ragnor’s mood and smiled. “Dear cousin, you do worry overmuch, I perceive, or else you would see the jest
            with me. What can Wulfgar say when you tell him that we were attacked by these wretched heathens? The old man was a wily fox.
            Duke William will not blame you. But which bastard do you fear most? The Duke, or Wulfgar?”
         

         
         Aislinn sat more alert now as Ragnor’s features darkened with ill-concealed anger. His brows drew together like a gathering
            storm cloud.
         

         
         “I fear no man,” he growled.

         
         “Oh-ho!” Vachel hooted. “You say that bravely enough, but do you mean it? What man here tonight does not hold some uneasiness
            within him for the deed done here? Wulfgar gave his command not to draw the villagers into battle, yet we have killed many
            of those who were to be his serfs.”
         

         
         Aislinn listened carefully to the words the men spoke. Some were strange to her ears but she managed to understand most. Was
            this man, Wulfgar, whom they spoke of with such apprehension, to be feared above these terrible invaders? And was he to be
            Darkenwald’s new lord?
         

         
         “The Duke has promised Wulfgar these towns,” Vachel mused. “But they are of little value without peasants to work the fields
            and herd the swine. Yes, Wulfgar will have words to speak and in his usual manner not one will be uttered in trivial tones.”
         

         
         “Nameless cur!” Ragnor spat. “What right does he have to possess these lands?”

         
         “Yea, cousin. You are justified to feel resentment. It does test even me. The Duke has promised to make Wulfgar lord here
            while we, of noble house, have been given nothing. Your father will be greatly disappointed.”
         

         
         Ragnor’s upper lip drew back in a sneer. “A bastard’s loyalty to another of his kind is not always just to those more deserving.”
            He lifted a glossy tress of red-gold hair from Aislinn’s shoulder to idly rub it between his fingers, enjoying the silky texture.
            “I’d swear William would make Wulfgar pope if he could.”
         

         
         Vachel stroked his chin thoughtfully and frowned. “We cannot with truth say Wulfgar is altogether undeserving, cousin. What
            man has ever beaten him in a joust or bested him in a fight? At Hastings he fought with the fury of ten with that Viking ever
            near to guard his back. He stood his ground when we all thought William dead. Yet to make Wulfgar a lord—aaah!” He threw up
            his hands in genuine disgust. “That will no doubt give him the thought that he is our equal.”
         

         
         “And when has he ever thought otherwise?” Ragnor quipped.

         
         Vachel’s gaze shifted to Aislinn as she gave his cousin a contemptuous look. Youthful she was. Vachel surmised her less than
            a full score years, mayhap eight and ten. Already he had seen her fiery temper. It would not bend easily to obedience. But
            a man with an eye for beauty might find cause to overlook this flaw, for he was confident it was the only one she possessed.
            Her new lord, Wulfgar, would no doubt be pleased. Her copper hair seemed aflame around her and caught the light of the flickering
            firelight within each thick curl. An uncommon shade for a Saxon. Yet her eyes were what took him completely off guard. Now
            in her rancor they burned dark and purple, glowering as she felt his perusal. But when her manner was calm her eyes were a
            soft violet, clear and bright as the heather that grew on the hillsides. The long, sooty black lashes that rimmed them now
            lowered and fluttered against ivory skin. Her cheekbones were fine and high, and the same gentle pink that shone upon them
            graced the softly curving mouth. The thought of her laughing or smiling titillated his imagination, for she possessed good
            white teeth, unmarred by the blackish rot that many other fine beauties were plagued with. The small, slightly tilted nose
            was lifted proudly, defiantly so, and the stubborn set of her jaw could not disguise the daintiness of its line. Yea, she
            would be a hard one to tame, but the prospect appeared thoroughly enjoyable, for though she was taller than most and slender,
            she was not lacking the full curves of a woman.
         

         
         “Aah, cousin,” Vachel concluded. “You’d best make merry with this damsel tonight, for the morrow may see Wulfgar with her.”

         
         “That lout?” Ragnor scoffed. “When does he ever bother himself with a woman? He hates them, I swear. Mayhap if we find a fair
            squire for him—”
         

         
         Vachel smiled wryly. “If that were but true, cousin, we could have him beneath our thumbs, yet I fear he is not so inclined.
            Yea, he shuns women like the plague in public, yet I believe he has as much of them in private as we. I have seen him giving
            one or two damsels his perusal as if pondering what merits they possessed. No man looks at a woman in that fashion when some
            lackey tempts him more. That he manages to keep his affairs private is only one more thing about him that seems to fascinate
            his women. But ’tis baffling to me why the fair damsels at William’s court dangle their kerchiefs and posture so inanely before
            him. They must be tempted sorely by his cursed aloofness.”
         

         
         “I have not seen so many wenches fawning over him,” Ragnor retorted.

         
         Vachel chortled in glee. “Nay, cousin, and you wouldn’t, for you are usually more than properly entertained yourself. You
            are far too busy leading fair damsels astray to be troubled with those who fancy Wulfgar.”
         

         
         “You are indeed more observant that I, Vachel, for I still find it hard to believe that any maid should covet him, cursed
            and scarred as he is.”
         

         
         Vachel shrugged. “What is a little mark here and there? It but proves a man is daring and brave. Thank goodness Wulfgar does
            not boast of those small attributes of battle like so many of our noble friends. I can almost bear his wretched dryness more
            than those boring tales of doing and dare that are told and retold.”
         

         
         Vachel beckoned for his drinking horn to be refilled and Maida came trembling to accommodate him. She exchanged a hurried
            glance with her daughter before slipping away to return to her mutterings and ravings.
         

         
         “Never fear, cousin,” Vachel grinned. “We have not lost this game yet. What care we that William favors Wulfgar for a time?
            Our families are of some importance. They will not long tolerate this usurpery when we make this outrage known.”
         

         
         Ragnor grunted. “My father will not be overjoyed when he learns I have gained no lands for the family here.”

         
         “Do not be bitter, Ragnor. Guy is an old man and has old thoughts. Since he won his fortune he naturally assumes it is easy
            for you to do the same.”
         

         
         Ragnor’s hand gripped his drinking horn until his fist whitened about it. “There are times, Vachel, when I think I loathe
            him.”
         

         
         His cousin shrugged. “I am impatient with my father also. Can you imagine him threatening me that with the next bastard I
            make on some wench he will throw me out and cut off my inheritance?”
         

         
         For the first time since breaking open the doors of Darkenwald Ragnor de Marte threw back his head and laughed. “You must
            admit, Vachel, you do your share.”
         

         
         Vachel chuckled with him. “And you, cousin, are not one to call the kettle black.”

         
         “True, but a man must have his pleasure,” Ragnor smiled and his dark eyes fell to the red-haired wench who sat at his feet.
            He caressed her cheek, and his mind became intoxicated with the vision of her slender body pressed tightly to his. Beginning
            to feel impatient for her, Ragnor caught his fingers in the fabric of her gunna, tearing it from her shoulders as she tried
            to wrench free. The hot, greedy eyes of the invaders turned quickly to feast on the half-revealed bosom swelling above the
            torn garment. As earlier with Hlynn they shouted encouragements and obscene jests, but Aislinn did not relent to hysteria.
            She held the separated garment together, and only her eyes spoke of her hatred and contempt to each. One by one the men were
            silenced by her gaze, and they drew away to swallow their discomfort with large gulps of ale, mumbling among themselves
            that this wench was surely a sorceress.
         

         
         Lady Maida clutched a wineskin frantically to her bosom, her fingers white with the pressure of her grip. In pain she watched
            Ragnor fondle her daughter. His hands moved slowly over the silken flesh and beneath her garments, trespassing where no other
            man had dared before. Aislinn trembled in revulsion, and Maida choked on the fear and hatred that seemed to congeal in her
            chest, making it impossible for her to draw an easy breath.
         

         
         Maida’s eyes raised to the darkened stairway leading to the bedchambers. In her imagination she saw her daughter already struggling
            with Ragnor upon the lord’s bed, the one she had shared with her husband and where she had given birth to Aislinn. Now Maida
            could almost hear the cries of pain drawn from her daughter by that fearsome knight. The Norman would have no mercy nor would
            Aislinn plead for it. Her daughter had the stubbornness and pride of Lord Erland. She would never beg for herself. For another,
            perhaps, but not herself.
         

         
         Maida moved into the deep shadows of the hall. Justice would not be served until her husband’s murderer had felt her revenge.

         
         Rising to his feet, Ragnor drew Aislinn with him and wrapped his arms close about her supple body. He chuckled as she squirmed
            against him trying to get free, taking brutish delight in the painful grimace that crossed her face as his fingers tightened
            on her arms.
         

         
         “How be it that you speak the tongue of France?” he demanded.

         
         Aislinn tossed her head up to meet his gaze yet remained silent, her eyes cold with loathing. Ragnor considered her haughty
            demeanor and released her from his savage grip. He thought no amount of torture could wring the answer from her lips if she
            refused to tell him. She had kept mute before when he had commanded her name. It was only her mother who had rushed to tell
            him when he threatened the girl with violence. Yet he had ways to humble the most arrogant of damsels.
         

         
         “I pray you speak, Aislinn, or I shall strip your garments from you and let each man here take his turn on you. You would
            not be so royal then I vow.”
         

         
         Reluctantly Aislinn replied, standing soberly against him. “A traveling troubadour spent much time in this hall during my
            years of childhood. Before he came upon us he wandered from country to country. He had knowledge of four tongues. He taught
            your own to me because it amused him.”
         

         
         “A traveling troubadour who amuses himself? Where was the jest? I see none,” he returned.

         
         “’Tis said your duke from his childhood fancied England upon his platter. My merry troubadour knew of this tale for oft would
            he play for the high born of your country. Twice or thrice in his youth he even pleasured your duke until he cut off his small
            finger for singing the tale of a baseborn knight in his presence. It pleasured my troubadour to have me learned in your language,
            that if one day the Duke’s ambitions were realized I could call you the scum that you are and have you understand me.”
         

         
         Ragnor’s features darkened but Vachel chuckled in his cup.

         
         “Where be your gallant troubadour now, damoiselle?” the young Norman inquired. “The Duke is no more fond of being called a
            bastard today than when he was a youth. Mayhaps your man will find his head missing instead of a finger.”
         

         
         Sarcasm dripped from Aislinn’s words. “He is where no mortal man can reach him, quite safe from your duke.”

         
         Ragnor’s brows lowered. “You remind me of unpleasantries.”

         
         Vachel smiled. “Your pardon, cousin.”

         
         The sight of Aislinn’s meagerly clad shoulders gleaming smoothly above her tattered gown turned Ragnor’s thoughts in another
            direction. He bent and swept her into his arms amid a shower of angry protests and a surprising variety of titles. He chuckled
            at her efforts to escape until she nearly lunged out of his grasp, then he crushed her against him, smothering her efforts
            in an iron grip. He grinned as he lowered his head to hers and his mouth was upon her lips, wet and searing. Suddenly he drew
            back in pain. A small trickle of blood ran from his bottom lip.
         

         
         “You vicious little viper!” he choked.

         
         With a low growl, Ragnor tossed Aislinn over his shoulder, jolting the breath from her as his hard mail slammed into her belly,
            and stunned, she hung half senseless. Snatching up a candle to light his way up the darkened stairs, he crossed the hall and
            mounted them, leaving the noise of the rowdy invaders behind as he entered the lord’s chamber. He kicked the door closed and
            setting the candle aside, strode to the bed and he spilled Aislinn unceremoniously onto it. There was a glimpse of long, slender
            legs before she scrambled up and tried to leap from the bed. The rough rope around her throat frustrated her effort and brought
            her up short. With a cruel smile, Ragnor began to wrap the thong about his wrist again and again until she knelt close before
            him, facing him as a wary dog faces its tormentor. He laughed at her undaunted stare and loosened the rope from his wrist,
            tying it to one of the massive posts at the foot of the bed. With a casual slowness he began to undress, dropping his sword,
            hauberk and leather tunic carelessly upon the floor. He crossed to the hearth, donned now only in a linen chainse and the
            chausses, a garment combining tight-fitting hose and underpants. Her apprehension mounting, Aislinn tore frantically at the
            rope around her throat, but her fingers could make no dent in the hard knot. He stirred the fire up and added more kindling,
            and by its warmth he drew off the linen shirt and the woolen chausses. Aislinn swallowed convulsively as his body emerged
            lean and muscular, giving her little encouragement that she could hold him off by strength. He smiled almost pleasantly as
            he came to her and reached up to rub his knuckles gently against her cheek.
         

         
         “The bloom from the thorn bush,” he murmured. “Yea, ’tis true, and you are mine. Wulfgar gave me leave to take a suitable
            reward upon completion of his orders.” Ragnor chuckled as if amused. “I cannot think of a more appropriate recompense than
            to have the most valuable possession in these towns. What is left is hardly worth my notice.”
         

         
         “Do you expect reward for slaughter?” Aislinn hissed.

         
         He shrugged. “The fools should have known better than to attack armed knights, and slaying the messenger of the duke drew
            the old man’s lot to a certainty. We’ve done a good day’s work for William. I deserve reward.”
         

         
         Aislinn shuddered at his callous disregard for the lives he had spilled. She lunged away from him off the bed to the limits
            of the tether.
         

         
         Ragnor threw back his head in a roar of laughter. “Would my little pigeon fly from me?” He twisted his hand in the rope and
            began to draw her to him. “Come, dove,” he cooed softly. “Come, dove, and share my nest. Ragnor will be gentle with you.”
         

         
         Sobs struggled from between her clenched teeth as Aislinn wildly fought the pull of the rope. Finally she was held on her
            knees before him. His hand held the knot tight beneath her chin, forcing her head back so she stared up at him with rolling
            eyes and gasped for breath. He reached behind him and snatched up a wine skin lying atop a chest.
         

         
         “Have a taste of wine, my dove,” he coaxed, his face close above hers as he forced the brew between her lips. Aislinn choked
            and gasped then swallowed the burning fluid. He held the skin to her mouth till she fought again for breath. Releasing her,
            he sat back on the bed, tipping the skin above his own mouth, half drinking, half bathing in the dark red brew. He lowered
            the skin and his eyes gleamed as he wiped the stain from his face and rubbed his chest where it had spilled. Laying the skin
            aside, he reached out to draw on the rope. Aislinn had less strength to fight this time, and he pulled her close until their
            faces were but a hand’s breadth apart. His breath, sour with ale and wine, almost made her retch, but suddenly his hand was
            in the neck of her gown and with a swift downward thrust he tore her garments from her and threw them aside. He released his
            hold abruptly and she stumbled back in surprise. With a smile, he lay back on the bed and took a long pull of wine without
            taking his eyes from her as she tried in sudden fear and shame to cover herself.
         

         
         “Now come to me, little dove. Do not fight so,” he cajoled. “After all, I’m not without influence in William’s court, and
            you could do far worse.” He leered at her in drunken grace, his eyes sweeping every tempting curve of her body. “You could
            be thrust beneath the churning butts of those cloddish oafs below.”
         

         
         Aislinn’s eyes grew wide and she strained again at the stubborn knot.

         
         “Nay, nay, my dove.” He grinned and reached out, giving the rope a tug, pulling her sprawling to her hands and knees. She
            stayed there, gasping with pain and frustration but raised her head to glare her hatred. With a half snarl upon her face and
            her long hair tumbled, glowing with reddish-gold lights, she seemed again as some feral beast crouched wild to do him battle.
            There was a quickening in his loins and a yearning for her grew with every moment. His eyes darkened.
         

         
         “Aah, no dove at all,” he murmured huskily. “But a vixen, all in truth. If you will not come to me, then I must come to you.”

         
         He rose from the bed, and Aislinn gasped, for he stood there before her bold as a man can be. He strode forward, desire burning
            in his eyes and a half smile playing on his lips. Aislinn straightened and backed away cautiously. An icy riverlet of fear
            ran along her spine and cold trickles spread through her body until her breath came fast and ragged, almost in a sob. She
            wanted to scream, to cry out her terror much as Hlynn had done. She felt the burgeoning wail congeal in her throat, and she
            fought the suffocating dread of utter hopelessness. Still he stalked her, the same evil leer twisting his lips, the same bold,
            unblinking hawk-like stare eating of her every move until the tight rope brought her in a circle against the foot of the bed
            and she could retreat no further. Her limbs hung like leaden weights and refused to obey her will. The shadows blurred behind
            him, and the handsome, cruel face filled her vision. In the flickering firelight his long, lean body seemed lightly furred.
            The panic rose and choked her until she could barely breathe. He reached out a hand and laid it against her breast, and with
            a cry Aislinn twisted away, but he held her and pressed forward until they tumbled onto the furs spread upon the bed. She
            was caught, pinned beneath him. The room swam before her, and his voice was oddly muffled in her ear.
         

         
         “You are mine, damoiselle.” His words sounded slurred and indistinct. He brushed his face against the slim column of her throat
            and his breath, hot and heavy against her flesh, seemed to sear her to the bone. His mouth caressed her breast as he muttered
            again. “You are mine. I am your master.”
         

         
         Aislinn could not move. She was in his power and she ceased to care. His face swam close before hers, her vision blurred.
            The weight of his naked body pressed her down deeper into the furs. It would soon be over—
         

         
          

         Maida gazed down at the entwined couple now silent and still. She threw her head back and let her laughter override the waves
            of merriment from the hall. The peal of a hungry wolf rent the night and the two sounds were mingled. Below in the great hall,
            the rowdy invaders were silenced as a chill spread its cold fingers up their sturdy backs. Some crossed themselves, never
            hearing the like before, and others, thinking of Wulfgar’s rage, thought he had already come.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Aislinn woke slowly, hearing her name called from what seemed a long distance away. She struggled to awareness and pushed
            at the heavy weight across her bosom. The Norman stirred beside her and rolled away, freeing her from the dreadful burden
            of his arm. In slumber Ragnor’s face seemed innocent, the violence and hatred hidden behind the mask of sleep. But as she
            gazed down at him, Aislinn sneered her contempt, loathing him for what he had done to her, remembering too well his hands
            upon her body, his hardened frame pressing her down into the furs. She shook her head in distraction, knowing now she must
            worry that she would bear him a child. Oh, God forbid!
         

         
         “Aislinn,” came the voice again, and she turned to see her mother standing beside the bed, wringing her thin hands in a fearful
            worry.
         

         
         “We must hurry. We’ve not much time.” Maida pushed a woolen gunna at her daughter. “We must leave now while the sentry still
            sleeps. Make haste, daughter, I pray.”
         

         
         Aislinn heard the whimper of terror in her mother’s voice, yet no emotion stirred within her own bosom. She was numb to all
            feeling.
         

         
         “If we are to escape, we must hasten,” Maida urged pleadingly. “Come, before they all wake. For once think of our safety.”

         
         Aislinn struggled from the bed, tired and bruised, and pulled the gunna over her head, unmindful of the prickly texture of
            the woolen material without the familiar kirtle beneath. Afraid she would rouse the Norman, she cast an uneasy glance over
            her shoulder. But he slept on undisturbed. Oh, she thought, how pleasant his dreams must be for him to rest so serenely. No
            doubt his victory on her had sweetened them considerably.
         

         
         Aislinn whirled and went to stand at the window, flinging the shutters open with an impatient movement. In the sharp white
            light of the dawning sun, she appeared pale and wan, seeming as fragile and delicate as the morning mist rising from the swamps
            beyond. She began gathering her hair, raking knots from it with her fingers. But the memory of Ragnor’s long, brown fingers
            thrust through it, hurting her, forcing her to bend to his will, made her stop abruptly. She whipped the heavy swirling mass
            forward over her shoulder, letting it tumble loosely down over her bosom to her thighs and strode across the room.
         

         
         “Nay, Mother,” she said in firm decision. “We will not flee today. Not while the honored dead lay prey to the ravens and wolves.”

         
         With purposeful strides, Aislinn left the room, leaving the old woman to trail behind in helpless frustration. Scrambling
            in her wake to the hall below, Maida stepped gingerly over the snoring Normans sprawled carelessly in drunken slumber upon
            the floor.
         

         
         Like a silent flowing wraith, Aislinn moved before her. With a heave of her slender form she swung wide the scarred door of
            Darkenwald, then staggered to a halt, half choking at the reeking stench of death. Her gorge rose in her throat and with an
            effort of sheer will she fought the retching down. She stumbled past the grotesque forms until she came to that of her father.
            He lay rigid now, his shoulders pressed to the faithful sod, his arms flung wide with his sword grasped in his knotted fist
            and a snarl of defiance still curling his lips.
         

         
         A single tear slid over Aislinn’s cheek as she stood silently mourning him. He had died as he lived, with honor and with his
            own life’s blood quenching the thirst of the soil he loved. She would miss even his rages. What misery, despair! What loneliness,
            death!
         

         
         The dame drew up beside her and leaned hard against her, panting heavily in the thickened air. Maida stared down at her slain
            husband and drew a long rasping breath. Her voice started in a low moan and ended in a raking screech.
         

         
         “Ah, Erland, ’tis not fair you should leave us thus with thieves ranging the hall and our own daughter a good night’s toss
            for yon shaven ass!”
         

         
         The woman fell to her knees and grasped her dead lord’s hauberk as if to draw him up. Her strength failed and she knelt pleading
            in despair.
         

         
         “What will I do? What will I do?”

         
         Aislinn stepped across his frame and pried the sword from his hand. Grasping the once-loving arm, she sought to drag the corpse
            away to a softer place of rest. Her mother seized the other hand but only to work the great signet ring from the gnarled finger.
            At Aislinn’s gaze she looked up and whined:
         

         
         “’Tis mine! Part of my dowry! See, my father’s crest.” She waggled the ring in Aislinn’s face. “It goes with me,” her mother
            pleaded.
         

         
         A voice rang out, startling them. The old woman jumped, fear twisting her face. She dropped the hand and sped with amazing
            agility across the littered battlefield to disappear in the brush at the edge of the swamp. Aislinn let her father’s arm sag
            back to the ground and turned with calm deliberation that surprised even herself to face this unknown threat. Her eyes widened
            at the sight of the tall warrior astride a great stallion, the likes of which she had never seen before and which bore the
            man as easily as if he were but a lad. The mighty stallion seemed to pick his way almost daintily among the fallen toward
            her. Aislinn stood her ground yet felt the strings of terror tug at her as this giant apparition approached, making her markedly
            aware of her own woman’s frame and her vulnerability. The man’s brow was shadowed by his helm yet from behind the nose guard
            steel gray eyes seemed to pierce her through. Aislinn’s courage melted before his glare and she swallowed convulsively as
            the cold hand of fear gripped her.
         

         
         His shield, portraying a black wolf rampant on red and gold with a bend sinister, hung from his saddle. Aislinn knew by it
            that he was a bastard. Had it not been for awe and fear inspired by his height and the sheer size of his huge mount, she would
            have hurled the taunt in his face. As it was she raised her chin in a gesture of helpless defiance and met his eyes, her violet
            eyes speaking her hatred. His lips curled in contempt. The French words rang clear and a rankling sneer could be heard in
            the tone.
         

         
         “Saxon swine! Is nothing safe from your thievery?”

         
         The notes of Aislinn’s voice rang higher but with the same sneer as she replied in kind. “What sayeth thou, sir knight? Cannot
            our brave Norman invaders see us bury our dead in peace?”
         

         
         She gestured in mockery to the field of slain.

         
         He snorted disdainfully. “By the stench you have dallied too long.”

         
         “I dare say, not long enough one of your companions will say when he wakes and finds me gone,” she spat in return. Despite
            her will to still them tears brightened her eyes as she returned his glare.
         

         
         Without moving the man seemed to relax back into his saddle as he studied her more closely. She felt his gaze glide leisurely
            over her. A sudden breeze molded her woolen gunna to the curves of her body and presented great detail to the observing eye.
            As his glance traveled upward it paused brazenly upon the full rounded bosom heaving with her anger. Aislinn’s cheeks grew
            hot and flushed under his slow, careful appraisal. It maddened her that he could make her feel like some nervous milkmaid
            being considered by her lord.
         

         
         “Be thankful you had more to offer Sir Ragnor than these,” he growled as he too gestured at the dead.

         
         Aislinn stuttered in rage, but he swung down from his steed and came to stand before her. She fell silent as his hard gaze
            penetrated her. He removed his helm and held it casually in the crook of his arm while he released the upper catches of his
            coif and pushed it back from his head until it lay across his shoulders. He smiled leisurely, measuring her again, and his
            hand went out to lift a soft curl from her breast.
         

         
         “Yea, be glad you had more to offer, damoiselle.”

         
         “They gave the best they had. Would that I could have taken a blade and given as much.”

         
         He snorted and half turned away, surveying the carnage in apparent disgust. In spite of her words, Aislinn studied him with
            detached interest. He stood tall, at least two hands higher than herself though she was not of short stature. His tawny hair
            was tousled and streaked by the sun, and though the long coat of mail was heavy, he moved with an easy strength and confidence.
            She surmised that in courtly garb he would draw many a sigh from a maiden’s breast. His eyes were wide set and the brows well
            arched above them though, when as now he was angered, they drew down and blunted his long, thin nose and lent to his face
            the intense look of a hunting beast. His mouth was wide, the lips thin yet finely curved. A long scar that ran from his cheekbone
            to the line of his jaw grew pale and the muscles beneath it worked as he ground his teeth in anger. In a quick movement he
            turned to face her and Aislinn’s breath fled from shock as she found herself staring into cold gray eyes. His lips drew back
            from strong, white teeth and a low growl rumbled in his throat. Aislinn was stunned by the wild look of him; it was as if
            he were a hound on a scent. Nay, more than that. A wolf set to wreak vengeance on an ageless enemy. He whirled from her and
            with long strides almost ran to the main portal of Darkenwald and disappeared within.
         

         
         Once he stepped inside it was as if thunder shook the hall. Aislinn heard him bellow loudly and the heavy walls echoed with
            the noise of the scrambling invaders. Her anger forgotten, she listened and waited. Her mother crept to the corner of the
            building and gestured imperiously for her to come. Reluctantly Aislinn turned her attention to the task that lay before her
            and reached to take her father’s arm to drag him away. But she started when a great yelp rent the air and glanced up in alarm
            to see Ragnor being thrown naked from the door. His clothes and sword followed and came to rest beside him in the dust.
         

         
         “Imbecile!” his evictor raged, coming to stand on the steps above him. “Dead men are useless to me!”

         
         Her eyes gleaming with obvious satisfaction, Aislinn watched and relished the sight of Ragnor scrambling awkwardly to his
            feet suffering greatly from this indignation. His lips drew back in a snarl as he grabbed for his battle sword, and the gray
            eyes above him flashed a warning.
         

         
         “Take heed, Ragnor. Your stench can rise with your victims.”

         
         “Wulfgar, you son of Satan!” Ragnor choked in rage. Recklessly he beckoned the other near. “Come hither that I may skewer
            you properly.”
         

         
         “I do not care to joust with a naked, braying jackal at the moment.” Noticing Aislinn’s interest, he lifted a hand toward
            her. “Though the lady wishes you dead, sorrowfully I have use for you.”
         

         
         Ragnor jerked about in surprise to see Aislinn watching him with amusement. His face darkened with his wrath and humiliation,
            and the angry twitch of his lips were stilled as he bit them. With a muttered curse he snatched up his chausses and donned
            them before crossing to her.
         

         
         “What business finds you here?” he demanded. “Why have you left the hall?”

         
         Aislinn laughed low and her eyes were full of loathing. “Because it suited me to do so.”

         
         Ragnor stared at her, considering how to effectively quell her rebellious nature without marring her beauty or the soft, lovely
            body he could remember all too well against him. It would be difficult to put aside that delicious memory. He had never before
            seen a wench with the courage to match a man’s.
         

         
         Reaching out, he took hold of her slender wrist. “Get into the hall and wait me. You will soon learn that you are mine and
            must obey me.”
         

         
         Aislinn snatched her arm away. “Do you think that because you have bedded me once you own me?” she hissed. “Oh, sir knight,
            you have much to learn, for never will I be yours. My hatred of you will set me against you all the years of my life. The
            blood of my father cries out from the earth, reminding me of your deed. Now his body begs burying and whether you will it
            or not, I am bound to do it. You can only stop me by spilling my blood also.”
         

         
         Ragnor caught her again roughly by the arms, his grip biting painfully into her tender flesh. He was aware that Wulfgar watched
            them with great interest, and Ragnor’s frustration grew that he could not frighten this stubborn wench into doing his bidding.
         

         
         “There are others more capable of burying him,” Ragnor growled low through clenched teeth. “Do as I command.”

         
         The lines of Aislinn’s jaw grew rigid as she looked up into his flashing black eyes. “Nay,” she breathed. “I prefer it be
            done by loving hands.”
         

         
         A silent battle raged between them. Ragnor’s hand tightened as if he would strike her, then without warning he flung her from
            him, making her reel and stumble to the dirt. He came to stand above her, his eyes raking her slender form. Aislinn hurriedly
            pushed down the gunna over her thighs and returned his stare coldly.
         

         
         “I yield this once, damoiselle. But do not test me again,” he warned.

         
         “Truly a kind knight,” she taunted, rising to her feet. She rubbed her bruised wrist. Her look of contempt held him for a
            moment and then moved passed him to the tall warrior standing at ease near the steps of the hall. That Norman met her look
            and smiled, a touch of mockery twisting his handsome lips.
         

         
         Aislinn turned abruptly, missing the thoroughly appreciative gaze he swept over her. She bent, taking up her father’s arm
            once more, and began to tug at him. Both men stood watching and finally Ragnor moved to help her, but she thrust his hand
            away.
         

         
         “Be gone with you!” she cried. “Can you not leave us in peace for this brief moment of time? He was my father! Let me bury
            him.”
         

         
         Ragnor dropped his hands to his sides and did not try again to help but went to put on his clothes, feeling the bite of a
            chill wind against his scantily clad body.
         

         
         With great determination, Aislinn dragged her father away from the courtyard to a spot beneath a tree a small distance from
            the hall. A bird darted between the branches above her head, and she observed his flight, envying his freedom. She continued
            to gaze after the bird, unaware of the approach of Wulfgar behind her. But as a heavy object was thrown down at her feet,
            she started and whirled to face him. He indicated the shovel.
         

         
         “Even loving hands need some tool, damoiselle.”

         
         “You are as kind as your brother Norman, sir knight,” she flung shortly, then she lifted a lovely brow. “Or is it ‘my lord’
            now?”
         

         
         He made a stiff bow. “Whatever you wish, damoiselle.”

         
         Aislinn’s chin raised. “My father was lord here. It does not sit well with me to call you Lord of Darkenwald,” she answered
            boldly.
         

         
         The Norman knight shrugged his shoulders, unperturbed. “I am known as Wulfgar.”

         
         Having hoped to vex him, Aislinn now felt only discontent. The name, however, was not unknown to her, for she remembered clearly
            Sir Ragnor and his cousin speaking of him the previous evening with hatred. Perhaps she was taking her life into her hands
            by seeking to stir this man’s anger.
         

         
         “Perhaps your duke will give these lands to some other after you’ve won them for him,” she returned flippantly. “You are not
            lord of them yet and may never be.”
         

         
         Wulfgar smiled slowly. “You will learn William is a man of his word. The lands are as good as mine now, for England will soon
            be his. Do not place your hopes upon false desires, damoiselle, for they will lead you nowhere.”
         

         
         “What have you left me to hope for?” Aislinn asked bitterly. “What have you left England to hope for?”

         
         His brow lifted mockingly. “Do you give up so easily, cherie? I thought I had detected a small bit of hell-fire and determination
            in the swing of your skirts. Was I wrong?”
         

         
         Aislinn’s temper flared at this taunt. “You laugh at me heedlessly, Norman.”

         
         He chuckled at her anger. “I can see no daring swain has ever ruffled your pretty feathers before. No doubt they were all
            too besotted with you to put you in your place.”
         

         
         “Do you think you are more capable of doing so?” she jeered. She tossed her head toward Ragnor who watched them from afar.
            “How will you go about it? He has used pain and violated my body. Will you do the same?”
         

         
         She glared at him through rising tears, but Wulfgar shook his head. Reaching out, he lifted her chin.

         
         “Nay, I have more thorough methods to tame a wench such as yourself. When pain brings nothing, pleasure can be the weapon.”

         
         Aislinn thrust his hand away. “You are overconfident, Sir Wulfgar, if you think to master me by kindness.”

         
         “I have never been kind to women,” he returned casually, making a shiver of fright pass through her body.

         
         Aislinn searched his eyes for a moment but found nothing to indicate his meaning. Without a further word she picked up the
            shovel and began to dig. Wulfgar watched her awkward movements and smiled.
         

         
         “You should have obeyed Ragnor. I doubt that being in his bed should cause you this bother.”

         
         Aislinn’s eyes were cold with hatred as they turned on him. “Do you think we are all whores to find the easiest way out?”
            she demanded. “Would it surprise you to know that I find this infinitely more pleasurable than having to submit to vermin.”
            She looked meaningfully into his gray eyes. “Normans—vermin. There is no difference I think.”
         

         
         Wulfgar spoke slowly, as if to let his words fall with effect. “Until I have bedded you, damoiselle, reserve your judgment
            of Normans. You may prefer to be ridden by a man, instead of a braying braggart.”
         

         
         Aislinn stared at him aghast, unable to make a reply. He seemed to state a fact rather than issue a threat, and she knew with
            certainty it would be just a matter of time before she would share a bed with this Norman. She considered his tall, broad-shouldered
            frame and wondered frantically if she would be crushed beneath his weight when he decided to take her. Despite his words he
            would probably bruise her like Ragnor and take delight in the pain he caused.
         

         
         She thought of the many men whose offers of marriage she had rejected and scorned until her father, losing patience, had chosen
            Kerwick for her. No regal wench now, she mused, but a lowly maid to be used and then thrown to the next one down the line
            who favored her. She shuddered inwardly at the thought.
         

         
         “You may have conquered England, Norman, but I warn you, you will not master me so easily,” she hissed.

         
         “I warrant it will be a contest more enjoyable to me, wench. I will take great enjoyment in the fruits of my victory.”

         
         Aislinn sneered at him. “You conceited lout! You think me one of your weak-willed Norman whores to spread myself at your beck
            and call. You will soon learn better.”
         

         
         He laughed. “A lesson will be taught, but to which of us remains to be seen. I am inclined however to favor myself the winner.”

         
         With that he turned and strode away, leaving her staring after him with her temper sorely raging. But for the first time Aislinn
            noticed that he limped. Was it some wound gotten in battle or an affliction of birth? Vehemently she hoped that whatever it
            was it caused him much pain.
         

         
         Becoming aware of Ragnor’s eyes upon her, Aislinn spun about and struck at the earth with the shovel, damning both men. Furiously
            she stabbed at the ground as if it were one of them she beat at. As she continued, she noticed the two men had begun to speak
            heatedly. Wulfgar’s tone was low but anger rumbled in his words. Trying to salvage some of his pride Ragnor spoke with constrained
            ire.
         

         
         “I was told to secure this place for you. The Duke’s English advisors said that naught but ancient and unskilled hands could
            raise sword against us here. How were we to know that the old lord would attack us and that his serfs would seek to slay us?
            What would you have had us do, Wulfgar? Stand and die and not lift up our weapons in defense?”
         

         
         “Did you not read the offers of peace I sent with you?” Wulfgar demanded. “The old man was proud and had to be approached
            tactfully if blood was not to be let. Why didn’t you take more care instead of riding in here like conquerors to demand his
            home? My God, are you so inept that I must be with you every step of the way showing you how to deal with men of such stature?
            What did you say to him?”
         

         
         Ragnor sneered. “Why are you so sure ’twas not your words that angered him? The old man attacked us despite the cleverness
            of your plea. I did naught save let the herald read the parchment you gave me.”
         

         
         “You lie,” Wulfgar growled. “I offered him and his household terms of treaty and safety for the laying down of his arms. He
            was not a complete fool. He would have accepted surrender to save his family.”
         

         
         “Obviously you were wrong, Wulfgar,” Ragnor smirked. “But who is there to prove otherwise? My men know nothing of this heathen
            tongue, and the herald was most prolific in it. Only I and the herald saw the document. How are you to prove your charges
            against me?”
         

         
         “There is no need for proof,” Wulfgar snarled. “I know that you murdered those men.”

         
         Ragnor laughed contemptuously. “What is the price for putting a few Saxons out of their misery? You killed more at Hastings
            than these few churlish clods here.”
         

         
         Wulfgar’s face was stoney. “’Twas because Cregan’s strength was rumored as greater that I went to take it, thinking you had
            the good sense to persuade an old man to give up a futile fight. In that I see I erred and I regret my decision in sending
            you here. The old man’s death means nothing. But the peasants will be difficult to replace.”
         

         
         These words cut Aislinn deeply and she missed the ground she hacked at and fell over the shovel. She hit the turf hard, almost
            knocking the breath from her. Gasping in pain, she lay quietly in her misery, wanting to cry out her anger and torment. To
            these men a single life was unimportant, but to a girl who had loved and respected her father, his had been a most dear life.
         

         
         The heated conversation ceased and the men’s attention turned to her once more. Wulfgar bellowed for one of the serfs from
            the hall. It was Ham, a sturdy youth of three and ten, who stumbled out with the help of a Norman boot.
         

         
         “Bury your lord,” Wulfgar commanded but found little understanding in the lad’s eyes. The Norman gestured for Aislinn to tell
            him his meaning, and in resignation she handed the shovel to the boy. She watched solemnly as he dug the grave, aware of the
            Norman bastard rousing the invaders from the hall to drag away the dead.
         

         
         Together Aislinn and Ham tied her father in a wolf pelt and dragged him into the grave, placing his mighty sword upon his
            breast. When the last shovelful fell atop him, Maida came forward timorously to lay across the mound of dirt and sob out her
            sorrows.
         

         
         “A priest!” she wept. “The grave must be blessed.”

         
         “Yea, mother,” Aislinn murmured. “One will be fetched.”

         
         This small bit of reassurance Aislinn would dare offer Maida, though she had no clue as to how she might send for a priest.
            Darkenwald’s chapel, deserted after the death of its priest several months back, had been reduced to rubble by a fire shortly
            after. The friar at Cregan had served the people of Darkenwald in the absence of another clergyman. But to go for him would
            be taking her life in her hands even if she could manage to leave without being seen, which was highly unlikely. Her horse
            was tied in the barn where some of the Normans made their pallets. She knew the full weight of her helplessness and was strongly
            aware of her inability to give Maida much comfort. Yet her mother was treading dangerously close to madness and Aislinn feared
            that disappointment would push her over the brink.
         

         
         Aislinn lifted her gaze to where Wulfgar stood. He was taking the armor from his horse, and by this action she knew he intended
            staying at Darkenwald rather than at Cregan. Darkenwald was the likely choice, for though the town had fewer people, the hall
            was larger and more suitable to the needs of an army. Erland had planned it so with forethought for the future. Built mostly
            of stone, it was less susceptible to fires and attacks than the hall at Cregan which was built entirely of wood. Yea, Wulfgar
            would be staying and by his word Aislinn knew she would be serving his pleasures. With her own fear of being claimed anew
            by this fearsome invader, she found it difficult to offer encouragement to anyone.
         

         
         “Lady?” Ham began.

         
         She turned to see that the lad was looking at her. He, too, had become aware of her mother’s state and now looked to Aislinn
            for authority. His eyes questioned. Guidance was what he sought in dealing with these men whose very language confused him.
            Wearily Aislinn shrugged, unable to give him an answer, and turning from him, she slowly walked toward Wulfgar. The Norman
            glanced around as she approached and ceased his labors. With great hesitancy Aislinn moved closer to man and beast, surveying
            the huge horse in some awe. She felt more than a little apprehensive coming near him.
         

         
         Wulfgar stroked the silky mane, holding the bit in his hand as he looked at her. Aislinn took a deep breath.

         
         “My lord,” she said stiffly. The title came hard, but for the sake of her mother’s sanity and that these men of Darkenwald
            might have a Christian burial, she would swallow her pride for a time. Her voice grew stronger with her determination. “A
            small request I might ask—”
         

         
         He nodded, saying nothing, but she was aware of his eyes, keen, yet dispassionate upon her. She sensed his distrust and she
            wanted to curse him for a foreigner, an intruder in their lives. She had never found it easy to appear docile. Even the times
            her father raged at her over some disputed point, such as her reluctance to choose a suitor, she would stand stubborn and
            willful, unafraid of his thundering anger while other people would cower before him in what seemed mortal fear for their lives.
            Yet Aislinn knew when she wanted her way that gentleness and pliancy would soften his ageing heart and turn it toward her
            will. Now she would turn that same guile upon this Norman, and she spoke in measured tone.
         

         
         “My lord, a priest I pray. A small thing to ask—but for these men who died—”

         
         Wulfgar nodded his consent. “It shall be attended to.”

         
         Aislinn sank to her knees before him, humbling herself for this brief moment. It was the least she could do to insure a proper
            burial.
         

         
         With a
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