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			Beyond reason.

			Beyond comprehension.

			Beyond her darkest treachery.

			He loved her.
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			To my Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, 
who has loved me since before I was born and who has 
been my refuge and comfort through every storm, 
you have my heart.

			And to everyone else who has encouraged and 
supported me through this project, words cannot 
express my gratitude.

			

			Place me like a seal over your heart,
like a seal on your arm;
for love is as strong as death,
its jealousy unyielding as the grave.
It burns like blazing fire,
like a mighty flame.
Many waters cannot quench love;
rivers cannot sweep it away.
If one were to give
all the wealth of one’s house for love,
it would be utterly scorned.

			King Solomon

			

			Prologue

			It was the year King Eirik of Heofen later called the Great Riving. Like an earthquake splits the ground and shakes everything apart, his kingdom was torn asunder. But afore that devastation was the discovery. The foundling.

			One week in the summer, King Eirik rode out with his trusted first knight, Lukas, and a guard of soldiers. They were to inspect the lands of the realm, Heofen. The scent of a multitude of pollens infused the air. Even the lowliest field flower turned its face to worship the sun. Insects buzzed around them in a frenzy of spore gathering and cattle grazed beneath the shade of the spreading trees. In the distance, mountains rose like pillars against the shimmering blue sky, with a sparkling river hugging their feet all the way to the sea. A more picturesque piece of land would be harder to find than the holdings of Heofen, and none would guess that trouble lay just beyond the horizon. Indeed, it already brewed beneath the happy surface.

			The king’s hounds bounded along the tracks, darting in and out of the surrounding brush, chasing any unfortunate rodent they espied. From time to time, Eirik called them to heel, but most of the time he let them run free. They spent days visiting the provincial towns scattered over the realm and gathered news from the tenant farmers.

			It seemed all was well. The peasants were content with the king’s governance and rest prevailed throughout the kingdom. The farms prospered, the land produced bountiful crops, and the tenants gave grateful gifts to King Eirik in every village. And yet, even then the seeds of discontent were taking root in the darkness.

			It was late on the final day of this expedition. The sun had begun its descent to the horizon, and the spoils of the people’s generosity filled every saddle bag their horses could carry. They had ventured right to the borderlands and skirted the villages on the way back to Heofen Palace.

			The hounds darted into the woods as they were wont to do, but this time when the king called them, they did not return. Frantic barks drifted to them from some distance away, and alarmed, King Eirik put his hand on the hilt of his sword and straightened in his saddle.

			‘What is it, sire?’ Lukas asked.

			Eirik drew his brows together. ‘I know not, Lukas.’ But he determined he would find out. He dismounted, pulling his sword from its scabbard. ‘Come.’

			They took off at a run into the forest, with the soldiers close on their heels. Eirik briefly wondered what they would do should they meet with trouble. Yet, he held confidence in his men and their training. His war-band was well-known for their battle skills.

			They ran through the thick woods in the marches, toward the sound of excited yelping. As they neared the hounds, they slowed and crept from tree to tree and Eirik kept his eyes alert for any movement. His heart thudded in his chest, every sense heightened as he anticipated some mortal enemy springing from behind one of those trees ahead.

			At last, they came to a small clearing. Past the circle of trees, Eirik spied the dogs where they bounded from side to side, yelping at something small and bloodied on the ground. He sighed with relief and Lukas laughed.

			‘They have hunted you a rabbit, sire,’ his knight said with a grin.

			Eirik looked at him and chuckled. ‘Aye, and proud of it, too.’ He sheathed his sword and stepped into the clearing.

			The others also replaced their swords and followed the king with a laugh and joke at their seriousness a moment earlier, most likely relieved they did not need to protect Eirik on this occasion.

			They went forward a few steps, but then the Eirik froze again as a different sound met his ears. He turned to his knight, frowning once again.

			‘Do you hear that, Lukas?’

			‘What, sire?’ Lukas stopped, training his ear.

			A faint wail filled the air, its notes a high-pitched tremolo, and the knight’s face wrinkled in confusion. Then they saw it move.

			‘Saints and angels, ’tis a baby.’ Eirik gasped, then plunged ahead, calling the dogs off in a desperate tone. Lukas darted after him and took hold of one of the dog’s collars.

			Eirik reached the infant first and crouched down before it. There in the grass lay a newborn babe, still covered in its mother’s blood—a baby girl. Eirik clicked his tongue in dismay. The infant was pale beneath the sticky blood, her lips blue. And she was weak, very weak. How could a mother abandon a baby in such a fashion? Her cord had not even been cut.

			‘Quick, Lukas,’ he called. ‘Give me your knife.’

			Lukas handed the dog to one of the other soldiers and hurried to withdraw a small blade. He crouched nearby as Eirik cut the baby’s cord and tied it with a thread from his clothes.

			‘Is she …?’

			‘Her heart still beats faintly,’ he assured Lukas, ‘but her life is in grave danger. We must get her to the palace at once.’

			Eirik knew a fierce protectiveness in that moment. He swaddled the infant in his cloak and cradled the precious bundle to his chest. The whimpering had ceased for the moment and two enormous dark eyes stared up at him from within the folds of his cloak. ‘You will live, little Wrenna. By my troth, you will live.’

			Eirik and Lukas rushed her back to the palace, leaving the soldiers to follow with the loaded carts. Enydd, his wife, the queen, came to his side quickly, their four-year-old son in tow. Her hands flew to her face when she saw the infant. ‘Where did you find her?’

			‘In the Marches,’ Eirik replied.

			‘We must get her warm and fed,’ she said, taking the bundle and kneeling with her near the fire. Young Derryk, their blessing of a son who’d arrived when they were about to give up hope of ever having a child, knelt with her and hovered over the silent babe, watching every move the child made. Enydd ordered the fire to be stoked, water to be heated, fresh swaddling clothes to be prepared. She sent to the kitchens for goat’s milk, which she dribbled into the baby’s rosebud lips, yet the little one remained feeble.

			

			‘Come on, Wrenna. Drink.’ Eirik tried to will the little one to live, pacing near the hearth.

			‘Why “Wrenna”?’ Enydd asked him, glancing up at him briefly.

			‘The wren is known as the king of birds, is it not? The tiniest of birds, though it beat the eagle in flying high by hiding in its plumes. Or so the legend says.’ Eirik offered a grim smile and turned his gaze back to the tiny infant. ‘She seems tiny and helpless, but methinks she has the warrior within.’

			Enydd chuckled. ‘Very well. Perhaps we shall name her Renata. It has the sound of wren yet means reborn, for she has a new chance at life.’

			Eirik nodded. ‘Renata is a fitting name. One day, this one will be a beautiful warrior. Mark my words.’

			‘Mama, dis my sissa?’ Derryk asked, tugging on Enydd’s sleeve.

			‘No, my darling.’ She bent to kiss his soft curls. ‘But we do need to find her a mother.’

			Baby Renata needed more than goat’s milk, and Eirik soon found a solution. Enydd shared news of a family in the village of Thrael who had lost a newborn. In compassion for their grief, and understanding Renata’s need for a wet nurse, the king and queen relinquished the babe to them.

			Derryk struggled to let her go; he seemed to have attached himself to the child. He refused to sleep in his bed, insisting he must sleep by Wrenna’s side. In the morning, when it was time for her to go, he’d held her tight. ‘I wanna keep her, Mama,’ he pleaded with his mother.

			Eirik ruffled his hair. ‘Sorry, lad. She needs proper milk. She needs a mother.’

			Derryk scowled. ‘Mama is a mudder.’

			At that, the king laughed, and gazed tenderly at his wife. ‘Aye, your mama is the best of mothers, but this child needs another.’ ’Twas hard to explain to a young child. Derryk would never have a sister. Enydd’s womb would produce no more.

			Hesitantly, the boy backed away from Renata after a gentle kiss on her brow. Doubtless he would grow to be a fierce protector.

			‘You never know, son,’ Eirik told him. ‘One day you may see her again.’ He looked up and winked at his son. Who knew what the future might hold?

			

			After such a moving and heart-warming event, it shocked Eirik a week later to learn that Lukas, the realm’s most trusted servant, had initiated a rebellion. Why, when Eirik worked hard to be fair and generous with his liege men, would his knight turn on him? Betrayal and treachery were the only two words the king could find.

			Lukas had cajoled and manipulated many of the Eirik’s vassals, turning them into foes. It seemed the rank of first knight was too lowly for his liking, and with Derryk now their heir, Lukas’ dreams of promotion and glory slipped away. It seemed he had hopes of becoming the next king. And so, Lukas executed a mutinous campaign and attempted to assassinate Eirik and usurp the throne.

			Thankfully, Eirik had received last-minute intelligence and warning of the assassination plans and he was able to create a strategy to combat Lukas. The king and those who remained loyal quickly thwarted the mutinous campaign and banished Lukas from the kingdom. Alas, the damage was grievous, for the kingdom lost many a good man that day, both in the short-lived battle and to Lukas’ divisive influence.

			

			PART I

			

			Chapter 
One

			Seventeen years later

			Derryk read the missive in his hand again. The king required his presence at Heofen Palace. Why had the summons come so early? The snow had only just melted, clearing the roads, and it was not yet time for the king’s council. Had something happened? Was Queen Enydd well? They were not so young anymore. Did something threaten their peace? Or was it something else entirely?

			It mattered not. He was duty-bound to obey the king’s summons. Derryk led the messenger into his library, where he quickly scrawled a response, promising his arrival two days hence. After sending the messenger off, he called Gallen and Hadwyn to him to prepare for the journey.

			It had only been six months since the king had bestowed on him the Baronetcy of Eorden, along with a castle and tenants of his own. Six months since Hadwyn and Gallen were appointed as his first knight and seneschal. And six months since he’d lived within the palace walls in constant companionship with his family. He missed them more than he had expected to, and looked forward to seeing them, despite his concerns about his father’s request.

			The journey to Heofen was uneventful, and Derryk and his men rode through the gates as the sun lowered in the sky, weary but glad to be there. The king’s servants ushered them to private chambers, where Derryk washed the dust from his body and dressed in fresh clothing. Although he needed rest, he was eager to see his kin, so he headed for the great hall.

			

			However, his promised meeting with the king brought with it not a little angst. After they exchanged warm embraces and long-awaited greetings, Eirik motioned for Derryk to sit.

			‘What is it that urged you to send for me?’ Derryk asked, reaching for a fresh pear from the platter before him.

			‘We are sorry to trouble you, son. Would that we might spend some quality time together before we burden you. Alas, we have sombre news.’

			‘Go on, sire.’ Derryk shifted in his chair, at once concerned.

			King Eirik expelled a sound, which might have been a grunt, and his eyes darkened. ‘Do you remember Lukas?’

			Derryk drew his brows together. ‘My memories of that felon are scarce. He instigated an uprising, thinking to take the throne, and you banished him, did you not?’

			‘Aye, almost twenty years ago, ’twas.’ His father nodded.

			‘Well? And what of him? Do not tell me he has returned.’ The pear in Derryk’s hand was forgotten as alarm coursed through him.

			‘Not as such.’ The king winced. ‘Lukas had a son not long before the rebellion.’

			‘This son, we have just learnt, was left here and raised in Hoefen by Lukas’ allies,’ his mother said in a flat voice.

			Derryk shifted his gaze from one to the other. ‘And you think Lukas is planning something with this son?’

			Eirik’s face was grave. ‘The lad would be grown now. We have sent a spy to learn more, but …’

			‘It can mean no good.’ Derryk finished for him. He placed the uneaten pear on the board and rubbed his bearded chin. ‘What is it you need of me?’

			‘Naught at this stage,’ his father answered. ‘Except to be aware and keep your ears open, should you hear anything. The council is barely two months away and ’twill be imperative to know if my vassals are still loyal.’

			‘Aye, as a baron, I can mix with common people easier than you.’ Derryk pressed his lips together. ‘I shall remain alert over the coming weeks.’

			The king reached out and squeezed his shoulder, then exchanged a glance with the queen, who seemed to nod encouragement to him.

			

			‘What is it?’ Derryk asked, curious as to the gleam in Enydd’s eyes.

			‘Another matter entirely.’ His father cleared his throat. ‘Do you recall the foundling, Renata?’

			Derryk straightened in his chair. ‘How could I forget that helpless babe? I wanted to keep her, remember?’ He laughed, and Enydd tittered with him. But then Derryk sobered. ‘And I remember when we … you … had to rescue her from that monstrous family in Thrael.’

			His mother placed a hand over her heart. ‘Oh, that poor girl. I still cannot believe they treated her so ill.’

			Eirik nodded heavily. ‘Aye, a miserable piece of mischief that was.’

			The three sat in silence for a moment, pondering over that memory. The family to whom they had entrusted the care of Renata had made her their slave. When the king learnt of this treachery, he rode to her rescue with Derryk on his heels, but she was almost ten years old then. Derryk, at the beginning of his adolescence, still recalled the hollow look in her eyes and the way she cringed in fear at every movement. His heart had gone out to her once again.

			‘What became of her?’ Derryk asked. He knew they had placed her in a convent but had heard naught about her since. Certainly, he had enquired about her from time to time but only heard that she was well and in good hands.

			‘By all accounts, she has grown into a fair maiden.’ His father picked up the pear Derryk had discarded and took a bite. ‘She would be of age now.’

			Inexplicably, Derryk’s heartbeat rose. Why should it do so? He’d only met the child twice in his life. And yet he felt unaccountably attached to her.

			‘I am going to send for her from the abbey,’ the king continued casually. ‘I think, after what she has endured, ’tis only fair we offer her a home here.’

			Derryk swallowed and nodded. ‘Aye, ’tis only fair.’ She was coming here? What would she be like now? Then an idea lit inside his mind.

			‘Sire, what would you say to a royal escort?’

			Eirik’s brows creased. ‘You think we ought to collect her ourselves?’ His gaze swerved to Enydd’s.

			‘Nay.’ Derryk slid his gaze sideways, somewhat sheepish. Would it make him appear too eager? ‘I am thinking I could collect her for you.’

			The king placed the half-eaten pear on a plate and sat back with a happy shrug. ‘By all means, son. If that is your wish.’

			‘Say no more, Father,’ Derryk jerked his chin down in affirmation, although his heart took wing. ‘’Tis as good as done. I shall depart first thing on the morrow.’

			‘My thanks to you, son.’ King Eirik clasped his hands. ‘And Godspeed to you; you are doing her an honour. But first, let us dine together. We have missed you these winter months.’

			Derryk smiled affectionately at them. ‘And I you.’

			***

			Renata of the Marches, that is what she called herself. Not Renata of Heofen, not Renata of Thrael, not even Renata of Blachydd, whence her parents hailed. Renata of the Marches—a place that belonged to no one. And she didn’t belong. She was an outcast. A cast-off. A foundling.

			She lifted her chin as Andella, her handmaiden, entered the cloistered room with an sealed parchment in her hand.

			‘Renata.’ Excitement lit her eyes. ‘A message has arrived.’ She waved the parchment in the air.

			A letter from Iollan, no doubt—her dearest friend. Her only friend besides Andella. And Andella was a servant and therefore required to be near her. Would Andella offer such kindness if she were not employed to do so? Renata thought not. Who would spare a thought for an outcast?

			But Iollan. The boy who was a little older than herself. Who always seemed to be lurking in the market square when she was sent to buy goods for the family in Thrael. Who always had a smile and a friendly word for her back then, even when he knew she was less than nothing. And who had written to her regularly since she’d been at the abbey.

			‘I wonder what tales Iollan has for me this time.’ Renata giggled, holding out her hand for the message.

			‘’Tis not from Iollan, this one.’ Andella’s eyes sparked. ‘This carries the royal seal.’ She turned the scroll so Renata could see the red wax bearing the king’s seal.

			

			A message from the palace? The last she’d heard about the king was when he had rescued her from Thrael and delivered her to the abbey. She owed him her life, but what could he want with her now? Her nerves fluttered at such import. ‘What does it say?’

			Andella broke the seal and scanned the message, then her arms fell limp. ‘Only that someone comes.’ She sighed, and then brightened. ‘Someone comes … from the palace. It must be important.’

			Renata wrapped her arms around her waist, inexplicably chilled. ‘I thought they would have forgotten me,’ she mumbled. Certainly, the abbess had received requests after her well-being over the years, but an actual visit …

			‘Why would they forget you?’

			‘I am nobody of consequence, that is why.’

			Andella pressed her lips together, not offering any argument, and thus confirming Renata’s thoughts. Even she believed Renata had naught to offer the world.

			‘But look at you, Renata.’ Dropping the parchment, Andella stretched out her arms and clasped her hands. ‘You have developed into a rare picture of statuesque loveliness. You have dedicated yourself to your studies. The abbess says your progress is impressive. King Eirik must see that, indeed.’

			Renata chewed on her lip. She was not so sure. The most she could hope for was a life of servitude. Mayhap slaving in some lord’s kitchen. Nay, even that was too good for her.

			The king found her in the march when she was a newborn babe—well, his dogs had, she was told. Unwashed, with her cord still attached. Her own mother didn’t want her, and neither had her surrogate mother, so why would a king?

			Susanna of Thrael knew how to treat a foundling. Once Renata had turned four, Susanna and her husband found every use for her they could. Washing out their mess pots, feeding their animals, tending to their other children, rising early to stoke the fires, and other things she could never mention to a soul. And if she did not perform to their satisfaction, they withheld food or made her sleep on the floor in the cold.

			Or they beat her.

			Renata had tried to fight back. Tried to say no. But none of her tantrums or defiance achieved anything except exasperated glares and more punishment. She deserved it though, did she not? A child should be obedient, or so they told her the Scriptures said.

			Her only solace in those times was when Susanna sent her to the village square to purchase food for the family. So small to be carting heavy bags, and yet, that’s what they’d bade her do.

			The first time she’d met Iollan, Renata had walked with her head down, despairing, and almost collided with a woman. ‘Sorry, missus,’ she’d said with a wince, expecting a hand to strike her.

			‘Well, what a pretty child.’ The lady had tilted her face up. ‘What is your name?’

			‘Renata.’ She’d curtsied, unsure of the woman’s position.

			‘Good day to you, Renata. I am Uliva.’ Her voice was naught but amiable, and her face wisened, crinkling at the corners of her eyes. She pulled a boy from behind her skirts and pressed him forward. ‘And this is Iollan. Say hello, child.’

			‘Hello.’ The boy offered a shy smile, and dimples appeared on his cheeks. He put out his hand in an awkward gesture.

			Renata was equally awkward in shaking it. ‘Hail, Iollan.’

			‘Where is your mother? May I meet her?’ Uliva glanced about her, searching.

			Renata’s chin fell again, but only for a moment. ‘I have no mother. I am the ward of John and Susanna of Thrael.’

			The old woman appeared shocked. ‘Might you be the foundling the king discovered in the march? Why, I have heard about you.’

			‘You have?’ Hope lit within her.

			‘A pretty babe too, if I recall the remarks.’

			Renata giggled.

			‘Tell me, Renata, what brings you to the market square on this fine day?’

			Renata lifted the basket in her hands. ‘I must buy fish for Susanna.’

			Uliva smiled at her. ‘Well then, may we walk with you?’

			‘Very well.’ Renata bobbed another curtsy, pleased at some company.

			‘Do you know the king and queen?’ she asked after a moment.

			‘I know enough.’

			A hundred questions were on Renata’s lips, but she held them close. These royals that saved her seemed like gods to her, but she knew little of them.

			‘What is it you wish to know?’

			She stared at Uliva and then Iollan for a time, deciding whether to trust them. In the end, she shrugged. ‘What are they like?’

			Uliva shook her head. ‘Why, they are much-feared monarchs.’

			‘Why feared?’

			Uliva appeared thoughtful for a moment. ‘Perhaps the word should be revered. Or awed. They are a mighty force, and one would not wish to cross them.’

			Renata opened her mouth to ask more but changed her mind. She feared the answers would not be to her liking. However, many times after that, she met with Uliva and Iollan in the village square and eventually asked more questions about the king.

			Uliva replied as any loyal liege woman should. She told Renata the king was virtuous and just. When Renata admitted to her one day that she felt unloved and unwanted, Uliva sympathised with her then suggested she spend time playing with Iollan.

			‘No, no,’ Renata argued. ‘I will be in trouble with John and Susanna if I waste any time.’

			Uliva patted her on the head. ‘Let me worry about that, child. Now, off you two go and play.’

			And so they did. From then on, almost every time Renata went to the village, Uliva was waiting there with Iollan, and the two would run off to the creek to frolic by the water, skimming stones, attempting to catch fish, or just sitting and talking.

			In time, Renata spoke of things close to her heart. ‘I know not who my mother and father are,’ she told Iollan one day.

			They were sitting on a log that had fallen across the brook and Iollan’s skinny legs swung back and forth, back and forth. ‘My father lives over the sea. He left me here with my mother and Uliva, but then Mama died, so I do not know my parents either.’

			After that, they often dreamt up stories about who their parents were and what they did. She had imagined her mother to be a princess and her father a hero. And Iollan had imagined his mother an angelic singer and his father a battle warrior. It was a fun pastime until the day Renata learnt the truth.

			She was beyond surprised when Uliva told her one day. With sorrowful eyes, the nurse told Renata a sordid tale about her birth and the manner of people she heralded from. They came from Blachydd, a village known for debauchery of the worst kind, her mother a prostitute and her father a drunkard, at best. Renata’s heart sank, for she had not known the truth of her beginnings until then. How it ripped her heart to know the truth. As if she didn’t feel bad enough already.

			Renata wept. And Iollan, the sweetest friend she had, comforted her in her grief. A comfort that barely touched the surface of her pain. For indeed, it added more. He, trying to show his understanding, told her of the terrible torture he received from Uliva’s husband. He was just as wretched as she.

			That was so many years ago, but she’d never recovered from that blow. So, now why would royalty bother with her? For two days, she fretted about what news this envoy would bring to the abbey. For two days, Andella tried to convince her that all would be well.

			And then the abbess informed them that Lord Derryk had arrived. Lord Derryk? Renata burst into a fit of tears, strangely relieved that the message was not a hoax, but now terrified of what a man of nobility wanted with her. Derryk. That name held familiarity. Who was he? Renata wracked her brain to place him. He was connected to the monarchs somehow, of that she was certain.

			She soon pulled herself together and, with a calm face, went to meet the man who was no more than a stranger. Well-schooled in etiquette and determined to give him no reason to reject her, she refused to reveal her anxiety to Lord Derryk. So, with a gracious curtsy and a demure smile, she greeted him, though her heart pounded like a war drum.

			As she looked at Lord Derryk, she saw his right hand pressed against his chest while his left arm hung limp at his side. Unlike the fearsome expression the king had worn at Thrael when he’d rescued her, Lord Derryk’s face showed naught. That is, she couldn’t read it. And he did not speak. He stood there, frozen like a statue. Was he disappointed in her? Had he come against his will? Surely, he despised her, for he did not seem pleased to see her.

			

			Chapter 
Two

			Derryk stood transfixed—as one in shock. When he dismounted at the abbey, the only image in his mind was the memory of the empty-gazed, malnourished and traumatised child of Thrael, and his mind refused to add any years to that picture, or any changes. But he could not have been more mistaken. What stood before him was an incomparable beauty, the fairest of fair. With one glance of her eyes and a demure smile that softened her features, his world changed in a matter of seconds without warning.

			At that moment, his heart, although already bound to her in deep concern, was captivated completely, and naught would ever be the same again. She enchanted him, ear to toe. Like a quake shifts the landscape beneath one’s feet, her loveliness shifted every thought he’d ever had for her into a deeper pool of longing. Derryk heard her musical voice speak in the distance as she greeted him, but so mesmerised was he that he barely paid heed.

			It was not until Hadwyn smothered a cough that Derryk awoke from that dream. He exhaled with a soft moan and swallowed hard. He took Renata’s outstretched hand and bowed deeply over it, kissing her fingertips. ‘My lady.’ His voice must have sounded thick with emotion.

			Renata giggled in a shy fashion, which broke the spell a little. ‘You honour me, my lord.’ She wore a puzzled expression.

			‘No, Renata.’ He sighed. ‘The king would have you grace his household, and I merely follow his wishes.’

			The beautiful woman curtsied, though she shook her head. ‘I beg pardon, my lord. What did you say?’

			‘The king offers you a place at his table. A new home.’ Derryk explained with a smile.

			Her face seemed to drain of colour and her eyes were wide. ‘He wants me to live in the palace?’

			‘Aye, he does.’ Derryk nodded.

			Renata swallowed hard, her mouth opening and closing. But no words emerged, save, ‘Thank you, my lord.’

			Derryk almost became lost in her eyes again. ‘Shall I take you there now, my … Renata?’

			‘N-n-now?’ She turned to her handmaid, who nodded with encouragement.

			Derryk knew a moment of doubt. Did she not wish for this? Was it abhorrent to her? No, it could not be. Mayhap it was just overwhelming. ‘We can wait if you wish.’ He tried to reassure her.

			Renata drew in a deep breath and released it slowly. ‘’Tis well,’ she said, ‘I suppose sooner is better.’ She tucked her hand into the crook of his arm.

			Derryk stiffened at her touch as fire swept through him. It would take time to adjust to these new feelings of devotion. Did Renata discern this in him?

			However, there were many goodbyes to be said to other members of the abbey with whom Renata had lived. And then the abbess insisted they all stay and join them for the midday meal. After that, the abbess took Renata aside for a final lecture and a private goodbye before they were at last ready to leave. Renata’s maid, Andella, gathered her few simple belongings, and they were once again outside the grey walls of the abbey, mounting their horses for the journey home.

			In stark contrast to the ride towards the abbey, which had been full of anticipation, Derryk remained pensive as they rode back to the palace. Renata noticed, and he saw her glance across at him often.

			‘Why so silent, my lord?’

			Derryk turned to look at her and offered an affectionate smile. He reached across the space between their horses and squeezed her hand to reassure her.

			‘I am merely … it is wonderful to meet you again, Renata.’ He ended with a half-laugh.

			

			Renata giggled, still eyeing him in her shy way, but an inexplicable uncertainty flickered in her eyes. ‘I did not think to meet you ever again, my lord.’

			Derryk nodded in understanding. It had indeed been a lifetime. They both broke into a ripple of laughter, after which they fell back into a comfortable silence for a long while.

			‘My lord,’ Renata eventually broke the silence again.

			He turned to give her his full attention. ‘’Tis not necessary that you call me lord, Wrenna. You are to be as kin to me now.’

			‘Yes, my lord. But are you not a man of title?’

			‘Aye, I am. A baron. Yet you will live in the palace. Please call me Derryk.’ The formality felt like a gulf between them, and he wanted her closer.

			‘Very well, Derryk.’ Her lips twisted with a hint of mischief and the gulf instantly disappeared.

			‘There, you see?’ He nodded. ‘Now what was it you wanted to say?’

			‘I feel as though I have dug up diamonds from within the dung heap. What can the king and queen want with me?’

			Compassion flooded Derryk’s heart. He leaned out to take her hand and kiss her fingertips. ‘They merely want to give you a home. You can thank the king and queen when we arrive.’

			Renata seemed to be relieved. ‘Thank you, Derryk.’ Her smile was a little less reticent. ‘I will do so when we arrive at the palace.’

			Silence reigned again but only for a few moments, for Derryk began, softly at first, to hum a merry tune. As his volume grew, so did the breadth of his grin. Soon enough, Renata joined him, laughing in between strains. Then the hum became words which they sang together in wonderful harmony. How easily friendship settled between them, a friendship Derryk hoped would deepen soon.

			Renata gasped in delight when they came over a rise and she could see the towers of the palace in the distance. ‘Is that it?’

			‘Aye, that is your new home,’ Derryk replied with an indulgent smile. ‘My home is in Eorden. But for now, we go to the palace.’ Seeing she appeared to be a competent rider, he gave her a playful challenge. ‘Race?’

			

			Surprise lit her features and she laughed as she dug her heels into her horse’s flanks. ‘You may regret this,’ she called as she flew off ahead of him.

			Derryk laughed and urged his horse to a gallop and went after her, leaving their entourage in the dust. By the time the servants caught up, Derryk and Renata were already inside the palace walls, engaged in a light-hearted argument over who had won.

			‘’Tis good to have you here, Renata,’ Derryk said as he escorted her inside. ‘I have wondered how you fared over the years.’

			‘You have?’ She looked at him in surprise. ‘Even though I was no more than a foundling?’

			‘Because you were a foundling.’ He chuckled and led her toward the great hall, but she halted in her steps and even backed away from him, eyes wide.

			‘What is it, Wrenna?’ The nickname they’d used for her when they found her slid so easily off his tongue.

			‘Am I to meet them—the king and queen—right now?’ She clutched at the fabric of her skirts then smoothed them.

			‘Aye, they expect you.’ Derryk watched her keenly. What took place in that pretty head?

			‘But I am not ready,’ she wailed and gestured wildly. ‘Look at me. I am covered with dust from the road. My hair is likely dishevelled. My dress is far too plain to come before royalty, and I daresay I smell naught like a flower.’

			Derryk stepped closer to her, clasping her shoulders. ‘You need not fear, Renata. They are not so high and mighty that they will take any note. They will merely be happy to see you.’

			Renata stared at him as if trying to discern his sincerity.

			‘Truly,’ he added, ‘they are rather humble for ones who rule.’

			Her shoulders slumped and she spoke in a flat voice. ‘Very well. Lead on, sir. But if they dislike me, it shall be your fault.’

			***

			Opulence met Renata’s eye whichever way she looked in the grand hall, all revealing the magnificence of the king. Yards of crimson velvet draped the walls between paintings with gilt-edged frames, which depicted victories in battles and scenes of nature’s beauty. On one side of the room, a giant hearth glowed with a gentle blaze, large enough only to take the chill from the air. But in winter, it would hold an enormous fire.

			In the centre of the room, close to the hearth, two thrones overlaid with gold and inset with countless gems sat on a dais. Warm fur hides covered the thrones and the two royals reclined upon them, holding a conversation with each other.

			Renata’s stomach churned. Surely Derryk was mistaken. Surrounded by such finery, she would stand out like a mud smear on a white gown. No, she should leave. Her hands trembled as she paused, ready to back away. Ready to run. But Derryk’s broad hand pressed into her back, encouraging her forward.

			‘Lord Derryk,’ the porter bowed a greeting and then looked at Renata, ‘how may I introduce the lady, my lord?’

			‘Never mind, my good man,’ Derryk replied. ‘I shall present her myself.’

			‘Very well, my lord.’ The servant bowed again, then turned and banged his staff onto the floor several times.

			‘Lord Derryk, Baron of Eorden,’ he called in a loud, sonorous voice.

			The king and queen, at the sound of the announcement, quit their conversation and turned their full attention toward them. Renata willed their focus to be on Derryk, not her. Mayhap she could disappear behind him or into a hole in the floor if she wished hard enough. She swallowed her nerves in a big gulp as they neared the royals and tried not to quiver visibly. On the inside, however, turmoil rolled, and she had to remind herself to breathe. Did Derryk notice the trembling of her hand upon his arm? If he did, he did not pay it any attention.

			When they neared the royals, Derryk swept a deep bow before them. ‘I give you good greeting, Majesties.’ His eyes danced with pleasure.

			‘Derryk,’ King Eirik replied with equal delight. ‘Welcome. Who is this charming maiden on your arm?’

			As if he didn’t know. But Renata did not think Derryk’s smile could stretch any further across his face. ‘Sire,’ he said loud enough that it echoed from the walls, ‘I present to you Lady Renata.’

			

			Renata’s head jerked sideways to look at Derryk. Lady? She was not a lady by any stretch of the imagination. Foundling, yes. Slave, yes. But courtisan? Was he deluded? He had called her lady back at the abbey, but she’d put that down to an error of judgement. Yet now …

			Catching the panicked look on her face, Derryk offered her a gentle smile and a nod, and gestured toward the royals.

			By the saints, she was messing this up. Renata swallowed her fear, straightened her shoulders and dropped into a deep curtsy. ‘I am honoured to come before you, Your Majesties.’

			Daring to raise her face, Renata took in their appearance. Both were much older than she’d expected, both adorned with grey hair and crow’s feet about their eyes. Derryk must have been a late child. But their faces seemed kind, she supposed, not at all like she had been told by Uliva, Iollan’s nurse.

			Queen Enydd looked at Renata with … warmth? ‘You are very welcome here, Renata.’

			Oh, but there it was. The queen did not acknowledge the title Derryk had given her.

			King Eirik stood up from his throne and stepped down from the dais. ‘Aye, you have grown into a fair maiden, lass. We are grateful you have thrived despite a shaky beginning.’

			Shaky beginning? Renata swallowed the gall that rose. It seemed like a shallow word to apply to her predicament. But she pressed down her offence and nodded. ‘Thank you, Your Majesty. I owe you my life.’

			‘You owe us naught, child. We merely wish the best for you and you are welcome to live here in the palace for as long as you wish.’

			‘Again, thank you.’ She curtsied, although wondering if they truly cared or merely wished to add to their claim of saving her life. Even worse, mayhap they wanted her to serve as John of Thrael had. Was it not common for members of the nobility to maintain a mistress? Renata swallowed the sick feeling that rose.

			Queen Enydd also stepped off the dais and approached Renata, taking up her hands. For a long moment, she seemed to stare into the depths of Renata’s soul, such was the penetration of her gaze, and it unnerved Renata even further. But just when she felt she must make some kind of apology, for she knew not what, the queen broke into a glorious smile. ‘Welcome, dear one,’ she said in a serene voice, and kissed her on both cheeks.

			‘I am honoured, Your Majesty,’ Renata dipped another brief curtsy.

			King Eirik turned to her then, and she looked up with not a little timidity at the monarch towering above her. He took her hand and kissed her fingertips. ‘’Tis a great pleasure to see you again, my dear,’ he said with all sincerity.

			‘Thank you, my liege,’ Renata curtsied yet again, still wondering if she presented herself satisfactorily. If only Derryk had given her the opportunity to dress at her best.

			‘I daresay you would fain refresh yourself after your journey,’ the king said as if he read her thoughts. ‘And I imagine you might wish to explore your new home. We shall meet again at supper.’

			Derryk clasped her shoulder and turned her toward him. ‘Go with Andella now, Wrenna,’ he told her. ‘Settle into your chambers, and I will meet you for supper.’

			In her chamber, however, Renata was unable to rest. Agitated, she paced up and down while Andella attempted her ministrations. Despite their kind words, Renata was certain they saw her as lowly, possibly worthless. Probably a glorified slave.

			Later that evening, after supper, Derryk invited her to sit by the great hearth, where they shared a platter of succulent fruit while they continued to talk. Renata was hesitant as she broached a new topic, but her curiosity overrode her reticence.

			‘Derryk,’ she said in an uncertain voice.

			‘Yes, Renata?’ He sipped from a challis of wine. ‘What is it?’

			‘Why did you introduce me as a lady? I have no title.’

			Derryk chuckled. ‘Never fear, Wrenna. The king has placed one on you.’

			‘But he never said—’

			‘The council is but two moons away,’ Derryk continued, ‘toward the end of the spring. He will likely announce it then.’

			Renata shivered. ‘The council?’

			‘Indeed.’ He smiled at her. ‘All the vassal lords will gather here to discuss matters of the realm. And there will be much feasting and revelry along with it.’

			

			Renata’s mind drifted, and she looked into the fire. They were going to make her a noble and parade her before the rest of the courtisans? Did they not see the truth about her? Did they not know her ancestry? Renata pushed down her fears and let anger toward her mother motivate her. The woman who had thought her not worth keeping would see what she could become.

			A few moments later, she shifted her gaze back to Derryk. ‘Will you teach me to use the sword, Derryk?’

			This request surprised him, as he lifted his eyebrows in wonder, but he did not resist. ‘Why do you wish to learn swordplay?’ he teased. ‘Do you have an enemy to fight?’

			Renata released a harsh half-laugh. If only he knew. ‘Nay, Derryk.’ She shook her head. ‘No enemy. ’Tis just … I have been thinking, ’tis not common for noble women to know weaponry.’

			Derryk leaned forward with interest. ‘’Tis true. Go on.’

			‘I just … would it please you? I should like to be uncommon.’ And be prepared for the worst that might come.

			Derryk leaned back in his chair, a slow smile spreading. ‘You are already uncommon, Wrenna. But I would be happy to teach you the sword if such is your desire.’

			Heat rose in Renata’s cheeks. He saw her as strange. She tried to focus on the fact he had agreed to her request. ‘Thank you, Derryk.’ She breathed out. ‘May we begin tomorrow?’

			He pushed himself out of his chair and nodded at Gallen, who was always nearby, to attend. ‘We can begin right now, if you wish.’

			‘Oh!’ Renata clapped her hands in surprise and jumped up from her chair.

			Gallen went to collect wooden sparring swords that were used for training and practice and brought them back to the great hall along with leather arm guards and shields. While they waited, Derryk lit more candles to give them extra light.

			Derryk seemed amused as Gallen handed him the equipment and he bound the guards to Renata’s arms and then his own. Clearly, he did not believe she would go through with it.

			‘Are you sure about this?’ he asked her with a challenge.

			

			‘Aye,’ she replied with a firm nod.

			Derryk handed her a wooden sword, and the tip sank to the floor. She gripped it with both hands to raise it. ‘’Tis heavy.’

			Derryk’s lips twitched. ‘And you do not hold a shield as yet.’

			Renata swallowed her embarrassment. ‘Must I?’

			‘’Tis how you protect yourself from your opponent’s blows.’ One eyebrow went up.

			Renata narrowed her eyes at him, heat warming her cheeks. ‘You are enjoying this, aren’t you?’

			Derryk threw back his head and laughed.

			Impetuously, Renata drew her arms back and swung the sword towards him with a yell. He would not laugh at her now. Indeed, Derryk quickly raised his sword to block her strike, his grin gone. She drew back and swung again, and again he defended himself effortlessly, it seemed.

			‘I see you have the warrior in you.’ He bowed to her.

			Renata leaned on the heavy sword, already short of breath. ‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘’Tis why you call me Wrenna, is it not? I may be weak now, but I will gain strength enough in time.’

			‘I believe you,’ he said. ‘But for now, we shall have to start with something a little easier.’

			‘Such as?’ Her brows lifted in both curiosity and challenge.

			‘Tomorrow,’ he announced, ‘I shall teach you to draw the bow.’

			

			Chapter 
Three

			It was not until late in the evening, when Renata went to retire for the night, that she let out all her emotions. Over the years, with their constant company together, Andella was the only one she felt free to speak her mind to. Or mostly.

			Renata collapsed on her bed and gazed up at the luxurious canopy draped over it.

			‘Is all well, Renata?’ Andella picked up a hairbrush and came to sit by her on the bed.

			‘I think so.’ She sat up for Andella to tend her hair, pulling her knees up and circling them with her arms.

			Andella removed the veil from her head and released her long braids, separating her tresses with her fingers. As she worked, Renata let out her pent-up anxieties.

			‘I am not sure the king or queen, or Derryk, are pleased to have me here. Well, they say they are, but Derryk barely spoke a word to me on the way home. I have the strangest feeling he thinks one thing and speaks another.’

			‘Perhaps you misread the situation,’ Andella suggested.

			‘I do not think so. He could scarcely bring himself to speak to me when he saw me. Did you see how he had to force himself to address me? I must be distasteful to him.’

			Andella clucked her tongue and turned Renata’s face to look at her. ‘Renata, you are aught but distasteful,’ she told her firmly. ‘I know the abbess discouraged vanity, and so I have not said so before, but you are a beautiful maiden. I think Lord Derryk did not expect to see one so captivating and was stunned into silence.’

			Renata jumped up from the bed, shocked. ‘I am beautiful? Truly?’

			‘Aye, my dear, you are.’

			Renata walked around the room for a moment and then returned to her place on the edge of the bed while Andella braided her hair again. Was that the reason they’d chosen her, because of her looks?

			‘Even so,’ Renata said, lifting her chin, ‘I am determined not to disappoint or displease any of them, lest they send me away again. I will be the best patrician I can be, and even more. They shall not find reason to send me back to the abbey, not if I can help it.’

			‘Noble words, my dear,’ Andella told her. ‘But you need not be so hard on yourself.’

			How could she not be hard on herself? She did not belong at Heofen Palace, and she suspected the king and queen were only being nice over some sense of guilt for her years at Thrael. For indeed, they were the ones who had placed her there. Surely, all their kindness would eventually cease. They were just fattening the pig, as the saying went, preparing her for whatever use they had.

			Oh, how she wished Iollan were here. She could talk to him. He would understand.

			She stood from the bed. ‘Light me some more candles, Andella. I need to write a letter.’

			Dear Iollan, the best of friends,

			It seems an age since we last wrote, and so much longer since I saw you last. From now on it seems you must direct your letters to the palace, for the king has taken me in. As what? I am unsure. His ward, perhaps. It matters not. Here, it seems I have everything I could ever want at my fingertips, and yet I cannot be comfortable. But I aim to become a lady like no other. I am to learn warcraft! Can you imagine?

			

			I am determined not to give them reason to send me away again. You understand that feeling, do you not? You have always striven to receive approval from your father. Has he seen your value yet? I do hope for your success as much as my own.

			Until we meet again,

			Your friend forever,
Renata.

			***
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