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Chapter 1




Castle Kettwyck, Northumberland

Late Summer, 1072

Anvrai dArques felt uneasy in spite of all the music and merriment around him. The castle wall was yet unfinished, and Lord Kettwycks knights had recently done more to aid construction than train for defense. Twould be so easy for Scottish raiders to wreak havoc there, during the welcoming festivities for the lords two daughters, Isabel and Kathryn.

He turned from the balustrade overlooking the courtyard where Lady Isabel danced with her prospective suitors.

Anvrai dArques! called Sir Hugh Bourdet, Lord Kettwycks most trusted retainer. The knight clasped Anvrais hand in greeting. Id heard you had come in Baron Osberns stead. Tis good to see you. Has it really been two years?

Aye, at least, Anvrai replied tersely. He respected the older knight, but Anvrai was not one for idle conversation.

To this day, you remain steadfast. Hugh laughed. You still do not command the kings garrison at Winchester.

Anvrai gritted his teeth. Twas a sore spot between him and King William. Of all the knights who might stay at court and enjoy the notoriety of being commander of all King Williams armies, Anvrai was least interested. He would have appreciated a small estatea homeas his reward for his years of service, before and after Hastings.

Yet William would not reward the man who had defied him. And so Anvrai lived in Belmeres barracks, in service to Baron Osbern dIvry, Lord of Belmere. Twas a source of ire, but there was naught to be done. Anvrai had proved to be as strong-willed as the king.

Anvrai gestured toward Kettwycks castle walls and spoke of his concern. The fortifications are not yet complete, Sir Hugh. Does Lord Henri have no fear of raiding Scots?


None of the raids have come this far west, Hugh replied, though weve taken precautions. We have knights patrolling the perimeter of the walls

You think they will deter a band of murderous Scots? Anvrai had heard tales of vicious attacks on Norman knights. Of barbaric Scotsmen carrying away women and children to be sold and used as slaves. Better to have high walls and armed knights on patrol.

Soon we will see an end to such raids. As we speak, King Williams herald makes his way across Northumberland, rallying the kings vassals to battle. Hugh glanced toward the celebrations below. The king himself rides north to Scotland, gathering legions of knights as he goes.

Twill be a dangerous venture, meeting King Malcolm on his own turf.

Perhaps, but there is no doubt William has the superior army. His herald arrived an hour ago and delivered the command for all his vassals to meet him at the mouth of the River Tees, where a host of Norman ships await him. He intends to have a formidable force at his bidding.

When?

By months end.

Anvrai stepped back, his mind racing. As commander of Belmeres knights, he would need to return there immediately and marshal Belmeres men.

Hugh placed a hand upon Anvrais arm. Naught to be done until the morrow, the elder knight remarked. For now, there is dancing in the hall.

Anvrai gave a slight shake of his head. Tis not for me.

I doubt Lord Osbern sent you here to pace the battlements, even if you must leave precipitously, Hugh said with a rueful laugh. You are a young mana powerful knightmany a likely maid awaits your attentions.

Anvrai ignored the barb, certain twas unintended. There wasnt a knight in England or Normandy who had not seen, or at least heard of, Anvrais ugly visage, of his many scars and the empty socket where his eye once dwelled. Nary a young maid, neither comely nor plain, was wont to favor him; at least, not without generous remuneration. It had been a painful lesson, but hed learned it well, years before.

Other men could gaze upon a fair maid, appreciating her beauty, dreaming of her touchmayhap her kiss. When Anvrai did so, he was deemed an ogre.

No, he did not dance.

Surely you will stay the night. Tis said Lady Isabel will choose a bridegroom this eve, Hugh said.

Anvrai relaxed his stance. Hugh was right. There was no point in leaving right away. Hed been ordered to come and represent Belmere, and he would do so. His armor was in storage while he attended the feast in honor of Kettwycks daughters, and hed clothed himself in a finely embroidered linen tunic. He was as presentable as he would ever be.

Aye. Ill stay the night and for morning Mass, then be off. There will be much to do at Belmere to prepare for Williams campaign.

No doubt Lord Osbern has also received word of Williams intent and will begin to make ready.

Anvrai agreed. Osbern would not delay preparations for battle. All would be ready when he returned to Belmere.

Lady Isabel seems smitten, Hugh remarked, turning Anvrais attention to the courtyard where the elder sister danced. Mayhap she will choose Sir Roger for her husband. Or Etienne Taillebois. Both are worthy, well-connected young men.

Anvrai shrugged. Twas said Lady Isabel would be allowed to choose her own spouse from the throng of noblemen her father had assembled, and Anvrai counted himself lucky to have escaped Lord Kettwycks notice. He was no suitable husband for any womanespecially one as comely as Isabel. In any event, the actions of the great families of the realm meant naught to him. His interest was in King Williams imminent military campaign against the Scots. Though he had no intention of joining every one of the kings battles, twas high time King William dealt with the barbarian Scottish raiders.

Turning his gaze toward the heavens, he assessed the sky and concluded twould remain clear upon the morrow for his ride toward Belmere. With luck, the weather would continue fair through the following day for his arrival home and his quick departure for the River Tees and King Williams army.

Lady Isabel is a charming lass and will marry well, Hugh mused. Were you among those in the hall who heard her tale this morn?

Tale? Aye, hed seen her in the hall early in the day. Shed kept a throng of children and guests entertained with a story of a Greek hero Anvrai had never heard before. Isabel had changed the inflection of her voice for each character in her narrative, keeping all enthralled with every word she uttered.

Her dark hair had shimmered in the early-morning light, her golden eyes flashing with merriment during the humorous parts of her tale. Even Anvrai had been spellbound by her words and her beauty, and hed let the sweet timbre of her voice surround him until he could almost imagine shed been speaking only to him. A burst of applause had shaken him loose of her captivating words and manner. Twas just as well. He was not one to waste time on such frivolity.

Aye. The lady is a bard, said Sir Hugh, as inventive as any Celtic loremaster. She weaves such tales as Ive never

Sudden, shrill screams overwhelmed the music and Sir Hughs voice. Anvrai unsheathed his sword and ran, silently lamenting his lack of hauberk and shield. To the hall! he called to Sir Hugh.

He descended the stone steps by twos and found himself confronted by five barbarian Scotsmen on the landing, wielding swords and axes. Without hesitation, Anvrai speared the first man while Sir Hugh did battle with the second. The three remaining warriors attacked as one, but Anvrai lifted a stout wooden bench and tossed it at them, knocking two out of his way while he quickly dispatched the third. When the other two recovered and lunged for him, Sir Hugh came to his aid. Together, they finished off the Scotsmen and took the next staircase down toward the hall.

How did they get in? Anvrai asked.

Must have been the south wall, Hugh replied. The only true weakness is there.

Anvrai muttered a curse as they turned a corner and confronted two more warriors. Twas not only the wall that was weak. The keep and many of the outer buildings were unfinished. He and Hugh battled the two attackers, but Anvrai was acutely aware of the need to get down to the hall, where the barbarians were doing their worst damage, killing any who mounted a defense and carrying off those who would make likely slaves.

The two knights fought their way across the gallery and down to the great hall. There, they were separated by terrified women and children, and those too old to fight. Screams and confusion abounded.

You must get to the courtyard, Hugh shouted. Isabel and Roger are unprotected!

It meant Anvrai would have to fight his way through the throng in the hall, gathering as many knights as possible to swarm the courtyard. By the time he got there, the intruders might well have killed Roger and carried Isabel away.


The intruders were merciless, gaining the upper floor and shooting arrows down at the Norman knights who fought to defend the hall. Anvrai saw Sir Rogers father fall but, as he was beleaguered from all sides, could do naught to help the man.

The courtyard! Hugh shouted over the din.

Anvrai gave one final, fatal thrust into the belly of his current attacker but was assailed from behind, catching the point of some barbarians blade in his shoulder, unprotected as it was. A sharp, searing pain pierced him, but he remained undeterred, swinging round to commence battle with this newest assailant as he backed his way toward the courtyard.

If he was delayed much longer, twould be too late. The Scots would surely capture as comely a prize as Isabel de St. Marie. Hed seen several womenmostly serving maidscarried off already. Anvrai managed to prevent the abduction of many more women, allowing them a chance to run for safety, but it was clear the Norman knights were vastly outnumbered and unprepared. Lord Kettwycks patrols had failed, and the guests within did not wear armor and were easily wounded. The Scots were winning the battle for Kettwyck, and withdrawing as they carried off anything of value. They set fires as they retreated, adding to the confusion and panic in the hall.

Battered and bleeding, Anvrai tore himself from the fighting in the hall and made for the courtyard, joining battle with the remaining Scotsmen, who laughed and taunted the defeated Normans. Though their language was unintelligible, their meaning was clear as they proclaimed themselves victors and jeered at their Norman opponents.

The final insult was the firing of the stables, with many of the horses trapped within. The Scots had taken those that could be easily stolen, but the rest were left to burn.

There was no sign of Lady Isabel or Sir Roger. For one short instant, Anvrai considered the ladys fair countenance and the damage that would be done her. Twas a fate no innocent woman should have to endure, whether comely or not, but Anvrai doubted he could do aught to prevent it. She was gone.

They ride for the hills, Sir Knight! cried one of the grooms. The bastards set fire to the stables and ran off like the thieves and brigands they are!

Anvrai wasted no time, but found himself a suitable steed and saddled it quickly as horses scattered away from the fire and grooms threw water on the flames. He rallied twenty knights to join him, then led the party of men to the hills, where he would do all in his power to hunt down and rescue another mans bride.



Isabel de St. Marie found herself thrown to the ground with no more decorum than a sack of grain. On hands and knees, she crawled toward Roger where he lay trussed like a game roast, on his back in a rough wain with the rest of their abductors ill-gotten goods. From the deepest regions of her imagination, she could not have crafted so savage a tale of killing and cruelty. The Scottish intruders had rushed her fathers courtyard from every direction, hacking and spearing all who opposed them. The sight of so much carnage took her breath away.

Roger! she cried, only to be jerked away by her hair.

When her assailant cuffed her with the back of his hand, Isabel felt her teeth loosen and her lip begin to swell. She swallowed and listened as the man barked some savage, foreign words at her. Shocked at her rough treatment, Isabel shrank away from her assailant and protected her head with her hands. Naught in her years at the Abbey de St. Marie had prepared her for this. These Scots were likely to kill her if she gave them trouble. The muted sound of whimpering voices was all round her, but Isabel could see naught but a few frightened eyes in the darkness.

She was sure they mirrored her own.

Poor Roger had been badly abused. The plunderers had given him nary a chance to draw his sword before bashing his head and dragging him toward the castle wall. One of the raiders had thrown Isabel over his shoulder and carried her to a waiting horse, tossing her upon its back before fleeing into the hills.

She had not gone easily. Pounding her captors back and screaming herself hoarse, shed fought desperately for her freedom, but to no avail. Without a care for her well-being, the brigands had ridden at breakneck speed for nearly an hour before halting in a small copse at the top of a rise north of her fathers hall. Twas there that they waited.

In the silence, Isabel could hear the hooves of horses pounding the paths below them. She opened her mouth to give warning, but one of the Scotsmen shoved her down to the ground and stuffed a filthy rag in her mouth. As he tied the gag in place and held her down, he spoke a few quiet words in her ear, his warm, moist breath making her shudder with revulsion. His body lay heavily upon hers, preventing her from all movement, keeping her from even taking a deep breath, while the rest of his despicable companions waited in silence to ambush her rescuers.

Isabel could do naught.







    

Chapter 2




Somewhere in Scotland

One week later

Anvrai did not waste his breath on curses.

Or prayers.

He had one task to perform, and his future depended upon his success. He glanced to his right, toward the heavy manacle that bound his wrist. Twas secured by a chain attached to a stout metal post pounded deep into the ground. His other three limbs were secured in the same way.

Somehow, he had to escape.

The air was cool, but the salt of his sweat stung the wounds that had been inflicted upon him sometime earlier in the day. He could not remember exactly when hed been beaten the last time, nor did he know how many days it was since hed been taken captive by these northern barbarians.

He yanked the chains that bound him, but this action only resulted in a brutal kick in the ribs from one of his captors. Anvrai became very still in his rage. Never had he felt so impotent, so defeated.

He did not even know where he was.

Would that he had never gone to Castle Kettwyck but met with King Williams army at the River Tees instead.

Had it been days or weeks since the banquet celebrating the arrival of Lord Kettwycks daughters to his estate? So many of Kettwycks knights had been killed in the fray at the castle that it had been left to Anvraia visitorto lead the pursuit of the Scots whod taken Lady Isabel and her suitor, Sir Roger.

They had gone cautiously, but the Scottish invaders had ambushed them in a deep forest, even dropping from the trees above. Anvrai and his men had been outnumbered and overpowered.

Anvrai could not say whether any of the Norman knights had survived. He only knew he had been beaten unconscious and taken prisoner. Every muscle in his body ached, yet he did not think any bones but one rib had been broken. Of the various injuries hed sustained, the stab wound in his shoulder seemed to be the worst, festering and causing an intermittent fever. Anvrai had a vague recollection of being tossed into a rough-hewn wagon and chained to it alongside Roger de Neuville. Where they had taken him, and what had happened to Lady Isabel and the rest of the prisoners was unknown.

The Scots had not murdered him when theyd had their chance, which likely meant they intended to sell him to some remote chieftain who needed a strong back. Anvrai might be lacking one eye, but he was exceptional in size and strength. The Scottish raiders must have decided the trouble of capturing him would be worth the price they would get for him.

Mayhap they just wanted to display hima trophy of their victory against the Normans.

Anvrai lifted his head and glanced round his surroundings, wondering if this place was their final destination or if they would move again when morning came. Between fever and chills, hed had a disjointed kind of wakefulness since the attack on Kettwyck. He was not certain of anything that had transpired since his capture, but he had some faint recollection of a voyage by sea.


Had he dreamed it? Was he still in Britain? Mayhap theyd sailed to the Hibernian coast.

He did not know if Lady Isabel and Sir Roger were still with him. He hoped they were not. Twould be all Anvrai could do to get himself free of the place. He did not want to be responsible for the lady and her young knight, too.

Twas likely Isabel de St. Marie had already been sold off. She was easily the most winsome lass Anvrai had ever seen, with hair as dark and glossy as a ravens wing and unusual eyes of gold, ringed by black lashes. True to her kind, she had spared him but the slightest glance upon their meeting at Kettwyck, avoiding too close a look at his damaged face. Twas a familiar reaction from those who first met him, though Anvrai had never become accustomed to it. In any case, he could not worry about her just then.

Twas up to each of them to survive as they might.

When it was nearly dark, one of the guards released Anvrais left hand so he could eat the crust of bread they tossed his way and drink from the clay cup that sat upon the ground nearby. Twas barely enough to keep a man of Anvrais stature alive.

His sore rib and the shoulder wound sent spears of pain through his chest when he shifted position to eat and drink, but Anvrai had suffered worse pain than that. He had trained himself to ignore most discomforts, and these wounds were no exception. With one hand untied, he might be able to loosen his other bonds and free himself. But the guard was vigilant. As soon as Anvrai began to pull, the Scot stepped on his wrist and held him fast.

Anvrai refused to believe there was naught he could do. Though his usual strength was severely diminished by his injuries, his chance would come. His captors would relax their guard for an instant, and he would strike. He had no doubt he could pull the chains from the earth and free his hands. Once the metal links swung loose, the bloody Scots would have no chance against him.



Lady Isabel de St. Marie refused to cower in fear. She had not survived the past seven days only to collapse.

She and Kathryn had left the Abbey de St. Marie in Rouen and endured the rigors of travel to get to their fathers estate in Britain. Theyd withstood a good many hardships to reunite with their parents, but none of their difficulties had been as harrowing as the attack on Castle Kettwyck. So many had died, and Isabel could not force herself to think what might have happened to her sister or her parents.

Her brutal captors had fought over her. Theyd grabbed her and torn her clothes, but their red-bearded leader had stopped them from doing any real damage. Twas not that hed wanted her for himself. He had not accosted her in any way, beyond that which was necessary to keep her on her feet, moving interminably north. Clearly she was being saved for some other purpose.

Isabel was afraid she knew what that purpose might be.

But she was damned if she would allow some distant barbarian to rape her. One way or another, she was going to free herself from these miserable Scots and get away from there.

She had paid close attention to their route as theyd traveled, and knew in what direction Kettwyck lay. Roger was relatively unharmed since hed had no chance to do battle at the time of their capture. They had not beaten him too badly, unlike Sir Anvrai, who was chained to the ground in the center of this animal pen.

Isabel was certain theyd broken poor Anvrais ribs. She knew not what other injuries hed sustained, but his clothes were stained with his bloodand there was a terrible gash on his head. A filthy trail of blood cut across his forehead and into his blind eye. His lips were cracked and peeling. And it seemed as if the Scots were intentionally weakening him, starving him into submission.

In spite of his sorry condition, there was no doubt their captors still feared him. While she and Roger had been tied to far corners of a wooden fence with leather bindings, they had secured Sir Anvrai with chains. His arms and legs were staked to the ground, even though he was obviously ill and without weaponry. Twould be a miracle if that poor knight managed to do any damage to the vicious Scots.

On the night of the attack, Isabel had thanked God that hed come to rescue them from the Scots. She had been certain he and the Kettwyck men would defeat the despicable raiders and take her home. Her hopes had been crushed when hed fallen.

Six others had been taken prisoner with them, and Isabel was grateful neither her sister nor her parents had been among them. Tied together with lengths of rope, theyd stumbled across rough terrain, harassed and beaten by their captors for several days until theyd reached a broad lake. Twas there that the captors had split up their prisoners.

Only Isabel, Roger, and Sir Anvrai had been forced onto the boat that had carried them to this place. In an eerie silence of submission, the others had been herded away from the lake to an unknown destination.

Flocks of sheep grazed on the hillsides surrounding the village, and a few small fishing currachs lined the beach. It would have been a lovely setting had not a crowd of Scotsmen and-women left their cottages to gather and jeer at them through the wooden slats of the enclosure. When their eyes lit upon Sir Anvrai, they talked excitedly among themselves, as though theyd heard tales of the valiant fight hed mounted against their captors.

It had been impressive. Isabel had seen naught to compare to the captive knights prowess in battle. Wielding a massive sword, hed hewn so many of the marauding Scots that Isabel had lost count of them. Twas only when there were four against him and one of those had tangled Anvrais feet with a length of rope that hed finally succumbed. Hed fallen like a mighty oak and taken two of his attackers down with him. Theyd kicked and beaten him badly until their red-bearded leader had stopped them, admonishing them in their foreign tongue. Twas surprising they had not just killed him, but Isabel soon realized Anvrai had been spared for some reason.


As she had been. Her stomach lurched with a queasy awareness of what would soon happen to her. She knew of rape, had heard the tales of many a saintly woman who had chosen death rather than allow her virginity to be taken. Isabel did not think she had the fortitude to die for her virtue. She could not allow herself to be swept away in a swiftly flowing river. Or jump from a precipiceshe was too deathly afraid of heights even to consider standing near a high ledge. And the Scots would never let her near a weapon, so she would not soon be falling upon a sword.

She was trapped, and she had no choice but to submit.

Isabel could not understand why Sir Hugh had not come after her. He commanded all her fathers knights, yet it had been Sir Anvrai leading the Kettwyck men to battle. She blinked back tears when she considered what had likely happened to her fathers retainer and closed her mind to discouraging thoughts of her parents and of her younger sister, Kathryn. Every day, she prayed theyd escaped the invaders, but knew twas unlikely she would ever learn their fates.

Twas going to take a miracle to escape her captors and return to Kettwyckthat, or an exceedingly cunning plan.


A sob of despair escaped her. What did she know of strategies and plans? Shed wanted nothing more than to take her vows at the nunnery, but her father had forbidden it. He had no sons, but he made it clear he intended to gain heirs through his daughters.

He had chosen a husband for Isabel, a nobleman with a great deal of influence in King Williams court. Lord Bernard de Maubenc was a powerful and wealthy man but wholly unacceptable to Isabel. She could not bear the gruff boar of a man who was the same age and stature as her father. If she must take a husband, then he would have to be a gentle soul, a younger man who could appreciate Isabels tender sensibilities. After all, shed lived in the abbey since childhoodshe knew little of men and their coarse ways.

After much cajoling, her father had agreed. She would be permitted to choose her own spouse.

Yet it no longer mattered. Twas unlikely she and Roger would ever return to Kettwyck unless one of them concocted a successful plan for escape.

If she were safe at home, sitting before Kettwycks enormous hearth and regaling her family with a tale of Scottish raids and the capture of a Norman maiden, how would the story progress? Handsome Roger would certainly be her hero, rescuing her from the terrible fate that awaited her. But when she looked toward her young knight, she knew that was an unlikely end to this tale. Poor Roger lay unconscious in the dirt, his wrists securely tied to a post.

A slight movement at the opposite end of the pen caught Isabels eye, and she saw that one of Sir Anvrais hands was loose. The muscles in his arm flexed, pulling at the chains that bound him, but the thick links did not yield. With a sinking heart, Isabel knew rescue was unlikely to come from that quarter, either.

She would have to see to it herself.

The Scots had brought them north, through dales and over stunted, craggy hills. If Isabel could get herself and the others away from the small village, she was certain she could find their way home. But she was merely a woman and securely tied. As dusk fell over the enclosure, she studied the leather straps that bound her wrists to the post. Shed scraped her skin raw straining against her bonds and knew that was not the way to escape.

An ominous hush came over the enclosure, and Isabels hands stilled as she listened to the silence. None of the villagers spoke as her red-bearded captor came into sight. Isabel rose up to her knees and watched him approach with another man, dark-haired and intense. The two kept their eyes upon her as they walked, and their blatant scrutiny made Isabels skin crawl.

The second man was bearded like her captor, but older, with unkempt hair as dark as a sorcerers well and piercing black eyes that seemed to strip her bare. He wore woolen leggings and a fur tunic that left bare his chest, along with a goodly portion of his large, greasy belly. Bands of etched steel ringed his thick arms.

Isabel had been mistaken in thinking that Red-Beard was the chieftain. Clearly, the dark-eyed man was the head of the clan, or village. He exuded confidence, making Isabel think of a well-fed wolf in command of his pack.

The women who had stood laughing together just moments ago scattered as the two men entered the enclosure, and Isabel raised her chin and straightened her posture, bolstering herself for whatever might follow. She was, after all, the daughter of Baron Henri Louvet, and godchild of Queen Mathilda herself. She would not be cowed by mere barbarians.

The man with dark eyes grabbed her hair and yanked her head back, causing her to yelp in pain in spite of herself. Then he spoke to Red-Beard, who shook his head and responded in their strange language.


Isabels eyes teared with the stinging pain in her scalp, but the dark Scot held her so tightly that she could not have moved or he would have pulled her hair out at the roots. He touched her improperly, skimming his hands over her neck and shoulders. He filled his hands with her breasts and squeezed, but Isabel clenched her jaw tightly and withstood the indignity in silence. But when he slid his hands under her skirts, she kicked him away.

The barbarian threw his head back and laughed, showing brown, rotted teeth. He released her so suddenly that she fell backward into the dirt. Ignoring the pain caused by the torn flesh at her wrists, she shot a pleading look in Rogers direction; but he lay unconscious at the opposite end of the enclosure.

Anvrai had gone deadly still, and Isabel wondered if hed done it intentionally to avoid notice.

Mayhap he was dead.

She felt her chin begin to quiver as tears welled in her eyes. I will not weep.

Blinking rapidly, she took a deep breath, pulled herself up to a sitting position, and ignored the two men, who had begun to argue loudlyover her.

Red-Beard suddenly bent to slice the straps that held her so tightly, but the dark-eyed one stopped him. Apparently acquiescing to Red-Beards price, he dropped several coins into the mans hand.

Isabel realized she had just been purchased as a common slave.

She clenched her teeth and withstood the humiliation without any notable reaction as she watched Red-Beard stride away, stuffing his newly gained coin into the pouch at his belt. Then she glanced up and took the measure of the dark Scot, considering every possible way she might manage to kill him.







    

Chapter 3




Though Anvrais wrists bled with the futile effort to get free, he ignored the pain and tried manipulating the manacles around his wrist. He managed to turn his hand far enough to grab hold of the chain that held him pinned to the ground. With so little leverage, twas difficult to pull, but he had to do something.

Theyd taken Lady Isabel away, and there wasnt a soldier alive who didnt know what that meant.

For the first time since theyd arrived there, Anvrai had gotten a good look at Lady Isabel as theyd hauled her out of the enclosure. He shouldnt have been so shocked by her appearance.


The beautiful lady, with her elegant sable hair and flashing golden eyes was dirty and disheveled. Her hair hung in dark clumps down her back, and her fashionable, silken kirtle was gone. Naught but a torn, chainsil chemise covered her nakedness, but just barely. Every detail of her body was visible through the thin, worn cloth.

Barefoot, and with her hands tied behind her back, she stumbled over the rough ground as the Scots guard shoved her out of the enclosure. And there was naught Anvrai could do about it.

He did not want to be responsible for her. Twas one thing to do battle, knight against knight in defense of a holding. But this was a much more personal struggle. His duty to her was far too similar to the charge his father had given him years before with his last breath.

But Anvrai had not been able to protect his mother and sister, and theyd died horribly. Norsemen had overrun his familys manor, murdering his father and all who impeded their pillaging. As he lay dying, Alain dArques had sent a young Anvrai out to hide his mother and sister from the invaders. But the murderous barbarians had caught them.

Those memories were best forgotten. Hed survived, and he would do so againwith or without Lady Isabel.


In frustration, he pulled up on the chain, using every bit of force he could muster for the task, but he had to be careful not to alert either of the men who remained on guard. Taking care to close his hand over the chain so twould not rattle, he pulled as hard as his broken body would allow.

It moved slightly. If he could get it all the way out of the ground, he did not think it would take much more effort to pull out the restraint on his other hand. By then, however, the men on guard would take notice. But if he could use the loose chains on his arms as weapons, the two would be hard-pressed to come close to him.

As dusk fell, the fading light worked in Anvrais favor. He strained to pull free before the guards lit the torches and took note of his actions. He still had not seen Roger, but that did not mean the young man wasnt somewhere nearby. Roger could very well be lying unconscious only a few yards away, and because of Anvrais blind eye, he would not know it.


The rough stones on the path hurt Isabels bare feet as her captor pushed her forward, past several low timber huts. To keep herself from succumbing to a paralyzing fear, Isabel counted each cottage and took note of every detailevery pail, every cart, every stack of animal skins.

Both Roger and Sir Anvrai were physically incapacitated as well as tied, which meant there would be no valiant hero to come to her rescue. Her plight was no fanciful tale, told in the secure comfort of her mothers solar or her fathers hall. Isabel quivered with the knowledge that she was doomed to suffer whatever consequence the chieftain chose to inflict upon her.

The largest building in the village was a long, timber cottage with two shuttered windows, a thatched roof, and a stout wooden door at the far end. When Isabels guards pushed her toward it, she realized it was her destinationthe place where the dark-eyed chieftain would be waiting for her.

Beside the door stood two burly Scots, holding spears. They grinned at her, and one of them made a remark to the other. Isabel did not understand the words, but when the men started to laugh, she pulled away and ran.

Taking the guards by surprise, Isabel managed to elude them. Without thinking, she made a desperate dash toward the far side of the cottage and ran around its corner, hoping her speed would keep her captors from catching her. Mayhap she could distract them all, and Roger and Anvrai would have a chance to get away.


Twas an unreasonable hope, and Isabel could not think of them at that moment. All she knew was that she had to get away. The thought of being touched by that foul-mouthed barbarian made her feel ill.

Running as fast as possible with her hands bound at her back, Isabel hardly heard the shouts behind her. She reached the end of the cottage and kept moving toward the hills, where sheep grazed peacefully in the gloaming. She did not care where she went, as long as she could get away from the villageaway from the fate that awaited her there.

A sudden, sharp pain stabbed through the arch of Isabels foot, and she pitched headlong into the rough turf. She struggled to rise, but could not push herself up. She rolled to her side and tried to get to her feet, but rough hands grabbed her and yanked her up.

One of the men tossed her over his shoulder, and Isabel cried out in agony. The position crushed the air out of her lungs and pulled painfully at her arms. Someone struck her, and she pressed her lips together to keep from calling out again. There was no one to help her, and nothing she could do to help herself.

They carried her directly into the chieftains cottage and dropped her upon a pallet of furs near the fire. While the men spoke in excited tones to the chieftain, Isabel managed to get onto her knees, hastily surveying her surroundings.

The place was well lit with tallow candles, the odor of which permeated the large room. Remnants of a greasy meal lay upon a table in one corner, and beside the discarded bones lay a short knife.

Isabel turned her eyes away from the blade and tipped her head down, allowing her hair to drape down the sides of her face. Mayhap the chieftain would forget hed left his knife there if she did not call attention to it with her gaze. Twas within reach if only she could manage to distract him enough to take it.

First, she would have to get him to cut the ropes that bound her hands together. Did he wear a knife upon his belt? She ventured a glance toward him and saw that he did. There was also a long sword, which he removed as he closed the door behind the village men.

When they were alone, he turned and spoke to her.

Isabel swallowed thickly. She struggled to her feet and turned, showing him her wrists and arms. Free my hands, she said. Her voice did not sound nearly as strong as she would have liked, nor did she think he understood her words, but he could surely see what she meant.

When he started to walk toward her, Isabel tried not to quiver in fear. He was easily twice her size, and when he loosened his belt and let his leggings drop to the floor, she clamped her lips tightly together to keep herself from crying out.

He displayed his male essence as though proud of the damnable thingthe cock between his legs that would put a brutal end to her virginity.

She took a shuddering breath and averted her eyes. She had to remain composed if she was going to outmaneuver him and get her hands on that knife.

She moistened her lower lip and saw that the action inflamed him. The cock grew even larger, though that hardly seemed possible. I-Ill cooperate with you, she said, as though he could understand, as if she were not quaking in fear and revulsion. If she did not fight him, mayhap he would cut her loose. She could only hope he would lower his guard long enough for her to grab that knife.

Isabels legs quivered as he approached. He slid his knife from his belt, and she held her breath as he took hold of the cords that bound her wrists and sliced through them.

Her hands dropped painfully to her sides. Thank you. She smiled tremulously, forcing herself to turn and face him. Isabel was no seductress, but she was going to have to imitate the flirting shed seen at Kettwyck. Between maids and grooms, ladies and knightsIsabel had witnessed many of their rituals, their courting behavior. Yet
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