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PROLOGUE

 


 


A lone rider, shivering despite the warmth of
a fur-lined mantle, crested the hill as the first faint hues of
morning light glowed on the distant horizon. His fingers, numbed
even in the heavy gloves, gripped the leather reins, halting his
weary warhorse. For days, he had pushed north, sparing neither
himself nor his mount, and he ached with hunger and thirst; his
eyes burned from lack of sleep. Tension coiled in him, settling
painfully in his empty belly; every breath was an anguished groan
as the bitter cold invaded his lungs.

Mist, frosty and chilled, swirled around the
legs of his steed, shrouding all before him in a mystical blanket
of white. His heart urged him on. Wisdom prompted him to wait. He
strained to see through the enveloping cloud—a vaporous haze, at
first as thick as dense smoke, then trailing thin and wispy. Still,
he waited . . . impatiently prodding the sun to rise and burn the
sky with hot light.

To see . . .

He had to see. Through the severe days and
nights, through rain and bitter cold, he had driven his horse
without rest, pressing toward his goal. What would be perched on
the heavy outcropping of gray rock when the haze lifted? Could the
spy have been wrong? His heart hammered in his chest as he thought
of those he had left behind, eagerly awaiting his return. He had
long ago ceased to feel the cold, his body as numb as his mind,
save one thought.

Home . . .

Dane de Falaise of Thornwood Keep had thought
of nothing else since his hasty departure from London. She was
there within the protective walls, his wife of three years, and
their infant child. His father and mother. Two sisters and a
brother. His body itched—nay, ached—to race across the open field
to the village, and beyond that to his father’s castle . . . to see
. . . but years of training bade him wait a moment longer. He could
wait—Elinor would greet him with the babe in her arms, scold him
for his tardy return, and then kiss him as if no more days had been
granted them.

Aye, the spy was wrong.

He felt it in his bones.

Behind him, he heard the approach of his
escort—two faithful knights, both his friends and near brothers.
Aerck de Laci of Upland, the Swift, was lean and agile, as
able with a bow as with a sword, a man who meted out harsh and
quick justice against his foes, yet could charm any wench with a
wink and a smile. The bond of friendship between Dane and Aerck had
been forever sealed when Dane wed Aerck’s sister.

The third of his company was Connor d’Auvay
of Ravenstone, the Bishop. Studious, resourceful, and wise,
all who knew him sought his counsel. As tall and muscled as his
lord, he was solid and powerful, a tower of strength on the
battlefield as he wielded his sword with precision. Like Aerck and
Dane, he had endured the training for knighthood, but spent much
time studying for the priesthood, hoping that a miracle would make
that pursuit possible.

The three companions had been called to do
service for King Henry when he announced he would invade Normandy
in an attempt to save his English kingdom. Already serving as
squires, they had been deemed worthy to undertake the rite of
knighthood early and were quickly added to the King’s ranks. With
the King’s victory, they had sailed to England, eager to return to
the wild northern lands they called home.

Now they peered into the strange mist, ice
crystals suspended in the frigid air, floating as if magically
held. “I see naught,” Aerck murmured uneasily, the hair prickling
on the back of his neck.

“Aye,” Connor agreed quietly, “and worse, I
hear naught.”

Dane strained to listen and heard the same.
Silence. There should be cocks heralding the dawn, cows
bellowing to be milked, dogs barking, wives and husbands in the
village about their morning chores, the voices of children. Where
was the smell of warm fires and baking bread? He heard nothing but
the wind whispering through the barren trees, his steed restlessly
chewing the bit, his own breathing, and the blood tearing through
his veins. Frosted by the cold, each breath grew more labored, as
if a barrel hoop tightened about his chest.

Eerie silence. Painful, dreaded silence. Dane
looked toward the sunrise. A sliver of the gilded orb broke the
horizon, yet it was just as macabre as the silence, a rising disk
of silvery white against the bleak landscape, exposing the mist on
the ridge to its hidden heat. Dane exhaled sharply. “I can wait no
longer.” The pain around his heart increased, pulsing outward.

Connor’s gloved hand came to rest on Dane’s
shoulder, his voice deep and resonant. “Not yet, lord. Mayhap the
warriors lie in ambush.”

Dane closed his eyes against the seeping cold
that penetrated to his soul. “Elinor . . .” came his anguished
whisper and he drew himself up, back stiff. “I should not have left
her.”

“It was your duty and privilege to serve the
King,” Aerck reminded him. “Your lady wife understood that.”

A fierce scowl shadowed Dane’s face at the
upbraid, and he sighed heavily. “As did I.” He had not wished to
leave her, not when she would have their first child, but a
knight’s duty to his King took precedence over everything else, and
he was compelled by his oath to leave.

How Dane remembered the tears in Elinor’s
eyes as he bid her farewell, promising to return quickly, to be
there when their child was born. From around his neck he had pulled
the gold medallion, a stunning ruby buried within the heart of a
falcon with open wings, a crown clutched in one talon, a sword in
the other, the banner across the bottom engraved with the family
motto. He bade her give it into his child’s hand at birth should he
be delayed.

He had found himself in Normandy longer than
expected. King Henry had finally defeated his brother Robert at
Tinchebrai, and the brave knights and men-at-arms were free at last
to return home. Of the five knights Charles de Falaise sent to
Normandy, only three returned—Dane, Connor, and Aerck. Dane knew
naught of his family, if the babe be a son or daughter . . . or if
it lived at all.

Upon reaching London, his return had been
further delayed at the pleasure of the King. Finally, word came to
him through Thornwood’s spy that a siege of the castle had
commenced—but little else. Uncertain how current the message might
be, Dane and his escort —still battle weary—departed that very
hour, flying north, unwilling to wait for better weather or a
larger escort provided by the King.

Now, all he could do was pray.

And wait.

He closed his eyes, still remembering the
smell of Elinor’s hair, fingers sliding through the long, silken
tresses, the warmth of her skin, her arms tightening about his neck
as she whispered her heart’s deepest hopes, her lips against his.
He could see it with perfect clarity, recalling each minute detail
from the soft color of her kirtle to the movement of his unborn
child beneath his hand. He had held that memory sacred as he faced
down his enemy on the battlefield in Normandy.

He prayed, clinging desperately to that same
memory . . .

Just when he thought the claws around his
throat would reach in to tear his heart out, the mist finally
dissolved before the sun’s quickening heat. At the sight before
him, his heart ceased its frantic pounding.

“No!” His cry was born on the wind, echoing
across the expanse. Winter birds squawked, seeking instant flight
from the scream that rent the morning calm. Without thought, he dug
his heels into his horse’s flank and leapt from the shelter of the
trees, racing blindly toward the castle.

“Dane!” Aerck shouted, though his fear for
his sister was as great.

“The fool!” Connor bit out, urging his horse
to follow. “He would die this day.”

The parting fog revealed that there had been
no time for anyone to flee to the safety of the castle. The dead
lay everywhere, men and horses alike, scattered across the field,
the remains of the village a scarred, blackened ruin in the chill
morning air. Not one house or hut had been spared. Cows, chickens,
and pigs lay slaughtered, left to rot and freeze, to be of no use
to anyone as food, simply left to be picked over by voracious
carrion birds and wolves. Innocent men, women, and even the
children . . . slaughtered where they lay. Dane knew them all,
these people who had faithfully served his father. Stonemasons,
farmers, blacksmiths, and sawyers—good men, all.

Only the wind was alive, chasing away the
rolling bands of mist. Dane wrenched his warhorse to a stop, the
great fore hooves lifting off the ground. At the edge of the
village, upon the solid, rocky promontory, stood his father’s
fortress, virtually impenetrable. Morning light revealed the castle
breached, drawbridge down, his father’s standard absent from the
pole. The stench of death filled his nostrils and whatever shred of
hope remained vanished as the sun’s rays touched the last swirling
fingers of mist.

The heavy portcullis and gate showed no
evidence of a battering ram. It seemed as though someone had opened
the gate from the inside and invited the enemy to pour unopposed
over the drawbridge. He could see no movement within. Nothing
stirred, nothing made any noise, and the quiet was deafening.

“Dane, come away!” Connor called urgently.
“’Tis too late!”

“We must ride to Upland for reinfor—!” Aerck
began.

“And who will they fight?” Dane snapped,
spurring his horse across the drawbridge. “The warriors have
finished and are gone!”

They thundered through the arched tunnel,
entering the bailey to discover that, as with the village,
everything had been set ablaze, leaving naught but blackened ruins
and charred refuse.

Gasping for breath, Dane jumped from his
horse, running toward the keep. His hand closed around his sword’s
hilt, unsheathing the familiar blade with ease. He saw the dead,
yet could not fathom it. He stumbled over a man hidden under the
snow, dimly realizing it was one of his father’s personal
guards—and a childhood friend—and ran on. He stepped over the
remains of a stranger—one of the enemy—and into the cold of the
dark, lifeless keep.

“Elinor!” he called frantically, blood
pounding in his head, dread coiling around him. “We must find her!”
Instinctively, he slowed, brandishing his weapon, knowing there
would be no one to slay, no one to protect. “Mother! Father!” he
shouted to the silence. “They hide,” he murmured frantically, half
to himself. “When they hear my voice, they will know they are safe
and shall declare themselves.”

They searched the undercroft and chambers of
the lower levels, finding only the bodies of servants butchered as
they huddled within the place of last retreat. Their blood had run
like a river, staining the floor and dripping through the cracks.
Up the stairs they ran, into the Great Hall. Banners and tapestries
had been pulled down and shredded, with some burned in the
fireplace. Chairs and tables were overturned. His father’s hounds,
those great hulking beasts, had been no protection for his father
after all—they lay dead.

Dane drew up short, shivering, a cold spike
piercing his heart. “Father . . .”

“God’s mercy,” Connor whispered in disbelief,
crossing himself.

“We must leave this place, Dane!” Aerck urged
hoarsely, grabbing him by the arm. “No one here is alive.” His own
words shivered through him—his sister . . . dead.

“Nay, Elinor is alive! I know it!” he cried,
breaking loose. “And if all be dead, I will see what evil was
wrought from the bowels of hell!” He staggered forward, the scene
spreading before him a swirling vortex of a hideous nightmare. His
father, beaten and bloodied, tied to a chair, throat cut, his
life’s blood soaking the front of his tunic to stain the floor. His
dearest mother and the elder of his two sisters, Mary, side by side
on the floor, raped and murdered, their clothing cut like rags from
their bodies.

“No . . .” he whispered hoarsely, staggering
toward a sight too horrendous to believe. He had seen vistas of
bloodshed enough to last a lifetime, yet this was too much, and
bile rose in his throat. “It cannot be . . .” he muttered, shaking
his head, and then looked about frantically. “Philip, where is
Philip—and Beatrix?”

“Your brother is here, lord,” Aerck said, and
Dane turned to see his friend draping a tattered banner over the
body of his younger brother.

“I would see,” Dane insisted, grabbing the
banner, flipping it back. “By all the saints . . .” Shaken and
nauseous, Dane dropped the banner and swung away from the horror of
seeing Philip’s severed head lying several feet away. He stumbled,
cold sweat pouring down his body. Blood. There was blood
everywhere . . .

Fearing Dane would collapse, Connor caught
him. “There is naught but death and destruction here, lord,” he
murmured hoarsely in his ear. “We must ride to Upland—”

“They can do nothing!” Dane pulled away. “I
must find Beatrix . . . and Elinor.” His voice trailed to
breathless silence as his mind heard the words his voice could not
bear to say . . . and my child . . .

His heart throbbing in his throat, he bounded
up the stairs, only to stop on the uppermost landing where he saw
his youngest sister hanging from a rope tied to a crossbeam, marks
of torture on her tightly bound, naked body.

“Cut her down!” Dane shouted, wrapping his
arms around her cold limbs, as if in the very act of severing the
rope, life would return to his fourteen-year-old sister. “Oh God,”
he moaned, his voice breaking, “cut her down . . .” He laid her
gently upon the floor, smoothing her hair, smothering a sob. He
tore off his mantle and covered her. “They were but children . .
.”

Connor and Aerck moved swiftly along the
passage, checking each room. As Dane stood, muttering a prayer,
smothered in grief, he heard a sharp cry of alarm. Bolting toward
the sound, he saw the door of his chamber standing wide open.
Rushing in, he crashed headlong into Connor, who fought to push him
out the door.

“Lord, no!” Connor shouted, desperately
shoving him toward the door to prevent him from seeing, but in his
love and fear, Dane proved stronger than Connor, and he shouldered
past.

Dane’s sword clattered to the floor, and he
staggered weakly, the chamber spinning dizzily before his eyes.
“Not you, too, my wife,” he moaned, his hand clutching his heart as
he sank to his knees beside the bed, sobs wracking his body.

Bound and gagged upon their marriage bed,
Elinor had suffered untold agonies at the hands of her butchers.
Her beautiful body lay battered and bruised, her unseeing eyes open
in death as she watched those who violated her and then took her
life. Her pale skin was covered with bite marks and cuts made by a
dagger that had slowly drained her life’s blood, staining the
coverlet where she lay. Someone had taken a hot iron and branded
the soft parts of her flesh. “Cover her,” he growled, gasping for
air, “for God’s sake . . . cover her!”

Aerck immediately ripped down a bed curtain
and draped it over his sister’s ravaged body as Dane fought to
untie her right wrist from the post. When Connor freed the left,
something dropped from her fingers, thudding on the floor. There
came a morbid silence as he passed into Dane’s hand the gold
medallion of his family.

Dane stared at the medallion as wrenching,
white-hot pain sliced through him. He pressed the medallion to his
lips, crumbling beside the bed under the weight of failure. If only
he had been here! God’s blood, how they all had suffered!

Had Elinor prayed for his miraculous return
as her captors thrust into her unwilling body? Had she hoped until
the last moment, with her last breath, that he would arrive to save
her?

Dane stared at Aerck, who stood on the
opposite side, his face ashen. “My child . . . ?” he gasped in
desperate anguish, sick to the core of his being. “Find my child,”
he begged frantically.

“Your son is dead, lord,” Connor uttered, a
grim finality in his voice.

Dane turned and saw the tiny, helpless body
of a babe impaled on a spear. A son. Elinor had given him a son . .
. It was more than his heart could bear, and he screamed in bestial
rage—raw, red emotion spilling from him. The horror of it drove him
down, sobbing, and he beat his fists on the floor, pounding into
the wood all the frustration of a son, a brother, a husband, and a
father.

“Who did this?” he cried, fury pulsing
through him.

“Who did this!”

 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


England, Spring 1106

 


 


“How did you slip away unseen?”

The scent of herbs and dirt drifted around
the woman and child squatting between the rows of aromatic plants.
The sun shone warmly upon their heads and backs as they harvested
young leaves, stems, and flowers while birds sang sweetly from
nearby trees. Several hens strutted and clucked among the plants,
quickly gobbling up any scurrying insects. The pen beside the small
wattle and daub roundhouse contained two piglets, their noisome
rooting and grunting a backdrop to the tranquility within the
garden.

“Father readies his men for war,”
twelve-year-old Morynha said, pulling back leaves in her search for
tender shoots. A butterfly took flight at her intrusion, dancing
before her face for several seconds before landing in a different
part of the garden.

She laughed softly and resumed her work. Her
bright red hair hung down her back in a tidy braid, and upon her
head, she wore a linen cap that tied beneath her chin.

Ingaret lived alone at the edge of the forest
well beyond the village. It was widely known that she was a healer,
an art often anxiously sought in the dark of night and then later
denied or forgotten. Because of the strange markings on her right
hand and arm, and a triple spiral on her right cheek, some called
her a mystic, falling just short of branding her a witch. Most,
however, tolerated her presence, asking nothing beyond her healing
knowledge.

On this day, she wore simple peasant’s garb:
a loose woolen tunic girdled at the waist over a coarse linen
smock. Beneath a white linen cap, her long fair hair hung down her
back in twin plaits, her skin as pale as any Norsewoman’s, her eyes
a blue so pale they seemed as the frost of winter.

Taking a deep breath, she sat back and
brushed a hand across her moist forehead, looking at her young
friend. “Will they not miss you?”

The slim girl with a sprinkling of freckles
across her nose and cheeks shook her head. “They are too busy to
bother with me,” she said matter-of-factly, pulling several choice
leaves from the plant.

Ingaret resumed her gardening. “Including
your lady mother?”

“Ma Mère is abed these long days.”

“She birthed her babe, then?”

“Nay,” she said as she inched along the row.
“She has much weakness and stays to her chamber.”

Ingaret sighed, shaking her head knowingly as
she plucked a bloom from its stem. “While your father readies for
war.”

“Men do nothing but make war and romp on the
castle whores,” Morynha stated baldly.

Ingaret’s eyebrows shot up, her hands on her
hips as she straightened. “Child, you are a lady and the daughter
of a lady!” she reprimanded. “Who spoke to you of such things?”

Morynha smiled impertinently. “Heloys. I
listened at the door when Ma Mère was speaking to her.”

“You play spy?”

Suddenly shamefaced at the reminder that
eavesdropping was rude, Morynha nodded. “It was before Advent when
Father was gone for several weeks. No one caught me.”

“You like it when your father is gone,”
Ingaret said.

Morynha thought of the happy times she and
her sisters enjoyed when their father was absent from the castle.
“Ma Mère smiles when Father is away.”

But this time, when Richard de Montbrai
returned, he was determined to make war against a fractious and
defiant clan of Scottish raiders from the north that saw any
outlying village or church as fodder for thieving. He had rallied
the men to arms and would now march off to battle, taking his son
Féderic with him.

Ingaret frowned at the grim implication of
those words. “We must find you something to do besides listening to
things not meant for your ears.”

Morynha immediately brightened. “Teach me to
make salve. Ma Mère uses it every day, and I would make her
some as a gift.”

“You have much to learn first.”

“What, pray?”

“To plant the herbs and to care for them,”
Ingaret explained, kneeling down to resume her work. “To be a
healer is an ancient craft. You must learn which plants heal, which
ones sicken, and which ones kill. Only then may I teach you to make
salves and infusions and the manner in which I draw out the healing
oils. Let us finish this row before the sun rises to midday.”

“I would know everything. When shall we
begin?” the girl asked, leaning down. She wore a drab-green,
moth-eaten woolen kirtle with threadbare embroidery around the hem
and sleeves. Beneath the kirtle, she wore a white linen chemise,
the edge now soiled with dirt from the garden. Though a noble girl
born to a lord and lady, her garments were no better than what the
peasant’s wore, revealing Richard de Montbrai’s disregard for his
middle daughter.

“You are curious beyond your years,” Ingaret
remarked with a gentle smile and sighed. Finally at the end of the
row, she stood. “Come along. I have herbs that may help your lady
mother—to strengthen her. Do you thirst?”

“Aye.” Wiping her hands on the front of her
kirtle, Morynha lifted her basket of leaves and blooms and followed
Ingaret into her hut, ducking her head to enter through the low
doorway.

The roundhouse, though small, was sturdy, its
roof covered with thatch made of bundled reeds. Drying herbs were
hanging from several poles that traversed from roof edge to roof
edge, along with numerous empty baskets. In the center was a fire
pit, the wisps of smoke drifting upward to exit through a hole in
the center of the roof. Lines of stout string held strips of meat
and fish over the rising smoke, curing it for winter eating.

Strewn rushes lay upon the dirt floor, and a
sleeping pallet sat rolled up against the wall. There were two
stools for sitting, a small table covered with items used for
cooking, and a basket of wool for spinning. Shelves on either side
of the table held crocks, bowls, pitchers, and containers of
herbs.

Ingaret poured spring water into her only
horn cup and passed it to Morynha, who drank quickly, the clean
coolness sweet upon her tongue. When the child finished, she passed
the cup back, and Ingaret poured her own water, drinking it almost
as quickly as her young friend had done.

“Your water tastes better than the water from
the castle’s well.”

“I shall tell you a secret,” Ingaret said
with an amused smile as she leaned down, glancing around for
imaginary spies. “The water is from a hidden spring known only to
me. One day, when you are older, I will show it to you.”

“Why is it a secret?”

“Men are destroyers by nature, and they would
only take it and spoil it. I use it to prepare my herbs.”

“Is the water magic?”

Smiling, Ingaret set the water jug and cup
aside. “Nay, but it is clean and cool. My potions seem more
agreeable for its use.”

She turned and began searching among the pots
of various sizes, clinking and clanking the pottery until she found
the right one. “Each day, brew a large pinch of the herbs in a
little water or broth—or soup. She must drink it all. Do this until
the pot is empty.”

Morynha nodded and pulled off her cap, tying
the pot of herbs inside. “Why do you live alone in the woodlands?
Would you not like the village better?”

“I am alone because I must be.”

“But why? In the village you would have
friends, and it would not be such a long walk for me to visit
you.”

Ingaret pondered the wise question spilling
from the mouth of a child. “The villeins come to me when my herbs
are needed, but I am not welcome among them any other time.”
Cupping Morynha’s chin, she gazed at her tenderly. “Do you
understand?”

Morynha’s face wrinkled with slight
bewilderment. “Is it because they say you are not one of them?” She
reached out to touch the back of Ingaret’s hand, the dark marking
that appeared to be knotwork swirled over and under to make the
body of a hound. The design that circled her upper arm, that she
had seen but once, was of joined circles. “They call you a
Pict.”

“So I am,” Ingaret spoke easily, accustomed
to the curiosity people had about the marks on her skin. “My people
came from the north along the sea a great many years ago. They fled
the Norse invaders and wished only to live in peace. Like my mother
and her mother before her, I am a healer.”

“Do the villeins fear you?”

“Some do. They fear what they cannot
understand.”

The child’s eyebrow lifted in wonder. “Then
you are a witch.”

Ingaret’s mouth turned up at the corner and
she gave the child’s long braid a playful tug. “Little imp, you
must give up believing that everything you cannot understand is
sorcery.”

Morynha smiled hopefully. “Then you will
teach me your healing ways?”

Thus pressed and unable to say no to such an
ardent face, Ingaret gave in. “Aye. But you must give me something
in return.”

The child frowned, her lips twisting
thoughtfully. “But I have nothing.”

“You do. Teach me the language of the Norman
conquerors—that which you speak to your brother and sisters.”

“I can do that,” Morynha agreed. Ma
Mère had tried to teach her children the Saxon language of her
ancestors, but her husband forbade it. Thus, the children knew only
a few words and spoke only Norman French at home. But her mother
had quietly passed to her children the traditions and stories of
her people.

“How soon will your brother depart?” Ingaret
asked, pouring another cup of water.

“Soon. He has never gone off to war with
Father, but now he is a knight.”

“Do you love your brother?”

“Very much,” the child admitted. “I love my
sisters, but Féderic reads to me—fables and history. My favorite is
Homer. He talks to me and teaches me to fight.”

“Now that he is a man and a knight, it’s very
important that you tell him how much you love him.”

“He knows.”

“Aye, he does, but you should tell him
anyway. Men who go to war often do not return. When they know that
someone who waits by the hearth loves them, it gives them strength
and courage to win the day.” Ingaret saw her young friend
frown.

“Do you mean the way it was when Grandfather
died?”

“Were you with him when he died?”

Morynha shook her head.

“Did he know that you loved him?”

Morynha nodded.

“Would you have liked the chance to tell him
that one thing—that you loved him?”

“I would.”

“Then listen to your friend Ingaret,” she
said quietly. “Do not let this day pass without telling your
brother everything that is in your heart.”

“I—” Morynha began and saw Ingaret go still,
suddenly looking toward the door as if hearing something. “What is
it?”

“Your brother comes,” Ingaret announced. “You
must hurry. He grows impatient.”

Wide-eyed, Morynha stared up at Ingaret. “How
do you know?”

“Go, for if you tarry, you will be unable to
come again.”

“Thank you!” she said and ducked out the
doorway, then quickly returned. “I will come again,” she swore with
a bright smile and hurried away, running along the path through the
woods.

She had gone some distance before she heard
her brother calling.

“Morynha!”

Morynha ran all the harder toward the voice,
and heard him call once more. Clutching her bundle tightly, she ran
on, and when she emerged into the meadow, she saw Féderic, eldest
child of Richard de Montbrai, riding his charger through the
meadow. He was resplendent in his knight’s garments—linen leggings
tied with leather bands at the knees, a red tunic embroidered with
shimmering gold thread and belted at the waist. Beneath it, he wore
a finely wrought hauberk. From the leather belt hung his sheathed
sword and seax, and his purse.

On his feet were boots of soft brown leather,
laced to the top just above the calf. Around his neck, he wore the
signum collar of his family, a large medallion hanging from the
center with a crest and motto. Leather vambraces with intricate
designs protected his forearms. His dark hair ruffled in the breeze
as he scanned the horizon for any sign of her.

“Féderic!” Morynha called, waving her arm to
catch his attention.

Hearing his name, he rode toward her. “Where
have you been?” he asked, frowning as he looked her up and
down.

“In the woodlands.”

“At the witch’s hut?”

Morynha stopped, her smile descending to a
frown. “Ingaret is not a witch!”

Pulling his foot from the stirrup, he offered
his hand. She put her own foot into the stirrup and he lifted her
up into the saddle, settling her in front of him. “Tread carefully
when speaking of her within Father’s hearing. He tolerates the Pict
because she lives outside his demesne and is no threat to him. For
now,” he emphasized firmly. “He will be displeased should he learn
that you go off to wallow in her mud.”

“Don’t tell him!” Morynha pleaded. “Ingaret
has promised to teach me the way of healing herbs! I will learn to
plant and care—”

“Then do it quietly, little sister.” Smiling,
he tweaked the tip of her nose between his fingers and laughed at
her serious expression. “And do your best to stay clean.”

Morynha turned her hands palm up and saw the
dirt as well as the dark stains on her kirtle and the hem of her
chemise. “I have something for Ma Mère,” she told him,
showing him her bundle. “It may cheer her.”

“She has need of cheering,” he agreed,
turning the horse for the castle, whose towers could be seen off in
the distance.

“I should like to have a brother or sister.
Do you suppose this babe will live?” she asked almost absently and
did not see the sudden sadness mixed with anger pass across his
face.

“If God wills, and you should pray she be
delivered of a son this time.”

“I always ask,” she said, “but why would God
listen to me when there are so many priests, bishops, and kings
clamoring for his ear?” She sighed heavily. “Father seems not to
care at all for girls—except for Anne.”

“You noticed . . .”

“He barely speaks a word to me or
Merlyn.”

“Perhaps when you are older and wed—”

“I shall never wed!” she declared vehemently
with a shake of her head as they cleared the meadow and found the
worn path. “I want to stay with Ma Mère—to care for
her.”

Féderic kissed the top of her head. “You are
a good girl. That should please Ma Mère.”

“I am able to care for her as well as any
handmaiden,” she said without conceit, “and I am more respectful
than Heloys.”

“And you see too much.”

“Heloys wants what Ma Mère has,” she
said, twisting around to look at her brother. “Father Gaspar calls
it cov . . . covet . . .”

“Covetousness.”

“I have seen her touching Ma Mère’s
things when she thinks no one is about. I asked Ma Mère once
if Heloys was permitted to covet her things and she told me not to
speak of it.”

“Then you should obey. You would do well to
learn all you can from her.”

“I will, and when you return, I will show you
all I have learned.”

Féderic chuckled. “I believe you will.”

Bristling at her brother’s soft laughter,
Morynha stiffened her back. “I have not forgotten how to
fight.”

They passed beneath a canopy of trees limbs
where the deep shade provided cool shelter from the sun. “Poor
Looys,” Féderic said with a chuckle. “You made certain his nose
will never sit straight on his face.”

Morynha smiled at the memory of Looys lying
on the ground, clutching his bloodied nose and yelling at Féderic
for teaching her how to fight. “He said you taught me too
well.”

He tightened his arm around her waist.
“Remember—you may only do that to someone who means you harm—not
against pages and squires.”

“I will. How did you know where to look for
me?”

“Ma Mère told me about your Pictish
friend. Father insists we leave without delay, and he desires his
children be among those who see us off. I suggest you change into
clean garments before you present yourself to him.”

Morynha’s countenance fell. “How long will
you be away?”

“A few weeks, perhaps several months.”

“So long?”

“It will pass quickly, and one day you will
look up to see us riding triumphantly through the gate.”

Morynha snuggled into him, rubbing her cheek
against his woolen tunic, her fingers curling around the badge
suspended from the collar. Her fingers caressed the part lion, part
dragon creature on the front. “I wish you would stay,” she murmured
sullenly. “Who will read Homer to me?”

“Mark the days, and as soon as I return, we
shall begin where we left it. Did you remember to put a ribbon on
that page?”

“I did.” She curled into him with cat-like
pleasure. “I hate anything that causes me to lose your
company.”

Féderic hugged her, tugging on her braid. “As
do I, but Father made every attempt to end this peacefully. He
cannot allow the clans from the north to raid the villages and
farms.”

“You must promise to return quickly.”

“I promise,” he said and kissed her forehead.
“I shall give you another kiss upon my return.”

Morynha suddenly remembered what Ingaret had
told her. “Do you know that I love you?” she asked softly,
burrowing against him and closing her eyes.

“I have always known it, but you never
expressly said it.”

“I say it now. Men go to war—some return, but
others die. I wanted to tell you just that one thing—that I love
you and will be waiting at the gate the day you return.”

Féderic tugged the reins, halting his horse,
and pulled off his gloves, cupping his hands around his sister’s
face. “I was eight years old the day you were born, and I held you
in my arms before you were an hour old. I have loved you every day
since then.” He kissed her forehead.

Morynha felt a strange sadness pass through
her. “And every day, when I say my prayers at eventide, I shall say
a special one for you.”

Hugging her fiercely, Féderic sighed and
looked away so she could not see the dread on his face. “Utter a
prayer for us all.”

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Once at the castle, Morynha noticed the
flurry of activity within the bailey as the knights and men-at-arms
saddled their horses and packed the wagons with provisions. Her
father’s hound, Jep, saw her running to the keep and followed after
her, bounding up the stone stairs ahead of her and patiently
awaited her to arrive. When she reached the top, she scratched his
head, rubbing his long, soft ears and hugging him around his
neck.

Morynha hurried to the small chamber she
shared with her ten-year-old sister, Merlyn, thankful that her
wild, unruly sister was nowhere about. Setting her cap on the
table, she opened the chest, pulling out a fresh chemise and a
kirtle the color of spring periwinkles—a castoff from her older
sister who had outgrown it. Jep nosed around the things in the
chest until she shooed him away, and he curled up on the floor in
his favorite spot—before the hearth.

Pulling off her soiled garments, she quickly
washed her hands and face in the basin. Afterward, she drew on her
clean garments, hardly noticing that her chemise hung longer than
the kirtle by two inches yet reached only to her ankles. Before
long, all the castoffs would go straight to Merlyn.

As she was about to leave, the door swung
open and banged against the stone wall, and the nursemaid dragged
Merlyn inside. Startled to his feet, Jep bolted out the door and
disappeared down the stairs.

“You will change your kirtle, child,” Edalin
blustered, breathing hard, her cheeks red, “and comb that black
mop, or there will be no food to sup!”

“Ugly hag!” Merlyn yelled at her spitefully.
“My kirtle is clean.” She turned in a circle, revealing that her
kirtle was not as fresh as she hoped.

Edalin put her hands on her hips.
“Hmph! You went to the mews—pestering Thomas—and you were
seen with Crowder at the fletcher’s hut.” At that, Merlyn scrunched
up her face and stuck out her tongue. “And . . . you have
been told to stay away from the stable yard—you smell of manure.
Now change! Your father would have you present when he and his men
depart.”

Sullen, Merlyn began to undress, tossing each
garment at Edalin. The outer door opened again and fair-haired
Anne, thirteen years of age, entered the chamber, having already
changed. Wearing a costly kirtle of soft green wool with embroidery
that shimmered with delicate gold threads, she surveyed her two
sisters.

“Why do you shout at Edalin?” she asked
Merlyn, who was pulling off her soiled kirtle. “Ma Mère is
distressed enough.”

“I would remain in the mews,” came her
muffled reply through the cloth bunched around her head and
shoulders. “Father has promised me a merlin—my namesake.”

At the pronouncement, Morynha bristled. Their
father had given Anne a lanner falcon the day she reached the
thirteenth year of her birth, and now Merlyn—her younger sister by
two years!—would have a bird of her own. Would her father not gift
her with a bird, also?

Frowning, she reached out and grabbed
Merlyn’s ear, twisting until she shrieked. “Listen well to Edalin,
and do as she commands!” Morynha ordered, then let go her sister’s
ear and yanked hard on her untidy black braid. “You shall not shame
Ma Mère by presenting yourself as a slovenly stable
boy.”

“I will remain,” Anne said quietly to Morynha
as Merlyn scowled, rubbing her stinging ear. “Go to Ma
Mère—she asks for you.”

Snatching the pot from the table, Morynha
raced out the door, hearing Edalin shout a reminder, “Walk!”
She immediately slowed to an exaggerated, swaying gait with an
occasional pirouette, humming as she went.

Arriving at the door of Ma Mère’s
chamber, Morynha approached quietly, hearing within not only the
voice of her mother, Margaret de Bainard, but also that of her
father.

Her father seldom came up the stairs,
choosing instead to sleep in the antechamber beyond the Great Hall.
When he did make the journey up the stairs, it was to stand atop
the keep to view his demesne or to enter Ma Mère’s chamber,
using her with such abandon that the sounds could be heard down in
the Great Hall.

“Why must you take Féderic?” Ma Mère
implored, her voice full of emotion. “He is your only son—surely
you wish him no harm!”

“Woman, I cannot change what is!” he shouted
as if they had been arguing for some time. “Nor shall I try! The
boy is now a man and must learn the ways of men. But this I know.
You had best give me a son this time,” came his harsh, grating
words, “or nothing will save you!”

Morynha heard his footsteps approaching and
disappeared up the steps that led to the rooftop, waiting until she
was certain he had gone before slipping out. When she entered the
chamber, she saw Féderic sitting on the end of the bed holding
Ma Mère in his arms. That she had been weeping was evident,
and as they talked quietly, Morynha eased toward the fireplace to
gaze down into the empty cradle. She was profoundly saddened that
no babe since Merlyn had lived long enough to have outgrown it.

“Morynha,” her mother called softly, holding
out her hand.

Morynha turned to see that Féderic had risen
and stood beside their mother. She walked toward them, stopping
before Ma Mère to gaze into her tear-reddened eyes. “I
brought you a gift from Ingaret,” she murmured, holding out the pot
of herbs. “She said the herbs will strengthen you.”

“You must thank her for me and take her a
gift from the kitchen,” Lady Margaret said as she accepted the pot
of herbs, fighting the consuming emotions, and struggling to find
words. “You must bid farewell to your brother,” she whispered, her
voice soft and thick, “and remember to say a prayer for him each
day.”

“I will, Ma Mère,” Morynha murmured,
turning her head to gaze up at her brother. “I have so sworn.”

Féderic knelt down beside Morynha and took
her small hand in his. “Do you swear to care for Ma Mère
while I am away?”

“Aye . . . I swear . . .”

“Then by all that is holy and good, whatever
you ask, whatever you desire, I shall give it to you upon my
return.”

“I should like—”

His deep blue eyes widened in mock surprise.
“Already?” he interrupted with a soft smile.

“But I know what I want!” she insisted. “A
falcon . . . I would have my own falcon.”

Féderic nodded as if understanding her
reasons without an explanation. “Very well. A falcon you shall
have. But you must remember to care for Ma Mère
diligently.”

Morynha put her arm around her mother. “Each
day, I promise.”

Féderic kissed her forehead and stood.
Leaning down, he kissed his mother’s cheek before whispering
something in her ear. She began to cry and nodded, wrapping her
arms around him tightly. When he drew back, there were tears in his
eyes. He quickly retrieved the gloves tucked into his belt and
pressed them into his mother’s hands.

Féderic took his sister’s hand placed his
sheathed across seax toward her. “Will you guard this until my
return?”

Morynha’s eyes widened as she took the seax,
a gift to him from their Saxon grandmother that he prized more than
he did his sword. “Me?” she asked softly as she drew the seax
partway from the sheath, noting the elaborately carved handle and
the rune engravings on the blade.

“I trust it to no one else,” he said soberly.
“Do you accept?”

“Oh yes!” she agreed.

Féderic took his mother’s hand. “Shall we
walk out together?”

Richard de Montbrai’s family gathered
together in a place of honor on the castle wall to watch as husband
and father, brother and son mounted their warhorses and rode with
splendor through the opened gate in a column of two, banners
flapping in the breeze. Féderic turned to look back, raising his
hand in salute. Gripping the seax tightly, Morynha clutched her
mother’s hand as the knights disappeared into the distance, and
they remained there long after the castle gate shut.

 


* * *

 


The hours passed slowly as the three sisters
sought to distract their mother. Those who lived and worked in the
castle often told Morynha how much she resembled her mother—down to
the redness of her hair and the pale, translucent quality of her
skin—but now she saw it for herself. While Anne sat with Ma
Mère perfecting her needlework, Morynha brushed the wealth of
fiery hair that was so much like her own but with a light
sprinkling of silvery white strands. She remembered to mix the
herbs each day for Ma Mère and made certain she drank the
brew.

Merlyn was perhaps the most helpful, having
spent much time with the troubadours and acrobats that performed
for the lord of the castle. Even in her kirtle, she could tumble
with ease and took great pleasure in showing them what she had
learned. Her chaotic antics brought a smile and occasional laughter
to Ma Mère, and for a time, Margaret de Bainard of Hexham
weathered the absence of her son.

The three sisters continued their studies
with Father Gaspar, though it was not as complex or as exhausting
as Féderic’s education had been. They learned to read and write
both the Norman French and—to a lesser degree—Latin, to figure with
numbers and learn something of the world around them and the
heavens above. The priest made certain they understood the
teachings of the Church, encouraging them to make good use of their
time as they experienced the daily challenges of managing so large
a household as inhabited Montbrai Castle, and the village and the
land beyond.

Learning came easily to Anne, especially when
it came to Latin and numbers—in fact, Father Gaspar was so
impressed with her ability to retain language that he had begun
teaching her Greek. Merlyn, however, was the exact opposite. Though
she could read and write, her attention was easily diverted from
studying by anything related to nature or music, including her
desire to spend time with troubadours and acrobats.

Each morning, after prayers in the small
chapel and their meal, Morynha endured the lessons, but found Latin
cumbersome and difficult. She would rather be at the stable with
her mare, Sirona, or at the mews cooing over a young saker falcon
that arrived more than a month before. Jep was a source of
enjoyment, as well. He followed her about the castle, nudging her
hand for a pat, sitting patiently by her side for a tidbit of food,
and laying his great head in her lap when she sat upon the
floor.

It became a habit for Morynha to slip away
each afternoon while Ma Mère rested. She found consolation
outside the keep, relishing the sunshine and warmth after the
stark, bare winter. When Jep was not with a hunting party, he
wandered along behind her as she puttered in the gardens, snuffling
along the ground for anything of interest, or chasing butterflies
and bees—a favorite pastime. Morynha quietly tended the herbs as
Ingaret had taught her to do, and she often helped the gardener
pick vegetables.

Off to the mews with carrot chunks in a linen
square tucked into her girdle, she found Thomas, the falconer,
fashioning jesses, anklets, and hoods worn by each bird.
“Greetings, Thomas,” she hailed as she came around the mews to see
him sitting outside, crafting small pieces of leather with his
large, work-worn hands.

“Good day, Lady Morynha. Come to help, have
you?”

“For a time, while Ma Mère
sleeps.”

“How fares your lady mother?”

“She is well, thank you. And your
family?”

“All well, God be praised. Ancel and his wife
welcomed another babe into their family yesterday, and my wife is
cooing as if she was the one who birthed the child.”

“Boy or girl?”

“A boy. My son tells me he wants to name the
babe Thomas. Go, bring a stool from inside and you may tie the
leather strips to the swivels.”

From inside the hut, Morynha pulled out a
stool and sat down beside Thomas. He pushed the small table closer
to her and set a wooden dish with four swivels in front of her. She
had done this many times and set her hands to work, methodically
tying the narrow strips of leather to the swivels while she and
Thomas talked of the work undertaken within the castle for the past
several days.

All who walked by bid her good day, and when
she completed her task, Thomas took her inside the mews. In recent
weeks, several new birds had been acquired, and one in particular
caught her eye—the young saker falcon, progressing well in her
training. Hooded and securely fastened to a perch, the bird was
calm but attentive to every sound.

She had become accustomed to the smell of
birds and their droppings, the sudden flapping of wings, and shrill
calls that initially made her cringe. For the last month, Morynha
had come to the mews each day, and after seeing the bird, had grown
quickly attached. Her feathers were soft, darker on the back and
top, while underneath her feathers were white with light
mottling—softer to the touch. The bird seemed to be especially
curious about the voice that spoke in such soft, easy tones.

“Put on the glove and see if she will take
food from your hand.”

The woman’s glove was too large for her hand,
but Morynha knew it was better to wear it than to be pecked or
clawed. Thomas gave her a small chunk of raw meat and encouraged
her to offer it to the bird. Holding out her gloved hand, she
offered the treat, coaxing the falcon to her.

At first, the bird did nothing but smell it,
but at her soft words, “Go on, you can do it,” the bird moved from
the perch to her hand and sampled the bit of meat before snatching
it away. Beaming, Morynha looked back at Thomas, who encouraged her
to return the falcon to her perch.

Thomas patted her shoulder with pride. “She
likes you.”

“This is the bird I want,” she murmured, “and
her name shall be Eirwen, for her underside is white like
snow.”

“Who told you that you could have a falcon?”
he asked skeptically.

“My brother. He has promised me a bird of my
choice when he returns—and this is the one I want.”

“Your father will have something to say about
that,” he reminded her, shaking his head. “Now off with you. I have
much work to be about.” As she started for the door, he called her
back. “Please take these feathers to Crowder on your way.”

Morynha rushed off to the fletcher’s hut,
spending but a few minutes watching Crowder prepare feathers for
the unadorned shafts before dashing off to the stable yard. Abel
was like Thomas—willing to let her help though she was the daughter
of his lord. Standing on a wooden box, she brushed the coats of the
horses that had remained behind, Sirona being last and lingered
over lovingly. She opened the linen bundle, offering the chunks of
carrot to her favorite mare. When Sirona had noisily crunched the
last, Morynha rubbed her neck and received a gentle nudge in
return.

The blacksmith’s hut was always hot—best
enjoyed on a cold, wintry day, but on any day, Morynha liked to
watch Mabbot fashioning the glowing red iron into useful items. One
day, he might make links to repair chain mail and on another day,
hammer several knife blades and spearheads. Apart from watching,
the only thing he would permit her to do was work the bellows, for
which his apprentice was thankful.

On her way to the keep, Morynha scoured the
ground for one, perfect pebble—not too large, not too small—to
place in a pottery bowl in Féderic’s chamber. Smiling when she
found just the right one, she raced off to the keep.

Up the stairs she flew, throwing open the
door to her brother’s chamber and rushing to the table where sat
Homer’s Odyssey beside the bowl. She placed the pebble atop
the others—one small pebble for each day he was gone, marking the
days, just as he asked.

When Morynha hurried to the solar, she found
that Ma Mère had awakened and seemed refreshed, though the
constant movement of the babe within her made her
uncomfortable.

She loved her mother’s chamber. There was
light and a soft breeze when the shutters were open. The tapestries
were colorful with images of trees and animals from the
forest—frolicking harts, hares, dogs, and horses. A beautiful white
unicorn adorned the center of another tapestry, the flowing border
a pathway along which people walked. Most of all, Morynha loved the
smell of lavender that greeted her when she opened the door and
entered.

“Where have you been this afternoon?” Lady
Margaret asked her daughter as she received a kiss, knowing that
the inquisitive little girl had a penchant for wandering about the
bailey and village, calling everyone friend.

Morynha related her travels, watching as her
mother took up her needlework. “Father scolds me for spending my
time foolishly. Why do you never scold me?” she asked.

“A lady’s time is never foolishly spent when
she is learning what her father’s craftsmen do. Then, when she
marries, her husband will be grateful that she has such a deep
understanding of his workers.”

“I hope to never marry,” she said
honestly.

Lady Margaret put down her needlework. “Never
marry?” she asked in astonishment. “Of course you will.”

“Must I?” she asked, kneeling at Ma
Mère’s feet and laying her head in her lap. “I want to stay
here with you.”

Lady Margaret stroked her daughter’s hair.
“God bless you for your kind heart,” she said gently, “but He did
not make us that way. He made us companion creatures, not creatures
to be forever alone.”

“The priests are alone,” her daughter
reasoned.

“They have been especially called, and very
few take the path of hermits.”

“Who will care for you if all your daughters
marry?”

“Féderic will be here with a wife of his own.
Remember that when you were born, Vanora gave you a blessing?”

Morynha lifted her head and gazed at her
mother. “Your módrige?”

Lady Margaret smiled. “Ah, you remember the
word for my mother’s sister. Some called her a witch, but she was a
gentle, loving woman who could see things . . . understand
things.”

“Like Ingaret.” Intrigued, Morynha sat up.
“What did she say?”

Lady Margaret smiled, leaning down to kiss
her daughter’s forehead. “Do I not repeat it to you every few
weeks? You should have it memorized by now.”

“I like to hear you say it.”

Lady Margaret thought a moment. “When you
were born, she held you in her arms and said, ‘I bless this
child with strength. She shall be fierce of heart. The falcon shall
sit upon her arm and feed from her hand. In times of trouble, she
will be for her people a shield and a spear and the mayflower shall
put forth green shoots.’”

“But the mayflower has thorns,” Morynha
complained. “Did Vanora mean that I would have thorns?”

“It is a mystery,” Lady Margaret agreed with
a smile. “Sometimes you can be quite prickly when you get
angry.”

Morynha scrunched up her face. “Did she know
I was a girl?”

Lady Margaret chuckled softly. “She did.”

“What could it mean?” Morynha wondered.

Lady Margaret shook her head. “I believe you
will know the truth of it when it comes to pass.”

“Did she give Féderic a blessing?”

Lady Margaret grew quiet and thoughtful.
“No,” she whispered. “Féderic was born in Normandy, and it was
several years before Vanora saw him.” Inhaling sharply, Lady
Margaret stood up. “Will you tell Lunete that I desire her to bring
me my usual tray?”

“Aye.” Morynha kissed Ma Mère’s cheek
and scampered off.

Lady Margaret crossed to the chest at the end
of the bed and pulled out her small book of prayers. Opening the
back cover, she lifted the edge of silk lining and pulled out a
folded piece of parchment. Vanora had given it to her after Merlyn
was born and she had read it many times over the years.

She rubbed her fingers over the textured
parchment, debating whether or not to open it. The words were scars
upon her heart, words she could not understand, but had often
prayed were nothing more than flights of fancy, like the myths of
monsters told to scare children. She never learned if the curses
were meant as warnings only; Vanora died six months after Merlyn
was born.

Turning, she gazed into the fire, wondering
if she should just toss it into the flames. If she did, would her
children be released from the curses at the end of each blessing,
or would the curses become reality no matter what she did? Her face
hardened and she extended her hand, the paper dangling from her
fingers, to be set ablaze with just a flick of her wrist.

Swallowing hard as tears filled her eyes,
Lady Margaret realized she could not do it and snatched back her
hand. With a lump in her throat, she sank to the stool and slowly
opened the parchment. There, written by Vanora, were her blessings
for the three daughters of Richard de Montbrai, and also the
blessing for Féderic—words she had never shared with anyone:
Born of devotion and sacrifice, he shall be a man of honor,
ruling with a just and pure heart. Strength and duty will be his
mantle, faithfulness and loyalty his sword.

The beauty of Vanora’s blessing had been
tainted by the curse that haunted her as she watched her beloved
son grow into a man . . .

Beware the lion that stalks with the malice
of sweet words and the dragon with claws of ice, for in them is the
certainty of death.

Beware.

Death.

 


* * *

 


Morynha hurried down the stairs even as Ma
Mère’s handmaidens ascended, and none of them carried any tray
for their lady. Heloys, following last, caught the child before she
could disappear into the gallery.

“Where do you go?” she asked, squeezing
Morynha’s arm.

Frowning, Morynha tried to tug her arm free.
“Ma Mère is awake and asks for food and drink.”

“One of us will bring it,” Heloys disagreed
softly, her voice filled with quiet venom.

“But you are going up. Will it not be easier
for me to bring it?”

“Who did she ask to bring it?”

“Lunete.”

“And what did she request?”

“What she has each day.”

Holding her by the arm, Heloys turned and
told Lunete to go to the kitchen and bring the tray. She then
turned back to Morynha. “We serve your mother,” she told her
succinctly with ridicule, “not you. Make mischief elsewhere.”

Morynha watched them glide up the stairs and
bent down, trying to see their feet. She thought that must be how
witches walked—not on the solid ground or stone, but floating along
as if on a cushion of air, their feet making no sound. She half
expected to see a devil’s tail peeking out from beneath Heloys’s
kirtle, and sighed, setting off to find Anne.

She finally found her sister in Orella’s
weaving hut, learning to make the woven trim that adorned many of
their garments and served as straps and belts when made with
heavier threads. Peering over Anne’s hands, she watched as Anne
pulled the shuttle through and gently beat the thread into
place.

“I like the pattern,” Morynha said.

Anne sat back. “This is far more difficult
than any other, so far. Do you like the colors?”

“Mine are never so interesting.”

Orella’s eyebrows lifted. “If you spent more
time here and less time with Thomas and Abel,” she scolded lightly,
“your weaving skills would improve.”

“I like the horses and birds,” she said, and
Jep nudged her hand, reminding her to scratch his head. “And
hounds.” She looked at Anne. “Are you finished?”

Anne rose, stretching, and drew her sister
toward the larger loom. “Have you seen Orella’s beautiful cloth?”
Her fingers gently stroked the snowy white cloth that would grace
the chapel altar once the needle workers embroidered the
borders.

“It is lovely,” Morynha agreed,
grabbing Anne’s hand. “Now she must return to her own work. I came
to seek your help with my Latin.”

“Farewell!” Anne called to Orella as her
sister pulled her out into the sunshine. Some distance from the
weaver’s hut, she stopped, putting her hands on her hips.
“Latin?”

“Very well,” Morynha admitted grudgingly,
“Father Gaspar told Father Simeon not to give me any Latin to
practice while he is away.”

“I am not surprised. You never
practice your Latin. Why were you rude to Orella?”

Morynha’s expression was one of innocence.
“Was I rude?”

Anne’s nod was exaggerated.

She put her hands on her hips. “Ma
Mère has wakened and we should go to her.”

“Is something amiss?”

“Nay,” Morynha said as they walked back to
the keep. “I wish only that Heloys would find somewhere else to lay
her head.”

“Why should she when she has found special
favor with Father?”

Morynha stopped, uncertain if she had heard
correctly. “Special favor? What is that?”

“Are you blind? He gives her gifts; he is
often in her bed.”

“But why?”

“Our father is the lord of this castle, and
he may give her whatever he chooses.”

Morynha shook her head, leaning close to her
sister’s ear. “Not the gifts . . . the bed.”

Anne glanced around. “I have seen them.”

“Where?” she asked in stunned disbelief.

“In the antechamber. They make no effort to
hide it. Father was between her legs, moving on her the way horses
do. Had she seen me, I doubt Heloys would have cared.”

Morynha’s eyes widened, her jaw dropping. “Is
that why Heloys is ill-tempered with Ma Mère?”

“It is, but you must never tell anyone that
we know.”

Morynha agreed and they went to Ma
Mère. After that, she could never look at Heloys without
remembering what Anne had told her, and she began to see the woman
with enlightened eyes.

She thought often of Vanora’s blessing,
unable to decipher the cryptic words. As the days passed, she began
to wonder if Ma Mère was thinking about it, too. She had
grown quiet, always deep in thought, Féderic’s gloves never far
from her grasp.

Despite all good effort, the girls watched
with mounting desperation as their mother began to slip into
grief—first an inability to sleep and later, to eat. She seemed
unable to do anything that would give herself comfort. She stood on
the parapet and look toward the north, tearfully waiting for her
son to return in the same manner he had departed, his gloves
clutched in her hand, pressed to her heart. The three sisters found
themselves helpless against such terrifying emotions, and all their
attempts to distract Ma Mère were in vain.

 


* * *

 


Two months after the warriors departed the
castle, the long anticipated shout from the uppermost tower was
heard from the highest tower. The warriors were returning! Lady
Margaret heard the shouting and her face instantly glowed at the
prospect of seeing her son ride through the gate. Though she was
heavy with child, she and her daughters climbed to the parapet,
watching as the weary men rode ever closer.

From her first glimpse, her eyes urgently
searched the faces of each man in her hunt for Féderic. Missing
were the flags and banners flapping in the breeze. Their lively
step at departure now lagged, their numbers fewer, the proud faces
haggard. It was obvious they had suffered losses as the men led
riderless horses and others with dead riders lying across the
saddles.

Lady Margaret’s hand settled on Anne’s
shoulder as she strained to catch a glimpse of her son, her voice
filled with eager anticipation. “Do you see him, Anne? Morynha? Do
you see your brother?”

“Mayhap he rides to the rear,” Anne
suggested, rising up on her toes.

Morynha strained to find him in the long
retinue of men. “I see him not.” Excited at the prospect of seeing
her brother again, she gripped his seax, eager to tell him all she
had done in his absence.

They waited impatiently, uncertain if they
had even won the campaign. Lady Margaret clutched her son’s gloves,
caught in the maelstrom of hoping theirs was a victory and sinking
in their apparent defeat. There were no smiles to be seen, no
cheering or celebrating—nothing but crushed spirits.

At the rear of the assembly rode Richard de
Montbrai, and behind him was a wagon drawn by two horses. Upon the
wagon, covered by her husband’s standard lay the body of her
son.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


“No!” came Lady Margaret’s stunned gasp, and
she dropped the gloves, tearing away from her daughters.

“Ma Mère, wait!” Morynha cried, but
she was past hearing. She scooped up the gloves and hurried down
the tower stairs with Anne.

Sobbing, Lady Margaret made her way to the
bailey where the wagon had stopped before the keep, the knights
gathered into two parallel lines to honor the fallen son of their
liege lord. Strangled with rage and grief, she rushed through the
gauntlet toward her husband. “What did you do to my son?”

The knights pulled the litter from the wagon
and slowly carried it into the great hall. “My son, woman!”
her husband shouted. “He survived all attacks until the last. He
fought well, as my son should!”

As her daughters watched in horror, Lady
Margaret lashed out at her husband, attacking him. “You sent him to
his death!” she screamed, clawing at his face and drawing blood.
“You meant for him to die!”

It required several knights to drag her away
from her husband. “Lock her in her chamber!” de Montbrai commanded,
pressing a hand to his bloody face.

Biting her lip, Morynha seized the moment and
slipped into the Great Hall, hugging the stone wall to creep just
behind a large tapestry. Above her, she could hear the clatter of
feet on the wooden floor, the wailing of her mother, the furious
slamming of a door and finally, the retreat of the men who had
dragged her mother within.

When the last of the knights had departed,
she swallowed hard and walked slowly toward the table, unable to
believe that her brother was dead, or that it was even his body.
His blood covered sword lay atop his body, and beneath, his
garments soaked with blood and gore—hands stained red with his own
blood.

Gripping the sheathed seax as a talisman, she
gazed at Féderic, at the dried blood on his mangled tunic, the side
of his face deeply slashed and gaping open, exposing his teeth and
jawbone. Reaching out, she touched his forehead—it was cold in
death. Gasping, she trembled. With his flesh swelling, they would
soon be overcome by the smell of death and decay.

Stepping close to the table, she leaned down
to the ear that would never again hear her voice. “I brushed Ma
Mère’s hair,” she whispered softly, tears filling her eyes,
“and sat with her when she talked about you and Vanora. She said it
was important that I learn how to care for Father’s demesne.”

Backing away from the table, she clasped the
seax to her chest, trembling in her sorrow. “I will never forget
what you taught me.”

Sinking slowly to her knees, Morynha crossed
herself, but a prayer would not come. Nothing came but memories of
their last day, their last conversation, and her confession that
she loved him. She was thankful she had heeded Ingaret’s words and
told him that one, final thing.

A hand settled on her shoulder, and she
looked up into the face of Father Gaspar, who had accompanied her
father and brother to the battlefield. She tried to speak, but no
words passed her lips. Tears rolled down her cheeks, speaking
silently.

The priest knelt beside her. “Your brother
was the bravest of men,” he told her gently, and she nodded, her
chin quivering. “Even as he lay mortally wounded, all that came to
his mind was his mother and sisters—that you should be well and
have the happiest of lives. He and all the warriors were shriven
before the battle, and we should pray that God accepts his soul as
a man of righteous faith, just as our Lord deemed Abraham
righteous.”

Morynha dutifully bowed her head and crossed
herself, listening as the priest began to pray, beginning with the
graceful sign of the cross.

“Oh, most Mighty, most gracious Father,” he
prayed, “accept the soul of this humble, young man who worshiped
you, who was loyal to the King and loved his family deeply. We pray
for the purging of sin, that he may be accepted into your
kingdom.”

Anne and Merlyn walked up quietly and knelt
with Morynha. Father Gaspar saw them and nodded as they crossed
themselves, bowing their heads. “Have mercy on these children, his
sisters, kneeling humbly before you. Have mercy on his mother and
father. Bear them up, give succor to their anguished hearts, and
strengthen
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