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Chapter One




Clydon Castle, England, 1192

Bang! Again, again—bang! The sound of the battering ram took precedence over the screaming confusion on the inner battlements, over the death cries below in the outer bailey as arrows struck true, over the thundering headache that pounded inside Reina de Champeney’s head. Bang! Again.

It had happened too quickly, the attack. Reina had been aroused from sleep by the cry “To arms!”, to find the outer bailey already breached by trickery. The supposed pilgrim she had given succor to the night before had opened the gate on the outer curtain wall at dawn, letting in a small army. Thank God she had not let the cur bed down in the inner bailey or in the keep itself, or she would not now be directing a defense from the battlements above the inner gatehouse. But that was all she had to be grateful for.

The attacking army might be no more than a hundred men, but Clydon was presently grossly undermanned for a castle of its size. After her father had depleted the garrison for the army he took with him on Crusade, she had only fifty-five men left, not all of whom were present. Twenty men-at-arms and ten crossbowmen and archers were about. But at least six of that number were dead or trapped on the outer walls, which the attackers were not even bothering to secure, since there was no archer of any skill there to cause damage to their flanks.

“Put more fuel on that fire!” Reina shouted at one of the menservants, all having been commandeered to help with the defense. “We need that boiling water now, not after the gate gives way!”

She leaned over the parapet in time to see a fat rock drop at least three feet away from the battering ram, then roll harmlessly into the dry ditch below the wall. She turned a murderous glare on Theodric, her most trusted servant. The gangly youth of eight years and ten had insisted on helping even though Reina had tried to send him below after he brought her specially made armor and dressed her right there on the battlements.

“Idiot!” she snapped at him in disgust. “You are supposed to break through the ram’s thick cover, not stir the dust to coat their feet!”

“These rocks are heavy!” Theodric snapped back peevishly, as if that could excuse his wasting their supply of missiles.

“Aye, and you have not the muscle for lifting them, so leave off and do what you can do, Theo. We need more water up here for boiling right quickly, and another fire, too. We are running out of time.”

She turned before seeing if he would swallow his prickly pride and do as she ordered, only to nearly knock over little Aylmer, who had come up to stand by her other side. The seven-year-old boy wrapped his skinny arms around her leg to keep from falling, but Reina’s heart jumped into her throat, for the fall could have taken him right over the wall, since with his crippled foot he had not the balance or the dexterity to save himself.

“What do you here?” Reina shouted, furious at the scare he had given her.

Tears formed immediately in the brown eyes looking up at her and caused a like moisture to gather in her own eyes. She had never yelled at the child before, never had aught but a kind word for him or a soft shoulder onto which he could cry his hurts. She was the closest thing he had to a mother, orphaned as he was and unwanted by any of the villeins because of his crippled foot. He was only a serf, but she had brought him through so many childhood illnesses that she thought of him as her own—at least hers to protect and care for.

“I want to help you, my lady,” was Aylmer’s answer.

Reina knelt down before him to wipe the wetness from his smoke-smudged cheek, hoping the smile she offered now took the bite out of her earlier surliness. “I am glad you have come, Aylmer,” she lied as she moved him to put her mail-clad back between him and any arrows flying over the wall. “I came up here so quickly there was no time to set my ladies to what is needful inside the keep. Do you go and tell Lady Alicia to cut bandages and make ready for the wounded. Stay with her and Dame Hilary and help them as you can. And, Aylmer,” she added with a forced grin, “try to assure the younger ladies there is no reason yet for alarm. You know how silly they can be.”

“Aye, my lady. They are only girls.”

And you are only a boy, she thought tenderly as she watched him hobble to the ladder, his pride at least intact. Now if only she could think of something to get Theodric out of the way as easily. She saw him about to help another man tilt the large cauldron of boiling water over the wall and opened her mouth to shout him away, only to have an arrow fly past her cheek. In the next second, she found herself tackled to the floor by Aubert Malfed.

“Jesú, my lady, you almost—”

“Get off me, you beef-witted oaf,” she growled into Aubert’s ashen face.

“But, my lady—”

She cut off his protest furiously. “Think you I want to be here? But with Sir William taken sick last eventide, no doubt poisoned somehow by that false pilgrim, there is no one else to lead the defense.”

“I can.”

“You cannot,” she said with less rancor. How she wished he could, but Sir William’s squire was only five years and ten, and she was the one William had dragged up here just this past week for a thorough if quick lesson in defense, not Aubert. “’Tis me they want, and I will hold my own fate in hand, thank you. If I am taken, it will be my own fault, no one else’s.”

“At least stay back from the wall,” he beseeched her as he helped her to her feet.

“Aye, I—Theo!”

Her screech caused both lads to jump, Theodric then turning an indignant glance on her after he had to jump back even more to avoid the sloshing water that nearly boiled his feet. Reina lost her temper completely, seeing that.

“To hell with your pride, Theo. Get you below—now! I love you too much to see you scorched or ventilated with arrows because you think you can do a man’s job with those skinny sticks you call arms.” When he did not move immediately, she yelled, “Now, Theo, or by God, I will have you chained inside the keep! And you, too, Aubert. I need brawn up here, not babes to get in the way. Your sword is useless unless they bring up ladders to scale the walls, or breach the gate. So begone, and not another word, from either of you.”

Aubert flushed at this set-down because he knew she was right. His skills, such as they were, were useless without the enemy right before him. But Theodric grinned as he passed her on the way to the ladder. Without that “I love you too much” he would be smarting sorely, but with it he could retreat gracefully, and thankfully. He might be a year older than she, but he would have fainted at the first sight of blood anyway, and they both knew it.

Reina sighed once they were both gone, and turned her attention to watching as the boiling water was finally tipped over the wall. There were some new screams from below, but after only a few seconds, another loud bang. Curse and rot them! They had probably killed her animals for those wet hides that made the improvised “turtle” to shield them as they rammed the gate. The raw hides resisted both fire and water, though the splash of the latter had surely reached some exposed legs underneath the covering. A bridge to span the ditch was a wall ripped off the smithy. She knew they were using one of her wagons they had found in the bailey to support the large tree trunk that was hammering at the gate, a tree they had cut from her woods.

“My lady?”


She turned to see her steward, Gilbert Kempe, offering a chunk of bread and cheese, with a flask of wine. His tunic was soaked from helping to water down the gate and buildings in the inner bailey, though the attackers had not fired any flame-pitched arrows yet.

“Thank you, Gilbert,” she said with a grateful smile as she took the food, even though her stomach was too knotted up just now for her to eat anything.

He winced, hearing the ram’s noise from this closer distance. “Know you who they are?”

“Sir Falkes’ men,” she replied at once.

Gilbert had not thought of that, and was alarmed to think of it now. “But they wear no colors,” he pointed out. “Nor are there any knights among them. And they did not come prepared to give siege.”

“Aye, they thought they would have an easy path straight into the keep with their man inside to open the way. And nearly they did. If someone had not seen what the pilgrim was about and given the alarm, there would have been no time to bring in the castlefolk from the outer bailey and secure this gate. But who else, Gilbert, would dare to take me?” Her voice lowered to add, “Who else knows my father is dead?”

He shook his head. “Anyone could know by now. It has been nigh a year, though we only learned of Lord Roger’s death four months ago ourselves. Think you no one else with King Richard writes home as your father did to us? And the earl informed his castellan at Shefford of the loss of his vassal just as he did us. There is no knowing who Shefford’s castellan could have told in these past months, and told also that you are not yet wed. Did he not write again just last week for the date of your wedding?”


All of that was true, though it annoyed Reina to admit it. She still found it hard to speak of her father’s death at all, or the dilemma it left her in. She had been so undone by grief that nigh a month had passed ere she got around to writing the letters that would secure her future. That month had cost her dear, witness Clydon under attack now. But she still had no doubt that these were Falkes de Rochefort’s men trying to get at her, and she reminded Gilbert why she thought so.

“Be that as it may, you forget the visit de Rochefort paid us a fortnight ago. Did he not ask me to wed him then? And when I refused, did he not sneak into my chamber that night to rape me to see the deed done in that foul manner? If Theo had not heard my scream—”

“My lady, please, you need not mention that unfortunate night. This could indeed be Sir Falkes’ doing, and with revenge in mind, too, after you had him thrown out of Clydon right into the moat. I only point out that he is not the only lord who would risk much to have you.”

“I am not a great heiress, Gilbert,” Reina said in exasperation.

He frowned at her. “To tempt an earl, mayhap not. But with so many knights’ fees yours, there is more than enough to tempt the countless petty barons in the realm, as well as the greater ones. Clydon alone is enough to tempt them.”

He said naught that she was not aware of, but again, it was annoying to admit it. She could have been married two months ago if she had not taken so long to write her letters. She knew how vulnerable she was with her overlord, the Earl of Shefford, on Crusade, and half her vassals with him, three now dead with her father. And this attack had come so quickly, to surround her so thoroughly, she had not been able to send for aid from Simon Fitz Osbern, her nearest vassal.

“These could even be those accursed outlaws living in our woods,” Gilbert was continuing.

Reina had to force down a laugh to keep from offending Gilbert, but the levity relieved her fear for a moment. “Those pesky wood rats would not dare.”

“There are no knights below, my lady, nor even a single man in mail,” he reminded her.

“Aye, de Rochefort is too cheap to invest his men properly. Nay, enough, Gilbert. It matters not who is knocking on our door, as long as we keep them out.”

He said no more, for he would not dream of actually arguing with her. When he went away, Reina’s fear returned. And she truly was afraid. If Clydon were merely besieged, she could hold out for months, but that would not even be necessary. Simon would come before then, and Lord John de Lascelles was due sometime next week, finally in answer to her letters to him. But these curs below had to know she was so undermanned. Why else would they have immediately attacked after she refused to give herself over to them? They were determined to get at her with all speed, to win victory before help did come, for their numbers were not that large, though far larger than her own.

She had done all she could, considering the battle was half lost. Her greatest defense, the outer curtain wall with the deep, wide moat that would have taken men days to construct a bridge for the crossing, was already breached. True, she did not have enough men to man such a long wall, for Clydon was no small castle. But the enemy would have lost a good deal of their number in trying to take that outer wall, and mayhap would even have given up. The inner wall was not nearly so long, enclosing only a quarter of the entire area where the keep sat in a corner, and was easier to defend, with four sturdy towers, including the second gatehouse, facing the outer bailey, on which the enemy was concentrating their efforts.

She had had time to prepare after she heard the demands from the wall and had replied to them in the negative. While the ram was being cut down, her buildings torn apart for protection against arrows and a new bridge to cross the dry ditch, her animals slaughtered for the hides to shield the enemy’s covers, she had put to use all Sir William had prodded her to learn, having weapons checked and readied, water and sand heated for pouring from the walls, poles found for pushing ladders back, all near flammables wetted down. And with such a shortage of men, every male servant was enlisted, which did double her numbers. The menservants knew naught of fighting but could throw stones, push away ladders, wind crossbows for those with the skill to use them. But they would be of little help once the battering ram did its job, and then all Reina could do was retreat into the keep, the last defense—if there was time.







Chapter Two




The meow woke him, Lady Ella letting him know she did not like to be kept waiting for her morning viands. Ranulf Fitz Hugh stretched a long arm out without opening his eyes and picked up the bundle of scraggly fur to plop it down in the center of his wide chest.

“I suppose it is time to get up?” he grumbled sleepily to the cat, and got more answer than he wanted.

“My lord?”

Ranulf cringed, having forgotten he had taken more to bed yestereve than his pet cat. The light-skirt, one of a half-dozen camp followers who serviced his men, moved closer to rub a bare leg over his. Ranulf was not interested. The whore might have come in handy last night when he felt the need, but this was morning, and he did not like to be bothered when he had work to do.

He sat up and gave her backside a sharp whack, then caressed the smarting area to make his rejection more palatable. “Begone, wench.”

She made a moue of her lips that did not impress him. She might be the prettiest of the current lot, but beauties came easily to him. He could not even remember this one’s name, though this was not the first time she had warmed his pallet.

Her name was Mae, and as soon as a coin was found and tossed to her, she knew she was forgotten. He was not. It was impossible not to think of him at least a hundred times a day, for Mae had made the mistake of letting her emotions get involved with her livelihood, something she knew better than to do, though it was too late. She was already in love—along with every other woman who had ever set eyes on him, including her fellow camp followers, who despised Mae because she was the only one of them he ever called for. If they knew he sent his squires for “the blonde,” that she meant so little to him that he could not even remember her name, they would not be so envious of her. To him, she was what she was, a whore, a convenience, no more.

She sighed as she watched him leave the tent bareassed naked to relieve himself. Like most men, he thought nothing of his nudity as long as there were no ladies around to be embarrassed by it. Whores did not count. But Mae imagined a lady would not be so very embarrassed to get an eyeful of Ranulf Fitz Hugh. Few men had such presence of height as well as magnificence of form. That Sir Ranulf avoided ladies as he would a shit-clogged privy was their misfortune.

Mae gasped to realize she was wasting time with her musing. Sir Ranulf might have woken with his usual morning grouch, but if he returned to find her still in his tent, his grouchiness could turn much uglier.

Ranulf was actually in what was for him a pleasant mood this morning, a miracle as far as Lanzo Shepherd was concerned. Instead of the usual foot to his backside to wake him, he got his red hair tousled and Lady Ella dropped in his lap for feeding.


“Think you Mae gave him a better ride than usual?” Lanzo asked his fellow squire, Kenric, who was already busy rolling up his blanket.

The older squire shook his head as he watched Ranulf saunter off into the bushes. “Nay, she always gives him better than the rest of us are like to get,” Kenric said without rancor.

They, like the other men, were used to being invisible to women whenever Ranulf was around. And Lanzo, only four years and ten, had not got much yet to speak of, so it made no difference to him.

“He is just glad to have this particular job near done,” Kenric continued, turning turquoise eyes back to Lanzo. “Old Brun, who recommended us for this one, said there would be little challenge to it, but you know how Ranulf hates dealing with ladies.”

“Aye, Searle said he would not accept the job at all.”

“Well, and so he has not, not really. At least he did not take Lord Rothwell’s money yet, even if he did allow Rothwell’s men to come along with us.”

“Slowed us up is all they did. But I do not understand why—”

“Gossiping like little girls again, are you?”

Lanzo blushed and scampered to his feet, but Kenric only grinned as Searle and Eric joined them. Both men were newly knighted, Ranulf having arranged it with the last lord they had hired out to, in lieu of payment.

He could have knighted them himself, but wanted them to have the sense of ceremony involved, as well as witnesses other than his own men. They were both eighteen, Searle of Tomes taller, blond, with light, merry gray eyes, and Eric Fitzstephen with hair as black as Kenric’s and hooded hazel eyes that always gave him a sleepy appearance. They had been with Ranulf and Sir Walter de Breaute much longer than Lanzo and Kenric, and yet the four of them had much in common. They were all bastards, born in the village or castle kitchen and denied by their lordly fathers, so lost the hope of ever bettering their lot. Half villein, half nobleman, shunned by both classes. If Ranulf had not recognized them for who they were and bought their freedom, they would still be serfs tied to the land owned by the very men who had sired them. But like recognized like, for Ranulf was a bastard himself.

“We were wondering why Ranulf refused to take the first half of the money for this job from Lord Rothwell,” Lanzo said in reply to Searle’s teasing.

“If you think about it, little Lanzo, the answer will come to you.”

“But the only answer is that he might not complete the job.”

“Exactly,” Eric replied.

“But why?”

Eric chuckled. “Now, that answer is not so clear. What think you, Searle? Did Ranulf just take a dislike to Rothwell, or was it that he did not believe Rothwell’s story about a broken betrothal?”

Searle shrugged. “He has worked for other men he had no liking for. And others have lied and it made little difference. Money is money.”

“Then it can only be the nature of this job, that it involves a lady.”

“Mayhap that and the other reasons combined. But whether he has made up his mind yet—”

“But we have come so far and have arrived,” Lanzo pointed out. “He must have decided by now. And he would not really turn down five hundred marks. Would he?”

No one answered, and Lanzo turned to see what they saw: Ranulf was approaching. Only then did the boy realize he still held Lady Ella in his arms, for only then did she let out a meow as if to wake the dead, or to let Ranulf think she was starving. Pampered bitch. Sometimes he wanted to wring her scrawny neck, but Ranulf would flay alive anyone who plucked so much as one of her short brown hairs. Ugly thing. How could a man love such an ugly thing?

“You have not fed my lady yet?”

“Ah, no, sir,” Lanzo was forced to admit.

“Mayhap I did not wake you properly?”

“I was just going,” Lanzo squeaked, holding one hand to cover his threatened backside until he was out of Ranulf’s reach.

Ranulf chuckled as Lanzo scampered away, then went on to his tent. Searle’s eyes met Eric’s and they both grinned.

Searle voiced both their thoughts after hearing that chuckle. “He has decided. We will escort the lady to her new husband. Lanzo was right. Five hundred marks is too much to turn down when it will make the difference of owning land or not. And land is all he thinks about.”

“Then mayhap he was never undecided. Mayhap he did not commit himself only to make Rothwell nervous.”

“Aye, that is possible. He well and truly disliked that old lord. We should have asked Sir Walter—”

“Asked Sir Walter what?” Walter inquired quietly from behind them.


The three young men turned about to face Ranulf’s foster brother, shamefaced until they noted the dark brown eyes twinkling.

There were no two men so different than Ranulf Fitz Hugh and Walter de Breaute, in temperament as well as in looks, and yet they had taken to each other like true brothers from the first day they met. At an impressive six feet in height, Walter was taller than most men. Ranulf stood a half foot taller, a giant among his peers. Walter was night with his olive skin and dark brown hair. Ranulf was sunshine, golden-skinned, golden-haired. Ranulf bellowed even in a good mood. Walter spoke so softly, sometimes you had to strain to hear him. Walter would laugh at the poorest jest. Ranulf rarely laughed at all.

Walter’s was a carefree spirit. The third son of a minor baron, he was as landless as Ranulf, the difference being he did not care. He would be as happy attached to the household of a great lord as to a minor one, or to none at all. It made little difference to him. He had no ambitions, no driving need to make a name for himself or acquire wealth and power. His older brothers loved him, so there would always be a home for him if he was ever in need.

Ranulf did not have that security. His father might be a great lord, might have taken him out of the village where his stepfather had raised him for the first nine years of his life, might have arranged for his fostering and training to become a knight, but Ranulf hated the man, would never ask him for aught, even did his life depend on it.

Ranulf had no home, but it was his burning ambition to correct that lack. It was his only goal, yet it was an all-consuming one. It was all he worked toward, hiring out to any man no matter the task, no matter the difficulty, no matter his own feelings in the matter. His ambition did not allow for scruples. He had wrested keeps for other lords, fought wars for them, routed thieves from their towns and outlaws from their forests. Whatever he did, he never failed. He had built up a reputation to that effect, which was why he could no longer be hired cheaply, which was why Lord Rothwell was willing to pay the exorbitant fee of five hundred marks to assure the wife he wanted was delivered to him.

“Well?” Walter grinned when no one spoke up to his question. “Did Lady Ella steal all your tongues?”

It was Kenric who answered. The curiosity of a fifteen-year-old does not allow for much subtlety. “Sir Ranulf talks to you. You know his thoughts and feelings better than any man. Was it only because he felt such strong aversion to Lord Rothwell that he would not take his money to commit us to this task?”

“He did not tell the man he would not do it.”

“Nor did he tell him he would,” Eric replied.

Walter laughed at that. “Aye, I thought that ‘we shall see’ was most eloquent coming from someone of Ranulf’s surly disposition.”

“Think you that is why Rothwell insisted we take fifty of his men?”

“Certainly. Men like him are not given to trust, especially when something is this important to them. The man cannot even trust his own vassals, or he would not have needed to hire us, would he? If that gout had not laid him up, he would be here himself. He no doubt thinks his men, in greater number than our own, will be incentive enough to see the task done.”


“Then he does not know Ranulf,” Searle said with a laugh.

“Nay, he does not,” Walter agreed, smiling himself.

“But what did Ranulf object to in the man?” Eric wanted to know. “He seemed harmless enough, if somewhat crafty.”

“Harmless?” Walter snorted. “You should have talked to his men to learn what manner of man he is.”

“Did you?”

“Nay, I saw what Ranulf saw, that he was another like the Lord of Montfort, with whom we both were fostered. Montfort took us both as his own squires, rather than giving us to one of his knights, and if you think Ranulf has been a difficult master, you do not know what hell is truly like. Pure meanness was what Ranulf sensed and reacted to in Rothwell.”

“But what of this task?” Kenric asked. “’Tis not by any means unusual, though we have never been hired before to bring a reluctant bride to her betrothed. Was Sir Ranulf truly reluctant to do it, or simply unwilling to assure Lord Rothwell that we would do it?”

Laughter sparkled in his brown eyes as Walter smiled at each of them. “Now if I told you that, children, what would I leave you to gossip about?”

Searle and Eric both glowered to be called children when Walter was only twenty years and four himself. But Kenric’s groan drew their attention to see Ranulf leaving his tent, fully armored.

“God help us, Lanzo is too quick this morn,” Walter said, his humor flown. “Fie on you, Kenric, letting me stand here in my underwear gabbing like a woman. Move, lackwit, or he will ride off without us!”

Which was a very real likelihood and would have happened if Lady Ella had not scorned Lanzo’s offering and gone off to stalk her own meal. Ranulf would not trust the cat to find him, even though their destination was less than an hour away. They had to wait until the feline returned with her field mouse and was set in the supply cart to enjoy her meal.








Chapter Three




Reina caught the wounded man before he fell, but his weight was too much for her and they both went down to the floor. He had pulled the arrow out of his shoulder before she could stop him, and now there was a gaping wound there, and she had nothing at hand to stop the flow of blood. She did not even know who he was, he was so covered with ash and smoke from tending the fire, but he did not take well to pain, promptly fainting to avoid it, and she could not leave him there to bleed to death.

“Aubert, I need a scrap of cloth, something…”

Aubert was not listening, or else he could not hear her over the continued pounding of the battering ram. The closed drawbridge had been smashed through, as well as the first of the two portcullises inside the gatehouse. The men working the ram were inside the gatehouse now and could no longer be reached with boiling water or sand, though the fires needed to be kept burning, the water dumped again when the army finally advanced.

It was time to retreat into the keep. The others who had attended the fires were slumped against the walls in exhaustion. The men-at-arms were still firing arrows when a target moved out from behind cover. The rest of the army were patiently waiting for the ram to do its work, though they too sent an occasional arrow over the battlements.


“Aubert!”

He stood right next to her, looking out over the bailey, but still he did not hear her. When this was over, whether she was taken or not, she was going to get even with Aubert Malfed for causing her nigh as much exasperation as the army below. She finally hit his leg to get his attention.

“Give me your knife—or sword.”

She had no weapons of her own, for there was no point in adding them to her armor when she had no skill for their use, and the mailed tunic she wore was heavy enough without adding the weight of a sword to it, though it weighed only fifteen pounds. William’s idea had not been to have her actually fight, but only to disguise her and protect her enough to parley from the walls if she ever had to.

This idea had come about just days ago, when he had panicked, realizing she had sent her other two household knights off on duties, leaving only him to see to the defenses. And although Reina had gone along with the idea grudgingly just to humor him, she had never thought the need would actually arise. But it had, and her disguise, much as she hated it, had worked well enough this morn. She had addressed the men below as a knight, speaking for his lady, not as the lady herself. And with her head coiffed and helmeted, they had not guessed she was a woman, the very woman they demanded be handed over to them.

Aubert’s green eyes widened now that he saw her position half under the fallen man. “My lady!”

“A knife, lackwit!” was all she shouted at him.

He handed over the dagger in his belt without thought, but Reina’s hands were so slippery with blood from holding the wound that she dropped it.


Aubert collected his scattered wits enough to retrieve the knife and hack away at the man’s tunic until he had a strip of cloth to hand her, which she stuffed inside the hole in his tunic over the wound. Aubert then had sense enough to rouse one of the other servants to help the wounded one below, but not sense enough to help her out from under him first; and annoyingly, she found she could not get out without help. Only Aubert was distracted before he accomplished anything, and Reina heard his gasp, followed by a groan, followed by another bang of the accursed ram.

“What?”

“Jesú! Sweet Jesú!”

“What?!”

Aubert crossed himself before stammering, “They—they are reinforced, my lady. More men are coming through the outer gate—mounted. Jesú, more than thirty mounted and more still coming on foot—and—and knights…they have knights leading them.”

Reina’s blood turned cold. Now what was she to do? Sir William was mad to think that she could handle such a crisis when she was so frightened she could barely think. If only she had not lost the outer walls, or if the enemy had done the normal thing and settled down to a long siege, there would be no problem. But de Rochefort, that bastard, that lecherous swine, he knew she was undermanned. That was probably him there now, thinking the battle would be over. And it would not last much longer, not with knights come to lead the attack. A few ladders, which could be found in the barn if they bothered to look, and the walls would be scaled in as few minutes.


And here she was stuck, pinned to the floor, her arms so tired from supporting the long mailed sleeves she wore that she could not budge the weighty back that pressed her down, could not even order retreat.

“Aubert!” She tried again. “Help me up!”

But he was still mesmerized by the scene below, still telling her what she did not want to hear. “They are still coming, seventy—eighty—doubling the number and more—Wait! Jesú!”

“What?” And when he did not answer at once: “Curse you, rot you, Aubert! What?!”

He looked down to give her a smile to outshine any other. “My lady, we are reinforced. We are saved!” She could hear it herself then, the clash of swords, screams aplenty, cheers from her own people spread out along the wall. Aubert continued, laughing. “They did not hear the newcomers approach, and now ’tis too late. They are scattered. Look at them run, the cowards!”

“How can I look, you dolt?” she said, though she was grinning now.

His face turned nearly as orange as his hair when he realized she was stuck. Immediately he rolled the unconscious man off her and helped her to rise. And when she saw the battle taking place below, the knights cutting down a man with each swipe of their swords, the new men-at-arms chasing the attackers across the bailey on foot, she laughed, too. There was no contest. The newcomers were routing the enemy with such ease, and so swiftly, ’twas nearly over already. Reina was so relieved she could even forgive Aubert for all his “help” this morn.

“Do you let them in as soon as it is safe, Aubert. Jesú!, I must change. I cannot receive them like this!” She made a face as she looked down at her masculine attire, a face that then pinkened with shame at the thought of being seen like this by someone other than her own castlefolk. “Make them welcome, Aubert!” she added, already heading for the ladder.

“But who are they, my lady?”

“What matters that when they have saved Clydon for me?”







Chapter Four




Ranulf did not remove his helmet until he had entered the Great Hall and saw that it was filled with only women and children. It still made him uneasy, however, a place so big, with so few men. He could not help thinking there must be an army of soldiers yet hidden away, waiting to decide if he were friend or foe ere they showed themselves.

From what he had seen thus far, there were more servants than soldiers here, which likely explained the pitiful display of defense he had witnessed on arrival. The castle had nearly been taken, and by a ridiculously small number of men, without even a knight among them. But even so, those outer walls alone should have taken weeks to be breached, if it were possible, and that only with every available siege engine brought into use. Whoever was in charge of the defense either was an imbecile or had been slyly losing the battle apurpose.

“If…if you will wait here, my lord, the lady—Lady Reina—will soon make you welcome.”

Ranulf eyed the young man, who appeared no older than Kenric. Aubert Malfed, he claimed to be, squire to Sir William Folville, whoever that was. Malfed had met Ranulf and his men inside the inner bailey and had led them straightaway into the keep itself without asking so much as a single question. Ranulf was used to intimidating men, but this was ridiculous, and he itched to take the boy to task for his foolishness in literally turning the keep over to them. But then that would be defeating his own purpose.

He had intended to ask for Roger de Champeney, Lord of Clydon, as if he were unaware that the man was dead. His business could have been anything to do with the lord, and would have kept his true reason for his presence here from being suspected by the lady. But that was if he had come in alone, with only a few men as retinue, as he had planned to do.

Arriving to find Clydon under attack changed things considerably. Having to bring in his own troop of thirty men-at-arms, as well as Rothwell’s fifty, made his presence threatening, and if he was not to alarm the lady into hiding, he needed a new reason for being there.

At the moment, he was being made to feel most welcome, after sending the besiegers on their way. But to say he was just passing by and, as a lark, decided to come to Clydon’s defense was not likely to be believed. Knights did not travel with so many men without a military purpose, and so being, they did not stop to join a war they just happened across.

The squire was too nervous by half, rambling on about some neighbor named de Rochefort being in league with some outlaws nesting in Clydon’s woods, supposedly the besiegers. What he was doing was stalling, it seemed, talking nonstop so that no questions could be asked. The lady of the castle should have been there in the hall to greet them, and Ranulf had to wonder why she was not, or had not come by now. Was she at that moment being spirited away, out of his reach?

Ranulf at last held up a hand to silence the squire. “Where is your lady, sirrah? I would know that she is safe.”

“Ah—she is safe. The last I saw…ah…where she is now, I am not sure.” That was no answer to relieve Ranulf’s mind, and his resultant frown half terrified poor Aubert, so that he added quickly, “I will find her,” and practically ran from the hall.

“What do you make of that, Ranulf?” Walter asked thoughtfully beside him as they watched the young squire disappear up some stairs in a corner turret. “Think you the lady’s chambers are up there?”

“This keep is so big, there is no telling what is up there, so keep your eye on that stairwell.” His own eyes moved to scan the hall, passing over the women briefly, marking one beauty in particular for later consideration, before turning to the others with him. “Eric, go and—Eric!” The lad had to be jabbed in the ribs before he tore his eyes off the same stunning blonde Ranulf had noted. “This is no time to be ogling the wenches,” Ranulf growled low.

“Aye, but God’s wounds! Did you ever see such a—” Eric grunted to a stop when Searle jabbed him from the other side, and he finally noted Ranulf’s darkening scowl. “Ah, yes, sir?”

“Go and set a man at each gate. I want no women leaving the castle, not a single one.” As Eric left, Ranulf turned to Kenric. “Go and ask the servants where the lady is,” but when Kenric headed straight for the blond beauty, Ranulf called him back. “Give me an excuse to cut it off and I will. We attend to business before pleasure.”

Kenric blanched, his hand going protectively to cover his groin, but he nodded before starting off again. Walter and Searle laughed to see him steer a wide circle around the blond wench this time.

“Come, Ranulf, if we must wait, let us at least sit down,” Walter suggested, pushing one of the stools in front of the hearth at Ranulf before seating himself on another. “Lanzo, see if you can locate the steward or someone who can fetch us some ale. I could use a drink after our little sport, but as usual, everyone is too afeard of our leader here to approach us with refreshment.” Walter grinned at the sour look Ranulf turned on him. “You know ’tis true, brother. The women might crawl all over you once they know you are not as dangerous as you look, but not before then.”

“You are mad, Walter, to tease him now,” Searle said in a whisper, though Ranulf did sit down.

“Not so,” Walter replied just as quietly. “If I do not, he is like to lose his patience waiting on the lady, and woe betide her if that happens.”

“It has already happened by the look of him.”

“Nay, not yet.” Walter grinned. “But she had better appear right quickly.”

Unfortunately, Kenric returned to say no one had seen Reina de Champeney since dawn, and Ranulf did explode then. “Christ’s toes! She flew before the attack began. She has escaped!”

“Nay, Ranulf, be easy. ’Tis as like she wisely hid herself and no one has yet told her ’tis safe to come out.”

“Aye,” Searle added. “’Tis her ladies would know where she is and should have been asked. I will find one and…thank the Blessed Mother! Here is the lady now, Ranulf.”

Ranulf turned around to see Aubert Malfed returning, following behind a young girl who was indeed a lady, garbed richly in blue samite, with copper-colored hair neatly tucked beneath a sheer while veil. She was much younger than he had somehow imagined she would be, no more than twelve or thirteen, he would guess; but as that was the age at which most heiresses were married off, he could not feel any but the slightest aversion to be taking her for Rothwell, and that only because she was so young, and lovely as well.

It was too common a happening, the old lords taking children to wife, and he had already grappled with his conscience about taking any wife to someone like Rothwell, deciding a man in his position could not afford to involve himself with the right or wrong of it. If he did not take her to the old man, someone else would, so why should he give up five hundred marks simply because Rothwell personally disgusted him? If he had been dragging his feet over the whole affair, ’twas only because of his own reluctance to actually have to deal with a “lady.” Personal experience had taught him well that they were not what they seemed to be.

This one, for all her look of sweet innocence and nervousness, too, as she approached him, could be as vicious and cruel as any other he had known; reminded of that, Ranulf gritted his teeth now that he must actually speak with her. ’Twas sheer perversity that he did not rise for the sake of chivalry, or even because her rank was so far above him. Ladies had long been calling him brute and churl because he did not hide his contempt for them. But because he must deal with this one, he schooled his features to a blandness that did not reveal what he really felt.


She, in fact, curtsied before him. Well, why not? He was accustomed to being called lord by servants or anyone who did not know he was no more than a landless knight undeserving of that title.

“I bid you welcome to Clydon,” she said as she rose, her voice soft if a bit hesitant in her nervousness. “Do forgive us for not greeting you sooner, but we all thought our lady would have met you in—”

“Your lady? You are not Reina de Champeney?”

“Oh, nay, my lord. I am Elaine Fitz Osbern of Forthwick. ’Tis my honor to be fostered here at Clydon with my father’s overlady.”

“Now, Ranulf…” Walter began as he saw his friend’s expression darken dangerously, but he was too late.

“By Christ’s holy blood!” Ranulf bellowed. “I will know why the lady will not receive me, and I will know it now! You, Malfed, were sent—”

“My lord, please!” Aubert cried, fearfully backing away even as Elaine Fitz Osbern was doing. “My lady was not where I thought she would be, but she means to make you welcome, I swear!”

“Five minutes, sirrah, or by God—”

He did not have to finish. Aubert turned about and ran away again, this time toward the bailey. Ranulf then fixed his eyes back on Lady Elaine, who began to stutter.

“May—may I—offer—” With a tiny gasp, she gave up and fled, too.

“Well, there goes our refreshment, thank you very much,” Walter grumbled. “And that thunder of yours has frightened away everyone else as well. I suppose I could try to find the buttery myself, but God’s wounds, it might take days to locate it in a place this size.”

Ranulf’s reply was curt and to the point. “Searle, stuff something in his mouth if he says another word.”







Chapter Five




Aubert nearly ran Reina down on the stairs as she mounted them with Theodric at her side. If Theo had not caught her, she would have gone tumbling backwards, yet the squire was so agitated he did not even think to apologize.

“Thank God you are come at last, my lady! The lord has somehow taken insult that you have not received him. He affrighted Lady Elaine to death and—”

“And you as well, I see,” Reina snapped impatiently. “Jesú, I told you to make them welcome, Aubert. Did you offer refreshment, see to their comfort?”

“I—I did not think you would be so long, and—and he is monstrous, my lady. I have never seen a man so—”

“Lackwit! Do you tell me all this time no one has attended them?”

“I thought you would be down.”

“I never came up! There were wounded who needed immediate attention and—oh! Never mind. I swear, Aubert, you have me so wroth, if I do not see you for a sennight, ’twill be too soon. Do something right and pull me up these stairs. I am tired unto death and, thanks to you, cannot even sneak past them to get to my chamber as I intended. Theo, do not just stand there grinning like an idiot. Help!”


“You must admit, my lady, that we do not often see you in such a grouch.” Theo chuckled as he pulled on one arm, and Aubert the other, to maneuver the last few stairs. “’Tis most novel and enlightening. There, can you manage now?” he asked at the top of the stairs.

“Aye, and you will find yourself demoted to the kitchens if I am treated to any more of your humor. You overstep yourself, but then you always do. I am in no mood for it just now. And where the devil is everyone?” she said as she looked across the hall to find it empty except for those few men by the hearth at the far side of it.

“I told you he was fearsome,” Aubert said indignantly.

“What you said was ‘monstrous.’ Do you mean this lord has frightened everyone into hiding?”

“I did not see them leave because I was leaving too quickly myself, but they are wise to hide. He is not normal, Lady Reina, and do hurry.”

“Do I have reason to fear, Aubert?” she asked in all seriousness now.

“Nay, he wants to see that you are safe, is all. He would not believe me when I told him you were. Me-thinks he suspects something amiss because you have not appeared to him yet, and the longer he waits, the more suspicious he is become.”

“Well, run ahead and tell him I am found. I simply cannot hurry, Aubert, to save my soul, not with this armor now weighing as much as a horse.”

“Please, my lady, he is like to wring my neck before I get the words out if you are not beside me. Let us just go.”

She sighed and did just that, with one of them on each side of her, yet several feet behind her, she noted in disgust. Her “protectors.” She would feel safer with her ladies around her, even if most of them were children.

Shoulders slumped, her head aching from exhaustion, her body feeling as if it had been battered, and so it had been when that wounded man had fallen on her, Reina presented herself to her “savior,” started to curtsy—whether she would be able to rise by herself afterward was another matter—and found herself lifted clear off the floor instead.

“I am done with excuses, delays, and evasions, so if you have not come to tell me where the lady of this castle is, you are a dead man.”

Reina’s mouth dropped open, but not to utter any words. Words were stuck halfway down her gullet and were not likely to come up soon. He held her off the floor with his fist hooked into her mailed tunic just above her breasts, one fist, one single fist supporting her and her accursed mail more than a foot above the rushes, bringing her face up to a level with his. A peek down revealed that much; revealed, too, that he was not standing on anything to account for this height. Monstrous, Aubert had said? Sweet Jesú, this was a giant, as wide across as he was tall—well, that was an exaggeration—but he was incredibly wide across the shoulders and chest, easiest to see in her present position of looking down on things. No tall reed this, but a bear, with a bear’s growl.

She was not the only one in momentary shock. Theodric and Aubert were likewise rendered speechless, that this giant would dare, dare, to treat her so, to speak to her so, and not only that. He shook her! He actually shook her when she did not answer him soon enough.

Aubert was the first to regain his senses, only to lose them again in thinking he alone could do something. Instead of speaking up to inform the giant of his mistake, the fool lad chose that moment to finally be courageous. He leapt on the giant’s back, to be shrugged off as if he were no more than a pesky squirrel. The giant was annoyed enough by it to shake Reina even harder.

Reina then heard the most reasonable voice suggest dryly, “Mayhap if you set him down, Ranulf, the fellow would remember he has a tongue.”

But it was Theodric who did the remembering and said, “’Tis the Lady Reina you are throttling, my lord.”

Oh, curse and rot that boy for not being more subtle! The giant was so surprised he dropped her, just let go, and Reina went crashing to the floor at his feet.

They stood around her, three towering knights too stunned to move, let alone speak, staring down at her with the most ridiculous expressions. If Reina did not hurt so, she would have laughed, for this truly was the perfect topping to an otherwise rotten day. But she did see the humor in it. Later she would be mortified. Just now, it was their turn.

“Well, this is one way to discover if the rushes need changing.”

She could not have said anything to embarrass the giant more. If it were possible, his face would have gone up in flames, it burned so red.

Reina felt better already, until she tried to rise by herself and could manage no more than getting to her hands and knees. Jesú, she had to get this armor off her back—immediately. Nothing had ever made her so graceless and bone-weary, and the minute it was off, it was going straight into the fire.

Two hands slipped under her arms, and she became weightless again for a second as she was lifted and then set on her feet. Directly at eye level now was the giant’s chest. Reina refused to look any higher until she stepped back several feet so she would not have to crane her neck. And then she felt her own surprise.

That face had been a golden blur before, but now she saw each feature clearly. Golden brows, straight and thick, and far darker than the light golden hair, of a length to set on those immense shoulders. A well-shaped nose between broad cheekbones covered with sun-kissed skin. Firm lips over a square-cut jaw shaded with dark bronze stubble. It was a face harsh in its masculinity, yet even so, incredibly handsome. And he had violet eyes, piercing, narrowing now as she stared. Violet! Imagine that.

Ranulf could feel his anger returning, and centering solely on the lady, if lady she really was. He had thought her a man, albeit a little one, but a man nonetheless, and who would not think so with her shapeless mail hauberk that fell to her knees, mailed chausses on her legs, a mail coif clinging to her head, leaving only a small oval of her face visible. Even her brows and chin were covered by the coif, and there was dried blood on her sleeves and hands.

She might not be wearing a sword or any other weapon, but she in no way appeared to be a woman—except her voice was soft and melodic, but heard too late to keep him from making a fool of himself. He did not even have the appeasement of seeing her react to him as most females did. She might have been surprised, but for no more than a second. Her large blue eyes, as pale as the morning sky, held no admiration or fascination as they looked him over. They were direct now, without fear, with just the barest trace of curiosity.

“Thank you,” he heard her say in response to his assistance.

“Nay, I must beg your pardon,” he heard himself answer, when what he wanted to do was rip that coif off her head to see if he could then determine if she was child or woman. He did not like not knowing.

And then she surprised him by taking full blame for his mistake, when she had every right to upbraid him instead. “Nay, my lord, ’tis I who must beg pardon for receiving you like this, and so causing confusion. I had hoped to change first, but Aubert said you were—impatient—to be assured of my safety.”

The dark-haired man beside the golden giant laughed suddenly. “And so you were safe, demoiselle, until you came before my friend here. Allow me to present to you this chagrined fellow who is feeling much the fool, Ranulf Fitz Hugh, and our young friend, Searle of Totnes.”

“And you are?”

“Walter de Breaute, at your service.”

She inclined her head to each of them, though she was waiting for the giant to speak again. But he did not, did no more than glower at Walter de Breaute for making light of his embarrassment.

They might have given their names, but Reina was aware they had not really said who they were. Still, courtesy demanded. “I am Reina de Champeney and I bid you welcome to Clydon. Your arrival was most timely, as I am sure you have realized.”

Walter was quick to forestall her thanks. “How long were you under siege?”

“There was no siege. They attacked with the dawn, after their man who had passed the night with us opened the outer gates to them.”

“And you went out to fight them yourself?”

Now that the giant was heard from again, his contempt unmistakable, Reina could have wished he had kept his mouth shut. “To fight, nay. My man. Sir William, was bedfast, and there was no one else capable of taking charge.”

“You sent for help?”

“There was no time,” Reina answered without thinking, then paled to realize what a fool she was to give him that information before knowing his purpose there.

He might have saved her from one devil, but he could as like as not be another. And she would swear he seemed relieved with her answer, that his lips were not so tightly drawn now, his stance more relaxed.

“Why have you no—”

Reina cut hint off. “You have not said what brings you to Clydon Castle.”

“We come from your lord.”

Reina relaxed at once. That was a strange way to say he was from Guy of Shefford, but then he was a strange man. They no doubt had been asked to deliver another letter from the earl’s castellan on their way past Clydon, since she had not yet answered the last one as to the date of her wedding. Nor could she answer this one, at least not until John de Lascelles arrived next week and she knew whether he would be agreeable to marrying her or not. Lord Richard, whom she would have preferred to wed, was still in Ireland, according to his castellan’s last reply, seeing to his father’s lands there. The man had been unable to tell her when Richard would return. But these were her problems and must await another time.

Since these men were vassals to Shefford, as she was now herself, it was her due to have their help, so she need not feel quite so beholden. But they were indeed welcome, even if they were only Shefford retainers.

“Forgive my abruptness, Sir Ranulf. I must confess I am sore overset by this morning’s happenings. I will answer all of your questions, but allow me, please, to see to your comfort first.” At his reluctant nod, she sighed with relief and turned to Aubert, who was just now dusting off his clothes from his sprawl in the rushes. She was too tired to bother with her own. “Get the servants back to set up the tables for dinner, then send my steward to me for further orders. He will see to Sir Ranulf’s men, so you report to Lady Margaret. I wish to know how Sir William fares. Theo, find Dame Hilary and have her prepare several chambers, with baths for each, and wine. Do not forget the wine. And send Lady Elaine to the wounded. I took care of the most needful, but there is still minor stitching to do, and ’tis time she learned to apply her needle to flesh. Then you may see to me.”

Walter watched her walk away from them and shook his head. “She can barely stand up, let alone get to her chamber, and God’s wounds, did you hear the way she took command, and she such a tiny thing? Mayhap I should help her…” His words trailed off as Ranulf left his side, and his mouth dropped open when he saw Ranulf had left to follow the lady himself.

Ranulf reached her in only three strides and scooped her up in his arms. He heard her gasp but ignored it, continuing on to the stairs she had been heading toward.

“You should not wear armor if you cannot carry its weight,” was all he said.

Well she knew it but did not say so, too afeard at the moment of his intent. But that fear lasted only as long as it took him to mount the stairs, mere seconds, even though the stairwell in the east corner tower rose the two-storied height of the Great Hall to reach the third floor of the keep. At the top he set her down and, with a curt nod, immediately returned below.

How chivalrous, she thought, then thought of him no more. The door to the lord’s chambers was right there, with the stairs continuing up to the battlements surrounding the roof, but Reina moved slowly down the narrow passage that cut through the thick wall of the keep, lit by several window embrasures. She passed the women’s quarters, where most of her ladies slept in a chamber beyond, with the weaving-and-sewing room in front where the chambermaids slept, and finally reached her own small chamber in the north tower. She could have long since moved into the spacious lord’s chamber, but her grief had kept her from it, and when she married would be soon enough to take up residence there.

Her room was empty, as it should be this time of morning, and Reina slumped back against the door with a weary sigh, too tired to move even a few feet more to her bed. She could not think of the rest of the day, the entertaining she must do, the questions she had promised to answer for her guests. It was so hard speaking to visitors, never knowing how much to say, who might be aware of her circumstances, lying to anyone who was not. The lying was the worst, and it was her father who had started it all, thinking he was doing as she would want.

If only Lord Raymond had not died, she would have wed before her father left to follow King Richard on Crusade two years ago. She had been betrothed to Raymond when she was only three, had never thought to object to the match even though she barely knew Raymond, had seen him no more than a half-dozen times in her whole life. But when it was time for them to marry, he had
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