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      NOTES ON NORFOLK

      
        
        Today, Norfolk is a quiet, rural county in eastern England, criss-crossed with narrow roads, golden fields, and full of tantalising reminders of a very different past. With over 659 medieval churches still standing, you can’t help but reflect on a time when Norfolk was rich, heavily populated and a very different place to the one in which I grew up!

      

        

      
        To help you figure out where the books in the Norfolk Knights series are set, I’ve created the map below. The first three books featuring Rowena, Melisende, and Angelique are set in and around the medieval ports of Blakeney Haven and Cley, close to where I was raised. Book 4 onwards are set on the coast, near the rivers and Broads of east Norfolk.

      

        

      
        Wherever I live, Norfolk will always be my home and I’m happy that I can share a little of my love for it with you through the stories of the three Gresham sisters, and the de Vere family.

      

        

      
        Happy reading!
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      King John (1166-1216) was the youngest son of Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine.

      

      He was treacherous, (attempting to seize the throne from his brother Richard the Lionheart while he was away on Crusades), lecherous (forcing himself on the wives and daughters of nobles) and shockingly cruel (starving to death captive knights and even the wife and son of his former friend in Corfe Castle).

      

      The thirteenth-century chronicler, Matthew Paris, claimed John’s greatest achievement was, by dying, to make yet more foul the existing foulness of Hell.

      

      It is against a background of these dark days of King John’s rule that the following tale is set.
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        Leicestershire, late spring 1204

      

      

      Kezia glanced around the great hall and knew it was now or never. She had to strike while it was quiet.

      There were few signs of life. She spotted a group of men playing dice and swilling the king’s wine like it was ale. And a dog looked up at her hopefully with big brown eyes from his place by the fire amidst the greasy, bone-strewn rushes.

      Unlike the dog, the men took no notice of her as she slipped by in her drab servant robes, carrying empty ale jugs destined for the kitchen. But then she’d made sure she’d gone unnoticed during the weeks she’d been serving at the king’s hunting lodge. It hadn’t been hard. In a place where King John and his court dressed like gaudy popinjays, the undyed, coarse robes of a lowly maid rendered her virtually invisible. She’d also darkened her fair hair with ashes from the fire and prevented any remaining curiosity by covering her head with a veil, so stained it had been discarded by the other servants. And, most important of all, she’d learned to keep her eyes cast downward and to stay in the shadows. She knew what happened when women became visible to men. And no more so than here, a place where King John and his men did precisely as they pleased.

      She turned to the lone man who lay slumped over the table, snoring into a half-finished dinner, his goblet overturned and his hair trailing into a pool of red wine. It had been easy enough to make sure Sir Gilbert de Montmorency hadn’t joined the king’s hunt. She’d brought herbs from the forest for that very purpose.

      Her gorge rose at the sight of him. Even if she hadn’t known he was responsible for the kidnapping of her beloved Ethelinda—sister, mother, guardian, all rolled into one—she would have hated him for his cruelty to anyone beneath his rank, which included just about everybody except the king. Everything she’d come to know about him in the three weeks since she’d arrived at the hunting lodge had confirmed what she’d heard: that this bear of a man had taken Ethelinda away from their forest home to this castle where she’d disappeared. Kezia was determined to find out once and for all where she was.

      She tilted her head into his line of vision, but the man’s drunken gaze slid away as if she weren’t there. Kezia cursed under her breath. She’d seen other girls seduce men with a simple wink of the eye but, it appeared, she’d learned to go unnoticed only too well. Either that, or she’d overdone the potion she’d added to his wine.

      She glanced around, but there was no sign yet of the king and his entourage returning from the hunt, and the group of men playing dice had eyes for nothing but their game as the stakes grew higher. No one was looking, so she took a deep breath and loosened the ties of her gown. She pulled down her chemise, so her shoulders and the tops of her small breasts were revealed. It went against her every instinct of survival, but she had more to consider than herself if she wanted to find Ethelinda. She stepped closer and placed her hand on his thigh, swallowing the bile which rose in her throat as she forced her hand higher still. His eyes opened wider as her fingers touched his manhood, and she lowered herself so that his eyes were in direct line of her breasts. Suddenly he was wide awake.

      Before his great hand could paw at her, she stepped away. She forced herself to look him in the eye and lick her lips. She’d seen other girls do this and men immediately understood. She hoped she simply didn’t appear dry-lipped on this cold night that threatened snow.

      She lifted her skirts in one last desperate attempt to make Sir Gilbert follow her. He rose unsteadily and stumbled toward her, sending a chair flying onto the soiled rushes. The dog scampered away, a half-eaten bone in its mouth. A couple of servants looked around, grinning, as she fled into the shadows, re-tying her laces as she went. Her plan was risky as her ability to blend into the background had been her only defense against the debauchery of the king’s court. But no other opportunity had presented itself to get the man alone, to make him tell her what had happened to Ethelinda.

      She waited for Sir Gilbert with a thumping heart. Had she lost him? Then he turned a corner, saw her, and came stumbling after her. Timing was everything; she knew that from her life with the Romani in the forest. She gripped the iron handle of the door and waited until she was sure he was coming before she ran outside to a quiet corner of the deserted bailey.

      He lumbered toward her, his bear-like body made clumsy by drink, his eyes bloodshot, angry that he’d been made to run after her to shaft her.

      Her breath formed clouds in the freezing air, and she had to force herself to stop and face him. She slipped the knife from her sleeve and gripped it in her hand behind her back. As he advanced upon her she couldn’t help recoiling; her body pressed against a frozen rosemary bush, its scent filling the air. She could hear horses’ hooves pounding on the frozen ground—the king and his men were returning from the hunt, so she had to be quick.

      Sir Gilbert stumbled forward to kiss her, and she held in a cry as he placed one large greasy hand on her breast, the air now filled by his alcohol-laden breath. She couldn’t help ducking to avoid his lips, and brought her hand around to push him off, the hand with the knife in it. She pressed it to his gut.

      He didn’t realize at first and lifted her skirt with a grunt. She pushed her skirt back down and brought the knife to his neck where he could see it.

      “What the⁠—”

      “You brought a woman from the forest four weeks ago. Where is she?”

      He gave a low roar as he tried to seize the knife, but she wrenched his arm, twisted it around and sent him flying to the ground with a resounding thud. She stamped her foot on his throat.

      “Answer me, where is the woman you kidnapped from the forest?”

      He wrested her foot from his throat. “Let me up, damn you, wench!”

      She crouched, her knife at his throat, nicking his skin so blood flowed. “I will when you tell me where the woman is.”

      “I know not of whom you speak.”

      “Comely. Raven hair. Of early middle age.”

      “I wouldn’t take a woman of middle age.”

      “Her you would. She is very beautiful.”

      She knew the moment he understood of whom she spoke. His mouth slackened into a loose smile, and the dazed look left his eyes. He looked at her direct—the danger having banished his drunkenness—a slight smile playing on his lips as if he didn’t realize she was serious. “Let me up, and I’ll tell you where she is.”

      She shouldn’t, but she’d spent every hour of the last three weeks working up to this point. And her hand shook with the effort of keeping the knife in place. She needed to know.

      She stepped away. “You may rise, but you must tell me what I need to know. Otherwise…” She brandished the knife.

      But Sir Gilbert was more agile than she’d imagined. He jumped up with one swift movement and slammed her against the wall, the knife falling without a sound onto the grimy slush that was heaped against the flint walls of the castle keep. He had surprising strength for a man who spent most of his hours, when not talking poison into the king’s ear, whoring and drinking.

      “Bitch! I’ll take you first, and then I’ll kill you.”

      She knew she was dead, but she wanted to die knowing. “I need to know about the woman,” she said between gritted teeth.

      He tore at the laces of her robe, revealing the leather pouch she wore hidden under her clothes.

      “And what have we here? Some kind of treasure?” He gripped both her hands in one of his and opened the pouch to reveal a brooch. “What have you been thieving?” He took it and put it in his pocket. “I’ll take this.” He pressed his face against hers. “And you.”

      Even the loss of the only link she had to her past was nothing compared to the loss of the person dearest to her in the whole world. “Tell me… what happened to Ethelinda.”

      As he fumbled with his breeches, he gripped her throat and pushed her against the wall. “You know this woman, do you? Or should I say, did you? Because she’s dead. By her own hand. Seems she’d rather be dead than⁠—”

      He never got to finish the sentence because grief and fury gave Kezia the strength she needed to bring up her knee with a swift, well-placed jerk which had him reeling backward. She tried to reach for the knife, but he recovered quickly and slammed her once more against the wall and lifted her skirts.

      She struggled in vain, biting and scratching, trying to do whatever she could to rid herself of this monster, when a man’s roar made them both turn to see a dark shape, lit by fire. Kezia muttered a protective oath under her breath as the shape, outlined with the sparks from the fire of the brazier behind him, descended upon them and lifted the man from her. He threw him to the ground, knocking him senseless with an ease of movement and power which she’d never before seen. This man knew how to fight.

      The shape drew closer to her and Kezia wondered if it were a god of the woods whom the ancients worshipped, come to life to save her. But as he shifted and the light shone on his face, she saw it was a man, a mortal man, albeit with a blind rage in his eyes. She stepped away. Had he come to finish off what the other had started?

      As soon as she moved away, the fury left his eyes. “Don’t be afraid, maid. I will not harm you.”

      She pulled her hood over her head and narrowed her eyes. “Keep away.”

      He made no move toward her. “I mean naught, girl, merely to free you from that man.”

      “I can free myself.”

      She walked over to where Sir Gilbert lay groaning on the ground. Then, with a glance at her savior to make sure he didn’t come closer and attack her, she drew back her foot and kicked the prostrate man where it hurt most. He curled up into a ball, clutching himself and muttering foul oaths. She retrieved her brooch and picked up her knife. She was about to plunge it into him when the stranger stepped forward and held her hand with a grip of iron, forcing her to relinquish the knife which fell to the ground.

      She grunted both in pain at the man’s grip and frustration. “Let me kill him.”

      “Nay. If you kill him, it’ll be worse for you. Let him sober up out here and stay clear of him. The state he’s in I doubt he’ll remember you.”

      “You don’t know what he did.”

      The stranger glanced at Sir Gilbert on the slushy ground who rolled over and vomited. He looked at her. “No more than any of the rest of us, I reckon. Go now, while you have your chance.”

      She tore her hand from his grip, tears of frustration and anger and grief filling her eyes. She shot one last glance at the stranger who stood frowning at her, then opened the small door which led to the kitchen and slipped once more into the shadows.

      She closed the door behind her, her heart hammering, sick to the stomach. She gasped for breath as she tried to contain a sob which rose from the deepest place in her soul. Quickly she fumbled with her gown and lowered her head. She had to become invisible once more until the weather cleared, when she could leave this place of evil. But it was harder now because she also had to hide her grief. She held the sob tight in her throat as she responded to the cook’s command to take food through to the hall. The king and his men had returned from the afternoon’s hunt. She pushed the grief down into the pit of her stomach. Her head was spinning with nausea and pain, but she had to remain unobserved. Because once people noticed her, she’d be dead. Just as her beautiful Ethelinda had died—kidnapped from their forest home because of a man’s lust. Dead because she was desired.

      

      Rufus de Vere, Earl of Winterton, watched the lass disappear into the castle and shook his head. She was barely more than a child. He turned to the man who lay unmoving and picked up a bucket of icy water and threw it over him. The man gasped and sat up groggily.

      Rufus nudged him with his foot. “Get up, man, unless you wish to freeze to death.”

      The man rose uncertainly and felt his head. “Damn you.” He stumbled toward Rufus, but Rufus didn’t move.

      “I’m damned already and need no help from you. Return inside and leave your whoring to those who are willing.”

      “Rufus!” His brother’s shout came from the stable. “What keeps you?”

      It was a timely reminder as to the reason he was here. Rufus walked over to his brother, Savari, who’d led his horse into the stables, leaving the other man cursing as he re-entered the castle.

      “What was that all about?” Savari asked. “I thought you’d turned around and fled home, brother.” Savari put his arm around Rufus. “Then again, I know you better than to leave without your horse.”

      Rufus took his horse from Savari and muttered an Arabic expression to calm it. He removed the reins himself and with a handful of straw proceeded to wipe down his prized Arabian horse. “Someone trying to rape a wench.”

      “So my gallant brother goes to the rescue, eh?”

      He glanced at Savari, who’d lived a very different life to his own. “If you’d seen as much as I have of men forcing themselves onto women, your heart would sicken as mine does.”

      “Mayhap. But there is no time to save wenches; we have more important things to attend to this night. Leave the horse to the stable boy. The king is expecting you.”

      Rufus patted his horse’s neck, his coat gleaming under the flickering lights of the stable. “Take care of him,” he said to the stable boy. “He needs a cover this chill night and make sure you feed him well.”

      Rufus fell into step with Savari as they walked across the bailey toward the great hall.

      “You’re looking well, brother,” said Rufus.

      Savari opened the door to the Hall, and a cloud of steam emerged into the frigid air, along with the smell of roasting pig, and unwashed and sweating men.

      “I wish I could say the same to you,” his handsome brother said, his cool, intelligent eyes surveying Rufus under the light which spilled out from the great hall. “You’ve aged.”

      Rufus looked at him askance. “And despite your so-called diplomacy, your manners are unchanged.”

      “I reserve my silky tongue and compliments for where it matters. You”—he looked at Rufus with a critical eye—“require honesty.”

      “Honesty? A rare commodity.”

      “Indeed. Especially at court. It’s worth more than gold, and that is my gift to you,” Savari said wryly.

      “Well, thank you for your insults, then.”

      “Nay, they are no insults,” Savari said. “Our family has need of what you can do here. And for that, you need to know the truth and to whom you can speak it.”

      “And who is that?”

      “Only me, brother. Only me. For you must act with care here, not your usual impetuous performance like the one just given. You must be on your guard, like never before.”

      Rufus scoffed. “I’ve spent these past ten years in battle. You don’t need to tell me about keeping up my guard.”

      His brother leaned closer to him. “That was straightforward combat. This”— he indicated the court—“is not. Ready?”

      “I’m ready, but for what?” he asked, entering the great hall. No one looked up upon their entrance. The food had just been served, and the wine was flowing freely. The shouts and laughter of men, enjoying the comforts of the castle after their day’s hunt, competed with the drums and pipes of the musicians.

      Savari led them to a table close to the king’s empty table and wine was poured into cups. Rufus took a sip and grimaced.

      “You surely cannot find fault with the wine, brother?”

      “Indeed not. I simply wish it could be drunk as freely outside the king’s court. The only time I tasted anything as good was during the last smuggler’s moon—a haul from France.” He continued to eat and drink sparingly—he needed his wits about him, even if no one else did. “So this is the company you now keep.” He glanced at his brother. “I know not how you stand it.”

      “That’s because you’re a heathen who thinks one thing and says one thing only. I, brother, play a subtler game.”

      Rufus searched his brother’s face for information which he knew was being withheld. Savari had been raised in France and Rufus had his suspicions about where Savari’s loyalties lay. Savari was not saying, and Rufus knew better than to ask.

      “A more dangerous game, mayhap. Whatever. It is well one in our family is subtle. Because all this”—he indicated with a sweeping glance of the room—“defeats me.”

      “Aye,” said his brother with his usual austere grimness. He positioned his mouth behind his fists. “Our lord king does the same to the country as he does to the beautiful women at court.” He took a sip of wine. “Rapes it if it’s not willing and helps himself to its finest if it is.”

      “I would not have put it so nicely.”

      “You must learn to, if our mother and sisters are to have any kind of future at all.”

      “So, brother, where’s the lovely Maud who’s lured me here?”

      “She’s around,” Savari said evasively.

      Rufus looked at his brother carefully. “You’re hiding something. That’s not like you.”

      Savari met his gaze with an uncharacteristically grim look. “All is not as it seems, Rufus.”

      At that moment the door behind the dais opened, and the king entered the room. He was immaculately dressed, his beard trimmed short, and his sharp, clever eyes roved the room, before settling on Rufus, his lips curving into a smile. He pulled someone whose hand he was holding, and the woman entered Rufus’s field of vision. Lady Maud de Montmorency. The woman to whom he was betrothed. The woman who was to be the salvation of his family’s fortunes.

      Her headdress was in disarray. The king sat and pulled Maud into the seat beside him, the seat which should, by rights, have been where his queen sat. But Queen Isabella was nowhere to be seen. John called over a servant who immediately filled their silver goblets. He brought Maud’s goblet to her lips and she drank from it.

      Rufus looked away. “He’s bedding her,” he said blankly.

      Savari nodded grimly but didn’t meet Rufus’s eyes.

      “He’s bedding the woman I’ve come here to marry,” Rufus repeated. He gripped Savari’s shoulder and forced him to meet his gaze. “And you and my mother still wish me to wed her?”

      Savari sighed grimly and turned to face him. “You have no choice, brother; we have no choice. It is Lady Maud de Montmorency as your wife or our family faces ruin. We have become vulnerable since Father died. The Montmorencys have taken the de Courcy’s castle, and now eye our lands. They are claiming their ancestors held the area a century or more ago and they deserve to hold it again. We must unite with them, or be beaten by them.”

      “Aye, it is why I returned.” Rufus looked across at his future wife and felt… nothing. After years of fighting the Saracen armies, he’d returned home alive, but dead inside.

      “You will do it, Rufus?” asked Savari. “You will marry her as you promised Mother?”

      “Aye, I’ll do it.”

      He’d promised his mother and he’d keep that promise because the only thing that now touched his heart, hardened by so much warfare, was the thought of his vulnerable younger sisters. He’d do anything to keep them safe, even marry a woman whom he despised.
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      Four days’ ride across a turbulent country filled with cutthroats, resentful nobles and angry clergy, all suffering at the hands of the king, all for what? Rufus asked himself grimly. He’d been cuckolded even before he was married.

      He cast his eyes around the great hall, filled with the best tapestries upon the walls—plundered from God knows where—and the most scheming of men, all vying for power. He could smell the greed and ambition above the aromatic spices which flavored the rich sauces and sweet, strong wine which flowed liberally.

      He’d thought eight years of fighting in France and the Crusades had inured him to man’s excesses. It seemed he was wrong. His eyes strayed back to the woman he’d been sent to marry.

      “And the Lady Maud…” Rufus had met her once before and had not been impressed then either. She was beautiful, charming and ambitious. And he’d seen enough of those attributes on his travels to distrust them. “Is she a willing bedfellow of John’s?”

      “Apparently. Though it makes little difference. He takes whatever women he wants—married or unmarried. He bedded the Earl of Suffolk’s daughter and sister. Suffolk at least had the foresight to send his wife away, though how long he’ll get away with that, no one knows. It’s madness, Rufus.”

      Rufus shook his head. “Maud’s father should never have allowed her to come here.”

      Savari grunted. “Sir Gilbert encouraged it! He’s been wanting this ever since she came of age.” He glanced across the hall to a huge man whose head lolled as he snored. Rufus groaned as he recognized him.

      “What is it?” Savari asked.

      “Sir Gilbert is the man I pulled off the wench earlier.”

      Savari closed his eyes and grimaced. “Please, God, don’t tell me you hurt him.” He opened one eye cautiously.

      Rufus swilled the fine Rhenish wine around his goblet and tossed it down his throat, relishing the heat as it traveled down his gullet. “Not much,” he said. “He might not remember it was me who threw iced water over him.”

      Savari groaned. “But then he might.”

      “Aye, he might,” said Rufus, setting his goblet firmly on the table.

      “We must hope he does not. It would not take much to break the agreement between our families. He has loftier ambitions for Maud and his family.”

      Rufus grunted. “It is lofty to whore his daughter?”

      Savari ignored him. “It is your job to bring her to Norfolk and marry her, as our families have arranged.” His lips tightened. “He’s looking your way,” he muttered under his breath. “The king is watching you.”

      Rufus looked up to meet King John’s intelligent gaze. He went to grip his sword only to remember that he’d surrendered it as a sign of goodwill. He gritted his teeth. This battle he’d have to fight on wits alone. The thought wasn’t reassuring.

      “Lord Winterton!” The king straightened in his chair and beckoned Rufus to him.

      “Go, brother, and claim your prize.”

      Rufus had never wanted a prize less. He walked up to the dais and bowed before the king. Maud’s knowing eyes watching him as he came before them. “Your Majesty, I am honored that you invited me here.”

      “I’m sure you are, Rufus. Are you not going to greet your betrothed?”

      Rufus’s gaze rested briefly on the king’s hand which slid up Maud’s leg and squeezed it. He looked up into Maud’s wide blue eyes.

      “Lord Winterton,” she said. “I trust you are in good health.” Her speech was slurred.

      “I am. And yourself? You look…well.”

      “Oh.” She glanced slyly at the king. “I am very well looked after here.”

      “Yes, so it would seem.” He looked from one to the other.

      “So you see how things are, then?” said the king. “And you accept these terms? The lovely Maud will be your wife when I’ve finished with her, and you will gain the security for your lands that such a match will bestow, and which your family needs to survive.” The king grinned slyly.

      Rufus gritted his teeth. He’d seen much to dislike over the years but none so slimy and despicable as this man. No doubt he would tire of Maud after she was carrying his bastard. Only then would he discard her and send her to be married. He opened his mouth to tell his king exactly what he thought of him but, before he could, a hand was clapped on his shoulder. “My brother is at a loss for words at your generosity, sire,” said Savari.

      “Is he?” the king asked, his eyes never leaving Rufus, as he sipped the blood-red wine.

      Savari’s grip tightened on his shoulder, his nails digging through the thick woolen cloth of his mantle. “He is. Isn’t that right, Rufus?”

      Rufus nodded, his brother’s desperate grip urging only one response. “Of course.”

      The king’s slight tension melted away. “Good.” He waved them off. “Then return to your seat, enjoy the”—he glanced at Maud, whose thigh he still gripped—“sight of such luxuries, such as your own castle is unable to sustain, so I hear. Isn’t that right, my lady?”

      Maud’s lips curled into a sly smile. “They live like peasants, sire.”

      The king threw his head back and laughed. “Is that any way for you to talk about your future home?”

      “No, it is not,” she replied.

      And in that moment Rufus understood that Maud had no intention of ever becoming his wife. Her transformation into the king’s mistress had ended any such ambition. He suddenly felt sorry for her. She had no idea that her hold on the king was so tenuous and that, looking around the room, there was unlikely to be a maid who hadn’t been shafted by the king.

      “But, my dear”—the king lifted her chin—“you mustn’t forget yourself. You will be the wife of this man, and you will leave with him a week, or maybe a month, hence. We’ll see.”

      “A year, mayhap?” she murmured.

      The murmur was met by the king’s finger on her lips. With his other hand, the king waved Rufus and Savari away, confident that they now knew where they stood.

      Rufus had seen enough, but as he turned away in disgust, his gaze was caught by a servant with eyes like a cat. The tangle of gazes was momentary, and the servant swiftly looked away. His gaze lingered, however. It was her—the wench he’d saved from rape in the yard. How could he forget those two fierce cat’s eyes, shooting him angry glares, as she hissed at him from between closed teeth? He watched her disappear, merging into the shadows like a specter.

      He smiled. She’d learned to move like a phantom. He’d only noticed her because he knew danger was more usually found in the shadows than in the full light of the sun.

      Rufus and Savari returned to their seats. Rufus pushed a drunk’s head from the table, to give himself room and began eating.

      “I am glad you are not disturbed by this turn of events,” said Savari.

      “I am not disturbed because I shall not stay.”

      “You must!”

      “Why?” He gestured to Maud with his knife. “The lady has no intention of ever marrying me. The only reason to stay is for the king to make sport of me. No, I will leave after a night’s rest.”

      “The lady’s intention is of no import. Only the king’s, and I tell you he will tire of her more quickly than she expects. I doubt she’ll last the month. She has not the wit the king enjoys. No, you leave when the king allows you to take home your prize. ”

      “Prize?” Rufus scoffed. “Maud? She is no prize, brother, and she has no place in my life.”

      Savari’s eyes narrowed and not for the first time did Rufus think that his brother was more ferocious than a marauding Saracen army. He was fiercely intelligent and as cold and calculating as the North Sea beside which they’d been raised. “But think, brother, of the power and security the match will bring. Lady Maud’s dowry and the lands she’ll bring with her will ensure our family’s future. We will no longer have to suffer the threat of the de Montmorencys taking our lands and castle, like they did the de Courcys.”

      “We will stand firm and defend our lands—we will fight, Savari. That is what we will do.”

      “You are but one man. We have not the men to fight, nor the money,” added Savari bitterly.

      “Aye, since Father lost it all.”

      “It is no use talking of it. Father is dead. It is down to you and me now. You must marry her.”

      “I cannot.”

      “Why? You claim that you’re not seeking love and affection in a marriage, so what does it matter who you marry? It is purely an alliance.”

      Rufus could think of no answer to that. He’d long since hardened his heart and was no longer certain he could feel anything anymore. So maybe it was best he was wed to someone who was equally unfeeling.

      “She is also fair to the eye,” added Savari, pressing the advantage he detected in Rufus’s lack of reply.

      “Not to me! Her eyes are sly and shifting, her lips slack, and her figure? It bursts out of her clothes like an over-ripe peach.”

      “Some would not see that as a problem.”

      “Some people are easily duped. I would see the edges in people—both in the flesh, and in heart and mind—because only then can you be sure of them. Only then can you know them. I do not want this woman. Nay, I will leave as soon as the skies are clear again.”

      Savari opened his mouth to speak but obviously thought better of it after seeing Rufus’s expression. Savari might be ferocious in his own way, but he was no match for Rufus.

      Rufus glanced through an open window at the thick snowflakes which fell harder now. Even the seasons were conspiring against him. He couldn’t remember such a heavy snowfall so late in spring. He was stuck—unable to escape from a cruel, capricious king and an ally who, it appeared, had switched sides.

      Rufus drank deeply of his wine. It was going to be a long few days.

      

      “Girl!” The old man who ran the kitchen barked out the word as he took the bung out of a barrel of ale and filled a mazer before plugging the barrel once more. He sipped the ale and narrowed his eyes before nodding and bending to his task.

      Kezia lowered her head and stepped forward.

      “You’re still here, then,” said the old man.

      Kezia nodded.

      “And still saying nowt. Well,” he said, filling two jugs with foaming ale, “can’t say I’m surprised. A warm bed by the fire beats the forest any day. But you’re to make yourself useful, mind. All the other lads are busy. Take these out, and clear as you go.”

      Kezia adjusted the cloth around her head and took the jugs. The old man held on to them for a second as he searched Kezia’s face. “At least I can rely on you not to draw attention to yourself. You do that, girl, and you’ll be lost.”

      Kezia nodded and slipped unnoticed into the great hall.

      “He’ll be dead before the week is out, mark my words.”

      Kezia’s ears pricked up as she passed two men huddled in conversation. She wondered who the unfortunate person could be this time. It seemed the king’s castle was the place to come if you wanted to die before your time. She placed a jug of ale on the lower tables and moved closer to the person who spoke, clearing away the leftovers and tossing them to the dogs who ran for them, fighting over the bones. She lowered her head and continued to tidy, moving ever closer to the man who’d spoken. She knew him to be Sir Gilbert’s squire, one of the party who’d accompanied Sir Gilbert’s daughter, Lady Maud, to court and appeared content to see her debauched and plied with enough wine to make her barely aware of what was going on.

      If he’d mentioned the name of the unfortunate person, Kezia had missed it. She moved closer, filling cups with ale as she went.

      “Aye,” continued the naive lad who had more swagger than sense. “My lord is to be given riches and land for Maud’s work in the king’s bed. There’s no doubt Gilbert de Montmorency is in favor and the de Veres are out.”

      “It’ll hit Lady Winterton hard,” replied his companion, who indicated Lord Winterton and his brother, Savari, seated some distance away, “to lose her lands and all plans of advancement for her children. Her hopes were pinned on Rufus and his marriage to our lord’s daughter.”

      The squire sat back, confidently shaking his head. “It won’t happen. Sir Gilbert might have thought to join his lands with the de Veres through marriage, but now that Maud is favored by the king, he won’t interfere when we take the de Vere land for our own. Not with the gold Sir Gilbert has promised him. Our king needs as much coin as he can get to fight to regain Normandy.” He smacked his lips and indicated his need for more ale. Kezia willingly poured him some, taking her time. “And if Lord Winterton dies, then it’ll be all the easier to take their lands.”

      “Why should he die?”

      “People die all the time!” He raised a sly eyebrow. “If Lord Winterton is found dead—hunting accidents, you know, are such frequent occurrences—then we simply walk in and take the lands. It will be that easy.”

      “What of the other brothers—Savari and William, home in Norfolk?”

      “They’re not fighters, not like Rufus. They pose no such threat. No, believe me, Rufus is not long for this world.” The boy leaned forward and held his index finger up to his neck and swept it across the front.

      It was all Kezia needed to hear. She looked over to Rufus, the man who’d saved her from rape. She owed him.

      

      Rufus tapped his clenched fist on the table as he looked around, wishing he were anywhere else. How his brother could stand being in such company, he couldn’t imagine. The place had degraded with every hour that had passed. He shifted in his seat, so he didn’t need to look at the king, and pushed his fingers through his hair, frustrated by his feeling of imprisonment, sickened by the task which lay ahead of him. By God, how he longed for the open spaces of his native Norfolk.

      “For goodness sake, Rufus, go to bed if you must. You sit there looking like you’re about to jump up and strike someone.”

      “Aye, you’re right. Things will turn ugly if I stay here much longer.” Rufus rose.

      “Sleep well, brother. For tomorrow you must be at your charming best.”

      Rufus shook his head, and Savari laughed. But as Rufus walked away, his footsteps ringing down the dark, stone-flagged hallway to the rear of the castle where he and Savari had been assigned to sleep with other men, his heart was heavy. Unlike his brother, Rufus wasn’t known for charm, and if his family’s fortunes truly depended on it, then they were doomed.

      He lay down and wrapped his cloak around him. He was alone, and the only sounds were the distant shouts, laughter, and drunken singing coming from the hall. He tucked one arm beneath his head and looked up at the arched stone ceiling above him, trying to work out how he could play the role his family had carved out for him. When his mother had first told him that he should marry to save their family fortunes, he’d laughed. He’d thought it a jest. Fight, yes. But marry? He’d survived ten years of fighting only through ensuring he felt nothing. What had begun, at the beginning of that time, as something he’d willed, had ended as a permanent thing. The few tender thoughts he now had were restricted to his sisters. And he’d had no thought of marriage until his mother spelled out the choices—marry or watch his three young sisters displaced and thrown to the mercy of the world. Even his dead heart couldn’t let that happen.

      Suddenly he was aware he was no longer alone. The torchlight flickered and a denser darkness shifted against the blue-black of the shadows. He was instantly alert, his hand gripping the knife which he kept strapped to his side. “Who goes there?”

      There was a rustle, and he grabbed an arm and had his knife up to the throat of the shadow in an instant. The shadow squeaked.

      “What are you, a mouse?”

      “A girl, sir.” He felt her tremble beneath his grip.

      “And why are you here? If you think I require company, you are mistaken.”

      She pushed back her hood, and he recognized her—the girl with the cat’s eyes. “I am here to repay you for the earlier kindness you showed me.”

      “I told you I don’t need a whore.”

      “And I am not offering you that,” she replied sharply.

      “Then what do you offer me?”

      “Information. I overheard two men talk of how Sir Gilbert plans your death. You should leave, sir, as soon as possible.”

      “I intend to. But tell me, know you if the threat extends to my brother?”

      She shook her head. “No. They mentioned only your name. Your death will be made to look like an accident.”

      He grunted, and released her. “So I won’t be attacked in the night, then.”

      “No. Even they are not so stupid as to kill you in the castle, in your bed. It will happen in the forest, during the next day’s hunt.” She backed away. “I must go.”

      “Back to the shadows, eh?”

      “Yes. It is the only safe place.”

      And in a moment she was gone, leaving Rufus alone to ponder that not only did his family wish him to marry the king’s whore, but that their supposed ally, Sir Gilbert, wanted him dead. It seemed the world beyond the Crusades was more dangerous than he’d supposed.
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