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Chapter 1




England, 1152

The lady was small and fragile, but with the tall knight standing before her, her frailty was much more apparent. Her blond head reached no higher than his broad shoulders. And when his open palm cracked across her cheek, her thin body jerked to the side with the force of it. A blow like that would have easily sent her to the floor if she were not supported. But she was supported, by two of the knight’s men-at-arms. They stood well behind her, her arms twisted just so to thrust her forward so they would not take a blow meant for her. This kept her upright when she might have buckled, kept her there to receive another blow, and still another.

Across the small chamber, Rowena Belleme watched. She also was being held fast by two men-at-arms, the same two who had dragged her into this chamber to witness her stepbrother’s brutality. Blood trickled down the center of her chin from biting her lips to keep from screaming. Tears fell copiously over ashen cheeks. But she had not been struck herself. Like as not it would come to that if she did not give in to her stepbrother’s demands after this demonstration of his seriousness, but while his patience held, he did not want to blacken her with bruises that would elicit comment at her wedding.

Gilbert d’Ambray had no such qualms regarding his stepmother, however. Lady Anne Belleme—nay, she was Anne d’Ambray now and once again a widow, now that Gilbert’s father was dead—was of little use to him except as a hostage to Rowena’s behavior. And there was not much that Rowena would not do for her mother. But what Gilbert wanted of her now…

Anne turned to look at her daughter. Her cheeks were blotched a fiery red with the imprints of Gilbert’s heavy hand, yet she had shed not a tear, nor made a single sound. Her expression, so eloquent, wrung more tears from Rowena. It said plainly, This has been done to me so often, ’tis naught. Ignore it, daughter. Do not give the cur what he wants.

Rowena did not want to. Lord Godwine Lyons, the man Gilbert had found to marry her, was old enough to be her grandfather, in truth, her great-grandfather. And her mother had only confirmed the rumors she had heard of this old lord when Gilbert had demanded that Anne convince Rowena to comply with his wishes.


“I know Lyons, and he is not for an heiress of Rowena’s stature. Even if his age were not an issue, the man has scandals of perversion attached to his name. Never would I condone such a match.”

“He is the only man willing to fight to regain her properties,” Gilbert had pointed out.

“Properties your father lost through his greed.”

“Nay, it is every man’s right—”

“To encroach on his neighbor?” Anne cut in with a full measure of the contempt she felt for her stepson, which was not even a quarter of what she had felt for his brutish father. “To raid and make war without recourse? To steal and force women into marriage before their husbands are even buried! Such rights only came to men since that weakling Stephen was made king.”

Gilbert had actually flushed, but more likely with anger than in embarrassment for what his father had done to Anne. In truth, he was a product of the times. He had been only a child of eight when Stephen had stolen the crown from Matilda after old King Henry died. The kingdom had split apart then, half the barons refusing to accept a woman as their ruler, the other half holding by their oaths to Matilda, and now her son Henry of Aquitaine. Hugo d’Ambray was one of the barons who had then sworn to Stephen, and so he had felt justified in killing Rowena’s father, who was Henry’s vassal, and then forcing Walter Belleme’s widow to marry him, thereby gaining control of all of Walter’s lands, which Rowena as his only child inherited, as well as Anne’s dower lands. And neither Anne nor Rowena had any recourse for this injustice, certainly not from a king who had thrown the realm into anarchy.

Unlike his father, who had had a streak of malevolence to complement his brutishness, Gilbert was like most men of his day, respectful when necessary, churlish when not, and intent on filling his coffers with the fruits of other men’s labors. But because he had lived seventeen years with anarchy, his policies were no different from any other baron’s. Most of them might bemoan having such a weak king that the land was rife with lawlessness, but then most of them took advantage and contributed to that lawlessness.

Actually, in the three years that Gilbert had been Rowena’s stepbrother, he had never said a harsh word to her, nor laid a hand to her in anger as his father had occasionally done. As a knight, Gilbert was well skilled and courageous. As a man, he was actually very handsome, with black hair and dark brown eyes that gave unease for their watchfulness. Until today, Rowena had hated him only because he was his father’s son. For their own benefit and their petty wars with their neighbors, they had stripped her lands bare and taken everything of value that she and her mother had ever owned. They had broken the betrothal contract her father had made for her, keeping her unwed strictly for their own profit, so they could continue to draw what they could from her serfs’ labors, and demand war service from her vassals each year.

But last year Hugo d’Ambray had thoughtlessly decided to take Dyrwood keep, which sat between one of Rowena’s properties and one of his own. That was tantamount to stirring up a hornet’s nest, for Dyrwood belonged to one of the greater warlords of the north shires, the Lord of Fulkhurst, who not only came to the aid of his vassal at Dyrwood, routing the besiegers and sending them back to their own borders, but then systematically set out to destroy the man who had dared try to steal from him.

Unfortunately, not only Hugo’s properties became this warmonger’s targets, but also those that Hugo had control of through wardship. And he found out how helpful a weak king was when Stephen refused to come to his aid, too busy with his own problems. But even though Hugo had been killed two months ago in this war that his greed had started, Fulkhurst was not satisfied. Gilbert was finding out that this particular warlord thrived on vengeance.

Gilbert had sued for peace and been refused, which had enraged him and made him determined to win back the d’Ambray lands at any cost. But the cost he had decided on was to sacrifice Rowena to the marriage bed of an old lecher. He had even told her it would not be for long, that he would soon have her back under his guardianship, for the man was two steps from the grave. But as long as she was wed to the old goat, Gilbert wanted to see a child come from the union. He had made that perfectly clear, for only in that way would he have her and her lands back, as well as Lyons’ land and wealth through her child. Thusly he would obtain the resources to win back the d’Ambray properties that were now in Fulkhurst’s hands.

’Twas a fine plan as far as Gilbert was concerned. It truly cost him nothing, but would gain him all that he sought—including, at long last, Rowena in his own bed. This above all else was at the heart of his plan, for he was halfway obsessed with the little flaxen-haired beauty who was his stepsister.

He had wanted her from the first day he had seen her, when she was only fifteen. But his father had refused to let him have her, pointing out that her value would be considerably decreased without her maidenhead, even though he had had no intention of marrying her off. But Hugo d’Ambray could not live forever, and Gilbert was intelligent enough to see that the damned maidenhead was not for him, and patient enough to wait until it was no longer an issue, bestowed on some future husband.

This was why Gilbert had treated her well, not wanting her to be aware of the streak of ruthlessness ingrained in him by his father. He wanted Rowena to want him as well when he finally took her to his bed. He wanted her enough that he would even have married her himself if there had been any profit in it. But since the d’Ambrays already controlled her lands, there was not. As soon as she conceived, he intended to have her, and to continue having her, even though he had every intention of marrying her off again for further gain at some future time. Getting rid of her husbands would be the easy part. Getting Rowena to develop a passion for him would not be so easy.

Unaccountably, to his way of thinking, wedding her to Lyons without her consent, which would be an easy thing to do, would set her against him. He did not see forcing her consent by beating her mother as a worse offense. Far from it. He was so used to seeing his father beat the Lady Anne, it was as if it were nothing. He did not take into consideration that Rowena, kept at Kemel keep these three years instead of with her mother at Ambray Castle, had not witnessed the same and so had grown indifferent to it, as he was. He was so certain that she would never hold ill usage of her mother against him that he was not very sure that his rough treatment of the Lady Anne would even work to sway Rowena. ’Twas merely the least of the things he could do to get her to agree to the marriage, and so had been the first he had sought to try when reasoning and pointing out the benefits had failed.

Gilbert’s first mistake was in assuming that Rowena felt for her mother what he had felt for his, which was next to nothing. His second was in not expecting any kind of reaction from Rowena this soon, so he had not even looked toward her since he had begun striking her mother a few moments ago. But when he saw Anne look toward her daughter with such steady courage, he also glanced behind him, then stiffened in anger, seeing his mistakes clearly now. The girl did care for her mother, too much. Her large sapphire eyes were awash with tears. She was hurting herself to keep from begging him to stop, and that only because her mother had stated plainly that she did not condone the marriage to Lyons.

Better he had drugged her, married her to Lyons, and got even the bedding over with before she had regained consciousness, a fait accompli. Now those lovely blue eyes gazed on him with such loathing, he knew she would never desire him as he had hoped. So be it. He would still have her, and soon, but he was so enraged that it would not be as he had imagined it, his fingers closed into a fist and slammed into the side of Anne’s head. She crumbled instantly, without a sound.

Rowena made the sound, a choked whimper, before she whispered, “Nay. No more.”

He left the mother hanging between his men and moved to stand before the daughter. He still seethed over what his assumptions had cost him in personal gain. ’Twas there in his eyes, in his expression, and he lifted Rowena’s face in his hand, forcing her to see it. But it was a measure of his feelings for her that his hand was not rough, even in his present anger. Unwittingly, he even gently wiped the tears away from one cheek.

His voice, however, was harsh in questioning, “Will you wed Lord Godwine?”

“I will.”

“Will you do so with good cheer?”

Rowena stared at him blankly for a moment before she burst out, “You ask too much—”

“Nay. What will a smile cost you when it will ensure his speedy compliance with the marriage contract?”

“Is his compliance in doubt?”

“Nay, but there is no time to lose. Fulkhurst is now inactive, but only because he has just defeated Tures.”

Rowena blanched at this information. She had known that two of her keeps near Dyrwood had been taken, one without even a fight, but Tures Castle had been the largest of her father’s properties, his stronghold, and was much farther north. She had grown up in Tures. All that she knew of love and happiness she had learned there, inside those stone walls. Now an enemy warlord held it—nay, enemies had held it these past three years, so what difference to her, one or another? She certainly had not held it, nor did she ever expect to. Even if Lord Godwine could win it back for her, it would be hers in name only.

Gilbert mistook her expression and thought to reassure her. “Do not despair, Rowena. Lyons has become rich in bleeding his town merchants these past twenty years that he has held Kirkburough. The mercenaries his wealth will buy will quickly defeat Fulkhurst and send him back to his own domain. You will have Tures back within the month.”

Rowena did not answer. She had already been told that the marriage contract had been worded to her benefit; that her properties, once they were won back, would be hers, not her husband’s, which meant nothing to her in this day and age when law and justice were ignored, but would mean everything if only Henry would come to rule. Lyons no doubt thought to have full use of her properties. Gilbert obviously thought to have them back in his control, which to her mind meant that if Lyons did not die soon enough of his old age and ailments, Gilbert would help him along to that end. But Gilbert wanted her to bear Lyons a child first. As she had done every day these past three years, Rowena shuddered and prayed for Henry of Aquitaine to win the throne of England. Her father had been Henry’s vassal, and Rowena would swear herself to him quicker than she could blink. Then and only then might she escape Gilbert d’Ambray’s control.

Instead of remarking what was in her mind, she asked Gilbert, “Does that mean my vassals will be brought to swear to me this time, or will they again be too busy fighting in your wars?”

Color stole into his cheeks. This was yet another way his father had ignored the letter of the law, for when the Belleme properties had changed ownership at her father’s death, his nine vassals should have come to pay Rowena homage for the properties they now held through her, yet she had not seen one of those knights in these three years she had been kept isolated at one of Hugo’s smaller keeps. Each time she had ever mentioned it, she had been fobbed off with excuses that her knights were besieged, or in the middle of a campaign, or some other such thing. Like as not her men thought her dead. That would have been the easiest way for Hugo to have gained their service without having to answer their concern for her welfare.

Gilbert said now in a hard tone that discouraged further comment, “Five of your vassals have died fighting Fulkhurst, and whether Sir Gerard lives or not is undetermined, as he had been made castellan of Tures. Likely that monster butchered him, as he has done to my own knights.” He ended with a shrug that stated clearly he did not particularly care whether Gerard had been spared or not.

What color had returned to Rowena’s cheeks left again. She did not question further, but only because she dreaded to know which knights still lived and which did not. Who should she blame for their deaths, Fulkhurst for striking the killing blow, or Gilbert and his father for gaining Fulkhurst’s ire? God’s mercy, when would this land be returned to peace?

Quietly, she asked Gilbert to have her released. At his nod to his men, she was immediately let go and started toward her mother. Gilbert’s hand caught her arm and steered her instead toward the door.

She pulled away from him, but his hold was firm. “Let me go to her.”

“Nay, her women will attend her anon.”

“I have not seen her in three years, Gilbert,” she reminded him, but should have known it would not make a difference.

“When you get yourself with Lyons’ child to secure his lands will be soon enough for you to see her.”

More manipulations and coercions. She could not be silent any longer, but released her feelings in a hate-filled hiss. “You are despicable, worse even than your father. At least he was honest in his cruelty!”

His hand tightened on her arm, the only indication that her words affected him. “I have only your best interests at—”

“Liar! I will do what you want, but if you tell me once more that I am to benefit by it, I will scream.”

He did not argue with her. What he wanted to do was pull her into his arms and kiss her, for the fire of her fury stirred his desire for her even more than her beauty. But he did not dare even a kiss. Did she go to Lyons’ bed without her maidenhead, he could repudiate her, thereby ending Gilbert’s hope of getting his hands on the old lord’s wealth.

So all he said was, “Then come, we ride for Kirkburough today. You will be wed tomorrow.” And be in his own bed at the very first indication that she was safely breeding.








Chapter 2




They arrived at Kirkburough just as the sun was setting. The gates of the town were still open, but it was to the keep overlooking the town that they rode. Rowena found it appropriate to see the high walls of this large fortress awash in a red glow, a portent reminder that she was entering hell.

Gilbert had wisely kept his own counsel during that twelve-mile journey, for Rowena had reached the point where she no longer cared what she said to him. Legally, he was her stepbrother and her guardian, and there was no one to decry that he was both of these by foul means. But if it were not for her mother, Rowena would have utterly balked and done anything to escape her present situation. She thought she might even be able to kill Gilbert, so much did she hate him after today. But she could not escape, for she had no doubt whatsoever that her mother would suffer horribly for it, and her mother had suffered enough at the hands of the d’Ambrays.

She understood more fully now why she and her mother had been separated immediately after they had been taken from Tures. If Rowena and Anne could have somehow escaped together, they could have found aid from one of the powerful magnates who were opposed to Stephen, as Walter Belleme had been. Likely Rowena would have had to marry then to protect herself from the d’Ambrays, but it could have been to a man of her choosing.

None of which mattered now. She was here, to be wed on the morrow. If only…God’s mercy, how often she had thoughts that began so.

If only her father had not loved her so much, she could have been safely married at the tender age of fourteen, as most daughters were. Her betrothed was an honorable man. He would have waited to consummate the marriage until she was older and better capable of bearing children. But her father had not wanted to tempt that kind lord with her budding beauty, nor had he wanted to give her up so soon.

If only he had not ridden out himself to face d’Ambray’s army, he might still be alive. Tures would have been besieged, but they could have escaped and gone to Henry’s court, or even to one of the other lords who supported him.

If only the laws governing women were upheld, if only Henry were king…if only Gilbert would die. But ’twas too late even for that. She was in Lyons’ keep, which put her effectively in Lyons’ control, as if they were already wed. He would still marry her to have whatever it was he sought, whether Gilbert was there to force her into compliance or not.

Rowena was almost numb with despair as she mounted the stairs to the Great Hall. ’Twas immediately apparent that Gilbert had not spoken falsely of Lyons’ worth. Just crossing the bailey, Rowena had counted nine household knights, and the towers and walls teemed with men-at-arms. There were more knights inside the hall, where tables were set for the evening meal with gold plate and fine linen. Even the walls displayed the lord’s wealth in useless weapons of polished silver and gold, most encrusted with fine jewels.

Servants abounded, surely one or more to serve each guest, but in this Lyons did not waste his money. Their clothes were nearly rags, their bodies none too clean, their demeanor cowed to the point of trembling hands and haunted eyes, and no wonder. In the space of crossing the hall to the raised dais where Lyons sat like a king in state, Rowena saw three servants cuffed for no apparent reason, one struck so hard that he fell to the floor, only to be kicked twice where he lay unmoving so it could be determined if he was merely shirking his duties.

Rowena was so appalled by this that she stopped walking, making Gilbert jerk on her arm to get her moving again, but not before the knight who was kicking the downed man noticed her watching him and smiled at her. No shame, no contrition. He smiled.

It was a well-known fact that without any ladies present, men would behave nearly as beasts. But there were ladies present, wives of some of the household knights. Obviously, they had no effect on the men’s behavior. This spoke clearly of the character of the lord of Kirkburough, for most men will do as their master does, in good or ill.

She had avoided looking toward the lord’s table, putting off as long as possible what was to be her fate. But Gilbert stopped, telling her the moment was at hand. Even so, her first sight of Godwine Lyons of Kirkburough nearly made her cry out in horror. Gilbert’s hand tightened on her arm, for she had taken an involuntary step backward.

’Twas worse than she could have imagined. The man wasn’t just old, he looked like a corpse. His skin was a pasty white, and so deeply wrinkled there was not an inch anywhere to be seen that could be called smooth. What was left of his hair was white, except for one narrow streak of blond to attest to what the color had been. His body was so bent, he stood no taller than Rowena, who was only a few inches above five feet. His bright silk robe, trimmed at neck and sleeves with costly fur, merely made him look ridiculous.

The whites of his eyes were dark yellow. A white film covered the iron gray of one of his irises. He was almost blind. He had to come mere inches in front of Rowena to have a look at her, and she was assailed by his fetid breath, which nearly made her gag before he moved back. With crooked fingers, he pinched her cheek and cackled, revealing the only two teeth remaining in his mouth.

Gilbert was shouting the introductions, which told her the old man was also almost deaf. That was fortunate, because Rowena could not stop herself from swallowing her pride and begging.

“Please, Gilbert, do not do this to me. If you must marry me off, choose another, any other—”

“Be quiet,” he hissed in her ear. “’Tis done, promises made.”

Before he had her consent? “Promises can be broken,” she told him.

“Nay; there is no other who would agree to all I ask.”

What he asked for. For his benefit. She had lowered herself to plead with him for naught. She had even known it would be for naught. She would never beg again, not to him or any man, for only God had mercy. Men had only greed and lust.

She turned to look up at him, having to bend her head back, he was so near. And quietly, without emotion, she said, “Guard your back well, brother, ere my dagger finds it. The first chance I have, I mean to kill you for this.”

“Do not speak foolishness,” he replied, but uneasily, his eyes searching hers. And something in hers must have convinced him ’twas not an idle threat. He actually looked stricken when he cried out, “Rowena!”

She turned her back on him and summoned a servant to take her to whatever room had been prepared for her. If Gilbert or Lord Godwine had tried to stop her from leaving that hall, she probably would have shown them all a fine rendering of a madwoman. But neither did, and she had to stop on the darkened stairs that led up to the tower room where she was to pass the night, for her own tears, finally released, were blinding her.








Chapter 3




Rowena woke with some disorientation, but it lasted only moments before she knew exactly where she was. When she had finally gotten to sleep she could not guess, but it had been long after midnight. Now she could almost feel her blood turning cold as dread seeped into her bones, keeping her immobile on the bed.

Some little light came through the high window in the tower room, but not much more than was had from the hearth and candles set about the small chamber. A long while passed before she wondered who had lit those candles and restoked the fire. And who, for that matter, had drawn her bed-curtain open? If Gilbert had dared…

“Do you mean to lie abed until ’tis time to face the priest?”


“Mildred?” Rowena gasped in surprise, recognizing that dear voice.

“Aye, my sweet one.”

Rowena sat up and located the maid sitting on a chest that had not been there when she had first entered the room. Her own chest it was. And her own maid sitting on it.

Mildred had been her maid for as long as Rowena could remember, and before that, she had served Lady Anne. She was a small woman, smaller even than Rowena, though not small in girth. Quite round she was in that respect, for Mildred did indeed love to eat. Two score and five years in age, with gray streaking her brown hair, and warm brown eyes, she had been allowed to accompany Rowena into her isolation three years ago, the only kind thing Hugo d’Ambray had ever done for her.

“How came you to be here?” Rowena asked as she looked about the room to see if anyone else was there.

“When he came for you yestermorn, he left orders for all that you own to be packed up and brought here. Those churls thought to leave me behind, but I set them right on that notion.”

“So sure he was that he would have my cooperation in this farce,” Rowena said bitterly to herself.

“I saw that old man last eventide when I arrived. How could you agree to wed that?”

Rowena could feel the tears starting to gather in her eyes, but she fought them back. Her lower lip still trembled, however, when she said, “Gilbert was beating my mother. I doubt he would have stopped until I did agree.”

“Oh, my lamb,” Mildred cried, and came swiftly forward to gather Rowena into her arms. “I knew he was a monster, just like his sire. Those soft words of his never fooled me, each time he came sniffing ’round your skirts.”

“God forgive me, but I hate him now. He has no thought for me in all this, only his own gain.”

“Aye, that is true enough. Already they prepare for war here. ’Tis said this keep will be nigh empty come the new dawn. Every knight, and near a thousand men-at-arms, your new lord has committed to young Gilbert. And there is gold enough to hire thousands more. ’Twill not be long ere you have back all that Fulkhurst, that monster from the north, has reft from you.”

“Not from me,” Rowena snapped. “Think you Gilbert will ever give up my lands? He’ll have them back, and when Lyons dies, he’ll have me back as well, to marry off again the next time he finds himself in similar straits.”

“So that is the way of it, is it?” Mildred asked indignantly.

“So he as much as admitted. But in the meantime, I am to get myself with child to secure Lyons’ lands to Gilbert as well.” Rowena gave a broken laugh. “Can a man so old still beget children, Mildred?”

The maid snorted. “So all men would like to think, but ’tis nigh impossible. Yet did I spend the eventide being regaled with stories of how this lord has tried to get himself another son to replace those who died in war. Four wives he has had in as many years, recent years, and that does not count the six he had in his youth.”

“What happened to so many?”

“The early wives all died of one means or another, but the servants claim mostly by foul means. The recent wives he repudiated. All innocent maids they were, yet he claimed otherwise when they did not give him the hoped-for son as quickly as he expected. ’Tis all he wants from you, my sweet one.”

“So if I do not give him a son, he is like to repudiate me within the year. No wonder Gilbert assured me I would not be married long.”

“Nay, that old lord will not last even that long, do you ask me. Five years ago he should have been dead. Why he still lives can only be from a pact with the devil.”

“Shush,” Rowena hissed, crossing herself, yet she was inclined to agree. She herself had thought that he already looked like a corpse.

Mildred looked at her narrowly now. “Do you truly mean to wed Lord Godwine?”

“You say that as if I have a choice.”

“Aye, you do. We could kill him instead.”

Rowena scowled to have her hopes raised in one instant, then dashed in the next. “Think you I have not considered that? But if I ruin Gilbert’s plans in that way, he might well beat my mother to death, he will be so furious with me. I am not prepared to take that chance.”

“Nay, of course not,” Mildred agreed. She bore as much love for the mother as she did for the daughter, and could not bear to think of either one suffering when she had certain skills with herbs to prevent it. “Then if it must be, it must be, but you need not share your body as well as your bed with that old lecher. He can be rendered incapable—”

Rowena waved that notion aside before it was completed. “Only blood on the sheets will satisfy Gilbert.”

“It need not be yours.”

Rowena had not thought of that. She need not suffer those wrinkled and twisted fingers, that fetid breath, the revulsion that was like to wither her soul? If only…She cringed inwardly. “If onlys” had never come to her aid, nor would they now.

“Lord Godwine might be ready for the grave, but that does not mean he is stupid. If he has no memory of consummating the marriage, is he not like to see the matter repeated the next morn?” She shuddered at the very thought. “I would rather suffer this horror in the dark of night than in the light of day, Mildred. I do not think I could bear watching him touch me, as well as feeling it.”

“Very well, my sweet one. I will make a drink for you instead. ’Twill not put you to sleep, but ’tis the next best thing, for you will be so unaware of what goes on about you, you will not care what that old lecher does to you.”

Rowena frowned. She wasn’t sure she wanted to be totally senseless around Godwine Lyons. She was helpless enough in this situation; that would just make her more so. But which was better, not knowing, or merely not seeing?


“How long would your potion last?” she asked thoughtfully.

“A few hours. Long enough for him to do what he will do.”

“And if he took it by mistake?”

“’Twould do him no harm. If he can perform, then he will. Merely will he not recall it.”

Rowena groaned, dropping back on the bed. “Then again I must deal with him come the morn.”

“Nay, why should there be a mistake? I will leave the potion in the nuptial chambers, already mixed in your wine. Yours will be poured and ready to drink, his will not. Merely do you drink it as soon as you arrive there. No matter who will be with you, no one would gainsay you that extra fortification for what you must endure.”

“Then do it just so. Anything must be better than—”

Rowena broke off at the sound of a knock at her door, but it was not Gilbert, as she had half expected. Servants came in, a great number of them, with bath and water, with a tray of bread and cheese to break her fast, with a wedding gown of deepest cream. She was told Lord Godwine would like her to wear it, if she had nothing appropriate. She was also told, or actually overheard the maids’ whisperings, that his last two wives had also worn that gown. How frugal of the man, to get so much use out of it. This certainly showed how little he cared for her feelings.

When one of the maids held the gown up for her to better examine it, Rowena said, “Why not? His other wives were fortunate enough to escape him. It might bring me the same luck.”

There was an appalling silence for a moment that made Rowena realize she should have kept her thoughts to herself. These servants were his after all. But she had done no more than shock them with her frankness, and soon there was a nervous giggle, then another, and she found that they were in wholehearted agreement with her, for all of them hated the man who was to be her husband.








Chapter 4




The day progressed, despite all hope that it would not, and just after Sext, Rowena was married to Lord Godwine Lyons of Kirkburough. Naught had happened to save her. Before witnesses, with man’s blessing—she would like to think God withheld His—she was given over from the control of one man to another, her new husband. Feebleminded as he was, he had slept through the entire mass.

A feast had been prepared to last the rest of the day. Rowena sat beside her husband, watching him gum the slops he was forced to eat because of his lack of teeth. But graciously, or perversely, since he had noted she was not eating, he piled her own gold plate high. If she had tried to swallow anything, she was certain she would vomit.

Gilbert was in highest spirits. He had done what he had set out to do, so naught could sour him, not even her silence each time he spoke to her.

He sat on her other side, ate with gusto, downed chalices of wine with even more gusto, and bragged endlessly of how he would now run Fulkhurst out of their shire, if he could not actually kill him, which was what he would prefer to do. And Mildred had spoken true. Gilbert was not even allowing Lyons’ men to participate fully in the celebrations, to which there were many outspoken grumbles, but had them leaving the keep in groups of one hundred throughout the day. They were being sent to his own stronghold, to join his army there, which already had orders to march to Tures with the new dawn. He was not even going to wait until he could hire more men. He wanted Fulkhurst besieged at Tures before the warlord could slip away.

Rowena was not the least bit interested in his talk of war. She hated Gilbert enough now that she hoped he could not wrest Tures away from Fulkhurst, even though that would mean it would never be hers again. She no longer cared. Gilbert was as much a warmonger as Fulkhurst was. Heartily, she hoped they killed each other.

When the time came for the ladies to usher her off to the nuptial chamber, Rowena was so beset with dread, she was sure she was going to be sick. Her skin was as pasty white as her husband’s, and her eyes hurt from fighting back tears all day.

There were no bawdy jests or crude advice, as was the custom at weddings. Looks of pity were all she received, and the women made fast work of preparing her and getting out of there. She was left in her thin shift. No one had suggested she remove it, not that she would have. Godwine was so blind he might not notice, and that would leave at least something between her skin and his.

As soon as she was alone, she slipped her bedrobe on and made haste to put out all the candles except those by the bed, which she could douse without leaving it. Then she headed for the table where she had already noticed the bottle of wine and two chalices, with only one filled. She hesitated in reaching for the drugged wine, however. The potion was to last only a few hours. What if her husband did not come to her for a few hours? Should she wait a while more? What she should have done was ask Mildred how long she must wait for the potion to take effect.

The door flew open without warning and Gilbert came swiftly forward, his dark eyes on the hand reaching for the chalice. “Nay, leave that,” he ordered tersely, ready to stop her if she did not heed him. He carried his own bottle of wine and set it on the table. “’Tis lucky I thought to wonder at your docility.”

“What else can I be, when you hold my mother prisoner?”

He ignored her words, scowling down at the chalice of wine. “Did you mean to poison him?”

“Nay.”

His scowl got darker as it turned on her. “Yourself, then?”

She let out a laugh, near hysterical, wishing she had the nerve. He grasped her shoulders and shook her.

“Answer!”

She shrugged off his hands. “If I would poison anyone, ’twould be you!” she hissed, angry enough to show him all that she was feeling in the look she gave him.

He looked flustered for a moment. And it occurred to her that he had actually been afraid that she might do herself harm.

He did not meet her eyes when he said, “You make too much of this.” She was aware he referred to her marriage. “The sooner you get yourself with child, the sooner I will get rid of him for you.”

“So you do mean to kill him?”

He did not answer, for he had left the door open, and they could hear the party approaching with the groom.

“Get yourself to the bed to await him.” He gave her a little shove in that direction. “And behave yourself as befits a bride.”

Rowena whirled around. “You aught await him there, as this marriage is your doing,” she whispered furiously. “He is so blind, mayhap he will not notice the difference.”

Gilbert actually grinned. “I am pleased to see you still have the spirit I ofttimes noticed. Indeed, ’tis wise of me not to trust you, so I will take these with me.”

“These” were the bottle of wine and the filled chalice that had been standing on the table. Rowena had to bite her lip to keep from begging him to leave her the cup at least. But more determined would he be to take it if he knew how much she wanted it. Either way, ’twas lost to her.

With a dry sob, she ran for the bed, and had just covered herself when the groom arrived, carried in by the few remaining household knights who had yet to depart. Their crude laughter and jests ended at the sight of Rowena in the bed, and it was Gilbert who curtly ushered them out when he noticed them ogling her. In less than a minute, she was left alone with her husband.

He had been prepared for her. He wore a black bedrobe that made his skin look even whiter. The tie had come loose on the way to the bedchamber, and he did not bother to tighten it, but let it part completely with his first step forward. Rowena had closed her eyes briefly, but that image of his body would not leave her inner mind—legs whittled down to mere bone, ribs protruding, sunken belly, and that tiny thing between his legs. She had heard it called many things, all denoting some monstrous weapon, but that was no weapon to strike fear into her.

She almost laughed, but she was too close to tears. She began to pray silently, that she could bear this, that it would be over with quickly, that she would not be rendered mad when he was done with her.

“Well, where are you, my pretty?” he asked peevishly. “I am too old to go a’hunting.”

“Here, my lord.”

That he was still squinting off to the left told her he had not heard her, and she repeated herself in a near shout. That started him toward her, stumbling up the steps to reach the bed.


“Well? Well? What do you wait for?” he demanded in that same peevish tone, standing there on the top step, but making no effort to get into the bed. “Can you not see my warrior requires assistance ere he will stand at attention for you? Come and play with him, wife.”

That tiny thing was supposed to be a warrior? Rowena made a sound of negation in her throat that he did not hear. He was chuckling to himself, his eyes not really on her, but staring beyond the bed with a dazed look in them.

“I would not take it amiss were you to kiss him, my pretty,” he suggested, still chuckling.

Her hand flew to her mouth as the mere thought made her gag, the bile rising to her throat. Just barely she swallowed it back down. If he could have seen her expression, he would not be laughing. But he really was near blind as well as deaf. And she really was going to kill Gilbert for this.

“Well? Well?” he was demanding again. His eyes began searching the bed, but even standing right there, he still could not find her in it. “Where are you, you silly child? Must I needs call my man, John, to find you? You will meet him soon enough. If I do not have you breeding within the month, I will give you to John to have it done. I am too old to go through this again. You are the last, and I will have a son from you one way or another. What say you to that?”

Was he trying to shock her? Had she even heard him aright?

“What I say, my lord, is that you sound like a desperate man, unless—Do I understand you correctly? You would give me to this man John to get me with child if you cannot?”

“Aye, I would. I have a fondness for John. I would not mind calling his son my own. Better that than have my brother get what is mine, a man I despise more than any other.”

“Why do you not just claim John as your own?”

“Do not be stupid, girl. No one would believe he is mine. But it will not be doubted that your child is mine.”

Would it not? The man was worse than she had thought. She was his wife, yet he meant to breed her just like his cows and pigs. If he could not see it done, he would let another, nay, insist another do it. Gilbert would not protest either, she realized, for he wanted the same end, a child.

God’s mercy, did she really have to go through with this? He was so feeble and fleshless, she knew she could fight him off without half trying. But what would happen to her mother if she did? And he was her husband now. A husband was all-powerful. Her very life was now hers by his whim alone, for if he chose to take it, no one would bring him to task for it.

“Have I made a bad bargain here?” His voice rose with the possibility. “Come you here and ready me, wife, and do it now!”

That was a direct order, not to be gainsaid, but Rowena was positive she would faint if she had to touch him. “I cannot,” she said, loud enough so she would not have to repeat it. “If you mean to take me, do so. I will not help you.”

His face turned so furiously red, she was certain not one of his ten other wives had ever dared to refuse him. Would he have her beaten for doing so? ’Twas obvious he was not strong enough to beat her himself.

“You—you—”

He got no further than that. And it looked as if his eyes were about to pop out of his head. His color darkened still more. He swayed on the step, one of his hands pressed so hard to his chest, she thought his ribs might cave in. It was on the tip of her tongue to say something conciliatory, merely to calm him down, but before she could, he swayed backward, right off the steps without a sound.

She scrambled to the edge of the bed to look over the side. He was not moving. He lay there in the rushes, his hand still clutching his chest, his eyes still bulging. No breath moved his chest.

Rowena continued to stare at him. Dead? Could she be that lucky? A laugh bubbled up in her throat, but it came out in a soft wail. What would Gilbert do now? This was not her fault. Was it? If she had not refused…If it was her fault, she exonerated herself, feeling no guilt. How could she know a little defiance would kill the man?

But was he truly dead? She would not touch him to find out. Even now the thought of touching him was repugnant to her. But someone had to find out.

She leaped off the bed and ran for the door, then out into the hall—and right into Gilbert’s arms.

“Aye, ’tis as I thought,” he said with marked displeasure. “You intended all along to run away. But there will be none of that. You will go back in there and—”

“He is dead, Gilbert!” she blurted out.

His hands squeezed her arms painfully before he released one and dragged her back into the chamber with the other. He went right to the old man and bent to put his head to his chest. When he looked up at her, his expression was dark with fury.

“How did you do it?”

She stepped back from the blast of that accusation. “Nay, I touched him not, and there was only your wine in the room, which he did not drink. He was not even in the bed yet. He clutched his chest and fell off the bed steps.”

Gilbert looked back at her husband, and must have believed her. He drew the black robe over Lord Godwine’s body before he stood up and faced her.

After a moment’s thought, he said, “Do not leave this room. Do not let anyone inside.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Find you a suitable substitute. ’Tis imperative now that you start breeding this very night. Damn this black hair of mine, or I would do it.”

Her eyes flared wide at the meaning of his last words as much as of his first. “Nay. I will not—”

“You will,” he snarled, “if you wish ever to see your mother again—alive!”

Now it was stated plainly, what she had only suspected before, and she blanched, not doubting at all that he meant it. But the horror of what he intended…a substitute!

Desperately, she asked, “How can you even hope to perpetuate such a deception? The man is dead.”

“No one need know that until a sufficient time has passed to see you breeding. When you are not directly attending to that, you will stay in this chamber—”

“With his corpse?” she gasped, taking still another step back.

“Nay, I will get rid of the body,” he said impatiently. “When ’tis time to bury him, I will find another body to pass off as his. At any rate, he will be officially buried before his brother learns he is dead, and you will be for certain with child before the man arrives to try and wrest his due. But he will have naught. Godwine would have wanted it so.”

That was likely true, but did that justify what Gilbert meant to do? And he sounded so confident in his new plan. But why not? Again, he had to do naught but sit back and wait while her body was sacrificed on this altar of deception. And this time her mother’s life truly depended on her compliance.








Chapter 5




They set upon him on his way out of the common bathing room at the inn. Five of them there were, dressed in the leather jerkins of men-at-arms, yet he doubted they were that. Thieves, more like. Lawlessness was prevalent in most towns that had a weak or absent overlord, or corrupt aldermen. And he did not know the town of Kirkburough, had never passed through it before. For all he knew, this could be another pocket of high villainy where all travelers and strangers were set upon and robbed, or tortured if they could not promise fat ransoms. To travel in Stephen’s England alone or with a small escort was to risk penury as well as your life.

Truly, this had been an act of stupidity and conceit on his part, to come here with no more than his squire just because he wanted to beautify his appearance before he met his betrothed on the morrow. A bit of vanity, and look what it had wrought. Too long had he been confident in his reputation of swift retribution for any wrong done him, to keep offenders at bay. It had stood him in good stead for a goodly number of years, ever since he had turned his life toward vengeance. But for a reputation to do any good, it had to be known, and as he did not know this area, neither was he known here.

Warrick de Chaville could be forgiven his carelessness, though he would not forgive himself, for he was not a forgiving man. The town had looked peaceful and well ordered. He had a lot on his mind. He would soon be marrying for the third time, and he did not want this new wife to fear him as the other two had. He had much hope in the Lady Isabella. For nearly a year he had courted her when he could find the time, though that was not his way. Her father had given her to him at first asking, greatly desiring the match, yet Warrick had wanted Isabella’s consent, and would not make contract for her until he had it. Now he had it, and he was eager to make her his.

Lady Isabella Malduit was not only a great beauty and much sought after, she was also soft-spoken, sweetly tempered, and had a charming sense of humor. Warrick wanted humor in his life. He wanted love and laughter, which had been absent since his family had been destroyed and naught but hate and bitterness had filled him. He had two daughters, but they were frivolous and self-centered creatures. He loved them, but he could not abide them for very long with their bickering and pettishness. He wanted a home life like the one he had known as a child, that would draw him home, rather than send him eagerly into war. And he wanted a son.

He did not ask for too much, no more than any man could expect. And the right wife could give it all to him. He had found her in Isabella. Already he was very fond of her. He hoped it would soon be more than that, though truthfully, he was not sure he was still capable of that kind of love after so many years of hate. But ’twas not necessary that he love his wife, only that she love him. None of which mattered if he was to die here this night.

He was not even properly armed. He had left his sword and armor in the room he had rented, where even now Geoffrey would be cleaning it. He had come down to the bathing room with no more than a dagger tucked in his belt. Now he did not even have his clothes, for he had left them with the attending servant to be washed. He wore only a large bath sheet, wrapped and tucked in at the waist, with the short dagger stuck under the edge of it at his belly.

Even though he was so defenseless, the five men surrounding him were hesitant at first to draw their swords, for Warrick de Chaville was no ordinary-sized man. At six feet and three, he stood a half head taller than the largest assailant, and more still than the other four. With his arms and chest bare, there was no doubt at the strength contained in his large body. But more than that, he looked mean. There was a hard ruthlessness in his face, as if he would enjoy killing for the mere sport of it. And the gray eyes that had marked him as their target were so coldly chilling, at least one man wanted to cross himself before he drew his sword.

But they did draw their swords. And the leader would have spoken, mayhap to make a demand instead of fighting, except Warrick was not a passive knight. He was aggressive in all things, and this was no exception. He clasped his dagger in hand and let out a war cry that very nearly shook the timbers. At the same instant he charged forward, slashing the man nearest him across his face. He had aimed for the throat, but the man’s scream did him more good in putting fear into the others.

It became quickly apparent that either they were clumsy with their weapons or they were not trying to kill him. Well and good, that was their mistake. He wounded another, but then his blade began striking the steel of theirs. They had not meant to hurt him, but they did not intend to die either.

And then Geoffrey joined the fray with a less thunderous battle cry, having heard Warrick’s. The lad was only ten and five, and not the squire Warrick would have taken into any battle, for he deemed him not yet ready for that. He was skilled with a sword, yet his body was not fully developed, giving him not much
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