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Chapter One

––––––––

England, 1333

––––––––

With Dover’s chalk cliffs now clearly in sight, Sir Geoffrey Hamelin clutched the rail of the single-masted galley and prayed for continued divine intervention.

A tall, broad-chested, solidly muscled male, whose mere size had helped keep him safe in the narrow, dangerous alleys of Paris, Geoffrey admitted his lack of prowess when faced with nature’s superiority. Here was an enemy he couldn’t defeat, merely battle to a draw. Perhaps.

’Twould be both painful and humiliating if he emptied his stomach into the choppy Channel below. Especially now, when the tortuous journey was almost over, and when one of God’s most beautiful creations stood nearby to witness.

Geoffrey had noticed the lovely lady while boarding ship at Calais, when he yet possessed the wits to keenly perceive his surroundings. She seemed so sad, and from what he observed, also alone. ’Twas rare for a lady to travel without a companion, and the reason for the oddity pricked his curiosity.

He’d almost approached her. However, judging by the nauseating experience of his first and only Channel crossing, he’d headed below deck for privacy. For the few humbling hours required for passage to England, he’d intended to suffer his mortifying illness alone in the cargo hold—an error of judgment. Whether below or above deck, his stomach roiled.

Desperate for distraction, he allowed himself a glance at the intriguing lady.

The same breeze that slapped waves at the ship tugged at her hooded black cloak, giving him tantalizing glimpses of her trim figure gowned in scarlet silk. The hood fluttered about her classically featured face, caressed by hair the hue of spun gold.

While he admired her beauty, he envied her balance. One delicately fingered hand rested serenely on the railing while his own knuckles turned white in a death grip.

Another wave rocked the ship, flipped Geoffrey’s stomach and tested his willpower. He took a long gulp of air and met the Channel’s challenge. This time.

Damn, he hated ships, almost as much as he hated leaving Paris to return to his father’s estate. Only for his youngest sister would he suffer so, to ensure her upcoming marriage was to a man she didn’t object to. With their older brother off in Italy, the duty fell to him to protect Eloise, if he could, from the snare of their father’s greed.

The law might state a woman couldn’t be forced to marry without her consent, but Geoffrey knew well his father’s disdain for laws that didn’t suit his purposes. Only look at how Father had tried to force his other offspring into lives that either advanced his position at King Edward’s court or added coin to his coffers.

Geoffrey braced for an oncoming wave, gritted his teeth and rode out the tormenting upsurge and agonizing dip. Droplets of sea water splashed his face and mingled with the sweat beaded on his brow and upper lip. His head spun, the dizziness weakening his knees but not his resolve.

Soon the ship would anchor in the harbor. Soon he’d plant his feet on solid ground. Until that blessed event came to pass, all he could do was hang on.

A dainty hand covered his large fist. The warmth of her touch dealt a blow to his concentration, her heat supplanting the chill he found necessary to keep his legs under him and his stomach from rebelling fully.

“You have gone very pale, sir. Mayhap you should go below.”

Geoffrey gazed into concerned eyes of amber gems, a color so pure and of such crystalline clarity they sparkled. ’Twas a bold move for a woman to approach a strange man, especially one of his great size. He must appear a pitiful sight if she suffered no qualms.

“Better the fresh air than the stench below.”

The pungency of barrels of salted fish had forced him to seek the deck where he only had to contend with the scent of a few horses that milled about in their rough-planked pen.

A small smile touched her lips, but not her eyes. The sadness he’d noticed before yet lingered. “Ah. I beg pardon. Still, I fear you may lose your...footing should you cling to the rail. Might I assist you in some way?”

In Paris, at his charming best, he’d have taken the offer as an excuse to get to know this daring woman. Although ill, he felt the pull of attraction, and again the tug of curiosity over why a woman of both beauty and refinement traveled alone.

However, aboard ship, at his absolute worst, he needed no further excuse to send her away. Better to act the cad than risk soiling her fine cloak and leather shoes.

“Begone, quickly, if you have any sense at all.”

She removed her hand from his and cast a glance shoreward, her only moves to oblige his wish for privacy.

“Then I may as well stay and keep you company,” she declared. “There are those at home who are eager to assure me I have gone completely witless. Mayhap they are right.”

Geoffrey knew the feeling. The moment he passed through Lelleford’s gate, his father would likely vehemently question the wits of a son gone rebellious. He knew, deep in his heart, that taking vows would have stripped away his wits in short order. He’d done right to shun the priesthood.

“One must do what one must to keep body and mind in balanced humor, despite the opinion of others.”

“My father would not agree.”

Nor would his own father agree. So, four years ago, Geoffrey had left Lelleford for Paris without his father’s permission or knowledge and not returned since. Making the decision to return home, to face his father’s censure, had been difficult, indeed. He’d damn near turned around on the dock at Calais, his resolve weakened by the sight of the ship, knowing what was to come.

“Then why go home?”

She tilted her head. “If you are to be my confessor, might I know your name?”

Intrigued by what sin this beautiful woman was about to confess, he answered simply, “Geoffrey.”

“Leah. Do you go home, too, Geoffrey?”

He didn’t have a chance to answer before the deck rose to churn his traitorous innards and buffet his aching head.

Leah’s hand covered his once more. “The waves calm as we near shore. You need suffer only a little while longer.”

Another deep breath, another victory. Leah had the right of it. The galley sailed toward a calm harbor. ’Twas possible he’d gain the shore without spewing his guts. What had she asked? Something about going home.

“My sister is to be wed.”

“A joyous occasion, then.” She gave him another wan smile. “Me, I go home because I have nowhere else to go. Will you return to Calais after the wedding?”

Without doubt, as soon as he was able, he’d leave home again and return to the continent, despite another agonizing crossing to get there. “To Paris, and my studies.”

She nodded, giving him the impression she approved. Would that he could gain the same approval from his father. ’Twould never happen.

“Would you return to France if you could?”

Leah sighed, a mere exhale of breath. “Nay. I should not have gone to begin with. I chased a lovely dream. Unfortunately, dreams sometimes turn into night terrors.”

“What happened?”

She shrugged. “I was in love. He was not.”

Though Leah tried to sound resigned, he heard the underlying pain. Some witless man had wronged her. The fool.

“Then you are best off without him.”

Leah smiled fully, a bit wickedly, revealing a spirit trodden upon but not crushed. “So I told Bastian, rather scathingly. I wished him and his harlot the joy of each other before I threw the harlot’s garments out the window and filched Bastian’s money purse.” She glanced seaward. Her fingers tightened their grip. “Hold on.”

Geoffrey took a deep breath. The wave hit the galley and tossed the ship upward—higher than before. This time the bow dove deeper into the water, at a steeper angle. Leah gasped and lost her balance. She fell into his side and grabbed fistfuls of his tunic. ’Twas all Geoffrey could do to keep his footing and hold them both upright.

From below deck came the sharp, ominous crack of bursting wood, followed by a mournful groan. Then silence, as if the whole world held its breath. Bile rose in his throat, partly from his sickness, more from the absurd surety the ship was about to sink.

Steady for the moment, he pulled Leah into the narrow space between him and the side of the ship, then immediately regretted the rash impulse. Her lithe body unyielding, with widened eyes she questioned his action, one he couldn’t explain because he wasn’t all too sure himself.

To protect her from an as yet unknown threat? When he could hardly keep his own footing? More fool he.

Geoffrey closed his eyes when he caught her scent, of lavender perfumed soap preferred by the ladies of France. A fresh, pleasant aroma that appealed far too much to his senses.

That he should meet an intriguing woman under such dire circumstances struck him as horribly unfair.

His attention pulled back to their predicament, Geoffrey observed the reactions of the ship’s crew and other passengers. In stunned silence, everyone clung to some piece of the ship. Listening. Waiting.

Leah eased her grip on his tunic and drew in a deep breath. “I always planned...to learn to swim...but not like this.”

Her attempt at humor made him wonder if he’d reacted overmuch. The ship tilted slightly, but the mast and sail were intact. The water was rough enough to make him ill, but surely not enough to swamp a seaworthy galley.

Still, something unnatural had happened down in the bowels of the ship to cause damage. How much?

Shore and safety seemed a hell of a long swim away.

“There are boats, if need be.” Every ship carried a small boat or two, used to haul crew and cargo from ship to shore in ports with harbors too shallow for large ships to anchor at dockside. “We will be all right, I swear.”

A thunderous rumble reverberated through the ship.

Then chaos erupted.

The horses penned on deck screamed in terror. Officers shouted orders at the crew to hustle below to bale water. A few seamen slipped down the hatch before another wave hit, tilting the ship to a precarious list.

Geoffrey gripped the railing with every bit of strength he could muster, keeping both he and Leah from tumbling onto the angled deck. On the edge of his vision he saw rats swarm out of the hold, and seamen wrench canvas coverings off a stack of three boats.

Struggling to keep his panic under firm control, Geoffrey nudged Leah. “To the boats. Now.”

No one gave the order to abandon ship, but none was needed. Passengers and seamen alike bolted toward the boats, shouted and shoved at each other in panicked fury. A man lost his balance and slid down the tilted deck. Geoffrey didn’t watch to see how fast or how far the man traveled. He took each uphill step carefully, easing along the railing, determined to get Leah into a boat quickly.

The biting tang of smoke heightened his dread. His eyes watered and stomach churned. Leah trembled along the whole length of her.

“Only a few steps more until we reach the ladder,” he said, offering encouragement as much for himself as for Leah. “The boats are already in the water. Can you see them?”

“I see.”

At the edge of the first group of men eager to clamber over the side and down the rope ladder, Geoffrey shouted, “Make way! Stand aside for the lady!”

When the man in front of him didn’t move, he grabbed hold of the lout’s shoulder and yanked. “Stand aside!”

The man wheeled, his eyes wide with terror, his fist raised. “She takes her turn same as the rest of us!”

Leah took a half step back, seeking succor against the lout’s vehemence. Geoffrey longed to toss the churl overboard for simply scaring her.

In a tone of command he hadn’t used in years, hadn’t expected to ever use again, Geoffrey ordered, “Stand aside. The lady goes down the ladder first.”

“After me!”

“Bastard.”

The fist aimed at Geoffrey’s chin didn’t land. All the training he’d endured in his father’s tiltyard, the endless hours spent in weapon practice and learning fighting tactics simply took over. A shift in stance, a well-timed dodge and accurately delivered shove sent the lout sprawling face down on the deck.

From the boat below came a shout, “Room for one more! Hand down the lady!”

Grateful for the seaman’s timely order, Geoffrey pushed Leah toward the ladder. The group of men scurried off to find seats in other boats. Thick smoke now swirled in the air, though he couldn’t hear the crackle of fire.

Tears glistened in Leah’s eyes. “What of you?”

“There are other boats,” he said, hoping he hid his fear well enough to reassure her.

“Come with me.”

Geoffrey glanced down. As the seaman had said, there was room for one more person, and that seat belonged to Leah. One of the many men who stared back up at him, surely, would take charge of her and see to her safety on shore.

“No room.” He gave her a brief, hard embrace, which she returned with enthusiasm, warming him clear through. In another place, under other circumstances—but the damn ship was going down. “Besides, I know how to swim. I will see you ashore.”

“Promise.”

“On my honor. Now, get down that ladder!”

He hated to let her go, but with the seaman’s help soon saw Leah settled safely in the boat.

Then he heard the roar of fire, and turned to see the lout he’d shoved to the deck lunging straight at him. Then the huge white sail ripped free of its lines. The thick mast snapped.

From the small boat he hoped was well out of harm’s way came the sound that clawed at his soul. Leah, screaming his name.

***

Leah huddled beneath her cloak, her eyes closed and throat raw, oblivious to all but the horrible memory of a gallant man’s last few moments of life.

The man Geoffrey shoved to the deck had attacked him just as the mast fell and rolled the ship onto its side. ’Twas the last she’d seen of Geoffrey. Terrified, she’d shouted his name, but doubted he could hear over the deafening noise as the doomed ship caught fire and splintered apart.

All was quiet now but for the lap of water against the side of the boat and the dip of the seaman’s oars. He rowed slowly, circling, searching for survivors and finding none. No one spoke, all too stunned for words, all grateful to be alive.

She hoped Geoffrey had somehow abandoned the ship before it sank beneath the surface. Perchance he’d jumped off and one of the other boats picked him up. Leah lifted her chin from her chest and glanced toward the shore still hazy through the smoke. Geoffrey couldn’t possibly swim all that way, could he?

She hoped, but doubted he’d meet her ashore.

More likely he’d saved her life, then lost his, and she couldn’t shake the certainty that if not for her he’d be alive.

A tall man, broad in the shoulder, with a masterful square jaw and intelligent blue eyes, Geoffrey had leaned against the rail, pale as cream, his lack of color a sharp contrast to his long sable hair and emerald tunic. So sick, and utterly determined not to be sick.

If she’d minded her own damn business he might not have felt compelled to act as her protector and thus saved himself. So now she was safely tucked into a boat, and Geoffrey wasn’t, and ’twasn’t fair.

“The other boats head toward shore,” one of her boat mates quietly commented. “Perhaps we should, too.”

Roused from her misery, Leah glanced at the other two boats, hoping for a glimpse of an emerald green tunic—in vain. Indeed, the boats headed for shore, picking a careful path amongst the scattered ruins of the galley.

Fresh tears welled up and threatened to fall. She cleared her throat and addressed the seaman who manned the oars.

“Once more, I beg you.”

His expression reflected everyone’s thoughts—no hope, useless to search any longer. They all knew who she sought, the man garbed in emerald green who’d hugged her then helped her over the side and down the ladder. Geoffrey, whose name she’d screamed over and over when he vanished from sight.

If the six men crammed into the boat thought her pitiful, so be it. She couldn’t head for shore without ensuring a thorough search. If someday, by some miracle, she ever met Geoffrey’s sister, she’d be able to give assurance that every effort had been made to find the gallant brother lost to the sea.

“Please. Geoffrey knows how to swim.”

The seaman said nothing, merely turned the boat back toward where the ship had gone down. To Leah’s relief, none of the other men objected.

’Twas horrifying, the carnage.

Chunks of mast, the ropes and shredded sail entangled, mingled with bobbing barrels and crates and splintered planks. A horse, the mane burned away, struggled to swim toward shore.

And the men...dear God the men...dead, many burned terribly, but none wore emerald green.

Leah fought the urge to close her eyes against the devastation. The seaman rowed; she and her fellow passengers searched. The afternoon waned. Too soon ’twas apparent they must head for shore or face the night. Sick at heart, Leah made no further plea when they’d made full circle and found no sign of survivors. No Geoffrey.

The seaman rowed hard, picked up speed. The man seated behind her put a hand on her shoulder and leaned in close.

“Look, my lady, ships come. Perhaps they will find your Geoffrey.”

Two ships sailed out from the harbor, lanterns burning bright. They’d lower boats, haul in the dead and whatever cargo they deemed worth salvage. Could they rescue that poor horse she’d lost track of? She hoped so.

The nearer to shore, the less debris. A barrel, a piece of railing, a plank—a large chunk of planking bobbed in the water, onto which clung a man garbed in green, she was sure of it. Her heart leapt to her throat, nearly choking off her words.

“There. Bear right.” Unable to sit still, she stood up and shouted, “Geoffrey!”

The man beside her grabbed her hand but didn’t pull her down, just aided her balance.

“Geoffrey!”

The man on the plank didn’t answer, didn’t move.

With the guidance of the men forward, the seaman eased the boat alongside the plank and the man who sprawled face down across it, laying too still, one of his legs bent at a disturbing angle.

Leah bit her bottom lip. Her hands shook. A man in the bow confirmed her fondest hope.

“’Tis Geoffrey, my lady. He breathes but appears bad hurt.”

Bad hurt, but alive.

Two men stripped down to their breeches and went over the side.

“Ye gods,” one whispered into the evening air. “How the hell do we get him into the boat without injuring him further?”

“Can you straighten his arm?” the other rescuer asked. “Have a care for his leg.”

Leah’s heart sank as the men worked slowly to straighten Geoffrey’s limbs, yet still evoked a long, pain-filled groan. Then silence.

“We need something to wrap him in.”

“Will my cloak do?” Leah asked, already undoing the ties.

Using great care, the rescuers spread her cloak over the slippery plank, rolled Geoffrey onto it and bundled him up.

With much coordination of pushing and shifting to keep the boat from tipping, the men hauled Geoffrey into the boat and lay him on the bottom.

Leah eased back onto her seat, reached down to feel Geoffrey’s shallow breaths. Reassured, she brushed a hank of sable hair away from his forehead, revealing a gash that needed stitches. Already a huge lump there turned an ugly, deep purple.

Bad hurt indeed, but alive. Badly in need of a physician’s tending, but breathing. But his injuries were many and deep. He was so cold, so unearthly pale.

Leah rubbed her arms against the chill, knowing a long night lay ahead. First she’d ensure Geoffrey received the care he required, then seek shelter for the night. Soon enough tomorrow to worry about how to get home to her undoubtedly disappointed father and usually contrary brother.

She’d left Rouen with no more than the clothes she wore and Bastian’s purse, given little thought to much beyond going back to the home she shouldn’t have left.

Thanks to the man bundled in her cloak, she was alive and unhurt, able to carry through with whatever plan she devised to deal with her troubles. Yet, her troubles seemed insignificant when compared to Geoffrey’s. He’d been on his way home, too, to attend his sister’s wedding.

Perhaps his sister or another family member even now stood at dockside, awaiting word of Geoffrey’s fate. ’Twould be best if that were the case. She had enough problems of her own without taking on the problems of another, even one who’d saved her life.

Fate often wasn’t kind, and attempting to control one’s own fate sometimes led to disaster. Only look at how she’d muddled her attempt to trade one fate for another.

She probably couldn’t influence Geoffrey’s fate any better than she’d controlled her own, but she’d do her utmost to give his a nudge in the right direction.

Chapter Two

––––––––

Several hours later, Leah sat beside Geoffrey’s pallet in the huge dockside warehouse used to shelter the shipwreck’s victims. Though damp and dark, the wooden, dirt-floored building provided a roof overhead and a common gathering place for not only the survivors and the physicians who treated the injured, but the friends and families of those seeking news of loved ones.

No one had yet come seeking Geoffrey, who’d slept while being tended, who the physicians warned her might never wake.

Sweet mercy, he was horribly battered.

Both of his broken legs were braced in splints. A swath of white linen sheet encased his chest to protect his cracked ribs. A thick, odorous unguent coated the burns on his arms and hands. The ugly, deep gashes on his forehead and the back of his head were neatly stitched. A thumb full of oil—placed there by a meddlesome priest over her protest—glistened on his forehead.

Disheartened, wishing she could do something for Geoffrey, Leah again adjusted the light wool blanket covering him from waist down.

His olive-toned skin stretched tautly over the firm, solidly defined muscle of his upper chest and shoulders, containing the strength she well remembered from their ordeal aboard the ship. Strength he’d likely called upon to pull his sorely used body up onto a lifesaving plank. Had he any strength left to keep his heart beating much longer?

The physicians declared it miraculous he lived this long. They’d forced poppy-infused water down his throat to ease the pain if he should wake, but doubted he would rouse so far before succumbing to his injuries.

No hope, they said. Nothing to do but wait. Praying they were wrong, she waited.

They’d not questioned her right to hover while tending Geoffrey, simply assumed her related to him in some way. All she truly knew of Geoffrey was that he was strong and brave, and that he carried only a few coins and a key in his money purse, which the physician had handed over to her keeping.

Fearing someone might take the notion to banish her from the warehouse upon learning she barely knew Geoffrey, she let them all think what they would.

If Geoffrey never woke up, didn’t tell her how to contact his family, she’d not be able to give his sister an account of her brother’s struggle to live. She’d not be able to thank Geoffrey for saving her life.  

She slipped her hand under his, careful of his burns, and leaned forward to speak softly near his ear. “You must wake up, Geoffrey. How am I to know what to do with you if you do not give me some direction? I need to know your full name, or better, where your sister might be found.”

He didn’t stir. Leah resisted the urge to shake him, knowing if she did she’d likely hurt him further.

“I know you must hurt terribly. I vow I will not abandon you here, but you must try to help me.”

No response, not even the flutter of an eyelash or twitch of a finger. Leah eased back and rubbed her weary eyes, unsure of what to do next.

“Yer cloak, milady.”

Startled by the feminine voice, Leah looked up at Mistress Thatcher, one of the many townswomen who’d taken it upon themselves to give succor to the shipwreck’s victims by providing food and drink and taking care of small chores. Leah took the cloak, now dry and sun-warmed. Surprised at the warmth, she glanced at the warehouse’s open doors. A new day had dawned and she’d not noticed.

“My thanks. And Geoffrey’s tunic?”

“Beyond repair, I fear. Surely we can hunt up something for him to...wear when the time comes.” Mistress Thatcher scrunched down on the other side of Geoffrey’s pallet. “How does he?”

“About the same as when you left. Bad hurt, but still alive.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “And you, milady? Have ye slept at all?”

Leah shook her head. She’d considered trying to sleep, but worried that Geoffrey might slip away if not watched. Foolish to think his life depended upon her keeping vigil, but there it was.

Mistress Thatcher put her hand on Geoffrey’s forehead. “No fever. A good sign.” She smiled. “The angels must watch over this one.”

“Let them watch, just so long as they leave him be.”

The smile widened. “Plan to shoo the angels off if they get too close, do ye?”

“For as long as I can.”

“Then ye need rest and food.” She nodded toward the doorway. “There be food and ale outside. A bit of sun will do ye good, too. Go. I will stand guard.”

Leah looked down at Geoffrey. Food and sunshine beckoned hard, but she resisted leaving him, even in another’s care.

“Go, milady, or we will be calling for the physicians to tend ye.”

Reluctant, but hearing sense in Mistress Thatcher’s prodding, Leah covered Geoffrey with her cloak, taking care not to cover his burned arms.

Her legs almost refused to unfold, and her head spun from lack of sleep and food. A short walk and crust of bread would ease both stiffness and dizziness. Sleep would have to wait a while longer.

Mistress Thatcher sat down next to Geoffrey and moved one of the cloak’s ties to where she thought it should rest.

Leah quickly squelched a flash of unwarranted ire. The woman had merely moved a tie, not usurped Leah’s place. A place she only occupied because there was no one else to watch over the man to whom she owed a great debt.

“You will send for me if—” Leah couldn’t say aloud what she feared might happen in her absence.

“Aye, milady. I will send one of the boys.”

The boys fetched and carried for the physicians. ’Twas the boys the physicians sent to fetch the priests with their holy oil and last prayers. Too often those men the priests prayed over expired shortly thereafter.

Leah wound her way around the pallets of the injured, sped past the neat rows of shrouded dead, and broke out into bright sunshine and the tang of a fresh sea breeze.

***

Heat on his cold chest. Lavender mixed with salty air.

Reassuring, both. Something was missing. The voice of the woman. Her soft, dulcet tone had called him back from the edge of a hellish pit more than once.

’Twas still dark, but not horrifying. Terror lurked at the edge of hell, but no longer threatened to swamp him and pull him under.

He dared not move or cry out. He’d tried once and plunged into raging torment. Best to remain still and quiet, float along on this fluffy cloud to...where? He didn’t know and at the moment it didn’t matter.

Wherever here happened to be, he was safe. If he drifted too far, she would surely call him back.

She? Aye, the voice was female, one he knew. Whose?

Thinking hurt. Everything hurt. Where was she? Didn’t she know he’d perish without her? How could she know if he didn’t tell her?

He tested the wall of torment, pushing gently. The pain hit him hard, but ’twas not so bad as before. He’d survived worse, could endure again because he had no choice.

He must break through the wall to call her.

Flames leaped up, the blaze blinding him, taunting his weakness. Overwhelming fear nearly engulfed his resolve. He pounded against the wall, his fists ablaze, the terror and pain increasing. A guttural plea for deliverance reverberated through his head.

Where was she?

The wall moved, pushing him back through the heart of the flame, back toward the hellish pit.

His strength sapped, his will weak, he gave a last push against the wall. It stopped, but he knew it would move again, and he’d not be able to halt its progress without help.

Without her.

***

Leah drank deep of the sunshine.

A meat pie and short walk revived her body; the sunshine brightened her spirit. She couldn’t remember a time when she’d been so weary, gone so many hours without sleep. 

The Channel was calm now, the water smooth and peaceful, reflecting sunlight. So unlike yesterday.

She’d overheard one of the seamen tell a passenger about an inquiry underway to find out what had occurred below deck to sink the galley. For herself, she truly didn’t care, was just glad the horror over and she’d survived.

On the dock, salvaged pieces of the sunken ship lay among the barrels, crates and trunks fished out of the sea. Everything belonged to someone, either to the ship’s owner, or the merchants or brokers, or passengers.

She had nothing to claim. Did Geoffrey? Did the key in his pouch fit a lock on one of the trunks? If so, she should have it claimed. Perhaps something inside would provide the means to locate his family.

Leah turned to the sound of someone running. A boy. To her dread, he slid to a halt before her.

“Mistress Thatcher says to come quickly, milady.”

Telling herself to remain calm, that Mistress Thatcher may simply have other duties calling her from Geoffrey’s side, Leah answered the summons with as much speed as weariness allowed.

Mistress Thatcher’s smile greeted her. “He moved, milady. Just a twitch of a finger and his lips, but he moved.” She got up; Leah lowered into the spot the woman vacated. “I think he missed ye,” she added with a wink.

A fanciful thought, but heartening news. Leah slid her hand beneath Geoffrey’s palm. “Would you send over a physician?”

A nod acknowledged the request. “Did ye get something to eat?”

“Aye. My thanks for your kindness.”

“’Tweren’t much. Wish I could do more, but...” The woman shrugged. “I will find a physician for ye. Might be the worst is past and ye can get some sleep.”

’Twould be wonderful, indeed, if the worst was over and Geoffrey now stood a better chance of recovery. If only he’d move again, speak to her.

She leaned toward his ear and spoke softly. “Geoffrey?”

He didn’t stir, didn’t answer.

“Mistress Thatcher tells me you moved your hand and tried to speak. Can you do so again?”

Was it her imagination or did his eyelashes flutter?

“Can you wake? I need to know how to send word to your family. Your sister will surely wonder where you are.”

To Leah’s amazement, Geoffrey’s eyes eased open. Her jolt of elation vanished at the agony marring his darkened blue eyes. He suffered mightily, the torment deep and encompassing.

She struggled against tears. There were questions to ask, answers she needed. Except she couldn’t bear his misery.

As if he knew his pain upset her, he went back to sleep.

The physician, an old man with kind eyes, knelt down on one knee on the opposite side of the pallet. “He rouses?”

Leah straightened and found her voice. “He tries. A good sign, think you?”

He sighed. “The poppy must lose strength. I shall send over another vial. You must not take his movement as a sign of recovery, my lady. The pain prods him toward wakefulness, no more.”

“But surely—”

“Hold, my lady.” The physician fixed her with his steady gaze. “Your Geoffrey is beyond hope. His injuries are too great and too many. The blows to his head alone should have killed him outright. He may live a few more hours or perhaps days, but you must prepare for his death.”

Leah winced and pursed her lips at the finality. 

“I beg pardon for my bluntness,” he said, “but you must not cling to false hope. I dare say he may awaken, even speak a few words, but in all my years as a physician, I have never seen a man recover from injuries so severe. A mercy, I would say. Given the blows to his head, I fear his mind would be badly damaged. Better to die than live without his wits.” He glanced around the warehouse. “You must also prepare to move him soon. We must give over to the owners by midday on the morrow. Ships are due and the space is needed for cargo.”

Take Geoffrey where? She knew no one in Dover who might take them in. An innkeeper would surely object to letting a room to someone about to die. Numb, Leah watched the physician rise.

“You might consider hiring a carter to take him home,” he suggested. “Might be best all around.”

Except she had no notion where Geoffrey’s home might be, and to take him to Pecham—perish the thought. Impossible. Her father would scream the rafters down. Of course, he was going to scold her anyway for running off with Bastian and then having the gall to return home ruined. Her brother would have his say, too, not loudly but more pointedly.

Her head ached. Her heart hurt.

Leah eased her weary body down and rested her head next to Geoffrey’s.

“Oh, Geoffrey, what am I going to do with you?”

She got no answer.

***

The flames disappeared. The pit closed up.

The voice was silent, but she was near.

He didn’t care who she was or why she stayed as long as she remained nearby.

He’d caught a hazy glimpse of the lady. Beautiful, as he’d known from the sound of her voice that she would be.

He hurt everywhere but could bear it now.

She wanted him to wake. He’d tried to oblige. Not possible yet, but soon. Soon.

***

Geoffrey survived the night. No one had come looking for him and he must be moved out of the warehouse.

Leah saw no choice but to take Geoffrey home with her to Pecham. Truly, she’d rather not. ’Twould further complicate what was sure to be an unpleasant homecoming.

Too, hauling Geoffrey around in a cart, bouncing him over rutted dirt roads, surely couldn’t be good for him. The ride could very well kill him. But then, the physician was so very sure of Geoffrey’s imminent demise. What matter if he died on a warehouse floor or the bed of a cart?

Mercy, by what right did she take responsibility for another’s fate when she’d so blithely wrought havoc with her own?

Still, Geoffrey had saved her life. She couldn’t abandon him to uncertain care.

On the advice of Mistress Thatcher, she hired a carter by the name of Alvin—a large man of middling years, his hairy face and lumbering gate reminding her of a bear. After Leah deemed his charges fair, his two-wheeled cart sturdy and the oxen strong, she slipped Geoffrey’s money purse from beneath her sleeve and gave Alvin the small key.

“When I was outside yesterday, I saw several trunks on the dock,” she told Alvin. “Geoffrey’s may have survived.”

“What might it look like?”

She didn’t know if Geoffrey owned a trunk much less what it looked like, but if he owned one she wanted it claimed, if only for his own garments to dress him in.

“I am not sure. You will need to try the key.”

Alvin looked at her strangely, then ambled off to do her bidding. To her delight he returned within the hour, carrying a trunk made of oak, the iron bands and lock beginning to rust.

The carter set it down with a thud at Geoffrey’s feet and handed Leah the key. “Most everything inside is wet, o’ course.”

Leah knelt, opened the trunk and found what she most sought right on top—clothing. A long tunic of deep blue velvet. A short tunic of brown wool. An ivory sherte now stained in places with brown dye. A pair of black breeches.

He had no need of breeches, not with his legs in splints. Nor did she see any kind of footwear to replace his boots that were ruined—not that he needed them either.

The long tunic might be the last garment he wore.

Shaking off the morbid thought, she gathered up the soaked garments and handed them over to Alvin.

“Pray give these to Mistress Thatcher and ask her to dry them, if she would.”

“Ain’t got much time afore ye have to have him ready to go.”

“Then do hurry.”

After Alvin’s departure, Leah began to unload everything to allow both the trunk and Geoffrey’s possessions to dry out as best they could. She tried not to dwell on the thought that he’d have no use for his belongings anymore.

A leather pouch contained a knife like those men used to scrape whiskers, a whetstone, a smaller knife and two carvings of horses—one not quite finished. The carvings boasted of his skill, the horses sturdy and yet intricately detailed. Play things for children, perhaps?

Geoffrey’s children?

He’d mentioned his sister, not a wife or children. ’Twasn’t inconceivable he might be married and a father. Not likely, though. He’d also mentioned studying in Paris. Students rarely married until after they took a profession and could earn a living.

From the bottom of the trunk, Leah lifted a large, heavy bundle wrapped in oiled canvas and bound up with twine. She knew without doubt the packet contained books, which he’d obviously taken added precautions to protect. Of everything in the trunk, these Geoffrey must value most.

Unable to untie the wet knot, Leah slipped the carving knife under the twine, cut it open and carefully unfolded the canvas.

Atop the books lay yet another leather pouch, the edges damp, smelling of lavender. Within were two bars of finely milled French soap, the ends slightly melted.

The three leather-bound volumes also showed signs of their dunking in the Channel. Leah used the hem of her gown to dry the edges as best she could. Once done, she ran a fingertip over the words printed in gold on one of book’s spines.

The language, she thought, was French. But the subject? Truly, she wasn’t sure, knowing only how to form a few words of French. As for the other two books, both were written in languages completely foreign to her, the letters looking strangely like symbols.

Geoffrey must be a very learned man to be able to read and understand several languages. What line of study had he followed? What profession had he hoped to engage in? She may never know, not if the physician was right, and Leah had no cause to doubt him.

Everything in the trunk told her something of the man, but unfortunately, nothing provided information on how to send him home.

Leah spread out the oiled cloth to re-wrap the books, then halted when she noticed a folded sheet of parchment marking a page of one of the books.

She eased open the pages and took out the parchment.

Neatly written in bold hand, the words covered most of the page, their meaning defying her grasp. Likely French, likely Geoffrey’s writing, likely notations on the subject matter of the book—whatever it was.

Frustrated, Leah put back the parchment and slammed the book shut, irritated by her lack of an education beyond the simple words and numbers necessary to make entries into Pecham’s household ledger. But then, not until now did she have a use for knowledge beyond what a woman needed to run a household.

Her father knew French, a skill necessary for doing business with the kingdom’s nobility. Perhaps, depending upon whether or not he allowed her entrance to Pecham, she might ask him to look at the book, satisfy her curiosity.

While she returned Geoffrey’s belongings to the trunk, Leah pushed aside uncomfortable thoughts of what might happen when she reached Pecham’s gate. Better to concentrate on getting herself and Geoffrey ready for the long trip.

From the warehouse’s owner she purchased a pallet and blanket. From the physician she obtained unguent for Geoffrey’s burns as well as several vials of poppy water, listening carefully to the instructions on their use.

Near midday, with help from Mistress Thatcher, Leah gingerly eased Geoffrey into his tunic, then watched several men bear him and his trunk out to the cart.

When all was settled to her satisfaction, Leah turned to Mistress Thatcher and clasped her hands. “I thank you for your kindness. You made a difficult time more bearable for me.”

Mistress Thatcher squeezed Leah’s hands. “Ye will face more difficult times in the days ahead.”

Geoffrey’s death would be nigh unbearable. She felt tears well up, but refused to let them fall. She’d deal with the sorrow when the time came. “I have no doubt. Might I ask yet one more favor of you?”

“What might that be?”

“I hoped a member of Geoffrey’s family would come to Dover to meet the ship. I should let someone know I am taking him to Pecham, but am not sure who that someone should be.”

Mistress Thatcher thought a moment before answering. “I could inform the tavern keepers here on the docks. That would ensure most everyone in town would hear, even the authorities and guild masters. Where is Pecham?”

“On the northern coast of Cornwall, not far from the Abbey of St. Cleer.”

“Easy enough to remember. God go with you.”

After a parting hug, Leah climbed into the cart bed to sit next to Geoffrey. Alvin tugged on the oxen’s reins to lead them out of town. The cart jerked mightily along the road skirting the waterfront.

Geoffrey’s body swayed with the cart’s motion, cushioned by the pallet, unmindful of the rough ride. 

Leah marveled at how quickly the ruins of the shipwreck had disappeared. Had it been only the morning before when she’d surveyed the remains scattered on the dock? Gone was the debris—as if the wreck had never happened. As if men hadn’t died out beyond the mouth of the harbor.

Near the edge of town, alone and forlorn behind a stone wall, stood a horse Leah recognized immediately—the one with the burned off mane she’d seen swimming toward shore during her search for Geoffrey.

Elated, she called out, “Alvin, hold a moment!”

The cart stopped. Leah climbed out and hurried over to the wall. The dainty mare bore other marks of her battle to survive. Scrapes and burns marred her chestnut hide. A cut slashed across the white marking on her nose. One eye was swollen shut. Despite her injuries, the mare would thrive with decent care.

From the nearby cottage a roundish peasant woman ambled over. “A sorry sight, ain’t it?”

To Leah, who’d seen more suffering and death during these past days than she cared to recall, the mare looked utterly beautiful. “She has suffered much. How did you come by her?”

The woman crossed her arms and frowned. “That husband o’ mine went into town for an ale and came back with the horse. Said no one claimed it.” She huffed. “Ain’t no wonder. She will not eat and cannot work. Stew meat on the hoof.”

Stew meat? Leah barely withheld a cry of outrage. So valiant a horse shouldn’t come to such an end! She stroked the mare’s warm, soft nose. There was strength to the horse yet, and a good heart. All she needed was proper food and care—the kind of care her father would be delighted to give a quality horse.

Leah nearly shook with pleasure at her hastily wrought plan. After silently adding up the remaining coins in the two sorely depleted purses she carried, she smiled. Bastian’s funds were about to purchase her way back into her father’s good graces.

With as much calm as she could muster, Leah asked, “Would you be willing to sell the horse?”

The woman cocked an eyebrow. “Now milady, what would ye be wantin’ with—”

“Will sixpence do?”

“The bag of bones ain’t worth—”

“Five pence, then?”

“Sixpence.”

“Done,” Leah said, sealing the bargain, then called back to the carter who yet stood near his oxen. “Alvin, have you a rope to tie my horse to the cart?”

His eyes went wide with surprise, but he fetched a rope while Leah completed the purchase, almost emptying Bastian’s leather pouch. With the rope looped around the mare’s neck, Alvin coaxed her through the gate and toward the cart. The peasant woman, smiling with glee at the bargain, apparently felt obliged to accompany them. She glanced into the cart and her smile faded.

“So yer the one,” she said.

Confused, Leah asked, “Beg pardon?”

“My husband ain’t usually one for repeatin’ tales, but he told me of what people are talkin’ about in the tavern. Ain’t a blessed soul in Dover who ain’t heard your story, I imagine.”

Leah found herself suddenly enveloped in a hug.

“May the Lord give ye strength and watch over ye and yer husband. ’Tis a crime, it is, for one so handsome and brave to die so young. A right proper hero. I will pray for ye.”

Husband? Hero?

Alvin crossed himself. “Amen to that.”

Stunned, Leah realized that while she’d been nursing Geoffrey in the warehouse, the shipwreck’s victims had, naturally, become the subject of town gossip. Apparently, they’d heard of Geoffrey’s actions aboard ship and his now woeful condition. Leah had been granted the status of his grieving wife. ’Twas the stuff of which legends were made.

She thought to deny her position in Geoffrey’s legend, but for some reason paid heed to a little voice that urgently whispered to leave it be.

“My thanks,” she muttered.

Alvin headed for his oxen. Leah climbed into the cart and checked on the man who’d unwittingly become the town’s hero—and nearly swore aloud.

’Struth, Geoffrey needed all the prayers he could get. His cheeks flushed red with fever.

Chapter Three

––––––––

Pecham perched on the northern edge of Cornwall. The three-story, stone keep was fortified on the seaside by craggy, cavern-riddled cliffs, the rest protected by a high curtain wall. From beyond the fortress, Leah could hear the wind-whipped waves batter the shore.

Home. She’d thought to never see Pecham again and didn’t particularly want to enter now. The gate yawned open, like the sharp-toothed maw of a giant dragon eager to swallow her whole.

Walking beside Alvin, as she’d done occasionally over the past four days, Leah mentally shook off the vision. ’Struth, whatever happened to her inside the gate couldn’t be as wrenching as witnessing Geoffrey’s decline.

The peasant woman from whom Leah purchased the mare had kindly thrown a pouch full of marigold into the bargain, which Leah crushed, mixed with water and managed to coax down Geoffrey’s throat. His fever had eased but not left him.

’Twas a bit of comfort the mare weathered the journey well, gaining strength and spirit. Nigel of Pecham would be well pleased with the gift, if not with the daughter who presented it to him.

“I wager yer glad to be home, milady,” Alvin commented.

Leah evaded a direct answer. With a wan smile, she changed the course of the conversation. “As I imagine you are anxious to return to Dover. My father might have something for you to haul back.”

“Such as?”

“Ore from the stannary, or perhaps...something else.”

For eons the lords of Pecham had wrenched a living out of this rough, windswept land. The tin miners had made their appearance during her grandfather’s time, adding to the estate’s income but presenting other problems, which had led to most lucrative business of all.

Smuggling ran rampant along these shores. Fine wine, elegant silk, exotic fur and glittering gems were only a few of the luxuries her father and brother traded for raw ore and then sold to the wealthy of the kingdom at a high profit. She dare not tell Alvin. ’Twas for her father to decide whether or not to trust the carter.

Alvin halted the oxen and glanced over his shoulder. “Ye should climb in and hold yer husband still. ’Twill be a rough ride over the drawbridge.”

Leah did as bid, not correcting Alvin’s assumption—again. She supposed she should have told the carter of her lack of relation to Geoffrey, but had so easily slipped into the position assigned her by the townspeople, and now begrudged giving up the measure of respect due her as a married woman.

If only that whoreson Bastian had kept his word, she could return home as a woman wronged, not a woman gone wrong. He hadn’t honored the promises whispered in the dark of night, luring her away from home.

Not, she admitted with chagrin, that she’d resisted Bastian overmuch. She’d been ripe for luring.

The cart lurched forward. Leah wrapped a steadying arm around Geoffrey
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